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1. Introduction 

The process of compounding has been drawing the attention of linguists for decades, 

and the issue still arouses interest among academicians worldwide. As regards the 

English language, where compounding is a highly productive word-formation process, 

there are numerous studies devoted to the description and classification of compounds, 
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as well as to their distinction from other multi-unit expressions (see, for example, Bauer 

2017; Bloomfield 1933; The Oxford handbook of compounding 2009). There is also a 

vast number of studies devoted to the analysis of particular subtypes, certain aspects, 

or chosen groups of compounds (see, for example, Bagasheva et al. 2013; Benches 

2006; Cetnarowska 2019; Downing 1977).  

 

This analysis is focused on a group of compound nouns used as slang names for 'airline 

passengers'.  The majority of these compounds, which in terms of numbers means 12 

out of 15, could, on the basis of the traditional, well-known approach by Bloomfield 

(1933) be classified as exocentric formations, i.e., compounds whose semantic head 

remains unexpressed, and hence the explication of their semantics relies on some kind 

of meaning shift.  Also, nearly half of the compounds in this study could be classified 

as "figurative compounds" in the sense used by Dobrovol'skij and Piirainen (2005). 

The authors apply this term to lexical items whose semantics relies on metaphorical or 

metonymic meaning change and which fulfil the criterion of additional naming. As 

regards this criterion, Dobrovol'skij and Piirainen explain that "a unit of figurative 

language is not the only way to say what is meant" (ibid., 18). In fact, a group of 

compounds in this analysis meet the criterion of additional naming, as they are slang 

terms for the general language term 'airline passenger(s)'. On the other hand, some of 

the compounds under analysis denote passengers of a certain type, such as, for instance, 

those who are misbehaving on board a plane, and there are no other English-language 

terms denoting the same concept. 

 

The best cover term for the set of lexical items in this study appears to be the term 

proposed by Benches (2006), i.e., "creative compounds". As explained by this author, 

this term refers to compounds whose meaning explication relies on some kind of 

metaphorical or metonymic meaning shift, understood as cognitive mechanisms of 

meaning development. Benches (ibid.) indicates that the adjective "creative" is used to 

stress that such compounds are "more imaginative, associative and on the whole, more 
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creative" (ibid., 6) than compounds whose meaning is, at least to some extent, 

predictable from the literal meaning of the compound's elements. 

 

Notably, the analysis is targeted at a set of lexical items belonging to aviation slang. 

Aviation slang is understood here as the language used in daily, unofficial, spoken 

communication among members of airline crews, mainly flight attendants and, to a 

lesser extent, pilots. The participants of such communication can be considered a 

discourse community in the sense of Swales (1990), who enumerates six defining 

characteristics of a discourse community. Two of them are of particular relevance for 

this study. Namely, (...) "A discourse community utilizes and therefore possesses one 

or more genres in the communicative furtherance of its aims", and it "(…) has acquired 

some specific lexis" (ibid., 24-27). Aviation slang needs to be understood as one of the 

genres used by airline crews, with a specific lexis, and like any other slang, it is meant 

to be understood only by members of a given group, for example those linked by virtue 

of the shared occupation. What is more, according to Matiello (2008: 36-37), any slang 

lacks prestige and pretentiousness, as well as it is fairly spontaneous and familiar. 

Additionally, in linguistics, aviation slang has to be considered a sublanguage of the 

language of aviation, which is defined by Borowska as: 

 
"(…) a special language for aviation purposes that is realized in the different forms of 

sublanguages or tools constituting its subsets based on particular aviation domains. Those subsets 
may share common lexical and grammar structures, but are treated as separate sublanguages (…) 
with their own characteristic features" (2020: 64).   
 

The linguistic study of the language of aviation is termed "avialinguistics" by 

Borowska (ibid.). Furthermore, the language of aviation is one of numerous languages 

for specific/special purposes, frequently abbreviated to LSP, or specialized languages, 

which are distinguished as being in opposition to language for general purposes (cf. 

Grucza 2013; Jakubiak 2015; Manerko 2016: 132-139). It can be also considered one 

of the varieties of English for occupational purposes (cf. Dudley-Evans & St. John 

1998). Significantly, the terms under this analysis are sometimes referred to as the 
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"secret language/code" of flight attendants/cabin crews (cf. Andrew 2019; Kopecka 

2020; Strutner 2015; Trim 2018).   

 

The primary aim of this paper is to show the complexity of mental processes leading 

to the creation of a semantically related group of compounds, with special attention 

being given to "figurative creativity", which is a term used, for instance, by Kövecses 

(2005: 259). The paper is a small-scale attempt to support or verify the observation 

made by Kövecses (ibid.), who claims that a unique experience of a group "(…) may 

alter deeply entrenched conventional metaphors (…) and result in novel ones" (ibid., 

263). Moreover, being focused on vocabulary items present in oral communication 

among members of a profession-related group, the analysis will shed some light on the 

within-culture variation of metaphor, and more specifically its social dimension (cf. 

ibid.). 

 

The discussion below starts with the description of the procedure of data collection and 

of methodological issues. The following analytical section is divided into 5 parts 

distinguished on the basis of metaphors and metonymies which account for the major 

conceptualization patterns within the set of the analysed lexemes. The findings relevant 

for all parts are presented in the final Discussion and conclusion section.  

 

2. Materials and methods 

In order to collect the material for the study, firstly internet blogs and other texts 

relating to air travel were identified by means of a Google search starting from such 

entries as: flight attendants' slang, flight attendants (secret) language, as well as pilots' 

slang / language. Subsequently, the content of relevant websites was studied in an 

attempt to select slang names relating to airline passengers. The online sources used in 

the creation of the research corpus are as follows: Allan (2016), Andrew (2019), Braun 

(2019), Eilers (2017), Garcia (2017), Romano (2019), Strutner (2015), Trim (2018), 

Revealed: The secret … (2018). In addition to online sources, a paper dictionary of 

aviation slang by Chorążykiewicz (2012) was searched. As a result a set of the 
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following 15 lexical items was created: baby Jesus, biscuit shooter, carry-on luggage, 

crumb cruncher, dead head, gate hoarder(s), gate lice, jet bridge Jesus, landing lips, 

payload, self-loading freight, self-loading cargo, self-loading baggage, talking ballast, 

unaccompanied monster. 

 

It can be assumed that most of the identified lexemes are regularly used in the context 

of informal, aviation-related, professional communication, since each compound 

appeared in a few sources, with no two of them containing an identical set of 

vocabulary. In this sense, all compounds examined can be considered lexicalized, at 

least to some extent, and their meaning seems to be established within a group of 

English-speaking people, linked with one another on the grounds of their shared 

profession. Importantly, all the lexemes analysed belong to the slang register and most 

of them are emotionally loaded. Furthermore, some of them are close synonyms of the 

general language term airline passenger, whereas others are used with reference to 

airline passengers, but their semantics includes one or more additional meaning 

components, like, for instance <age>, <sex>, or <behaviour>. 

 

The analysis is based on notions developed in cognitive linguistics. As regards the 

applied cognitive apparatus, first, the compounds identified can be assigned to the 

conceptual domain AIRLINE PASSENGER. This domain, together with such domains as, 

for instance, AIRPLANE and AIRPORT, is conceptually related to a higher level domain 

of AIR TRANSPORT. Following Kövecses, the conceptual domain is understood here as 

"any coherent organization of experience" (2010: 4). 

 

Second, in this analysis, the mechanisms of semantic change are considered cognitive 

phenomena (cf. Dirven 2002; Lakoff & Johnson 1980). The study of figurative 

creativity comprises, according to Kövecses (2005: 259), three basic cognitive 

operations, which are: metaphor, metonymy, and blending. Based on the definition 

provided by Kövecses "(…) a conceptual metaphor consists of two conceptual 

domains, in which one domain is understood in terms of another" (2010: 4). The fact 
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that one domain is understood in terms of another implies that there is a set of 

correspondences between the source and target domain. The set of correspondences is 

understood as the mapping of certain elements of the source domain onto selected 

elements of the target domain (cf. ibid., 7). Furthermore, the definition of conceptual 

metonymy adopted for this analysis is also taken from Kövecses: "Metonymy is a 

conceptual process in which one conceptual entity, the vehicle, provides mental access 

to another conceptual entity, the target, within the same domain (…)" (ibid., 173). With 

the two definitions in mind, the distinguishing feature between the cognitive metaphor 

and metonymy seems to be the number of domains involved, and as follows, the 

existence or nonexistence of correspondences. Additionally, a term that is used in this 

analysis in connection with metonymic meaning shift is domain highlighting, which, 

according to Croft (1993: 348), is making primary a domain that is secondary in the 

literal meaning of a given lexical item. The effect of domain highlighting is facilitated 

by the salience of some elements present within the domain matrix for a given concept, 

even if they are peripheral to the concept's literal meaning. 

 

When it comes to blending, which is the last one of the basic cognitive operations listed 

by Kövecses (2005: 259), the definition proposed by Fauconnier and Turner (2003) is 

relied upon. The authors describe blending as a conceptual integration network, 

explaining that:  

 
"(...) In its most basic form, a conceptual integration network consists of four connected mental 

spaces: two partially matched input spaces, a generic space constituted by structure common to the 
inputs, and the blended space. The blended space is constructed through selective projection from 
the inputs (…)" (ibid., 60). 
 

The process of blending is often visualized graphically as presented in Figure 1: 
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Figure 1. Conceptual blending (Source: Own processing, cf. Fauconnier & Turner 2003: 59) 
 

The diagram above is a graphic illustration of a basic version of the process of blending, 

as the number of input spaces is, in fact, dependent on an expression under 

consideration. In other words, mental spaces are expression-specific, and unlike 

conceptual domains, which are mental constructs characterized by a coherent 

organization of information, mental spaces are created at the moment of speaking (cf. 

Kövecses 2010: 267). As described by Fauconnier and Turner (2003: 58), the blended 

mental space develops its structure dynamically. Finally, for this analysis, it is crucial 

to add that mental spaces are often structured metaphorically or metonymically, or 

particular input spaces may be related to each other as the metaphorical source and 

target domains.  

 

Moreover, in the analysis, reference to the notion known in cognitive linguistics as the 

Great Chain of Being (hereinafter referred to as GCB; see, e.g., Kövecses 2010; Lakoff 

& Turner 1989) is made. In short, the GCB is a folk understanding of the hierarchical 

organization of the world around us, with the bottom level of the hierarchy occupied 

by inanimate objects and then ascending via plants and animals to people (ibid.). In the 

extended version of the GCB, as proposed for instance by Krzeszowski (1997), the top 
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position is occupied by God. Notably, if one level of this hierarchy allows people to 

enter conceptually a different level, the metaphorical meaning shift is present. The 

vertical direction of the change has an influence on the emotional load of the target 

meaning (cf. ibid., 63). To put it more precisely, if the source meaning thread is located 

on a lower level of the hierarchy, meaning amelioration can be expected; the opposite 

direction will result in the pejoration of meaning.  

 

3. Data analysis 

For the purpose of the analysis, a group of 15 aviation slang compounds was selected. 

These are: baby Jesus, biscuit shooter, carry-on luggage, crumb cruncher, dead head, 

gate hoarder(s), gate lice, jet bridge Jesus, landing lips, payload, self-loading freight, 

self-loading cargo, self-loading baggage, talking ballast, unaccompanied monster. 

Most of these compounds are lexical units that function only in aviation slang, and their 

aviation slang sense 'airline passenger' is the primary sense of the compound as a 

whole. Two compounds, that is, carry-on luggage and payload, have their primary 

meaning-threads linked to general aviation English, whereas the aviation slang sense 

'airline passenger' has to be perceived as a case of meaning transference. One of the 

compounds under analysis, i.e., baby Jesus, belongs, on the grounds of its primary 

meaning thread, to general English language, whereas another one, i.e., crumb 

cruncher belongs to general English slang. 

 

The initial analysis has shown that when the semantic structure is taken into 

consideration, compounds can be grouped into smaller subsets, including three to six 

lexical items, singled out on the basis of different kinds of metaphorical and metonymic 

relationships. The main metaphors and metonymies serving as the basis for the 

distinguished subsets of compounds under analysis are as follows: 

 

A) AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO 

B) AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 

C) AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM 
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D) AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE BODY PARTS 

 

It should be observed that in the list above, relationships A and B are metaphorical; 

whereas C and D are metonymic relationships. The presentation in the following 

sections takes these relationships as headings for a more detailed discussion of the 

semantic processes that led to the target meaning 'airline passenger'. However, two 

remarks should be made here. First, some compounds appear under more than one 

heading; second, for some compounds no other compound was identified that could be 

assigned to the same metaphor or metonymy, and, for this reason, the final section of 

the discussion below is titled Miscellaneous cases. 

 

3.1 AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO 

The first subset of compounds is the most numerous and it comprises the following six 

items, all of which denote 'airline passengers': carry-on luggage, payload, self-loading 

freight, self-loading cargo, self-loading baggage, talking ballast. These lexical items 

were assigned to one subset on the basis of the semantics of their right-hand elements. 

Note that English compounds are predominantly right-headed, and the right-hand 

constituent is superordinate to the left-hand item, which, in turn, functions as its 

modifier. Nevertheless, it must be kept in mind that the compounds under analysis in 

this subsection are exocentric compounds and their right-hand elements function 

merely as the syntactic head; they do not take the role of the semantic head. 

Importantly, the right-hand elements of the compounds above, i.e., luggage, load, 

freight, cargo, baggage, ballast, are semantically linked, and using cognitive 

terminology, all of them can be assigned to the DOMAIN OF CARGO. The lexeme cargo 

is defined in the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary as "the goods or merchandise 

conveyed in a ship, airplane, or vehicle" (MWOD). The DOMAIN OF CARGO can, in turn, 

be perceived as the source domain of the target meaning 'airline passenger(s)', achieved 

through a metaphorical relationship. To be more specific, the change of meaning from 

the primary meaning thread of the right-hand elements to the meaning of compounds 

as a whole, i.e., 'airline passengers', could be explained by means of the cognitive 
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metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO. With metaphor being based on some kind 

of perceived similarity, the following set of correspondences between the source and 

target domain can be posited: 

 
Table 1. AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO – metaphorical correspondences  

(Source: Own processing) 
 

Source domain:  

GOODS TRANSPORTED/ CARGO 

 

 Target domain:  

AIRLINE PASSENGERS 

goods are delivered from one place to 

another / transported by airplanes 
→ people are transported from one place to 

another by airplanes 
the staff takes care of loading the 

cargo / goods onto the plane 
→ the staff takes care of passengers boarding a 

plane 
the goods transported are characterized 

by certain weight 
→ passengers are characterized by certain 

weight 

the weight and size of goods allowed 

onto a plane is limited 
→ only a restricted number of people are taken 

aboard 

 

The cognitive metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO functions as the skeleton for 

explication of the target meaning 'airline passenger' in the group of compounds with 

their right-hand items belonging to the DOMAIN OF CARGO. Yet, the role of left-hand 

elements in meaning creation cannot be ignored.  

 

When it comes to the modifying elements, two of them, i.e., talking and self-loading, 

are deverbal, participle adjectives whose role is to prompt the understanding of the 

compound as denoting a human being, rather than an inanimate object. This function 

seems to be quite straightforward in the case of the lexical item talking, as only humans 

are able to speak. With the modifying element self-loading, occurring in three 

compounds under analysis, further explanation is necessary. That is, in general English, 

the adjective self-loading is used in the primary sense 'loading (again) by its own 

action', and it frequently collocates with names of guns, as well as different kinds of 
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automatic or semi-automatic machines. Still, in order to see the meaning-thread related 

to human activity, the analysis should start from the verb load used in the sense of 

'putting goods onto a vehicle (e.g., aircraft)'. By adding the prefix self- and the suffix -

ing, the derived adjective self-loading stresses the fact that it is not the airport staff who 

need to put the goods onto the aircraft, but these 'goods' do it on their own. So, if robots 

are disregarded, the adjective self-loading can only be considered an allusion to human 

behaviour. 

 

In other words, taking into account the human-related meaning of the left-hand 

elements of the compounds self-loading freight, self-loading cargo, self-loading 

baggage, talking ballast, it seems more appropriate to describe the meaning construal 

of whole compounds in terms of a blend, in the understanding of Fauconnier and 

Turner (2003), rather than a meaning shift restricted to the operation of the metaphor 

AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO. The blend can be perceived as created against the 

generic space AIR TRANSPORT, with the following three input spaces: 

 

 
 

Figure 2. PASSENGERS ARE CARGO metaphor in the blend (Source: Own processing) 
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More specifically, the Input space 1 – CARGO corresponds to the source domain of the 

conceptual metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO, whereas Input space 2 – AIRLINE 

PASSENGERS corresponds to the metaphorical target. The particular metaphorical 

correspondences, shown in Figure 2 as arrows between the Input space 1 and the Input 

space 2 are listed in Table 1. What is more, the Input space 3 – HUMAN ACTIONS 

contains the deverbal participle adjectives talking and self-loading, denoting human 

actions. They function as an additional contextual clue helping the listener to blend the 

inanimate domain CARGO with the animate target domain AIRLINE PASSENGER. The 

projections of selected elements from the particular input spaces allow the listener to 

arrive at the sense-thread 'airline passenger' even though the head elements denote 

inanimate beings. Hence, in the resulting blend, passengers 1, 2, 3, etc. are seen as 

talking cargo being-loaded / loading by their own action onto the plane. Nevertheless, 

the most important element of the whole conceptual network is the metaphor AIRLINE 

PASSENGERS ARE CARGO. 

 

Regarding the two remaining lexical items assigned to the first subset, i.e., carry-on 

luggage and payload, the process of meaning creation needs to be analysed from a 

different angle. These two compounds function in general aviation English. The 

primary, aviation-related sense of the lexical item carry-on luggage is: "small bags of 

limited size and weight that passengers are allowed to take with them into the cabin of 

an aircraft", while the primary sense of payload is "the money earning load carried by 

the aircraft including the passengers, baggage and freight" (Crocker 2007: 169). 

Therefore, with the target meaning "airline passenger", they fulfil the criterion of 

additional naming and qualify as figurative compounds in the sense of Dobrovol'skij 

and Piirainen (2005). The development of their secondary meaning can be analysed in 

terms of a metaphorical or metonymic relationship. The development of the sense 

'airline passenger' in the case of the lexeme payload can be perceived as a metaphorical 

meaning restriction, whereas the secondary meaning 'airline passenger' in the case of 

the compound carry-on luggage can be attributed to the metonymic relationship 

POSSESSOR FOR POSSESSED. 
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The explanation of the development of a secondary meaning of the compound carry-

on luggage in terms of a metonymic relationship might raise doubts as to the role of 

the metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO. Nevertheless, the notion of a linguistic 

template, introduced by Ryder (1994), seems to offer an answer to this problematic 

issue. According to this author: "(…) once a pattern begins, the more established forms 

there are in the pattern, the more likely it is that a new form will be based on one or 

more of these forms, or on a slightly more abstract template based on them" (ibid., 80). 

 

In this analysis, the "more abstract template" in the quote must be understood as the 

metaphorical relationship AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO. In other words, any 

compound with the right-hand element semantically linked to the domain 

CARGO / GOODS TRANSPORTED seems to be a good candidate for the target meaning 

'airline passenger'.  

 

When it comes to the compound 'carry-on luggage', it can be assumed that both the 

metaphorical relationship and the metonymic relationship contribute to the creation of 

the target meaning 'airline passenger'. The metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO 

operates on the syntactic head of the compound, whereas the metonymic relationship 

POSSESSED FOR POSSESSOR seems to act on the compound as a whole. In metonymy, the 

two concepts, i.e., the concept of POSSESSED and the concept of POSSESSOR, are linked 

with the DOMAIN OF POSSESSION (cf. Radden & Kövecses 2007: 16). It has to be stressed 

that the role of both mechanisms seems to be equally important, as illustrated in Figure 

3: 
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Figure 3. Metaphor and metonymy in the compound carry-on luggage (Source: Own processing) 
 

The multiple arrows between the metaphorical source and target represent the 

metaphorical correspondences as listed in Table 1. In contrast, as the defining feature 

of cognitive metonymy is the domain highlighting rather than mappings, there is only 

one arrow between the metonymic source and target, and the lexical item carry-on 

luggage is highlighted symbolizing the mental highlighting of the corresponding 

concept.  

 

Finally, when it comes to the emotional load of the items discussed in this section, it 

is, in all cases, mildly humorous, and hence mildly negative. It comes in line with the 

assumptions taken by the advocates of the GCB theory. In details, the source concept 

of <goods transported>, i.e., things, occupies a lower position in the GCB hierarchy 

than the target concept <airline passengers>, i.e., people. Thus, making reference to 

passengers by means of lexical items denoting inanimate objects results in meaning 

pejoration. 

 

3.2 AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 

In the group of lexemes under this analysis, there are three instances of compounds 

whose head-elements denote in their primary sense supernatural beings. These are: 

unaccompanied monster, baby Jesus, and jet bridge Jesus. It should be noted that in 

their secondary meaning 'airline passenger', they all refer to passengers of a certain 

type, with the meaning restriction corresponding to the age of the passengers. 
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Furthermore, only the secondary meaning of the compound baby Jesus is an example 

of an additional naming, and it qualifies as a figurative compound in the sense of 

Dobrovol'skij and Piirainen (2005). 

 

The slang compound unaccompanied monster was formed by analogy to the compound 

functioning in official aviation language, i.e., unaccompanied minor, abbreviated to 

UM. Depending on the airline policy, children, usually between five and eleven, are 

allowed to travel alone and it is the responsibility of the flight attendants to supervise 

them. In aviation slang the lexeme minor is replaced by the lexeme monster. According 

to the Wikipedia definition: "A monster is often a type of grotesque creature, whose 

appearance frightens and whose powers of destruction threaten the human world's 

social or moral order" (Wikipedia encyclopedia, s.a.). As mentioned by Benches (2006: 

135), monsters are considered to be uncontrollable, difficult to manage, and unpleasant. 

All these monster-like features might serve as an explanation why it is the lexeme 

monster, rather than any other lexeme starting with the letter m and denoting some kind 

of supernatural being, such as for instance, mermaid, that is used in aviation English to 

refer, in a mildly derogatory way, to a misbehaving youngster.  

 

The lexeme monster is assigned to the domain SUPERNATURAL BEINGS, as monsters are 

imaginary creatures. Table 2 is an attempt to enumerate the metaphorical 

correspondences allowing us to claim the existence of the cognitive metaphor 

(CHILDREN) PASSENGERS ARE MONSTERS/ SUPERNATURAL BEINGS, considered here a 

lower-level variant of the metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS: 

 
Table 2. (CHILDREN) PASSENGERS ARE MONSTERS – metaphorical correspondences  

(Source: Own processing) 
 

Source domain:  

MONSTERS /SUPERNATURAL BEINGS  
 Target domain:  

(CHILDREN) AIRLINE PASSENGERS 

monsters are frightening → children, especially if bored during a long 

flight, are problematic for flight attendants 
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monsters may destroy the world → disobedient children may cause some 

damage in the airplane interior 
monsters are uncontrollable → a child throwing a temper tantrum is 

uncontrollable 

monsters are unpleasant to deal with → taking care of a disobedient child is 

unpleasant for staff members 

 

Unlike the official term unaccompanied minor, the slang compound that includes the 

lexeme monster carries a negative emotional load, which is definitely connected with 

the difficulties that flight attendants face when taking care of some problematic 

youngsters travelling alone. Due to the fact that the modifier unaccompanied is 

interpreted literally, the metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS is 

considered to operate only on the head element monster. The compound's modifier is 

understood literally. 
 

When it comes to the two remaining compounds, i.e., baby Jesus and jet bridge Jesus, 

they both include the name Jesus, the core character of Christian religion. In both cases, 

it occupies the head position. As regards the compound baby Jesus, the creation of the 

secondary meaning thread 'infant passenger' must be analysed with reference to the 

Biblical nativity story, in which Baby Jesus was born. Table 3 shows metaphorical 

correspondences that allow us to posit the operation of metaphor INFANT PASSENGERS 

ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS in the creation of the target meaning 'airline passengers':  

 
Table 3. INFANT PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS – metaphorical correspondences  

(Source: Own processing) 
 

Source domain: 

SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 
 Target domain:  

INFANT AIRLINE PASSENGERS 
Baby Jesus was a little child → an infant passenger is a little child 

Baby Jesus was a special child → infant passengers are special kind of 

passengers 
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shepherds and the three wise men came 

to pay tribute to Baby Jesus 
→ infant passengers require special treatment 

from flight attendants 

 

It could be added here that the compound baby Jesus is used primarily with reference 

to infants whose parents expect extra services for their child from flight attendants. 

Such an expectation may result in parents' resentful, impolite behaviour. This fact 

explains why, even though baby Jesus as well as other little babies generally evoke 

positive feelings, the compound is used with a (mildly?) negative shade of meaning. 

Finally, it can be observed that due to the fact that the combination Baby Jesus 

functions as a compound in its literal meaning in general English, the metaphor INFANT 

PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS seems to operate on the compound as a whole. 

 

Regarding the compound jet bridge Jesus, one first needs to observe its embedded 

structure. Using labelled bracketing, the compound's formal structure can be 

represented as [[[jet] [bridge]] [Jesus]]. This proves that the name Jesus, being the 

syntactic head of the compound, is modified by another compound, i.e. jet bridge. The 

lexical item jet bridge is but one of many terms for a structure known also as, for 

instance, a passenger boarding bridge, jetway, or loading bridge, defined in the 

Dictionary of Aviation by Crocker (2007: 139) as 'a covered walkway from an airport 

departure gate that connects to the door of an aircraft, used by passengers and crew 

getting on and off the aircraft'. It can be added that it has a form of an enclosed, often 

movable structure connecting the airport and the airplane; the structure allows 

passengers to board the plane without being exposed to weather conditions. The 

secondary meaning of the compound jet bridge Jesus is 'an elderly airline passenger', 

and at first sight one can hardly see any logical connection between the compound 

consisting of the jet bridge with the head word Jesus and the secondary meaning-thread 

'an elderly airline passenger'. To arrive at the explanation, a few more meaning-related 

facts need to be considered. Namely, as explained in detail in source materials, a jet 

bridge Jesus is an elderly passenger who, when boarding, requires assistance and is 

taken aboard on a wheelchair, but during the deboarding procedure leaves the airplane 
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on his or her own feet. Another aviation slang expression denoting an analogical 

situation is the compound miracle flight, clearly stressing the allusion to the miracles 

described in the Bible to have been performed by Jesus. Namely, according to the 

Bible, during his earthly mission, Jesus, in order to give evidence of his divine nature, 

cured, among other people, a nobleman's son (John 4: 46-54), Peter's mother-in-law 

(Mark 1:30-31), and a man with leprosy (Mathew 9:1-8)1. This shows that it is not the 

lexeme Jesus that stands metaphorically for 'airline passengers', but rather his 

miraculous actions provide the direct conceptual link to the target meaning. 

 

With this in mind, using the terminology of cognitive linguistics, it can be assumed 

that the target meaning 'an elderly airline passenger' is a result of a double meaning 

shift, relying both on the metonymic relationship PERFORMER FOR ACTION and the 

metaphorical relationship PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS. The metonymic 

relationship is a prerequisite for the operation of the metaphor, and it is embedded in 

the metaphorical source, as shown in Figure 4: 

 

 
 

Figure 4. (ELDERLY) PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS – metaphtonymy  
(Source: Own processing) 

 

To be more specific, the metonymic relationship PERFORMER FOR ACTION allows one to 

think about the miracles when using the lexical item Jesus, i.e., the concept of 

MIRACLES becomes metonymically highlighted in the spectrum of the lexeme Jesus 

even though it is secondary in the literal meaning of the lexeme. Such simultaneous 

working of metaphor and metonymy is termed as "metaphtonymy" (cf. Goossens 

1990). 
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When it comes to the Biblical miracles in which people recovered their health, the cure 

of the paralytic (Mathew 9:1-8) gains the most salience, and this situation underlies the 

metaphorical correspondences enumerated in Table 4:  

 
Table 4. (ELDERLY) PASSENGERS are SUPERNATURAL BEINGS – metaphorical correspondences 

(Source: Own processing) 
 

Source domain: SUPERNATURAL 

BEINGS – MIRACLES DONE 

 Target domain: (ELDERLY) AIRLINE 

PASSENGERS 

Biblical paralytic   → elderly passenger 

paralytic's mat (on which he was brought 

to Jesus) 
→ wheelchair (pushed by a flight attendant) 

the paralytic gets up and goes home → passengers disembark from the airplane 

walking 

Jesus' curing of the paralytic was 

considered a miracle by those who saw it 
→ passengers able to disembark from the plane 

on their own feet seem as if they have been 

miraculously cured during the flight 

 

The jet bridge does not appear in the correspondences. However, pushing the 

wheelchair along the jet bridge, which is a special treatment, and which probably 

involves some effort from the flight attendants or other members of the airport staff, is 

a salient element of the whole situation in the eyes of the staff members. This cognitive 

salience seems to justify the appearance of the lexeme jet bridge in the compound. 

 

When it comes to the emotional load of compounds with the lexeme Jesus in the 

function of the compound head, both are humorous and rather negative. This seems to 

contradict the assumptions concerning the changes in the emotional load of the 

metaphorically influenced target expression made by advocates of the GCB approach. 

In this analysis, the use of a lexeme denoting a higher-level concept, i.e., Jesus, with 

reference to a lower-level concept, i.e., human being, does not result in the amelioration 

of meaning. Also, the compound jet bridge Jesus appears to contradict the fact that the 



21                                                                                                                                                                    ISSN 2453-8035 
 

feature of God as being almighty is admired in English cultures, as proven, for instance, 

by Uberman (2020) on the basis of her analysis of divinity-related phrases in the 

English- and Polish-language cultures. 

 

3.3 AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM  

In this subsection, the following three compounds will be discussed: gate hoarder(s), 

crumb cruncher, biscuit shooter. All of them can be interpreted with the help of a 

metonymic relationship, and in all of them this mechanism of semantic change is 

intertwined with a word-formation process of affixation. In addition, it should be 

mentioned that the compounds gate hoarder(s), crumb cruncher, biscuit shooter must 

be classified as endocentric compounds, as the gate hoarder is 'a type of hoarder', a 

crumb cruncher is 'a type of cruncher' and a biscuit shooter is 'a type of shooter'.  

 

Furthermore, the syntactic head elements of the three compounds discussed in this 

section are products of agentive deverbal nominalization. The suffix -er, which appears 

in all of them, is, as observed by Szymanek (2012: 175), the most productive suffix 

specializing in the creation of agent nouns. Taking into consideration the fact that the 

head elements of the compounds gate hoarder(s), crumb cruncher, biscuit shooter are 

deverbal nouns, one may try to posit the background operation of a metonymic 

relationship. The metonymic relationship present in the structure of lexemes denoting 

'someone who does x' is the ACTION FOR AGENT relationship (cf. Radden & Kövecses 

2007)2.  

 

As regards the three endocentric compounds denoting 'airline passengers', their verbal 

roots, that is the lexemes hoard, crunch, and shoot, denote actions, while the derived 

agent nouns – hoarder, cruncher, shooter, ought to be considered as performers of 

these actions. This is to say that the verbal roots function as metonymic vehicles and 

provide mental access to the metonymic targets, which due to the word-formation 

process of affixation assume the form of agent nouns. Importantly, actions are 

contiguous with the agents who perform them. Consequently, both actions and 
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performers are elements of one domain, i.e. DOMAIN OF ACTION, which is a 

characteristic feature of cognitive metonymy (cf. Kövecses 2010: 173). For the purpose 

of this analysis, the metonymic relationship may be expressed as AIRLINE PASSENGERS 

ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM, and should be considered a lower-level variant form of 

the relationship ACTION FOR AGENT. 

 

More specifically, in the case of the compounds crumb cruncher and biscuit shooter, 

both compound elements contribute to the description of actions that serve as 

metonymic vehicles. That is, the actions of crunching crumbs and shooting biscuits are 

connected with prototypical potential behaviour of children during a flight. In fact, to 

keep the children engaged, parents or staff often give them something to munch on 

during the flight, and some children, especially the younger ones, will throw the snacks 

around. Using the cognitive terminology, one may assume that the actions of shooting 

biscuits and crunching crumbs are salient elements of the DOMAIN OF ACTION, and the 

metonymic relationship ACTION FOR AGENT, or its lower-level variant AIRLINE 

PASSENGERS ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM operates on the compound as a whole rather 

than merely on its right-hand constituent. What is more, to do justice to the language 

facts, it needs to be mentioned that the compounds crumb cruncher and biscuit shooter 

are testified by general language dictionaries of English slang. The lexeme crumb 

cruncher, also spelled with a hyphen, is defined as a slang term for 'a child'; the 

compound biscuit shooter is defined as 'a waiter / waitress on a lunch counter, or a 

cook on a ranch'3,4. In aviation slang, both crumb cruncher and biscuit shooter signify 

'a child passenger', so in connection with the meaning thread present in general English 

slang, the aviation related meaning can be considered an instance of meaning 

restriction. 

 

In turn, when it comes to the compound gate hoarder, it exists only in aviation slang 

and refers to 'those who hoard their belongings, in front of the boarding gates'. The 

compound modifier, i.e., the lexeme gate, is linked with the domain AIR TRANSPORT, 

as the boarding gates are an essential part of boarding procedure. 
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It should be mentioned here that all three compounds in which the background 

operation of the metonymic relationship ACTION FOR AGENT is claimed are humorous 

aviation slang terms for 'child passengers'.  

 

3.4 AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE BODY PARTS  

In the analysed set of lexemes, two compounds were identified in which the syntactic 

head elements signify, in their primary meaning-thread, a body element. These are: 

landing lips and dead head. These two compounds are exocentric, and taking into 

account the primary meaning of their right-hand constituent, their aviation slang 

meaning threads are clearly linked with the metonymic relationship BODY PART FOR 

PERSON. 

 

Thus, the compound landing lips is used to denote 'a female passenger / a female flight 

attendant'. The choice of the lexeme lips as the metonymic vehicle can be justified with 

reference to stereotypical female behaviour. Not infrequently, before leaving the plane, 

women, both passengers and flight attendants, put lipstick on their lips to enhance their 

appearance. Therefore, the lexeme lips, which is primarily connected with the domain 

BODY PARTS and only peripheral in the domain PERSON, becomes salient enough to 

enable the effect of domain highlighting, and to allow mental access to the target 

meaning 'a female passenger / flight attendant' (see Croft 1993: 348). 

 

When it comes to the role of the modifier in the semantics of the compounds, it must 

be observed that the modifier 'landing' is, in its primary meaning thread, directly 

connected to the domain AIR TRANSPORT. This lexeme receives a literal interpretation, 

as it is during the landing procedure that female passengers pay special attention to 

their lips. 

 

Last but not least, the compound landing lips occurs only in the metonymically-based 

meaning thread, and its use is limited to aviation slang. With respect to its emotional 

load, the compound is a humorous reference to 'women on board'.  
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In turn, the compound dead head denotes 'a pilot who travels as a passenger', or in 

other words 'a pilot-passenger'. Regarding the right-hand constituent of the compound, 

one should observe that the lexeme head frequently takes the role of the metonymical 

vehicle allowing mental access to the meaning 'a person' (cf. Więcławska 2012). 

Additionally, one should take into account the fact that the head incorporates the brain, 

which is the body part responsible for the thought processes. Hence, the lexeme head, 

as well as its synonyms, often appears in lexical items denoting people with reference 

to the condition of their mental abilities, both positive and negative (cf. Kopecka 2012). 

Significantly, as proven, for example, by the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary 

(MWOD), the lexical item head is used in the sense 'the person (as an employer or 

supervisor) who tells people and especially workers what to do'. Undoubtedly the pilot 

on duty, especially the first officer, is in charge of the remaining staff members and of 

the whole flight. This is to say that the meaning thread 'pilot' seems to result from the 

combined operation of the high-level metaphor HIGHER IS UP, and the metonymic 

relationship BODY PART FOR PERSON (cf. Kopecka 2011: 158-160). To arrive at the 

meaning 'pilot-passenger' some further considerations are necessary, with special 

attention paid to the modifying element. 

 

The literal primary sense-thread of the lexeme dead is, according to the Merriam-

Webster Online Dictionary (MWOD), 'deprived of life, no longer alive'. In the 

compound dead head meaning 'pilot-passenger', the lexeme dead needs to be 

understood metaphorically, with the metaphorical shift based on the similarity between 

a dead person and a person not performing his/her professional duties (cf. Uberman 

2016). The low-level metaphor PILOT-PASSENGER IS A DEAD PERSON, relies on the 

correspondences shown in Table 5: 
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Table 5. Dead head – metaphorical correspondences (Source: Own processing) 

Source domain:  

DEATH 
 Target domain:  

AIRLINE PASSENGERS 

the dead person does not show any life 

functions 
→ the pilot-passenger does not perform any 

professional duties 
the dead person is carried in a coffin   → the pilot-passenger is carried on board a plane 

(not controlling the airplane from the cockpit) 
the brain of a dead person does not work → the pilot-passenger does not need to think 

 

However, it is not sufficient to mention only metaphor in the meaning construction of 

the compound dead head, as both metaphor HIGH IS UP and metonymy BODY PART FOR 

PERSON act on the right-hand element of the compound. Since these two relationships 

contribute to the source of the metaphor PILOT-PASSENGER IS A DEAD PERSON, the whole 

mechanism should be considered a case of metaphtonymy. Figure 5 is an attempt to 

show the consecutive steps in the creation of the sense 'pilot-passenger':  

 
 

 
 

Figure 5. Dead head – steps in meaning development (Source: Own processing) 
 

Apart from its occurrence in aviation slang, the compound dead head also belongs to 

general American English slang where, according to the Merriam-Webster Online 

Dictionary (MWOD), it is used in the following senses referring to people: 1) 'a stupid 

person' and 2) 'a person travelling without a ticket'. With this in mind, the aviation slang 

meaning-thread could also be treated as a sense restriction of the Merriam-Webster 

sense no 2 of general American English slang. 
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3.5 Miscellaneous 

The final section is devoted to the discussion of the lexeme, i.e., gate lice, which did 

not fit in any of the distinguished groups. 

 

The compound gate lice can be classified as an exocentric compound, and it is a 

derogatory aviation slang term used to refer to 'the crowd of people gathering near the 

boarding gates in order to be the first on the plane'. In the analysis of the semantic 

structure, the metaphor PEOPLE ARE ANIMALS needs to be observed. In this study, a 

lower-level variant of this metaphor can be formulated as AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE 

ANIMALS5. As noted by Kövecses (2010: 17), the domain of ANIMALS is an extremely 

productive source domain, but one could wonder why the lexeme lice was chosen in 

this particular case as a metaphorical vehicle. To answer this question, the 

correspondences shown in Table 6 should be considered: 

 
Table 6. Gate lice – metaphorical correspondences (Source: Own processing) 

Source domain:  

ANIMALS 
 Target domain:  

AIRLINE PASSENGERS 
head lice occur in great numbers → passengers in front of boarding gates occur in 

great numbers  
head lice cause unpleasant sensations → a crowd of passengers is problematic for the 

staff to deal with 

 

The compound gate lice has a relatively heavy negative emotional load, and this 

derogatory meaning tone can be explained with reference to the notion of the Great 

Chain of Being, as advocated by Lakoff and Turner (1989). Namely, in this hierarchy 

animals occupy a lower level than people, so the use of an animal term to denote 'airline 

passengers' results in meaning pejoration. 

 

4. Discussion and conclusion 

The primary task of flight attendants is to take care of passengers. Therefore, it is no 

wonder that passengers are a frequent topic of job-related conversations among crew 
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members, and some of the information exchanged needs to remain secret. The use of 

figurative language allows members of flight crews to hide, at least to some extent, 

information that they consider inappropriate for the ears of passengers. This analysis, 

intended to shed some light on the semantic structure of 15 creative compounds that 

denote 'passengers', has led to the following observations. 

 

First, it turns out that all three cognitive operations referred to by Kövecses (2005: 259) 

as basic, that is, metaphor, metonymy, and blending, are present in the analysis, with 

blending observed least frequently. Moreover, in two cases the mechanism of 

metaphtonymy was identified. The role of these cognitive operations differs from 

compound to compound as summarized in Table 7: 

 
Table 7. Cognitive operations – their role in compounds denoting 'airline passengers'  

(Source: Own processing) 
 

Cognitive operations Compounds 

Metaphor acts on the compound as a whole baby Jesus 

Metaphor acts on the compound's head 

 

carry-on luggage, dead head, gate lice, payload, 

self-loading freight, self-loading cargo, self-loading 

baggage, talking ballast, unaccompanied monster  

Metaphor acts on the compound's modifier dead head 

Metonymy acts on the compound as a whole carry-on luggage 

Metonymy acts on the compound's head  landing lips, dead head, jet bridge Jesus 

Metonymy acts on the root in the compound's 

head 

gate hoarder(s), crumb cruncher, biscuit shooter 

Metaphtonymy in the compound as a whole  jet bridge Jesus, dead head 

 

The table clearly shows that in the case of compounds with the meaning 'airline 

passenger', metaphor acting upon the head of the compound is the most frequent. Also, 

it is evident that some compounds can be found in more than one row of the table, e.g. 

carry-on luggage, dead head. This testifies to the complex nature of mental processes 

leading to the creation of target meaning; sometimes more than one factor may have 
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influenced the final meaning. For instance, with the lexeme carry-on luggage both the 

mechanism of conceptual metonymy POSSESSED FOR POSSESSOR, as well as the 

compliance with a pattern based on the conceptual metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE 

CARGO acting upon the head element are equally likely to be the lines of independent 

meaning development. Likewise, in the case of the lexeme dead head the target 

meaning ‘pilot-passenger’ may have been a result of the consecutive operation of 

metaphorical and metonymic relationships, or the development of the meaning pilot-

passenger may be considered an example of meaning restriction from the American 

English slang sense 'a person travelling without a ticket'. Details of these processes are 

presented in relevant sections of the analytical part.  

 

Second, the analysis supports the claim made by Kövecses (2005) that the experience 

of a given group of speakers leads to the creation of novel conceptual metaphors, 

sometimes being modifications of conventional metaphors. Indeed, both conventional 

and novel, job-specific metaphors and metonymies were identified. When it comes to 

the conventional metaphors, only one on them, that is, PEOPLE ARE ANIMALS, was 

identified. Regarding conventional metonymies, the following three were relevant for 

this analysis: ACTION FOR AGENT, POSSESSOR FOR POSSESSED, and BODY PART FOR 

PERSON. It is worth noticing that the novel, job-specific metaphors were more numerous 

than the conventional ones, as shown in the form of a list below: 

 

Novel metaphors 

- AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE CARGO 

- AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 

- CHILDREN PASSENGERS ARE MONSTERS 

- INFANT PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 

- ELDERLY PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS 

- AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ANIMALS 

- PILOT-PASSENGER IS A DEAD PERSON 
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Novel metonymies 

- AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM 

- AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE BODY PARTS 

 

At first sight the number of novel metaphors and metonymies seems impressive, but it 

should be noted that some of them are merely lower-level variant forms of higher-level 

conventional metaphors or metonymies. This is the case with the novel metaphor 

AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ANIMALS, which is a lower-level variant form of the 

conventional metaphor PEOPLE ARE ANIMALS. Similarly, both novel metonymies listed 

above are merely more-specific variants of conventional metonymies, that is, ACTION 

FOR AGENT and BODY PART FOR PERSON, respectively. This might indicate that human 

minds are more likely to follow familiar patterns of thinking, introducing only slight, 

situation-dependent modifications, rather than being fully creative. 

 

Next, one needs to observe the hierarchical relations between the novel metaphors 

listed above. Namely, the novel metaphors CHILDREN PASSENGERS ARE MONSTERS, 

INFANT PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS, ELDERLY PASSENGERS ARE 

SUPERNATURAL BEINGS need to be considered as lower-level variants of the metaphor 

AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE SUPERNATURAL BEINGS. Likewise, the metonymic 

relationships AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ACTIONS THEY PERFORM and AIRLINE 

PASSENGERS ARE BODY PARTS are lower-level forms of the relationships ACTION FOR 

AGENT and BODY PART FOR PERSON respectively.  

 

In addition, the analysis allows us to make some remarks concerning the emotional 

load of the creative compounds under study, most of which are exocentric compounds. 

In this respect, Bauer and Huddleston (2002) note that exocentric compounds are often 

coined as deliberately humorous or ironic combinations. In fact, all of the compounds 

analysed are ironical or humorous, mostly mildly. The only lexical item that seems to 

be characterized by a heavy negative emotional load is the compound gate lice. 
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What is more, in the attempt to justify the axiological character of particular groups of 

compounds, the notion of the GCB was employed. It was assumed that this hierarchical 

structure meant to reflect the organization of entities in the world would be a useful 

tool in the explanation of the pejoration of meaning between the literal sense of the 

compound as a whole or the head element, and the target meaning 'airline passenger'. 

This assumption was confirmed with lexical items belonging in terms of their literal 

meaning-thread to the DOMAIN OF GOODS TRANSPORTED, that is, for instance, luggage, 

baggage or cargo. In the GCB hierarchy, the concept <AIRLINE PASSENGER> occupies 

a higher position than inanimate beings, and consequently negatively loaded secondary 

meaning-thread relating to people was developed. Analogically, the meaning 

pejoration can be explained with reference to the GCB in the case of lexical items 

denoting animals in their primary meaning-thread. However, the analysis shows that 

the GCB is not a construct that could explain all of the changes in the emotional load. 

For instance, the lexeme Jesus is in the transferred sense used with a humorously 

negative tone, although, due to the fact that the concept <GOD> occupies the highest 

position in the extended variant of GCB, one would rather expect meaning 

amelioration. This casts some doubts on the reliability of the GCB hierarchy for the 

justification of the changes in the emotional load between the literal sense thread and 

the secondary, metaphorically or metonymically influenced meaning. This 

observation, concerning the somewhat limited usefulness of the notion of the GCB for 

the study of the emotional load in the analysed group of creative compounds, comes in 

line with the following remark: 
 
"(…) the Great Chain metaphor is only of limited use here [i.e., in the study of monomodal and 

multimodal metaphors], since it depends on typological hierarchies that may be subverted, or simply 
irrelevant, in creative metaphors, many of which function in contexts creating highly specific, ad hoc 
metaphorical resemblances (…)" (Forceville 2006: 28). 
 

Finally, a few remarks about the sources of lexemes building the compounds to name 

the 'airline passenger(s)' can be made. Only two compound lexemes, that is carry-on 

luggage and payload, belong, on the grounds of their primary meaning-thread, to 

official, plain aviation English6. Nevertheless, when particular elements of compounds 
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are taken into consideration, there are a few more items that can be considered plain 

aviation English, and, using cognitive terminology, assigned to the DOMAIN OF AIR 

TRANSPORT. These are: cargo, freight, gate, jet bridge, landing. Three compounds, 

dead head, crumb cruncher, biscuit shooter, also appear in general English slang, but 

their general English slang sense is different from the meaning in aviation English 

slang. What is more, nearly all of the head elements belong to English for everyday 

purposes, or every-day English. These are: baggage, lice, lips, luggage, Jesus, monster. 

None of them is interpreted literally, though. In sum, judging by the set of compounds 

under analysis, one may conclude that aviation slang draws from general English, plain 

aviation English and, to a lesser extent, general English slang. 

 

All in all, the analysis shows that a particular working environment stimulates the 

creation of profession-specific, novel metaphors and metonymies, being a convincing 

testimony to the linguistic creativity of human minds. It is also indicated that 

completely new metaphors were created, whereas novel metonymies identified in this 

study are merely lower-level variants of conventional metonymies. Last but not least, 

most frequently, it is the compound's head element that is interpreted figuratively, and 

in particular with the help of a metaphor. 

 

Notes 

1. John 4: 46-54; Mark 1: 30-31; Mark 1: 40-45 – These quotes from the New 

Testament are available, for example, at: www.biblestudytools.com 

2. Radden and Kövecses (2007: 13), in their cognitively oriented classification of 

metonymic relationships, include examples of metonymies with clear involvement of 

word-formation rules. For instance, according to these authors, the metonymic 

relationship ACTION FOR AGENT can be observed in the semantics of the lexemes writer 

or driver. 

3. See, for example, www.thefreedictionary.com 

4. It is interesting to observe that the aviation-related meaning of the compound biscuit 

shooter can be interpreted with the help of the metonymic relationship ACTION FOR 

http://www.biblestudytools.com/
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/
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AGENT, whereas the general English language slang sense-thread 'waiter / cook' appears 

to have been influenced by the metonymic relationship INSTRUMENT FOR AGENT as 

biscuit shooter is a slang name of a device for making biscuits. 

5. The metaphor AIRLINE PASSENGERS ARE ANIMALS can also be observed in aviation 

slang compounds cattle class and dog food, meaning 'economy class' and 'food served 

on board planes', respectively. However, since these compounds as a whole do not 

denote 'airline passengers', they do not qualify for the main analysis (cf. Kopecka 

2020).  

6. The term plain aviation English is used in contrast with the so-called ICAO 

(International Civil Aviation Organization) phraseology, which is a collection of highly 

standardized phrases used in particular situations during a flight (cf. Kopecka 2017: 

77; Petrashchuk 2010). 

 

List of abbreviations 

GCB – Great Chain of Being 

LSP – Language for specific/special purposes 

MWOD – Merriam-Webster online dictionary 
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study of language for specific purposes. The analysis demonstrates the complexity of 

semantic processes involved in the construction of meaning of 15 lexemes with the 

target meaning 'airline passenger(s)'. It shows that although a particular metaphorical 

or metonymic relationship is of primary importance for the interpretation of meaning 

in a given compound, the exact role of metaphor, metonymy or blending, and their 

interactions are, in fact, compound specific. In two compounds the operation of 

metaphtonymy is claimed. In addition, the study shows the role of universal, 

cognitively motivated patterns in the creation of the compounds under analysis, as well 

as it identifies novel, profession-related conceptual metaphors and metonymies. Most 

importantly, the analysis confirms that unique group experience leads to the creation 

of novel conceptual metaphors even though some of them are merely lower-level 

variant forms of higher-level conventional metaphors or metonymies. 

 

Keywords: aviation slang, conceptual blending, cognitive linguistics, compounding, 

language for specific purposes, linguistic creativity, figurative language, metaphor, 
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1. Introduction  

The most immediate objective of the present study is to give a historically- and 

cognitively-motivated reading to the linguistic status of the will and be going to 

constructions as two major expressions of futurity in English. Traditionally, in theory 

and practice, the will and be going to constructions (as time markers, that is) are usually 

attempted to be defined in terms of the volition-prediction contrast, with volition as 

another term for intention. In order to evidence that, we begin with a brief overview of 
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how the two constructions are presented in the sources that, for usage-based purposes, 

aim at making the distinction clear. Along with that, we report on the research of a 

more theoretical kind, corpus studies inclusively. Dissatisfied with the findings, we 

start searching, in the following parts, for an alternative solution to the 

intention/volition-prediction considerations. Part 2 is, then, dedicated to sketching the 

linguistic background for our historical, cognitive, and material reflections in 

respective Parts 3, 4, and 5.  

 

Based on the assumption that the linguistic theoretical tenets project usage-based 

applications, a brief scrutiny follows on how the will and to be going to constructions 

happen to be differentiated in some of the handbooks. For example, in the English file, 

Speakout, New headway, and Interchange series, the futurity import of be going to is 

presented in terms of plans and predictions, the former being at times coupled with the 

notions of intentions and decisions. The futurity use of the will construction, in turn, 

seems to be apprehended in different terms in different sources: in the English file 

series it is presented as promises, offers, and decisions at the pre-intermediate level 

(Unit 6) (Latham-Koenig et al. 2013: 136), which is made more specific as instant 

decisions, promises, offers, predictions, future facts, and suggestions at the 

intermediate level (Unit 1) (Latham-Koenig & Oxenden 2013: 133). In the Speakout 

series, will is said to be used for future prediction purposes at the pre-intermediate level 

(Unit 6) (Clare & Wilson 2016b: 138), this being supplemented at the intermediate 

level with a note on will having to do with plans: "when there is no plan or arrangement 

(when we make a decision at the time of speaking)" (Unit 3) (Clare & Wilson 2016a: 

132). In Interchange – Book 2 (Unit 5) (Richards et al. 2013a: 31), will is contrasted 

with be going to by means of "plans before you've made a decision" (will) and "plans 

you've decided on" (be going to), whereas the predictive power of will is discussed as 

late as Interchange – Book 3 (Unit 10) (Richards et al. 2013b: 67). New headway – 

Intermediate (Unit 8) appears to offer most explanations on will, saying, among other 

things, that it "expresses a future fact or prediction", with "a prediction […] based more 
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on an opinion than a fact", as well as it "is used to express a decision, intention, or offer 

made at the moment of speaking" (Soars et al. 2019: 149). 

 

In a more or less elaborate fashion, the ensuing implications  suggest that both will (as 

a modal) and be going to (as a semi-modal, a phrasal auxiliary (Greenbaum & Nelson 

2002), a verb phrase (Herring 2016), a futurish auxiliary (Declerck 2006: 340), or a 

grammaticalized modal phrase (Carter & McCarthy 2006)) may have two main senses. 

One of these has to do with an intrinsic/epistemic meaning (volition, intention), 

whereas the other one with extrinsic/deontic one (prediction). The examples we quote 

after Biber et al. (1999: 496, 501) below illustrate these two semantic options: 

 

(1)  

(a) I won't be here early enough to show you before school. [intrinsic, (personal) 

volition] 

(b) It won't be that difficult to do. [extrinsic, prediction]  

 

(2)  

(a) I'm going to put my feet up and rest. [intrinsic, (personal) volition)]  

(b) Because you're going to have to say something. [extrinsic, prediction] 

 

Although in the their volume, Biber et al. (ibid.) do not label any single instance of be 

going to as being used extrinsically, the sentence we quote in Example 2b corresponds 

closely enough to their argumentation for it to have an extrinsic import. This lack of 

overt exemplification in Biber et al. might be attributed to the fact that, as they say, "be 

going to is particularly common in marking volition but less commonly used to mark 

prediction" (ibid., 495). Still, we take that to be a reason to question the volition-

prediction distinction altogether. 

 

Indeed, there seem to be good reasons why the volition-prediction contrast may not be 

employed. For one, as Biber et al. admit, the distinction between volition and prediction 
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"is often blurred" (1999: 496), or "is often ambiguous" (ibid., 1135). What their Figure 

6.14 (ibid., 496) shows is that the ambiguous examples of the conversational will 

outnumber almost by 4 times either the volition or prediction ones, which, at least for 

the modal will in conversation, deprives this parameter most of its distinctive power. 

To quote their statistics per one million words, while the frequency of the ambiguous 

will amounts to more than 3500 occurrences, for the unambiguous prediction and 

volition examples, respectively, it does not exceed 1000 occurrences. Simply, the kind 

of will that is expected in conversational English blurs the boundaries between volition 

and prediction so much and so often that will is likely to be ambiguous in 70% of its 

conversational usage.   

 

The volition-prediction distinction does tell apart the volitive and the predictive will 

nicely in academic discourse, but this time the ratio is 1:25, such an overwhelmingly 

one-sided bias that, however descriptively interesting, it does not explain much. Per 

one million words, the 2500 prediction occurrences can be balanced with mere 100-

150 volition occurrences, which makes will nearly unequivocally predictive. In the case 

of the academic applications of be going to, there can be observed an indiscriminate 

fifty-fifty situation with such an exceptionally small number of examples attested per 

million words that generalizations cannot really be offered.  If at all, the volition-

prediction calibration may be found operative for the conversational be going to, with 

an insignificant number of ambiguous cases. More specifically, 1500 occurrences of 

the volitive and 750 occurrences of the predictive kinds of be going to can be found 

per one million words. (See Fig. 6.14 (ibid., 496) for all the relevant statistics)  

 

It is not mere ambiguity in application that appears to be difficult to follow, but also 

the alleged interchangeability of will and be going to as used to make future references. 

As Declerck sees it, 
 

"be going to parallels will (as future tense auxiliary), which simply expresses future time reference 
[…]. The only difference is that be going to is less grammaticalized as a marker of future tense than 
will is, since it is more frequently found with predominantly present time reference" (2006: 107). 
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On a close reading, however, this "only difference" between the two can be claimed 

merely because Declerck assumes that be going to has "double time reference" (2006: 

106-108), one being "futurish" and the other one being "future time", and that it is the 

latter that counts here as a match for, or a parallel to, the future tense auxiliary will. 

This we illustrate below (3) with Declerck's examples (ibid., 107):  

 

(3)  

(a) I'm going to pick the lock.  

(b) Tomorrow the weather's going to be better than it's been today. 

 

As Declerck explains, the first application of be going to "has to do with present factors, 

such as present intention", whereas the other one "is simply future time reference" 

(2006: 107). 

 

Nevertheless, let us for a while experiment a little on Declerck's examples and swap 

the real-world "factors" (see 3a and 3b), which is what we expect is all that makes the 

difference between them. What we obtain is below (4):  

 

(4) 

(a) Tomorrow I'm going to pick the lock as I've got no time to do it today. 

(b) The weather's going to be better. 

 

What would we say now? To follow Declerck's future-futurish distinction, Example 4a 

must be labelled future time (as much as Example 3b is), while Example 4b must be 

futurish (by analogy to Example 3a). We cannot evaluate the two sentences in Example 

4 the other way round because, first, that would violate Declerck's "present factors, 

such as present intention" (2006: 107), which is what he on principle ascribes to the 

futurish, and, second, that would ignore the tomorrow-today contrast (see 3b and 4a) 

that points clearly to the future time, as understood and championed by Declerck. So, 
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the whole future-futurish distinction seems to depend here on the actual use/no-use of 

adverbials as a source of evidence,1 and this is too little to tell apart be going to used, 

respectively, in a future-like reference (futurish) and in future time reference (future 

tense).2  

 

Most of the dilemmas we have identified so far in selected handbooks and grammars 

are discussed in detailed linguistic investigations as well, no matter whether they are 

questionnaire- or corpus-based. For example, in his cross-linguistic study, Dahl (1985: 

110) comes to the conclusion that "both shall, will, and be going to [are] alternative 

future auxiliaries [which] normally (…) differ in more or less subtle ways in their 

semantics". Nevertheless, however subtle these nuances can be, it is only the will 

construction that, according to him, "can be subsumed under FUT[URE]", with the be 

going to construction falling into the PROSP(ECTIVE) category, by analogy to "the 

French aller + infinitive, and (…) Afrikaans gaan + infinitive" (ibid., 112).  

 

This is not to say that Dahl questions future time references of be going to, as he takes 

it to be one of "more marginal future signaling categories" (ibid., 189), a conclusion 

that may well echo systemic (mainly morphological and tense-aspect) considerations, 

but does not reflect the cognitive reality behind be going to. If it did, Dahl would need 

to assign be going to to the characteristics he identifies for his FUT(URE), the English 

will construction included, such as "actions that are planned by the agent of the 

sentence", "'intention' [as] part of the prototype", "'predictions' (…) as a secondary use 

of FUT[URE] categories" and, most generally, "'future time reference'" (ibid., 105-106, 

108). In short, the semantic prototype he ascribes to FUT(URE), "involving at least the 

three features 'intention', 'prediction', and 'future time reference'" (ibid., 108), can also 

match the be going to construction which he sidetracks, to repeat, as a future signaling 

category of a minor status.  

 

In Dahl (2000a), the starting point is, again, the intention-based versus prediction-based 

future time references, the former "restricted to things that are under our [human] 
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control" and the latter concerning "courses of events that are not within human control 

or at least not within the control of the speaker" (ibid., 309). Yet, as Dahl's Example 3 

(ibid., 310) shows, the distinction is far from clear-cut. As he believes, all the 4 

instances of the will construction in the weather forecast he quotes pertain 

unambiguously to prediction, instead of intention. After all, one could say, the 

forecaster has got to say what the weather is predicted to be. Technically speaking, 

however, this poses a problem in the light of the so-called evidential function of futurity 

expressions. Disney (2009) illustrates it with a contrast between It is going to be a 

beautiful day tomorrow vis-à-vis It will be a beautiful day tomorrow, and comments as 

follows: "a speaker is likely to use [the former] when they have clear evidence (…), 

and [the latter] when they are expressing a belief or opinion" (ibid., 63). As the 

weatherperson's job is to anticipate the most probable course of events, the desirable 

futurity construction is be going to, whereas, paradoxically enough, it is will that is 

used. The explanation Dahl offers for this mismatch reflects the historical path of will, 

and related expressions in other languages, from "originally restricted to intention-

based future (…) into general future markers", which means that although prediction-

based future cases are central in will, "[will] can in the normal case still be used for 

intention-based [future]" (2000a: 310). In this way, as employed in weather forecasts, 

the will construction reveals its prediction (central) applications without a trace of its 

original intention import.  

 

Still, what kind futurity do weather forecasts really project? What the weatherperson 

offers is a prediction, as we all would like to take it, or an expectation, as it very often 

turns out to be?  The difference may be subtle, but it is crucial, since while expectation 

builds on beliefs and intentions, and, thus, invites subjectivity and making assumptions, 

prediction resides in knowledge, and, thus, sides with objectivity and exploring 

evidence. This accords with how the verbs expect and predict are typically defined, the 

former being explicated with thinking and/or believing that something will happen and 

the latter with saying that something will happen (cf. the two entries in CALD, CED, 

LDCE, MED). Likewise, while prediction is "a statement about what you think will 
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happen" (CALD and MED), expectations are "your strong hopes or beliefs that 

something will happen or that you will get something that you want" (CED) or "what 

you believe or hope will happen" (CALD). So, in the last source, with the will 

construction used, the weather forecast is not that which is said/known to happen but 

that which is believed/hoped/wished to happen.  

 

This reflects the popular wisdom that weather forecast is not always right and that it 

has more to do with wishful thinking, or (fore)casting a spell, or, literally, a prophesy 

(cf. forecast as a noun in MWD-online), rather than with making estimations. In the 

light of what we argue for in relation to the data presented in Examples (10-19) below, 

it seems only natural, semantically and pragmatically, to make use of the will 

construction to project futurity in weather forecasts. Unlike the be going to 

construction, the will futurity helps avoid implying that the evidence of forecasting is, 

in fact, supposed to be objective, in the sense: knowledge-based, which makes the 

forecast tentative and facilitates, should that be the case, saving face. Consider Neale's 

(1985: 3) reflection: "The forecaster must make a choice. This amounts to gambling, 

with the forecaster staking his or her reputation on the choice made".  Nevertheless, 

the disillusion of poor weather forecast would be far more tangible if it were given in 

terms of be going to than when it is stated in terms of will. To sum up, in weather 

forecasts, evidential considerations appear to be overridden with pragmatic factors, 

with will unlocking its historically original senses of intention/volition, rather than its 

secondary (extended) senses of prediction.   

 

The fact that pragmatics, with its contextual and subjective factors, may blur the 

otherwise clear-cut distinction between prediction and intention, comes with Budts' 

(2014) corpus-based research on the be going to construction from 1710 to 1920. Budts 

starts her analysis when be going to has already grammaticalized, that is, it has stopped 

expressing motion with purpose and started expressing intention. At this stage (the 18th 

century), Budts identifies the process of subjectification (after Traugott 1989) 

operating in be going to and 
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"(…) involving a shift of focus from the intention of the grammatical subject to the attitude of the 
speaker: what matters is no longer the intention of the subject, but the extent to which the speaker 
has knowledge of the intentions of the subject. (…) It involves an increase in the involvement of the 
speaker, who no longer merely describes his own or someone else’s intentions, but actively 
conjectures these intentions on the basis of contextually available clues" (2014: 60). 
 
In other words, whenever the evidence or knowledge of speakers is incomplete or 

insufficient to comment on the intentions of others in a reliable and coherent fashion, 

speakers, in fact, express their own subjective opinions as regards a given situation. 

Budts calls that a "tension between knowing and reporting", which, as she says, 

"naturally led to the pragmatic inference of prediction which eventually became 

conventionalized and encoded in the meaning of be going to itself" (ibid., 60). Without 

going into technicalities, the lesson we derive from Budts' research (as well as from 

our brief appraisal of Dahl (1985, 2000) above) is that the development of the English 

futurity expressions has been fueled not so much by language-internal systemic 

considerations, but by the speaker's contextualized experience of the world.  

 

To conclude our introductory remarks, instead of the intention/volition-prediction 

distinction some other parameter(s) should be defined in order to discriminate the 

futures behind the will and be going to constructions. Our proposal is glossed as 

Panchronic Schemata 1 and 2, motivated cognitively, attested panchronically, and 

justified by present-day usage. In practice, this amounts to presenting the two 

constructions in terms of the future-oriented experiential inferences they have come to 

express, that is, respectively, desire and determination (will) vis-a-vis directed purpose 

and on-going activity (be going to). 

 

2. Motivating futurity: From experience to language  

Operationally, what we refer here to as panchrony is Filar and Łozowski's (2019: 82) 

supposition that the linguistic means we have at our disposal, including the ways we 

express futurity, are a product of cross-generational experiential inferences. Aware of 

that or not, we use the expressions that the communities we belong to have come to 

represent the way they think, imagine, reason, or conceptualize. What can be 
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recognized in language as panchronic comes from treating language as a cognitive tool 

of categorization, or from placing language change in the context of the evolution of 

human understanding, or – still better – from seeing language categories as ever-

evolving derivatives of cognitive tensions. The very presence of cognitive factors in 

diachronic description is precisely the reason why instead of a linear succession of 

discrete language states in space and time (which is a broad definition of diachrony) 

we obtain a multi-directional progression of non-discrete categorization processes in 

language (which might be a working definition of panchrony). Unlike in diachrony, in 

panchrony language no longer functions in space and time, but it operates in human 

understanding of space and time. 

 

The interpretation of panchrony given in the preceding paragraph is specifically based 

on Łozowski (1999, 2008) and happens to be referred to recently in Kiełtyka (2020). 

As it stands, it does correspond to Bybee's "mechanisms of change that propel the 

constant creation and re-creation of grammar" (2006: 180), or "formational 

mechanisms that bring linguistic structure into being […], mechanisms behind the 

linguistic changes that create grammatical and phonological systems" (ibid., 194). Yet, 

while Bybee takes panchrony to be "an integrated whole" (2010: 105), with synchrony 

and diachrony playing their respective parts, we find it independent of the synchrony-

diachrony considerations and, thus, constituting a set of cognitive inferences and 

conceptualizations expressed in language. 

 

If we were to make a little detour for the purposes of illustrating panchrony, take the 

on-going public discourse on the future wherever and whenever that proves relevant. 

In multi-lingual contexts, be it world-wide, continental, or national, this discussion is 

voiced in different languages, each having its own ways of expressing futurity, and 

finds its embodiment in the corresponding texts translated and disseminated. Roughly 

speaking, there can be as many "futures" as there are languages used to express the 

conceptual images of futurity that have been encoded in these languages. Naturally, 

what one finds in respective expressions of futurity in respective languages is simply 
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linguistic externalizations (verbalizations) of the world-view(s) that respective social 

groups have developed in their cross-generational collective experience.3  

 

Thus, if debating futurity proves to be difficult, if at all conclusive, this is not because 

the notion of future is not something that cannot be rendered from one language to 

another, but because the conceptualizations encoded in them stem from different 

experiential inferences and reflect different mentalities. This is, then, like narrating 

different film adaptations of one and the same fairy tale – the story-line and the 

characters look familiar, but the depiction and, thus, perception may be worlds apart. 

 

Let us take one example, which is the two final sentences from "White paper on the 

future of Europe. Reflections and scenarios for the EU27 by 2025" (2017) in selected 

languages:  

 

(5) 

(a) Eng. It is our collective will that will drive Europe forward. Like the generations 

before us, we have Europe's future in our own hands.  

(b) Ger. Nur unser kollektiver Wille wird Europa voranbringen. Ebenso wie die 

Generationen vor uns haben auch wir die Zukunft Europas selbst in der Hand.  

(c) Sp. Es nuestra voluntad colectiva la que hará avanzar Europa. Al igual que las 

generaciones que nos han precedido, tenemos en nuestras manos el futuro de Europa. 

(d) Fr. C'est notre volonté collective qui fera avancer l'Europe. À l'instar des 

générations qui nous ont pré.  

(e) Ital. Sarà la nostra volontà collettiva che consentirà all'Europa di andare avanti. 

Come per le generazioni che ci hanno preceduto, il futuro dell'Europa è nelle nostre 

mani.  

 

All of these translations are accurate, serve the purposes of surface communication, 

and can hardly be better in terms of translation skills. However, what makes them 

incompatible with each other is that, in addition to different grammatical systems with 
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differing richness of inflectional (i.e. synthetic) marking of tense distinctions, they 

express different experiential/cognitive/cultural overtones that have been being 

accumulated in them by their respective societies/communities. In other words, when 

the speakers of English say will (5a), of German wird (5b), of Spanish hará (5c), of 

French fera (5d), or of Italian consentirà (5e), they certainly make a reference to future, 

but each of them project different kinds of future because the expressions they use have 

over the centuries been encoded with different aspects of their (collective) experience. 

 

Now, the panchronic experiential load behind the present-day expressions of futurity 

correspond closely to the change known as grammaticalization: original lexical items 

have  turned into grammatical markers. In this sense, will, wird, hará, and fera, 

consentirà in the examples just quoted (5) do not mean what they say ('desire', 

'become', 'do', 'make', 'allow'), but serve to signal future time references, that is, they 

are auxiliary, or auxiliary-like, to help express grammatical functions, and not lexical 

meanings.  

 

This brings us to the other focal theoretical notion here – equivalentization, which we 

take to be an all-embracing property of the mind, capturing the human capacity to 

express coherent world judgements by means of lexical resources and grammatical 

resources, the two contracting various relations with each other (cf. Filar and Łozowski 

2019: 73-74). For some reasons, language users find it necessary and useful not only 

to manifest and represent their conceptualizations in grammatical constructions and in 

lexical units, but also to re-conceptualize the conceptual content of either of the two 

for one to become the other. In this sense, lexicon is an equivalent of grammar, and 

grammar is an equivalent of lexicon, both relating to each other on the continuum basis 

(cf. Łozowski 2019). As Langacker (2008: 161) would put it, "grammar and lexicon 

form a continuum fully reducible to assemblies of symbolic structures", with no clear-

cut transition from one to the other. If so, equivalentization has to do with some 

propensity and predilection of the human mind to search for, identify, and bring 

together the "symbolic structures" available in language for their conceptual content to 
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be given a better, or a more adequate, expression of the underlying mentalities. 

However diverse in their lexical-and/or-grammatical status, various elements of the 

language we speak undergo the process of symbolization, or externalization, of our 

ways of thinking about ourselves and our world(s).  

 

In this sense, language is not, as in structurally-oriented linguistics, "a system of which 

all the parts can and must be considered as synchronically interdependent" (Saussure 

1983: 86), but, to use Langacker's terms again, an "assembly" (2008: 507), or an 

"inventory" (ibid., 221-222), of symbols of human cognition. This makes the will as 

well as the be going to constructions symbolic expressions of how futurity, otherwise 

intangible and unattainable (to quote Dahl (1985: 103), "we cannot perceive the future 

directly or 'remember' it"), has over the centuries been given its symbolic linguistic 

representation in/by the English-speaking communities.  

 

As both panchrony and equivalentization result in grammaticalization, it may be 

relevant to explain how the three relate to each other. The correspondence seems to be 

this: in their cross-generational search of giving linguistic expression to experience-

driven conceptualizations (panchrony), language users come to see that the lexical 

resources they have at their disposal may as well serve grammatical functions 

(equivalentization). The net effect of these two endeavors of human cognition is a 

language change consisting in, to give Kuryłowicz' (1965: 52) wording, "the increase 

of the range of a morpheme advancing from a lexical to a grammatical or from a less 

grammatical to a more grammatical status" (grammaticalization), thus allowing for a 

complete or partial "bleaching" of the source (lexical) semantics and, parallel to that, a 

complete or partial "coloring" of the target (grammatical) functions. In her most recent 

research, Kleineberg (2022: 206) identifies grammaticalization with "the change of 

Lat. mēns 'reason' and Germanic lika 'body' to the adverbial markers of Romance –

ment(e) and English -ly", respectively. Yet, she does not comment on which of the two 

options that Kuryłowicz mentions these changes could represent, whereas once we 

want to see grammaticalization effects as consequences of cross-generational cognitive 
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inferences, it makes sense to get to know to what extent human experience has 

disentangled the lexical and the grammatical, or how the two relate to, or overlap with, 

each other.  

 

In our case, of Kuryłowicz' two options, the will and the be going to constructions no 

doubt illustrate the first one – in the history of English, they have indeed advanced 

from purely lexical expressions of 'go' and 'want' to grammatical markers of futurity. 

Yet, as envisaged by Kuryłowicz, they may as well be still advancing in their present 

grammatical status towards absolutely purely and exclusively grammatical functions 

without invoking any lexical residual whatsoever. This does not seem to be the case as 

yet because both go and will do function outside their respective futurity constructions, 

for which see Examples 16-19 (will) below and the literal meaning of go in, for 

example, I'm going upstairs to read a book. If we, then, allow for the 

grammaticalization process still advancing towards further and, possibly, ultimate 

bleaching of the original lexical attributes of 'go' and 'want', we need to be prepared to 

modify our Panchronic Schemata 1 and 2 below, proportionately to how the 

grammatical feeds on the lexical. If, as assumed in cognitive linguistics, "grammar has 

no autonomous existence" (Langacker 2017: 77), all that we can learn about the origin 

and development of grammatical constructions comes from understanding the lexical-

versus-grammatical tug-of-war in the process of grammaticalization, and this is 

facilitated by cognitive inferences that are handed down in a cross-generational 

perspective.  

 

Having sketched the theoretical basis for the present contribution, an attempt is now 

made at illustrating how the joint forces of panchrony and equivalentization seem to 

have been at work behind the two standard expressions of futurity in English, that is, 

the will and the be going to constructions. 
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3. Historical considerations 

If we were now to make use of the notions of panchrony and equivalentization in 

reference to futurity in English, we would need to describe the etymology (from where 

they come), semantics (what they mean) and the contexts (where they appear) behind 

the earliest possible attestations of the two main present-day English expressions of 

futurity. Also, it would be essential to show what the original expressions come to look 

like, semantically and contextually, in the course of the history of English, that is, how 

much and in what respect, if at all, the original expressions are different later, that is 

centuries after they were first recorded in English. In other words, the point is to trace 

the semantic development and contextual applications of the historical sources of the 

present-day expressions of futurity in selected texts and authors, such as, to give some 

examples, Chaucer (14th c.), Shakespeare (17th c.), the 19th century novels, etc. 

 

As any detailed analysis of that kind and caliber exceeds the format of this study (for 

more, see among others Fischer & Rosenbach 2000; Hopper & Traugott 2003; Pérez 

1990; Warner 1993; Wischer 2019), suffice it to say that the will construction goes 

back to the Old English verb willan, "the central senses [being] 'to will, intend, wish, 

be willing'" (Warner 1993: 167), whereas the be going to construction derives from the 

Old English verb gān 'go' (Bybee 2003: 146-147; Pérez 1990: 52-54; Scheffer 1975; 

Disney 2009; Traugott & Trausdale 2013: 104; Budts 2014), thus complying with the 

cross-linguistic observation that "movement verbs feature more prominently as sources 

[of futurity] than verbs or other lexical material of any other kind" (Bybee et al. 1994: 

266). At a later stage, while in Chaucer the original Old English willan, the precursor 

of the present-day English will as a marker of futurity, does maintain its Old English 

import ('wish, desire') as much as it shows its (novel) auxiliary force of marking 

futurity, in Shakespeare, two centuries later, it basically functions only as a 

grammatical exponent of futurity. There is no unambiguous trace of the be going to 

construction in either Chaucer or Shakespeare.4 In Emily Bronte's Wuthering heights, 

another two centuries later, futurity can already be expressed with both will and be 

going to. This seems to be a well-established pattern in Dickens as well. As reported 
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by Disney (2009: 71) in his corpus-based scrutiny of four selected novels by Dickens, 

out of 348 instances of be going to, "the vast majority of the tokens [that is, 228 

(65.5%)] are intention uses", whereas 16 tokens (6.5%) are ambiguous between 

intention and prediction. The transition stage, that is a change from the lexical via 

lexical-grammatical to grammatical dimensions of will, can be seen in the following 

quotations from Chaucer's "Prologue" to his Cantenbury tales (see the text and 

translation at Harvard's Geoffrey Chaucer website):  

 

(6) In felaweshipe, and pilgrimes were they alle, 

That toward Caunterbury wolden ryde. (ll. 26-27) 

[In fellowship, and they were all pilgrims, 

Who intended/were of a mind to ride toward Canterbury.]  

 

(7) He wolde the see were kept for any thyng 

Bitwixe Middelburgh and Orewelle. (ll. 276-277)  

[He wanted the sea to be guarded at all costs 

Between Middelburgh (Holland) and Orwell (England).]  

 

(8) And at a knyght than wol I first bigynne. (l. 42)  

[And at a knight then will I first begin.]   

 

(9) Of cursyng oghte ech gilty man him drede, 

For curs wol slee right as assoillyng savith, 

And also war hym of a Significavit. (ll. 660-663)  

[Each guilty man ought to be afraid of excommunication, 

For excommunication will slay just as forgiveness saves, 

And let him also beware of a Significavit (order for imprisonment).] 
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As indicated in the corresponding modern English translations, while Chaucer's wolde 

and wolden in Examples 6 and 7 reflect the original meaning 'want, desire', Examples 

8 and 9 point to the auxiliary function of wol as a marker of futurity. 
 

4. Cognitive considerations  

We can now try to identify the experiential/cognitive inferences that seem to have 

motivated the development of the original gān as a verb of motion and the original 

willan as a verb of volition into the standard expressions of futurity in English. This 

search of what it is in the group's collective experience that explains why the original 

expression now serves the novel purposes next to, or instead of, the old ones is precisely 

what we call panchrony. It seems plausible to assume that the experiential drives that 

have fueled the two changes in focus here are the following:  

 

Panchronic Schema 1: The will construction projects futurity from experiencing 

desire, intention, determination, willpower in terms of the expected outcomes and 

effects, the focus being on the conceptualizer's overwhelming and irresistible appetite, 

craving or yearning for the event to happen. Desiring something means placing the 

object of desire already in the space of futurity, as if determination alone could project 

the course of coming events. 

 

Panchronic Schema 2: The be going to construction projects futurity from 

experiencing purposiveness of an on-going activity in terms of a movement developing 

in space, the focus being on the conceptualizer's fixed and immediate objective. 

Heading for something means placing the object of what is being purposed already in 

the space of futurity, as if the directed purpose itself could project futurity.5  

 

These schemata are panchronically-oriented in the sense that they reflect and 

accommodate those elements of the original conceptualizations of the respective source 

constructions (i.e., OE willan and OE gān) which can be said to have underlain, if not 

determined, their present-day will and be going to constructions as expressions of 
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futurity. In this reading, the schemata bring the past and the present together, and 

escape any clear-cut diachrony-synchrony opposition. In fact, the schemata avoid 

diachronic and synchronic considerations altogether, and are neither synchronic nor 

diachronic, nor both synchronic and diachronic. The reason is that both constructions 

are seen not as purely and exclusively linguistic developments but as ways of how 

futurity is conceptualized in terms of linguistic expressions. What matters in the first 

place is, then, the mentality that has brought the English to understand the world the 

way they do and show in their language, part of that being that futurity is 

conceptualized as movement forwards and as desire/intention, specific linguistic 

constructions being verbal expressions of that understanding. 

 

These schemata are also examples of equivalentization in the sense that one entity 

comes to be conceptualized in terms of another entity, or, better, one entity is perceived 

as if it was (like) another entity, which is a typical case of conceptual metaphorization. 

Moreover, as our case involves a change from the lexical (L) to the grammatical (G), 

this is also a classical instance of grammaticalization. Naturally, these two mappings 

(i.e., metaphorization and grammaticalization) can be real only experientially, that is, 

there is no objective basis why L and G can be said to share so much that L can project 

into G, or G can derive from L. Still, experiential inferences, misunderstanding and 

ambiguity included, appear to suffice to bring L and G together. The net effect of 

metaphorization and grammaticalization is that, experientially, L and G are conceptual 

equivalents of each other. To use some real-world analogies, currency exchange, 

release on bail, fine (mulct) instead of imprisonment, cash instead of a prize, the water-

ice-steam triad – in all of these one is an equivalent of the other without being the other, 

the equivalentization correspondences being subjective, experiential, and conceptual. 

So, no matter which of the metaphorical paths we are prepared to ultimately agree to 

postulate here (e.g., TIME IS MOTION > FUTURE IS MOVEMENT FORWARD, TIME IS CHANGE 

> FUTURE IS ANTICIPATED CHANGE, etc.),6 they all will relate some L and some G along 

the equivalentization cline. If so, both the will and be going to constructions have for 

good reasons been singled out to express futurity. 
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However, this all does not mean that we do not need to examine the role and place the 

two constructions play in present-day English, which, in fact, is asking a question of 

how will and be going to, respectively, are understood "here and now" if seen not as 

elements of the English lexical-grammatical system of related forms and meanings 

(which would amount to some version of a synchronic analysis), but as context-

dependent effects, or active forces, by which the speakers of English can possibly 

produce changes in the world. This should not only confirm and profile our panchronic 

schemata, but also evidence them with specific extensions and elaborations. 
 

5. Present-day considerations 

Any full-length account of the panchronic schemata would have to include a whole 

array of present-day evidence, be it textual (preferably), or grammatical (i.e., as 

presented in grammar books), or lexicographic (i.e., as presented in dictionaries). For 

economy of space, it is the latter only that we have elucidated here. 

 

For English, one suitable reference source for this lexicographic examination seems to 

be any of the dictionaries of "The big five", to use Béjoint's (2010: 164) label, which 

includes Cambridge advanced learner's dictionary, Collins English dictionary, 

Longman dictionary of contemporary English, Macmillan English dictionary, Oxford 

advanced learner's dictionary) in their online versions. Designed for advanced foreign 

learners, the dictionaries are expected to offer the formal and essential characteristics 

of the words/phrases/constructions in question, which are both general and specific 

enough to legitimize the conceptual correspondences captured in Panchronic Schemata 

1 and 2. Moreover, the corpus-derived illustrative sentences that abound now in the 

Big Five provide an easy check on the generalizations offered. 

 

5.1 Will: Dictionary explication 

The following data is derived from the online edition of Cambridge advanced learner's 

dictionary, henceforth: CALD [accessed in September 2021]. On the basis of the will-

entry in CALD, the following semantic elements can be considered as relevant for 
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establishing what the present-day speakers of English mean, or rather: what kind of 

futurity they project when they use the will construction. The explications and the 

examples are quoted verbatim from CALD, with our comments following, if relevant. 

 

(10)  

as a modal verb (FUTURE): used to talk about what is going to happen in the future, 

especially things that you are certain about or things that are planned: 

 

Clare will be five years old next month. 

The train leaves at 8:58, so we'll be in Scotland by lunchtime. 

I'll see him tomorrow. / I'll be seeing him tomorrow. 

Will Susie be there? 

It won't be easy to find another secretary. 

There'll be trouble when she finds out. (CALD) 

Comment 1. Indeed, some of the examples do evidence the certainty of what it is to 

come (Clare will be five years old next month; I'll see him tomorrow), but most of them 

sound more like expected consequences inferred from what is known/given (It won't 

be easy to find another secretary; The train leaves at 8:58, so we'll be in Scotland by 

lunchtime; There'll be trouble when she finds out). This combination of certainty and 

expectation gives us, then, a paradoxical idea of futurity – certainty is expected and/or 

expectation is certain, both inferences being objectively impossible and self-

contradictory. As much as certainty overrides expectation, expectation is elusive of 

certainty. Yet, the solution to the paradox comes with the notion of an unfolding plan; 

what bridges certainty and expectation is an intended/planned course of action. This is 

even better evidenced in the extra examples CALD-online provides in addition to those 

given above (see 10):  

 

(11)  

The doctor will call next week to check on your progress. 

The choir will be performing the Hallelujah Chorus at the concert. 
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The photos will be ready for collection on Tuesday afternoon. 

Representatives of the member states will be meeting next week. 

All our computer equipment will be replaced in the near future. (CALD) 

 

In all of these examples, the speaker can be certain about the things he/she 

communicates only as far as their expectations and intentions can evidence that. In this 

sense, the doctor may not call next week, the choir may not be performing, the photos 

may not be ready, etc. – there is no objective guarantee that they all will. Futurity 

remains to be, to repeat, an expected certainty. 

 

Nevertheless, based on a panchronic account championed here, it is not isolated 

lexemes and constructions that matter, but the mentality that finds its expression in 

them. This means that we can safely refer to anything else in English that is encoded 

with the will element, be it a noun, or verb, a word, or a construction, in order to see 

how extensive and elaborate the whole will-related network of conceptualizations 

proves to be. In other words, the will construction, as a futurity expression, is expected 

to have much in common with, and be a product of, the same experience that has shaped 

some other will-based expressions. 

 

With this in mind, CALD-online provides the following formal and semantic data on 

will used as a modal verb: 

(12)  

as a modal verb (ABLE/WILLING): used to talk about what someone or something is 

able or willing to do 

 

I'll give you a lift. 

Ask Gabriela if she'll take them. 

I've asked her but she won't come. 

The car won't start. 

This lasagne will feed six people. (CALD) 
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(13)  

as a modal verb (REQUEST): used to ask someone to do something: 

Will you give me her address? 

Will you give that to Tony when you see him, please? (CALD) 

 

(14)  

as a modal verb (REQUEST): used as a polite way of inviting someone to do 

something, or of offering someone something: 

 

Will you join us for a cup of coffee, Evie? 

Will you come in for a while? 

You'll have some cake, won't you, Charlie? (CALD) 

 

(15)  

as a modal verb (LIKELY): used to refer to what is likely: 

That'll be Scott at the door. 

That'll be his mother with him. 

As you all will know, election day is next week. (CALD) 

 

(16)  

as a modal verb (ORDER): used when angry to tell someone to do something: 

 

Will you stop being such a pain! 

You'll go upstairs and you'll go straight to bed like your father told you! (CALD) 

 

Comment 2. Despite their independent labels (ORDER, REQUEST, LIKELY, etc.), 

the distinguished senses (12-16) do comply with the explication given already (see 10), 

and can, thus, be taken as specific subcases of Example 10. This is to say that they all 

project a kind of futurity, which is the interplay of certainty, expectation, and intention. 

For example, I'll give you a lift (12), You'll have some cake, won't you, Charlie? (14), 
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As you all will know, election day is next week (15), or You'll go upstairs and you'll go 

straight to bed like your father told you! (16) have as much of certainty of what it is 

that is going to happen as I'll see him tomorrow (10). No matter whether, for practical 

purposes and in actual situations, these expressions can best be grasped in terms of 

ability, likelihood, request, politeness, etc. (as in CALD-online), the certainty they 

impose is conditioned by the speaker's intentions, be they strong or weak, and 

expectations, be they well- or ill-grounded. 

 

This is true not only of the declarative sentences (see 12-16), but of the interrogative 

ones as well. Will you give me her address? (13) and Will you come in for a while? 

(14) project future actions by requesting/ordering the addressee to perform them in the 

sense of this paradoxical intention-underlain expected certainty we have discovered 

above. Simply, that the addressee is requested to do something is, in fact, the 

addresser's intention that the addressee will do that what he/she is asked about. 

However tentative the addressee's satisfying the request is, the addresser is certain 

about that – naturally, proportionately to his/her expectations and intentions – and 

expresses it as a future development. 

 

As the borderline between 'to intend' and the related senses 'to want', or even 'to desire', 

is a matter of degree, rather than quality, this brings us to the notion of volition. Let us 

mention that some of the will examples (12-16) can easily be reinterpreted in terms of 

'to like/want/wish/desire'. And, thus, I've asked her but she won't come (11), Will you 

give me her address? (13), Will you come in for a while? (14), You'll have some cake, 

won't you, Charlie? (14) can all be understood as what one wants/does not want to do. 

So, she won't come because she does not want to come, and Charlie will have some 

cake because he does want to have it. Similarly, a request of giv[ing] her address and 

of com[ing] in for a while are, in fact, questions about whether or not the addressees 

want to do what they are asked to do. 
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A related observation can be made in reference to the non-modal senses CALD-online 

ascribes to the verb will:  

 

(17)  

(MAKE HAPPEN) If you will something to happen, you try to make it happen by the 

power of your thoughts:  

She willed herself to remember his name. (CALD) 

 

(18)  

(formal) to want something:  

Stay or go, as you will. (CALD) 

 

(19)  

(LEAVE) to arrange to give money or property to others after your death  

She willed the house to her brother. [AmE] 

She had willed her new husband all her property. [BussE] (CALD) 

 

Comment 3. Again, what comes to the fore in these examples is what one wants to do, 

or what one desires to happen. As we understand the sentence in Example 17, under 

the circumstances, it may require much of her mental power, determination, and desire 

"to remember his name". The volition factor is also clear in Example 18: for one to stay 

or to go, one needs to decide which option it is that one wants to follow. So, what will 

actually happen, staying or going, is what one has decided one wants to do. Finally, 

that "she willed the house to her brother" (19) is a direct consequence of what she 

desired to choose to do; in order to will anything to her brother, she first must want to 

give him something. Although in none of these three examples do we have the modal 

will, still we can easily identify the same conceptual basis as in the will construction – 

what projects the course of actions in the future is that one wants them to happen. 
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Summary. We have found, then, some present-day confirmation of the panchronic 

import of our Schema 1: in the context of the will-based verbal expressions, the will 

construction projects futurity from experiencing a desire for the things to happen, or an 

intention of obtaining specific outcomes and effects. In present-day English, this may 

appear as a request, order, ability, likelihood, but the underlying mental attitude is that 

of volition. In other words, no matter whether a given action is requested, ordered, 

likely, or able (as indicated in the CALD-online entry of the modal verb will), it is first 

of all desired, which is enough to project it as a future action. 

 

Now, that what has been done for the will construction is repeated below for the be 

going to construction.  

 

5.2 Be going to: EFL dictionary explication  

All the Big Five unanimously define be going to in terms of 'intention', with a possible 

addition of 'determination' (CED-online), or 'certainty' and 'expectation' (CALD-

online). This makes the characteristic intention a default one and presents the others as 

contextual overtones of intention. Indeed, in the examples quoted in Example 20 

below, one can detect various degrees of intention, from mere wishful thinking in 

Example 20a, and expectation in Examples 20b and 20c, to determination in Example 

20d, and certainty in Example 20e. 

 

(20)  

(a) I think it's going to be successful. (CED)  

(b) There were clear expectations that he was going to step in. (LDCE)  

(c) The radio said it was going to be hot and sunny tomorrow. (CALD)  

(d) We're going to buy a house when we've saved enough money. (OALD)  

(e) Don't worry. Everything's going to be all right. (MED)  

Comment 4. Intention is a matter of having a plan, setting a target, or achieving an 

aim, and, for that reason, it involves an activity directed forward, that is, ahead of where 

one currently stands. In other words, nothing is intended as long as there is no 
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subjective state of mind that conceptualizes that something may be done. This notion 

of a present-versus-future change/contrast, is not something that can be found in the 

will-construction, as evidenced above (10-19). In Example 20, however, that something 

is going to be successful, or that somebody was going to step in, or that it was going to 

be hot (…), or that somebody is going to buy a house, or everything is going to be all 

right, is inferred from the actual situation in the present and conceptualized as virtually 

different in the future. As Dahl (1985: 103) would say, this kind of futurity resides in 

"extrapolation from the present state of the world". Thus, in relation to the actual point 

in time, we understand that something is not successful in Example 20a, somebody was 

not involved in Example 20b, it was neither hot nor sunny in Example 20c, somebody 

cannot afford a house in Example 20d, and not everything is all right in Example 20e. 

If, for the sake of experimenting, we replace be going to with will, we will project the 

futurity that will likewise have to do with the expectation/determination interplay but 

will not set the future in contrast with the present and will not depict the world as 

different from what it is now. I think it will be successful does not imply that something 

does not work now as much as it will be hot and sunny tomorrow does not mean that it 

is cold and cloudy today. 

 

The be going to construction bridges then not so much the present and the future as the 

actual and the virtual, the latter being an intended and directed change from the former. 

This explains why this must be a verb of motion that serves the purposes of expressing 

this kind of (purposed and directed) futurity: time, change, motion consist in making a 

difference, none of the three can stand still (or if they do, there is no time, no change, 

and no motion). Yet, of the three, it is motion in space that appears most susceptible to 

sensory experience, time being an abstraction and change being underspecified or too 

general. The be-going-to kind of futurity, then, is a kind of change from the present, 

the change that is virtual because it feeds on the actual and cannot do without the actual. 

Comment 5. It may be worth noting that the 'change' dimension of the verb go itself, 

a constituent element of the be going to construction, is well-recognized in some of the 
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Big Five dictionaries. Next to the expected attributes MOVE/TRAVEL or LEAVE, 

LDCE-online features go as CHANGE and HAPPEN, as in Example 21. 

 

(21)  

Her hair is starting to go grey. 

He went crazy and tried to kill her. 

I feel very encouraged by the way things are going. (LDCE) 

 

The same can be found in MED-online, go being given such explications as "change to 

another condition (…)" and "happen in a particular way", etc. (22).  

 

(22)  

Louise had gone completely blind before she died.  

I think the interview went very well. (MED) 

 

In CALD-online, the same is worded in terms of "disappear or no longer exist" and 

"develop in a particular way" (23).  

 

(23)  

When I turned round the man had gone. 

My exams went really badly. (CALD) 

 

The most revealing evidence seems to be given in CED-online, where the 'change' 

aspect of go is identified with the synonyms become, get, turn, and explained as 

follows: "You can use go to say that a person or thing changes to another state or 

condition. For example, if someone goes crazy, they become crazy, and if something 

goes green, it changes colour and becomes green" (CED). Dahl (2000b: 351) finds this 

be-become correlation "quite natural" with respect to the future as it involves "the state 

itself [be] and the event that marks its beginning [become]". The 'happen' reading of 

go, in turn, can synonymously be expressed with proceed, develop, turn out, work out: 
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"You use go to talk about the way something happens. For example, if an event or 

situation goes well, it is successful" (CED).  

 

Summary. The present-day English lexicographic evidence that can be given in 

support of the panchronic import of our Schema 2 has got to do with the intentional 

dimension of be going to as well as with the 'change' and 'happen' applications of go as 

a link verb. This intention of making a difference in the world, or, more descriptively, 

of causing things to change and/or happen, may be as weak as a general assumption or 

as strong as a firm conviction, but, whatever the case, it entails an on-going activity, as 

if the future was gradually coming out of the present. And the reason why the be going 

to construction should project the future is the underlying mentality of directing and 

purposing an activity away from the actual towards the virtual, which is probably an 

essence of any motion.  

 

6. Conclusions 

In what precedes, we have applied the notions of panchrony and equivalentization to 

the will and be going to constructions as two major expressions of futurity in English. 

The postulated driving mentalities behind the origin and development of these two have 

been suggested in terms of panchronic schemata and evidenced with both selected 

historical and present-day language material. However limited in its scope (futurity) 

and documentation (English), the analysis is believed to have some prospect of a 

successful application wherever the world-views that respective social groups have 

developed in their cross-generational collective experience are at stake. 

 

Despite the fact that the notion of futurity seems manageable teaching- and translation-

wise, it proves desirable to realize, and possibly reflect, what different mental attitudes 

have brought the speakers of English to express their "futures", and how these attitudes 

have found their ways to be encoded linguistically. This does, indeed, require a better 

and better understanding of that what can be found in language, and that is much more 
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than meanings – it is conceptualizations, mental pictures, experiential inferences that 

have over the years brought any single language to its present-day shape. 

 

Notes 

1. Cf. Carter and McCarthy's (2006: 630-631) discriminating factors of evidence and 

judgement in relation to, respectively, be going to and will. 

2. This is not to deny that be going to is, indeed, "a historically transitional category 

[that is] becoming progressively grammaticalized, in that […] historically containing 

the progressive aspect of the verb go, [it] no longer has the meaning associated with 

that form. Instead, it conveys futurity, typically associated with intention" (Biber et al. 

1999: 1051; also see Aarts et al. 2014: 187).  

3. The directionality of the language-culture relationship seems to be doomed to remain 

equivocal. For some, it is the language we speak that determines the way we behave, 

for some others it is just the other way round, and still others believe this works both 

ways (cf. Łozowski 2013). The approach we take in this article is conciliatory in the 

sense that we examine the point Lin has made that "language can potentially affect 

opinions or attitudes" (2019: 2) from the other end of the language-experience 

relationship – if, as she claims, grammar can and does trigger specific voting behaviour 

(ibid., 18), this is because, as we claim, specific experientially-grounded values have 

been encoded in grammar. For example, Lin concludes that the English imperfective 

and perfective expressions bring people to respond, respectively, negatively and 

positively to the candidate's electability (ibid., 18-19). In other words, political 

propaganda appears to be more successful if it is done in terms of actions 

conceptualized as completed and passive, rather than by means of actions 

conceptualized as on-going and dynamic (cf. Matlock 2012). In this way, in the context 

of making political choices, passivity and dynamicity escape exclusively linguistic 

considerations and become axiological values either cherished or disfavoured by 

voters. The same experience-grounded motivation applies to the use, or abuse, of other 

linguistic means for the sake of persuasion, be it political, social, or commercial, such 

as the passive voice (cf. Hopper 2015; Swaim 2016), pronouns (Alavidze 2017; 
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Alinezhad & Nemati 2019; Tyrkkö 2016), or imperatives and other devices/strategies 

(Lulu & Alkaff 2019). 

4. On Pérez' (1990) count, out of the 27 instances of be going to in Shakespeare's 

complete works only 7 exhibit the infinitive (as in Letters to my friends, And I am going 

to deliver them), and in these "the point at which the implicit meaning of intention 

becomes explicitly conveyed is difficult to distinguish", the notion of prediction being 

"indeed a very late meaning" (ibid., 58). By contrast, Disney (2009) speaks of 29 

instances of be going to in Shakespeare's complete works and seems to be confident to 

claim that "the new intention use arose", which he sees in "'movement to a place' 

extend[ing] to 'movement for a purpose'", as in I am going to visit the prisoner. Fare 

you well ("Measure for Measure" III.ii) (ibid., 66-67).  

5. Cf. Fischer and Rosenbach on be going to: "[…] the change from a directional verb 

into a verb conveying future time was made possible by the fact that the verb 'go' in 

combination with a purposive infinitive invites the inference that the subject of 'go' 

arrives at a later time at the destination, with the result that the idea of a future plan 

becomes incorporated into the verb 'go (to)' itself" (2000: 17). 

6. Cf. the following expressions: time is running, time is passing by/slowly/fast, future 

is coming, in years to come/for a long time to come, the right to decide one's future, 

predict the future, foretell the future, plan for the future, there are some big changes 

on the horizon. 

 

Abbreviations 

CALD – Cambridge advanced learner's dictionary (online edition) 

CED – Collins English dictionary (online edition) 

EFL – English as a foreign language 

Eng. – English 

Fr. – French 

G – grammatical expressions 

Ger. – German 

Ital. – Italian  
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L – lexical expressions 

LDCE – Longman dictionary of contemporary English (online edition) 

MED – Macmillan English dictionary (online edition) 

MWD – Merriam-Webster dictionary (online edition) 

OALD – Oxford advanced learner's dictionary (online edition)  

OE – Old English 

Sp. – Spanish 
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Résumé 

The notions of panchrony and equivalentization are applied to the will and be going to 

constructions as two major expressions of futurity in English. Panchrony marks an 

attempt at obliterating the traditionally recognized distinction between synchrony and 

diachrony, while equivalentization is meant to question the allegedly arbitrary nature 

of language and, thus, grasp the human experiential capacity of bringing linguistic form 

and substance together in a motivated way. This motivation is understood as the 

cognitive inferences, driving mentalities, or, most broadly, the worldview that have 

operated behind the origin and development of the two futurity constructions in 

question. The generalizations are coined in terms of panchronic schemata, and the 

findings are evidenced with both selected historical and present-day language material. 

The latter includes the definitions and the illustrative sentences provided by selected 

dictionaries. The analysis is cognitively oriented and follows major tenets of cognitive 

linguistics, which is why it makes use of the notions of conceptual metaphor, 

grammaticalization, and conceptualization. In the analytical part, the traditionally 

recognized interplay of intention/volition and prediction in the will and be going to 
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constructions are given a novel (panchronic) interpretation, which is believed to 

facilitate further research into the genesis and growth of other expressions of futurity 

in English as well. Accordingly, the will construction is presented as projecting futurity 

from experiencing desire, intention, determination, and willpower in terms of the 

expected outcomes and effects, the focus being on the conceptualizer's overwhelming 

yearning for the event to happen. The be going to construction, in turn, projects futurity 

from experiencing purposiveness of an on-going activity in terms of a movement 

developing in space, the focus being on the conceptualizer's fixed and immediate 

objective.  

 

Keywords: be-going-to future vs. will future, panchrony, equivalentization, 

grammaticalization, conceptualization, cognitive linguistics.   
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1. Introduction 

Advertising slogans are a crucial component of any marketing strategy because they 

have the power to sway the target audience, which may result from a deliberate or 
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unconscious effort on the part of the slogan creator. In studying the topic-related issues, 

contemporary scholars have shown considerable interest to the language and 

advertising interface, stylistic and psychological means and their impact on the target 

audience (cf., for example, Poppi & Urios-Aparisi 2021 or Prelipceanu 2013). 

Moreover, Zabuzhanska et al. postulate that currently "the fast pace of 

telecommunications industry development inevitably leads to innovation and 

excitement, considerably changing advertising campaigns" (2022: 294), which 

enhances people's standards of living by promoting the purchase of mass-produced 

items, stimulating the economy and manufacturing (cf., also see Čábyová 2010; 2012; 

Krajčovič & Čábyová 2016). Additionally, consumers are becoming more receptive to 

advertising statements and arguments that support their health or well-being 

(Prelipceanu 2013). However, "being an integral part of our reality, advertising should 

be examined to track its persuasive impact" (Stashko 2020: 62) as it is frequently 

connected to manipulation and persuasion that appeal to feelings rather than reason 

(cf., Stashko 2018). Sticky ideas hidden in slogans are well-remembered and 

understood, having a long-lasting effect (Heath & Heath 2007) and convincing people 

to buy a product or service. Prelipceanu (2013: 253), however, asserts that advertising 

is essential because it "represents the customer's main source of information and that 

is the reason why companies should be held responsible for this correct information". 

Indeed, there are areas that can benefit from tougher advertisement restriction policies 

for tackling social inequalities (Mudrochová & Panasenko 2021). Additionally, 

Erofeeva and Ushnikova (2017) argue that contemporary mass media are looking for 

effective strategies to maintain their high ratings through representation of a national 

worldview and cultural codes to the target audience claiming that advertising texts 

possess a considerable energy potential. Overall, these studies indicate the need for 

deeper analysis of the language of advertising with its hidden signs but obvious 

influence.  

 

Bearing these ideas in mind, we aim to analyse advertising messages in slogans to track 

the most typical and recurrent tropes in English and Slovak advertisements, their 
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function and influence on the target audience. Thus, we focus our research on the use 

of metaphor, metonymy, personification, simile, and epithet to interpret their respective 

usage and obtain novel insights. Additionally, of particular concern is the significance 

of advertising as a means of communication, study of the terminology related to brand 

slogans, account for the motivation to choose particular tropes and bring to light their 

contribution into creating a brand image. 

 

This paper is structured in the following way: Section 2, which goes after this 

Introduction, provides the key definitions and theoretical background on advertising, 

advertisement text, and slogans. The third section presents classifications of the most 

typical tropes used in Slovak and English advertisements, namely, metaphor, 

metonymy, personification, simile, epithet, shedding light onto the most essential 

functions of the tropes featured in advertising. The objective of Section 4 is to describe 

the aims, material, and methodology of the research. Section 5 focuses on the 

comparative analysis of the most frequently used tropes in English and Slovak slogans. 

Finally, conclusions are offered in Section 6.  

 

2. Preliminary definitions and theoretical background  

The first thing that needs to be provided is the definitions and terms linked to the 

research in question. Thus, Sections 2 and 3 will give a brief overview of the field. 

 

2.1 Key definitions of advertisement text, slogans, and headlines  

Advertising has been in the focus of marketing specialists' and linguists' attention many 

times. In Tvrdoň's view, "an advertising text is one of the basic means of advertising, 

it is an important part of it because through it the intention to form a set of ideas that 

will form the advertising content is realized" (1999: 27). Another seminal study in this 

area is the work of Vopálenská (2009) who characterizes an advertising text as a set of 

linguistic means of advertising, verbal links designed to form the advertising content. 

Linguistic means are used here in a special way – a selection of the units of grammatical 

and lexical levels of the language structure is made with regard to their metagraphemic 
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characteristics and compositional properties. According to Horňák (2018), an 

advertising text should be accessible, impressive and, above all, comprehensible. It 

should not contain technical terms, abstract or difficult-to-identify expressions, 

ungrammatical words or vulgarisms, gratuitous superlatives. 

 

In terms of structure, an advertising text consists of the following components: title, 

slogan, subtitle (headline), body, copy and call to action. In their turn, slogans and 

subtitles (headlines) can also be considered from the point of view of marketing and 

from a linguistic viewpoint. Let us start with the first line of approach. 

 

Slogans and subtitles (headlines) are considered the shortest formats of an advertising 

text; however, they are among the most important components of advertising. The term 

'slogan' is etymologically based on the Scots-Gaelic word 'sluagh-ghairm' (where 

'sluagh' is "people", "army", and 'gairm' is "call", "proclamation"), which meant "battle 

cry" (MWOD). The Gaelic equivalent borrowed into English was 'slughorn', 

'sluggorne', 'slogum', and 'slogan' (ibid.). A slogan reinforces the brand, appeals to new 

customers and reminds us of existing ones. Jurášková et al. (2012: 211) define a slogan 

as "an original, concise, understandable, easily pronounceable and memorable word or 

phrase, concentrating in itself the main theme or appeal of an advertising campaign, 

which tends to be deployed over a long period of time and repeatedly". Sometimes a 

slogan becomes part of the corporate identity. A slogan connects an advertising 

campaign by being used within different promotional means and media, for example, 

within TV and radio spots, billboards (Horňák 2018). In the same vein, Banyár defines 

a slogan as "a short promotional text, containing a certain idea or thought, which 

functionally describes the specific characteristics of products, services offered or the 

focus of the company, or the main benefits of the brand" (2021: 31). The given 

congener interpretations and views on the slogan bring us to its classification illustrated 

in the next subsection. 
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2.2 Slogans vs headlines  

The difference between a slogan and a headline is mainly in the time horizon. While a 

headline serves to attract the attention of the recipient within a specific campaign, a 

slogan is often used over a long period of time and thus co-creates a continuous and 

consistent communication and contributes to a stable brand image perceived by 

consumers. According to Bovée (1995), a headline should be a condensed version of 

the entire advertising message, as up to 80% of readers will not pay attention to the rest 

of the text. For this reason, it is usually written in a larger font. 

 

A headline fulfils several functions: it attracts attention; it sorts the group of readers 

who will be interested in the advertisement; it should flow into the main copy; it should 

condense the atmosphere of the advertising message; it should promise the customers 

the benefit they will get from the product and it can bring news from the world of 

already known products.  

 

Bovée (1995) divides headlines according to the type of appeal they contain into: 

headlines that highlight benefits; provocative headlines that force the recipients to 

search for more information in the main copy text and thus appeal to their curiosity; 

informative headlines that provide information and are simple and memorable; 

headlines in the form of questions that work with the interactivity of the recipient; 

imperative headlines that take the form of a command and require a certain behaviour. 

 

The abovementioned is exemplified in the work undertaken by Horňák (2014) who 

states the following principles of creating headlines or subtitles: 

- The headline should be included into every advertising text. 

- Before creating the headline, it is necessary to have profound knowledge of the 

advertised subject (product or service), the aim of the advertisement, and the target 

group. 
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- The headline should not be clichéd, uninteresting, incomprehensible; it should not 

contain unfamiliar abbreviations, foreign words, non-functional slang expressions, 

unnecessary negatives, superlatives, etc. 

 

A well-chosen headline can be the dividing line between success and disinterest of the 

target group. There are a few well-known brands where the headline from a campaign 

was so successful that over time it became an integral part of the brand image and 

became a corporate slogan, such as United Colors of Benetton. 

 

2.2 Classification of slogans  

Various classifications have been proposed to distinguish types of slogans. Let us start 

by considering the division of slogans into the advertising and event ones. An 

advertising slogan is comparatively short-lived as it is linked to some particular 

advertising campaign. Thus, there is a limited time span during which this slogan is 

used. When a new advertising campaign is launched, another slogan may be created to 

advertise it. In contrast to advertising slogans, event slogans are linked to specific 

events, such as a fair, festival, etc., and therefore, their life span is the shortest among 

the slogans of other types. 

 

In terms of longevity, slogans are divided into long-term and short-term. A long-term 

slogan should be kept by an organisation for the entire duration of its operation or 

existence. Short-term slogans are used only for a specific advertising campaign or 

certain limited period. It is not so important for a copywriter to know the longevity of 

a slogan because it must be of good quality and suitable for both long-term and short-

term functioning. 

 

In terms of the kind of advertising appeals that slogans contain, they can be classified 

into rational and emotional. Rational slogans contain factual information and 

arguments, while emotional ones appeal to our feelings. They are typical of the 

cosmetics and fashion segments of the market. 
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In addition, to better understand advertising strategies, it is equally important to note 

the classification of slogans into corporate and product ones. A corporate slogan is part 

of the corporate identity; it explains the brand and the idea of the whole company or 

organisation. Thus, it is superior to all product slogans, but it does not have to influence 

them directly. An example of a corporate slogan is McDonald's slogan "I'm lovin' it". 

A product (or service) slogan is linked to a specific brand of product or service in the 

company's portfolio; it does not have to be directly related to the corporate slogan. 

Primarily, it can express, for example, the quality, functionality, tradition of products 

or services, it can create an emotional relationship between the product or service and 

the consumer, or present the distinctiveness of the product or service in comparison 

with competitors (Banyár 2021).  

 

A similar classification shows that slogans are divided into taglines (claims) and 

headlines (Kartika 2012). A headline is described as a title (caption) on a billboard or 

advertisement, for example, while a tagline is a smaller inscription that accompanies a 

brand logo. A headline is always more up-to-date, more quickly subject to change and 

current needs. Sometimes a slogan becomes part of the corporate identity or even a 

company logo. A tagline, on the other hand, accompanies a brand for a longer period 

of time. In this case, it is called a corporate slogan or tagline, which is defined by 

Horňáková (2011: 55) as "a marketing tool that helps to present a company, product or 

service". 

 

To illustrate these distinctions, we consider a notable example of Edo Kin's corporate 

slogan "Ázia nás baví" [Eng.: We enjoy Asia] and an example of Edo Kin's short-term 

headlines linked to a specific campaign "Naše ryby plávajú proti prúdu" [Eng.: Our 

fish swim upstream], "Ryžujeme na vašej spokojnosti" [Eng.: We rely on your 

satisfaction], "Na veky vekov Ramen" [Eng.: Ramen forever and ever] (see Fig. 1). 
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Figure 1. Preview of the corporate slogan "Ázia nás baví" and short-term headlines  
related to the campaign (Jurišová 2019). 

 

What can be clearly expressed through the name and logo, can be also enriched with a 

few words in the form of a corporate slogan that emphasises the value of the brand or 

company, can serve as a call to action for the public, or define the product or otherwise 

express what the graphic representation of the brand in the form of a logo is trying to 

communicate. A brief verbal addition in the form of a corporate slogan can accompany 

a logo in almost any context, on all corporate print or digital communications across 

all communication channels, whether in advertisements, on packaging, on a website, 

on letterhead, or on publications. To put it another way, a corporate slogan is one of 

the main pillars of the brand's verbal identity and thus completes the overall image 

which the company seeks to build to identify itself. A slogan of this type should not be 

perceived as a stand-alone text, but rather serve as a complement to the company's 

name and logo. Together, they create a clear association that conveys the brand idea. 

Thus, a corporate slogan refers to the company as a whole and explains the brand and 

the idea of the entire company or organisation.  

 

In terms of hierarchy, the corporate slogan is superior to all product slogans. Unlike 

product slogans, which are short-lived, corporate slogans are long-term, representing 

the company throughout its lifetime. The best corporate slogans are characterised by 

longevity, i.e., they are long-lasting, resistant to market and lifestyle changes, 
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meaningful and memorable, but they also require frequent and consistent use in 

communication. 

 

According to Wheeler (2013), a corporate slogan should perform several functions in 

branding and identity creation: capture the essence of the brand and its personality, 

reflect the brand positioning, clearly differentiate the brand from those of competitors, 

serve as a communication support for the brand, serve to create brand or company 

awareness, attract attention, and help identify the company or its products. In practice, 

there are several types of corporate slogans: (a) imperative slogans, which incite action 

and usually begin with a verb ("Think different" (Apple), "Just do it" (Nike), 

"Broadcast yourself" (YouTube), "Let's motor" (MINI Cooper), "Feel the love" 

(Crocs)); (b) descriptive slogans that describe a service, product or brand promise 

("One for one" (TOMS Shoes), "Sense and simplicity" (Philips), "Ideas worth 

spreading" (TED)); (c) unbeatable slogans that position a company as the best in the 

given category ("King of beers" (Budweiser), "The ultimate driving machine" 

(BMW)); (d) specific slogans that reveal the business focus or the brand's vision ("All 

the news that's fit to print" (The New York Times), "Love the skin you're in" (OLAY)). 

All the mentioned types are successfully employed to target the required audience and 

benefit from advertising. 

 

Indeed, when creating a company slogan, it is crucial to keep in mind its important 

attributes. In terms of features and basic characteristics, the company slogan should be 

short, unique, original, catchy, and concise. Originality is an important attribute as 

generic, cheap, unoriginal slogans that say nothing are not suitable for a long-lasting 

and representative corporate slogan. Such slogans as "Tradícia a istota" [Eng.: 

Tradition and certainty], "Sme tu pre Vás" [Eng.: We are here for You], "Viac ako... " 

[Eng.: More than …], etc. do not convey the essence of the brand, but are just generic 

unoriginal phrases that can be used for any company. With slogans, it is crucial to be 

able to differentiate the brand from those of competitors. For this very reason, it is 

essential to avoid abstract language and bet on originality. In order for a company 
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slogan to fulfil its other functions, it must be eye-catching, concise and, first and 

foremost, it must attract and hold the attention of the target group. Before a company 

or copywriter starts thinking about it, they need to find out and clarify a few basic 

questions, for example, what the company is about, what it does, produces and sells, 

and above all, what they want for the slogan to communicate, whether they want it to 

represent a company, a brand or just a certain product. In terms of creating a visual 

identity, it should also look good visually when used alongside the company name and 

logo. The way of combining the logo and the company slogan has its established form 

and it should also be defined in the design manual. This is primarily a matter of defining 

the typography, the colour scheme and the exact positioning in relation to the brand.  

 

From a linguistic point of view, a company slogan should be easy to pronounce, not 

colloquial, which ultimately increases its memorability. It should not have any negative 

connotations, rather it should evoke a positive emotional reaction. Depending on the 

type of brand or company name, a corporate slogan may or may not be associated with 

the company's business. In the case of a descriptive company name, it would not be 

appropriate for the corporate slogan to be associated with the company's activity or 

focus. Conversely, in the case of an abstract, fanciful or metaphorical company name, 

the corporate slogan may be associated with the company's activity or focus. All in all, 

a corporate slogan can add high value and clarity to a bland company name, specify its 

content, clarify a name that is too abstract, or convey the company's mission. 

 

3. Tropes in advertising 

The theoretical background presented above supports the idea that it is also possible to 

increase the effectiveness and memorability of advertising and advertising text through 

the right choice of stylistic figures. A figure of speech is a word or phrase used in a 

different way from its usual meaning in order to create a particular mental picture or 

effect (OALD). It is the result of the creator's efforts to spice up the slogan, increase its 

effectiveness and the recipient's ability to remember the slogan. The starting point is a 

kind of play with words and sounds. Emotionally attuned messages are the backbone 
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of advertising, so increasing emotionality and appropriate verbal expression of the 

product's characteristics is more than advisable.  

 

An advertising text frequently employs tropes (from Greek tropos meaning "turn of 

phrase"), which feature an indirect meaning – "it is a word or expression used in a 

figurative sense" (MWOD). A transfer of the name of one phenomenon to another 

phenomenon is made on the basis of similarity of these phenomena, their factual 

connections in another context. 

 

Tropes are mainly used in advertising because of the need to increase the emotionality 

of communication and/or impart a poetic colouring to it. According to Vopálenská 

(2011), tropes make the utterance desirably "imprecise", taking it out of the usual 

frames of reference, while managing to capture the features and benefits of the product 

– this is also aided by the stimulated creation of a stream of associations and ideas. 

Vopálenská (ibid., 59) notes that tropes increase the effectiveness of the form, not the 

content of the communication, and they are effective because of their originality. 

 

They slow down and improve the perception of advertising communication – if they 

are unique, they attract attention more than straightforward and conventional appeals; 

at the same time, the recipient does not feel as much pressure of persuasion through 

them. As Panasenko and Mudrochová claim (2021: 426-427), tropes that frequently 

occur in advertising include metaphor, personification, epithet, simile, and antithesis. 

This paper will focus on metaphor, personification, epithet, simile, and metonymy, as 

they all appeared to be effective tools typical of English and Slovak advertisements 

spotted in the utilised herein bank of randomly selected advertising slogans. 

 

3.1 Metaphor 

Metaphor has received a great deal of attention in linguistics (Bartel 1983; Black 1962; 

Lakoff & Johnson 1980; Morozova 2017; Pérez 2011; Stashko 2016; Uberman 2016) 

as well as in psychology (Gildea & Glucksberg 1983; Ortony 1979; Tvrdoň 1999). 
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Much less attention has been paid to the use of metaphor in marketing and marketing 

communication to change the buying behaviour of people and sell a product (see 

Bremer & Lee 1997; Forceville 1996; Kövecses 2018; Mudrochová & Panasenko 

2021; Poppi & Urios-Aparisi 2021; Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez & Pérez 2011; Ward & 

Gaidis 1990). 

 

In metaphor, a similarity between objects, phenomena, properties or actions is 

assumed, due to which it is possible to designate an object by the name of another 

object. It is thus not a matter of comparison, but of transferring meaning from an object 

to another object. Advertising, when a metaphor is used, takes the form of predicating 

a symptom to the article being compared to something else. According to Lalik (2014), 

the simplest case is the two-member sentence formula: the name of the product, on the 

one hand, and the metaphorical statement, on the other. In such a way, parallelism is 

created between the offered product and the phenomenon compared with it or its 

feature.  

 

Our analysis of advertising texts is based on Conceptual Metaphor Theory, the 

foundations of which were laid by Lakoff and Johnson in their seminal work 

Metaphors we live by (1980), who were perhaps the first ones to recognize the 

importance of metaphor in everyday life and everyday communication due to the fact 

that it is an instrument of human thought in general, not just an ornamental feature of 

literary speech. A conceptual metaphor is a figurative comparison in which one idea (a 

concept or conceptual domain) is understood in terms of another. When Kövecses 

(2000; 2002; 2018) discusses non-linguistic realizations of conceptual metaphors, he 

characterises advertisements as the most typical case (cf., Forceville 1996). 

 

The example to illustrate it is the advertising slogan "The taste of the active life" 

(MacCoffee). Specifically, the two domains in the given examples also function to 

highlight the similarities and erase the differences between them. The advertiser's goal 

in the slogan is to persuade a consumer that MacCoffee offers a possibility to enjoy 
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active life. Since coffee is a beverage, taste here activates the source domain DRINK 

whereas LIFE triggers knowledge of the target domain. Coffee is known to be 

energizing, and thus a cup of MacCoffee will cheer you up and make you active while 

bad quality coffee will not have such an effect. A consumer who enjoys MacCoffee 

tends to enjoy the active life. 

 

Besides, according to Bremer and Lee (1997: 420) marketing metaphors can have 

linguistic, visual, and/or symbolic components. Some examples include (1) slogans 

such as "Chevrolet, the heartbeat of America" (Chevrolet) or "Gemerka – zdroj 

rovnováhy" [Eng.: Source of entertainment] (Gemerka); (2) brand names like Safari (a 

parfume), Rajec (mineral water); Rajo (yoghurt); Tide (a laundry detergent), Fiesta (a 

car), and (3) usual or symbolic metaphors featuring a young, nude female in the 

advertisement for "Obsession for men" (Cologne) or an advertisement for mineral 

water "Kúzlo patentované prírodou" [Eng.: Magic patented by nature] (Rajec). 

 

Particularly, visual metaphors are extensively used in modern advertising. Below (see 

Fig. 2) is the example of the advertisement for Absolut Vodka – Disco and Absolut 

Vodka – Squeeze. 

 
 

Figure 2. Series of ideas for Absolut Vodka using visual metaphors "Absolut disco" and "Absolut 
squeeze". Available at: https://sk.pinterest.com/pin/303430093637276493/ 

 

Visual metaphors "Absolut disco" and "Absolut squeeze" here boost the effect produced 

by the advertisement itself. They effectively convey a message by combining common 

https://sk.pinterest.com/pin/303430093637276493/
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objects and elements that are unexpectedly mixed. Bottles for Absolut Vodka – Disco 

look like disco parties, capable of livening up any event. Absolut Vodka – Squeeze 

version features an orange-tinted white bottle mounted on a citrus squeezer. Thus, 

Absolut Vodka is associated with dancing and fun or with the finest and fresh mandarin 

juice if a consumer opts for Absolut Vodka – Squeeze with a mandarin flavour. 

 

The analysis of the relevant sources mentioned in the subsection and the evidence 

presented in the illustrative examples suggest that marketers use metaphors to achieve 

many goals, for instance, to gain a consumer's attention, elicit imagery, make 

comparisons and suggest similarities between a product and a concept, explain a 

complex or technical product in simple terms, influence consumer opinions and 

attitudes. How consumers process metaphors, how metaphors are stored in memory, 

whether or not consumers understand metaphors used in marketing, when they are 

more or less effective, or what effects metaphors have on their buying behaviour and 

decision-making are also important.  

 

3.2 Metonymy 

Metonymy is a figurative naming which, like metaphor, is created by transferring 

a name of an object to another object, but unlike metaphor, does it on the basis of their 

contiguity (factual, temporal, local, or causal connection), for example, using the White 

House for the U.S. president (OALD). Though being studied by many a scholar 

(Goossens 1990; Kiełtyka & Grząśko 2022; Konieczna 2020; Kövecses & Radden 

1998; Panther & Radden 1999 and others), metonymy is not commonly found in 

advertising.  

 

An example of metonymy is an advertisement for Šariš beer: Sk.: "Takto chutí náš 

východ" [Eng.: This is how our East tastes.] (Šariš). Being a brand of beer that is from 

eastern Slovakia, Šariš is replaced by the word 'east' in the slogan.  
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Interestingly, metonymy is common in cigarette advertising in countries where 

legislation prohibits the depiction of cigarettes themselves or their use (Chandler 2007). 

By using an appropriate metonymy, there is no need to label cigarettes on the 

advertisement at all, although everyone understands that it is an advertisement for 

cigarettes. An example of metonymy could be the use of the colour itself, for example, 

the use of the red colour for the Marlboro brand. 

 

Another illustrative example of metonymy that can be given is the advertisement for 

the Isuzu car brand: "Our wheels are always turning" (Isuzu). In this advert, part of the 

car (the wheels) is applied to the whole car, i.e., turning wheels suggest unstoppable 

motion of a well-maintained high-quality car that never gets stuck. The metonymy is 

employed to demonstrate the high caliber of the wheels as well as the entire vehicle. 

It's crucial to note that advertising metaphors frequently have a metonymic basis. 

Metaphor-metonymy relations have been discussed by numerous scholars (for 

example, Goossens 1990; Kövecses & Radden 1998; Negro Alasque 2015; Panther & 

Radden 1999; Urios-Aparisi 2009 and others) but Ruiz de Mendoza and Otal's (2002) 

claim that, whenever metaphor and metonymy interact, it is the latter that is subordinate 

to the former, is the one we conform with. 

 

To illustrate such an interaction, Negro Alasque (2015: 129-130) provides an 

interesting example of metonymy in Oregon wine brand advertisement (see Fig. 3). In 

structural terms, according to the author, we see a hybrid object created by the fusion 

of a wine bottle with vine roots. The metonymy is based on the production frame, 

involving a person (i.e., a wine-grower) making something (i.e., wine) from another 

entity (i.e., fruit). The metonymy serves as a promotional marketing tool by 

emphasizing the word "organic", which describes the type of fruit used to make Oregon 

wine. This product feature also draws attention to the verbal element in the slogan "All 

agriculture was organic" (Oregon wines). 
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Figure 3. Advertisement for Oregon wines using visual metonymy. Available at: 

https://sk.pinterest.com/pocasjunior/wine-talks/  
 

The use of both metaphor and metonymy together in a single promotional 

communication is fairly widespread in advertising practice. This is effectively 

demonstrated in the brand E. Marinella's message. Sushi-shaped ties are a metaphor 

for Tokyo, and sushi and chopsticks are a metonymy for Tokyo. The advertisement is 

accompanied by the metaphorical slogan "The taste of elegance" (E. Marinella). 

 

 
Figure 4. Advertisement for E. Marinella using visual metonymy. Available at: 

https://sk.pinterest.com/pin/125819383311457803/  
 

Overall, these examples show that visual metaphor can be effectively built on 

metonymy and is a persuasive strategy which enhances the appeal to the target 

audience. 

 

https://sk.pinterest.com/pocasjunior/wine-talks/
https://sk.pinterest.com/pin/125819383311457803/
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3.3 Personification 

Personification (from Latin persona meaning "person" and facere meaning "to do, to 

act" (MWOD)) has historically been defined as a figure of speech in which non-living 

things are given human characteristics, portraying them as alive and able to feel 

(Ricoeur 1977). It is an indirect naming, a kind of metaphor which is based on 

transferring characteristics of people and their actions to inanimate objects, things, or 

abstract concepts (Pavlovič 2012). These human attributes can include any aspect or 

element of "intelligent, animated beings, like beliefs, desires, intentions, goals, plans, 

psycho-logical states, powers, and will" (Turner 1987: 175). 

 

In marketing communication, the use of personification is of great importance for 

several reasons. This stylistic device gives a brand personality and strengthens the 

emotional bond between the recipient of the advertisement and the brand. Scholars 

(Aaker 1997; Fleck et al. 2014; Jurišová 2019; Vopálenská 2009 and others) hold that 

in personification, the characteristics of the created persona are transferred to the 

product and help to create a brand image, which eventually promotes positive 

associations with the brand in the target consumers or increases emotional attachment 

to the brand. 

 

In advertising, we can encounter personification, for example, of the product being 

promoted or its ingredients, or various (micro)organisms, animal performers or 

characters and puppets, as shown in "Labello miluje vaše pery" [Eng.: Labello loves 

your lips] (Labello) or "Myslite na zdravie svojich spotrebičov" [Eng.: Think about the 

health of your appliances] (The Slovak Gas Industry). Here we find specifically human 

attributes that include sensations, emotions, desires, and physical expressions to define 

a lipstick or kitchen appliances like a gas cooker or a stove. 

 

In order to attract, differentiate and boost the memorability of the product, print and 

audiovisual advertisements (see Fig. 5) employ personification to create images of their 

products that take on a human form (for example, Mr. Proper, Uncle Ben's, Mr. Clean). 
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According to Vopálenská (2009) a dramatic triad is modelled here: a protagonist who 

has to solve a problem that arises (greasy hair, unwashed dishes, limescale, bad diet, 

hunger), a hero (protector, liberator) who gets rid of the problem by offering a concrete 

solution (using and buying the promoted product). 

 
Figure 5. Print and audiovisual advertisements for Mr. Proper and Uncle Ben's featuring 

personification. Available at: https://in.pinterest.com/pin/346003183874040215/ 
 

We might observe that personification, when viewed as a visual metaphor or a 

rhetorical figure, has the potential to solve the issues currently connected to the 

audience engaging them into action. 

 

3.4 Simile 

Simile (from Latin simile meaning "parable, analogy") is a kind of poetic trope that has 

the characteristics of metaphor (MWOD). While simile engages three elements (the 

compared, the comparator and the common feature), in metaphor the first two of them 

are hidden (Vopálenská 2009). Based on the principle of metaphoricity, this trope is 

rooted in the similarity of shape, size, colour of objects or their characteristics, as in 

the slogan "Sometimes you feel like a nut, sometimes you don't" (Almond Joy/Mounds 

candy). 

 
Figure 6. Advertisements for Almond Joy featuring simile. Available at: 

https://whisper.sh/whisper/05104253421f62281570fe5668a66f97d26752 /Sometimes-you-feel-like-
a-nut-sometimes-you-dont  

https://in.pinterest.com/pin/346003183874040215/
https://whisper.sh/whisper/05104253421f62281570fe5668a66f97d26752%20/Sometimes-you-feel-like-a-nut-sometimes-you-dont
https://whisper.sh/whisper/05104253421f62281570fe5668a66f97d26752%20/Sometimes-you-feel-like-a-nut-sometimes-you-dont
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In its simplest form, a brand (product, service) is associated with a certain thing, event, 

situation, which is culturally, socially, value-fixed and which has a firm and 

unambiguous positive acceptance in a given cultural and social circle (the target 

group). According to Forceville (1996), the basic characteristic of simile is to provide 

data about one obscure user through contrast with something the user is familiar with. 

 

Creative potential of this communication tool lies in finding a hitherto undiscovered, 

unsuspected association that will produce an "aesthetic" discharge, accompanied by 

surprise and pleasant experience. Therefore, this helps to promote the acceptance of 

the message, the credibility that the claim is really as it is presented. 

 

3.5 Epithet  

Epithet is the attributive characterization of a person, thing or phenomenon. The term 

derives from the Greek word epitheton meaning "added" or "attributed" (MWOD). 

This special kind of attribute specifies the superordinate noun and transfers its meaning 

to it, which altogether contributes to creating images (Stashko 2017). In advertising 

texts, this attribute is an important evaluative and argumentative device. Its use is also 

justified by its originality and even paradoxality, which can arouse the attention of the 

addressee, surprise them, and stimulate their imagination. Its primary function is to 

provoke in the addressee a positive attitude towards the offered object and to present 

the uniqueness of the product or service to the potential customer.  

 

There are three generally accepted types of epithets: fixed, kenning, and argumentative. 

Besides, epithets can be constans (commonly used stereotyped collocation, for 

example, heavy rain, bright day) or ornans (decorative, ornamental) (Štraus 2003: 99-

100).  

 

In advertising, the most widely used epithets are fresh, new, gentle, creamy, silky, 

delicious, beautiful, ideal, excellent, unforgettable, eternal, etc., and, accordingly, their 

gradational forms (Mirabela 2008: 629). Panasenko and Mudrochová claim that "the 
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popular way of creating epithets for advertising slogans is interchanging visual, 

auditory, olfactory, gustatory and tactile characteristics of products, transferring their 

original meaning into completely different semantic groups" (2021: 427). In particular, 

we frequently encounter epithets that form relatively stable advertising pairs: high 

quality, abundant supply, low prices, radiant lustre, delicious taste, great taste, unique 

flavour, intense and long-lasting colour, world-class quality, golden years, original 

recipe, extreme volume. New, atypical expressions have also recently surfaced, such as 

divine chocolate, refined taste, juicy moment, devilish offering, royal confession, 

intense freshness, diamond standard, devilish predation, etc. 

 

Epithets are employed to enhance the vividness and allure of the product descriptions. 

Evidence to support this can be found in the slogan "Make it one of your delicious daily 

habits" for Activia or "Life has never been so colorful" (SONY) for a camera. In 

Slovak, as regards washing powders and detergents, a frequentnly used epithet is 

dokonalá čistota a neodolateľná vôňa [Eng.: perfect cleanliness with an irresistible 

scent] (Ariel, Lenor) and when promoting toothpaste, advertisers try to attract attention 

by using epithets as in pre intenzívne čisté a svieže ústa [Eng.: for an intensely clean 

and fresh mouth] (Signal X-Fresh). 

 

4. Material and methods 

Rooted on the theoretical considerations above, the methodological approach taken in 

this research is based on both qualitative and quantitative methods applied in a 

comparative study of advertising slogans in English and Slovak. In particular, we 

selected 600 most popular slogans from three brand types (cars, banks, and drinks) both 

in English and Slovak featuring 100 randomly selected slogans for each group (see 

Table 1 below).  
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Table 1. Details of the selected data sample 
 

brand / 
language 

English 
(number of slogans) 

Slovak 
(number of slogans) 

Total 

Cars 100  100  200 
Banks 100  100  200 
Drinks 100  100  200 
Total 300 300 600 

 

The slogans used in this investigation were randomly selected from the following 

online sources: 

1. 100+ Greatest advertising slogans of all time.  

Available at: http://www.adglitz.com/blog/2010/08/top-n-best-100-ad-slogans-taglines-

punchlines-advertising-campaigns  

2. List of 250 catchy car slogans and great taglines.  

Available at: https://brandongaille.com/list-152-catchy-car-slogans-and-great-taglines/  

3. Naj reklamné slogany triafajú do čierneho: Aké sú ich príbehy?  

Available at: https://plnielanu.zoznam.sk/naj-reklamne-slogany-triafaju-do-cierneho-

ake-su-ich-pribehy/  

4. Slogany – tie lepšie i horšie.  

Available at: https://kreapoint.wordpress.com/2012/01/18/slogany-tie-lepsie-i-horsie/   

5. The 100 best advertising slogans and taglines ever.  

Available at: https://sloganshub.org/company-slogans/ 

 

Considering the next step of data processing, we employed the scientific observation 

method, linguistic and computational analysis to spot, count, and group all tropes in 

the slogans selected. The qualitative content analysis in synergy with the descriptive 

method were used to define, explain and clarify the functions of advertising and the 

meaning of the advertising slogan as well as the interpretation of tropes in the slogans. 

 

However, we need to state that there is still room for several considerations with regard 

to the issue of the authors' personal subjectivity in their descriptions.  

http://www.adglitz.com/blog/2010/08/top-n-best-100-ad-slogans-taglines-punchlines-advertising-campaigns
http://www.adglitz.com/blog/2010/08/top-n-best-100-ad-slogans-taglines-punchlines-advertising-campaigns
https://brandongaille.com/list-152-catchy-car-slogans-and-great-taglines/
https://plnielanu.zoznam.sk/naj-reklamne-slogany-triafaju-do-cierneho-ake-su-ich-pribehy/
https://plnielanu.zoznam.sk/naj-reklamne-slogany-triafaju-do-cierneho-ake-su-ich-pribehy/
https://kreapoint.wordpress.com/2012/01/18/slogany-tie-lepsie-i-horsie/
https://sloganshub.org/company-slogans/
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5. Tropes in English and Slovak advertising slogans: Comparative analysis 

To reach the target audience without offending anyone, the word choice in an 

advertisement demands a lot of common sense. It is important to note that simple words 

can leave a lasting effect and spark immense ideas. Hence, tropes may cushion 

imperatives to buy and instigate to act clandestinely but insistently. From the outcome 

of our investigation, we could conclude that this work will generate fresh insights into 

the usage of tropes in slogans.  

 

The current research confirms that a variety of stylistic means are equally employed to 

create advertising slogans both in English and in Slovak. They are of different stylistic 

nature but, nevertheless, they serve the same purpose – to appeal to the audience and 

seduce them to buy. Conversely, the analysis of our sample demonstrates that a 

considerable number of slogans are not equipped with any of the tropes. The results 

obtained were surprising, especially in contrast to our hypothetical expectations. The 

evidence to support this contrast lies in the quantitative data presented in Table 2 below.  
 

Table 2. Brand-based quantitative data of the research (expressed as percentage) 
 

 Cars Banks Drinks 
 English Slovak English Slovak English Slovak 

Metaphor 25 22 24 13 19 32 
Metonymy 2 1 1 2 1 2 

Personification 5 13 9 5 10 13 
Simile 4 2 0 0 0 0 
Epithet 1 11 11 5 8 14 

5 Tropes in Total 37 49 45 25 38 61 
0 Featured Tropes 63 51 55 75 62 39 

 

What stands out in the table is that metaphor is the leading scorer in all the groups 

while simile and metonymy have appeared to be the least recurrent tropes. Comparing 

the results for metaphor, it can be stated that every fourth slogan for car brands in both 

languages contains this stylistic device.  
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In some slogans, metaphor and metonymy work together and blend augments the 

impact of the ad. Some cases show that metaphorical links can be used metonymically. 

In the list of examples given below, we focus on the ideas behind linguistic expressions 

which serve to convince a client and on the tendencies in the respective community: 

 

Eng.: "Power for your control" (Alfa Romeo); 

Eng.: "We are driving excitement" (Pontiac); 

Eng.: "Life, liberty and the pursuit" (Cadillac); 

Sk.: "Hnací motor vašich úspechov" [Eng.: Driving your successes] (Citroen); 

Sk.: " Príťažlivosť budúcnosti" [Eng.: The attraction of the future] (Range Rover). 

 

Numerous metaphor-metonymy-based advertising slogans for car brands featuring 

personal emotional or psychological gains like success or excitement may be triggered 

by the stereotype that driving a moderately expensive mass market car makes people 

excited and succesful – literally, having a car equals being successful. Seeing the 

advertisement, a consumer-to-be can feel that a Pontiac or Citroen car can make the 

driver excited and more successful. Closer inspection of the slogans for high level niche 

car brands shows that Alfa Romeo, for example, being considered a luxury automobile 

manufacturer, emphasises control and power that cars of this brand give their driver 

("Power for your control"). Cadillac car brand literally claims "life, liberty and the 

pursuit" to be the benefits from driving its vehicles. Specifically, metonymical grounds 

put emphasis on the point that Cadillac gives liberty and pursuit to the driver. 

Metaphorically, a Cadillac car is compared to life, liberty, and pursuit (A VEHICLE 

IS LIFE, for instance). We dare to omit detailed linguistic interpretations for the sake 

of ideas that unite the selected slogans. People perceive such advertising appeals in 

close connection to the stereotypes in the community they belong to and appropriately 

chosen stylistic devices support this perception. Therefore, it can be seen that the 

possibility of alternative perceptions and interpretations of metaphoricity and 

metonymicity overlap in the respective slogan is tightly linked to knowledge, beliefs, 

and lexicon of a particular individual. Subjectively speaking, rich people are in need of 
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power and pursuit whereas ordinary people long for the attributes the rich already have. 

Power weighs nothing without basic life pleasures. It comes to light that mass market 

car brand slogans will target no customers if they contain the language meant for a 

luxury brand and vice versa. Taken together, these results suggest that there is an 

association between metaphors and the audience, namely each metaphor has its target 

consumer group. This understanding helps slogan writers create the proper appeal for 

the market. 

 

Turning now to the quantitative evidence on drinks, the results suggest that the Slovak 

language metaphor block (32%) demonstrates more metaphors than that of English 

(only 19%). The examples in Slovak are mainly represented by beer advertisements: 

 

Sk.: "Gambrinus. Pravá chuť priateľstva" [Eng.: Gambrinus. The true taste of 

friendship] (Gabrinus);  

Sk.: "Primus. Pivo plné pohody" [Eng.: Primus. A beer full of comfort] (Primus);  

Sk.: "O stupeň lepší pivo. O stupeň lepšía zábava" [Eng.: A level better beer, a level 

better fun] (Zlatoprameň);  

Sk.: "Tajomstvo dobrej zábavy" [Eng.: The secret of good fun] (Starobrno).  

 

In these advertisements, beer is declared in the advertising texts as our close friend to 

have fun and feel comfortable with. Sometimes slogan writers go even further and 

elevate the relationship with beer to love, as in the Starobrno brewery's commercials: 

Sk.: "Ktorému pivu sa dostane toľko lásky a starostlivosti?" [Eng.: Which beer gets so 

much love and care?] (Starobrno). You drink quality beer and feel connection to home 

as in Krušovice beer (Sk.: "Krušovice – domov pre to pravé pivo" [Eng.: Krušovice – 

home for real beer] (Krušovice)) or in the case of coffee (Sk.: "Chuť domova" [Eng.: 

Taste of home.] (Eduscho)). 

 

While Slovaks love beer and thus face more advertising content related to it, in Slovak 

as shown in the course of analysis, bank brands gain more popularity in the English-
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language advertisements. Comparisons between the groups of drinks and banks 

displayed 32% of metaphor usage cases on drinks in Slovak and only 19% in English, 

whereas the figures are inverse on bank advertising: 13% on banks in Slovak versus 

24% in English (see Table 2). One should not forget that target audience and vertical 

context mould advertising activity of brands in their segments. Indeed, the Slovak 

language is used by a considerably smaller number of people and, therefore, 

advertisements in Slovak are meant only for the Slovak target audience. In contrast, 

English is more wide-spread and, concurrently, used to advertise brands in many 

English-speaking countries having various types of target audience. Americans and 

Britons, taken herein for purposes of mere illustration, may find coffee appealing but 

Canadians and Australians may opt for tea. Apparently, being number 10 in the world 

rank of beer consumption in 2020 (https://en.as.com/latest_news/what-countries-

drink-the-most-amount-of-beer-per-capita-n/), Slovakia is the true beer loving nation, 

which explains the popularity of multiple beer brands and beer advertising in Slovak 

produced by both domestic and international brands.  

 

Thus, having this in mind, we also assume that bank advertising is less popular in 

Slovak because fewer players are involved. Yet, several notable examples of metaphor 

in bank advertising in English and Slovak include the following: 

 

Eng.: "Expect excellence" (Seafirst Bank); 

Eng.: "Uncommon wisdom" (Wachovia Bank); 

Sk.: "Umenie je dar" [Eng.: Art is a gift] (Tatrabanka);  

Sk.: "Spojenie úspechu a prestíže" [Eng.: The combination of success and prestige] 

(ČSOB).  

 

What strikes attention in this set of slogans is the emphasis on a change to a higher and 

better level. Seafirst Bank promises perfection in everything; Wachovia Bank boasts 

ultrasmart ideas; Tatrabanka appeals to divine skills; ČSOB claims it represents a 

supercombo of success and prestige. All the slogans considered above compare a bank 

https://en.as.com/latest_news/what-countries-drink-the-most-amount-of-beer-per-capita-n/
https://en.as.com/latest_news/what-countries-drink-the-most-amount-of-beer-per-capita-n/
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to an exemplarity, which stands for the quality of being exemplary, i.e., serving as a 

pattern or illustration or deserving imitation because of excellence (MWOD). When 

the exemplary describes something as "excellent", it almost always carries a further 

suggestion that the thing described is worthy of imitation (ibid.). Hence a bank is 

perceived as a model of excellence worthy of imitation which can be viewed as a top 

position in the sphere, a challenge for competitors and, in no small way, a motivation 

for potential clients to use its service and become an integral part of exemplarity.  

 

As regards the ideas contained in the selected advertising slogans in English, some 

vivid examples given below illustrate extensive application of the words "possibility" 

and "possible": 

 

Eng.: "A passion for what is possible" (PeoplesBank); 

Eng.: "Life is full of possibilities. Get your share" (RTP Federal Credit Union); 

Eng.: "Locally focused. A world of possibilities" (VIST Bank); 

Eng.: "Discover the possibilities" (Quest Credit Union); 

Eng.: "Explore the possibilities" (Quest Credit Union). 

 

In particular, banks promise their customers new possibilities which can be perceived 

as one's utmost power, capacity, or ability according to conventional dictionary 

interpretations (MWOD). Additionally, a possibility stands for the fact that something 

might happen or be true in future (OALD). Thus, bank clients will encounter future 

true utmost power and capacity if they become tempted by the adverts. In contrast, 

bank advertisements in Slovak that favor the focus on the future as well, tend to omit 

the word "possibility" and concentrate on the future directly rather than shere 

possibilities, as illustrated in the following in the launched commercials: 

Sk.: "Budúcnosť je vaša" [Eng.: The future is yours] (SLSP); 

Sk.: "Budúcnosť na Slovensku" [Eng.: The future in Slovakia] (SLSP);  

Sk.: "Investujte do budúcnosti" [Eng.: Invest in the future] (SLSP).  
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The emphasis on the future also appeared to be typical of car brands in both languages. 

Evidence to support this can be found in the following ads: 

 

Eng.: "Mercedez-Benz. The future of the Automobile" (Mercedez-Benz); 

Eng.: "See the future in a new light" (Audi); 

Sk.: "Zažite budúcnosť už dnes" [Eng.: Experience the future today] (FIAT); 

Sk.: "Príťažlivosť budúcnosti" [Eng.: The attraction of the future] (Range Rover).  

The runner-up in slogans is personification hitting the advertising segment of drinks 

(see Table 2). In Slovak the score of 13% in advertisements for drinks is similar to the 

same result for cars. Moreover, these niches aslo share similar ideas in slogans. For 

instance, top quality is masterfully referred to in the following advertisements: 

 

Sk.: "Má v sebe všetko. Aj štýl" [Eng.: It has everything in it. And style too.] (FIAT); 

Sk.: "Vždy o krok v pred tak ako vy" [Eng.: Always one step ahead just like you] 

(Volkswagen); 

Sk.: "Kláštorná – kráľovná minerálnych vôd" [Eng.: Kláštorná – the Queen of mineral 

water] (Kláštorná); 

Sk.: "Minerálna voda, ktorej dôverujete" [Eng.: The mineral water you trust] 

(Magnesia). 

 

FIAT cars are given humanlike characteristics; they possess style on top of other 

qualities and thus seem attractive and sophisticated. Similarly, Volkswagen cars are 

even more representative being described as advanced as humans. Magnesia mineral 

water can be trusted and the slogan makes the water instantly relatable to humans. 

Kláštorná mineral water brand is given a voice through depicting it as a queen. Such 

characteristics instantly connects the brand with excellent "royal" quality.  

 

It is worth mentioning herewith that in advertising, personification provides the target 

audience with someone to relate to instead of a number of attributes or even a stunning 

design. With these ideas at their disposal, brands are equipped to create the face of 
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their own brand and, additionally, a bridge to their audience. Literally, we are what we 

drink – it is the most stiking message in drinks advertising that works. A customer feels 

like a king drinking Budweiser beer as the slogans "Budweiser, the king of beers" and 

"Budweiser, the beer of kings" proclaim (Fig.7). 

 

 
Figure 7. Advertisements for Budweiser beer. Available at: https://www.budweiser.com/en  

 

Similarly, care of different kinds and multiple ostents is the key award for anyone who 

buys a car ("The car that cares" (Kia); Sk.: "Hybrid, ktorý prináša radosť" [Eng.: A 

hybrid that brings joy] (Toyota)), water ("Water that revives, restores, renews" (Sole)) 

or becomes a bank client ("You're in good hands" (Allstate)). 

 

Another essential finding reveals that both English and Slovak are almost equally rich 

in simile featured in advertisements for cars in both languages (see Table 2). 

Interestingly enough, the other two categories show zero results. Since this difference 

has not been found elsewhere, it is probably due to the authors' subjective assumption 

that simile is a more direct comparison and thus people perceive it too personally. Out 

of the three brand categories it is pleasant to compare yourself to a good car than to a 

bank. This can be illustrated briefly by two cases of simile in Slovak:  

 

Sk.: Také ako vy. [Eng.: Just like you] ("Volvo"); 

Sk.: "Úspešná a dobrá tak ako vy" [Eng.: Successful and good just like you] (Škoda). 

 

The mentioned examples show the comparison that highlights positive features of both 

a car and a customer. Škoda brand specifies the exact features whereas Volvo brand 

https://www.budweiser.com/en
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offers even a safer win-win option, when a client can decide what to imagine. The rest 

of the cases were found only in English and they also refer to car brands but the 

comparison involves a car and somebody/something else but for a driver/buyer. It can 

be seen here that cars and/or their qualities are compared to utterly beneficial qualities: 

 

Eng.: "Hugs the road like a mom after graduation" (Porsche); 

Eng.: "The Honda's ride is as smooth as a gazelle in the Sahara" (Honda); 

Eng.: "The truck like a rock" (Chevrolet);  

Eng.: "If only everything in life was as reliable as a Volkswagen" (Volkswagen). 

 

Next, the analysis demonstrates that metonymy mounts to 2% maximum in the selected 

slogans, which makes it the last but one in the rank list of the examined tropes (see 

Table 2). Needless to say that by using metonymy as a stylistic device, the 

advertisement becomes more alive but not vivid through words. As the trope in 

question does not convey images, this knowledge interpretes its scarce representation 

in advertising and shows its complexity and thus difficulties in application and 

perception. The following adverts convincingly reference the abovementioned:  

 

Eng.: "From the heart of Wales" (Brecon Carreg); 

Sk.: "Srdcom CLIO, teraz hybrid" [Eng.: The heart of the CLIO, now a hybrid] 

(Renault); 

Sk.: "Hellou. Vyberajte srdcom" (Hellou). 

 

As can be seen from the illustrative cases, it could have been difficult to guess what is 

advertised if the advert were not supported by a visual image. Moreover, such slogans 

may target any audience within any brand category. This does not match in terms with 

the principles which are of paramount importance for advertising – it must be exclusive 

and precise in hitting the target audience.  
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In Slovak, there are also quite a number of advertising communications that aim to 

evoke a positive reaction by means of epithets. The bright examples include the Rajec 

mineral water, which uses the epithet priezračne čistá [Eng.: crystal clear], whereas 

Jacobs coffee employs vďaka zamatovo jemnej pene [Eng.: thanks to the velvety-soft 

foam] in its slogan. Both epithets help paint a more vivid picture for their potential 

buyers and motivate them to purchase the advertised goods. 

 

In bank advertising it turns out to be popular to appeal to the client with the help of the 

transferred epithet wise, as in "Your wise financial connection" (Credit Union) or "The 

wise choice" (SaviBank) to characterise rather the client who acts wisely choosing the 

advertised bank. The epithets generous, as in "Štedré možnosti platieb" [Eng.: 

Generous payment options] (ČSOB) and exceptional, as in "Exceptional service. 

Extraordinary people" (Credit Union) are used to describe an investor-friendly bank 

service. Thus, in most cases such slogans emphasise the best qualities of either a client 

or a bank with its service or both. 

 

Language-wise, the figures are similar in terms of simile and metonymy (see Table 3). 

No instances of simile used in bank and drinks advertising have been revealed while 

scarce representation is also typical of metonymy application in both languages. 

Metaphor usage ranges from 19% to 25% in English whereas in Slovak the range is 

wider and shows the result from 13% to 32%. As for personification and epithet, the 

analysis convey neither common interpretation nor result in %.  

 
Table 3. Language-based quantitative data of the research (expressed as percentage) 

 

 Slogans in English Slogans in Slovak 
 Cars Banks Drinks Cars  Banks Drinks 

Metaphor 25 24 19 22 13 32 
Metonymy 2 1 1 1 2 2 

Personification 5 9 10 13 5 13 
Simile 4 0 0 2 0 0 
Epithet 1 11 8 11 5 14 



106                                                                                                                                                              ISSN 2453-8035 
 

5 Tropes in Total 37 45 38 49 25 61 
0 Featured Tropes 63 55 62 51 75 39 

 

This study has found that generally the usage of the indicated tropes in Slovak and 

English amounts to the minimum of 25%, which does not mean the remaining slogans 

are not that attractive or appealing. They may merely feature other stylistic devices, 

not analysed in this paper but anyway efficient in targeting their audience the best way. 

 

6. Conclusions 

Nowadays advertising permeates every aspect of our lives. Competing for customers, 

advertisers are taking advantage of immense capacities of language supported by visual 

communication tools in order to influence people in their actions and decisions. Since 

asvertising incorporates influence and thus persuasion, it turns out a phenomenon with 

many implications for both the message sender and its recipient that reaches though 

advertising slogans. Speaking about effectiveness in this domain, catchy slogans must 

be short and striking to be remembered and followed. Indeed, such advertisements 

function efficiently and evoke favourable emotions when combined with images 

provided by high-quality graphics and products.  

 

Furthermore, in order to win, a slogan is meant to differentiate the brand from its 

competitors capturing the essence and nature of the brand, its personalized nature, 

positioning and to emphasise what values the brand stands for and what it offers to the 

target group. The results of this investigation undoubtedly show both the importance 

and effectiveness of the usage of tropes in advertising slogans as it is one of the most 

effective shortcuts brands involve to reach the hearts of their consumers.  

 

The conducted comparative analysis of Slovak and English advertisements has 

revealed that banks, car producers, and drink manufacturers demonstrate mastery in 

incorporating maximum stylistic devices in their advertising slogans. Clearly, the 

tropes that are easily interpreted and understood will hit the target audience faster and 
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show more significant results later. Jugding by the statistical data, we can assume that 

metaphor and personification are the tropes that fall under the description above. Our 

findings also demonstarte that because of both their visual argumentation and 

metaphorical rhetoric, visual metaphors may be more persuasive. Simile and epithet 

are also effective in creating images but cases of their usage are interpreted 

individually. In contrast to these tropes, metonymy shows complexity in creating 

images and thus, being less widespread, it enjoys lower popularity in the types of 

advertisement under study. We observed a certain variation in interpretations of 

metaphors and metonymies, the borderline between which may be blurred. In some 

slogans, they work together but this overlap rather strenthens the impact of the 

advertisement and shows that metaphorical links can be used metonymically. 

 

Generally, we also found more similarities than differences in the usage of the tropes 

under consideration language-wise. Though the language of advertising in Slovakia is 

Slovak, the figures to illustrate quantitative results resemble the ones in English in 

several categories. Tropes are effective at expressing meaning in fewer words while 

yet being precise. Another important finding shows that the most typical ideas 

incorporated into advertising messages reflect the trends and values of the society they 

function in, and this works the other way around, too, when trends and values are 

reflected in brand slogans. 

 

Notes 

Translation from Slovak into English is done by the authors. 
 

List of abbreviations 

Eng. – English  

MWOD – Merriam-Webster online dictionary 

OALD – Oxford advanced learner's dictionary 

Sk. – Slovak  
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Résumé  

The paper presents a linguistic examination of English and Slovak advertisements and 

illustrates how stylistic devices get incorporated into advertising slogans to smoother 

the appeal to the target audience. In particular, we focus on metaphor, metonymy, 

personification, simile, and epithet and interpret the messages and their effectiveness. 

The key findings suggest that visual and image-related slogans with metaphor and 

personification radiate more persuasion though their messages in contrast to vague 

"belong-to-all" slogans featuring metonymy. Indeed, the comparative analysis 

highlights metaphor as the most recurrent and thus effective tool whereas 

personification and simile are runners-up. There was registered a certain variation in 

interpretations of metaphors and metonymies, the borderline between which may be 

blurred. In some slogans, they overlap and produce a strenthened impact of the 

advertisement. Generally, the embedded tropes were found in the bigger share of the 

analysed advertising slogans; that complementarily indicates the evidence that not only 

the type of trope present in the advertisement but also the brand itself and its quality 

have a significant impact. In so far as it concerns their effectiveness, slogans used in 

successful advertisements need to be catchy, succinct, and memorable to be recalled 

and acted upon. Indeed, such advertisements elicit positive feelings due to convincing 

images created by various stylistic devices. Furthermore, the usage of tropes is one of 

the most effective shortcuts brands employ to differentiate themselves and their 

product from their competitors, highlight their personality and values and make the 
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target audience buy faster. The analysis has revealed that slogans for banks, cars, and 

drinks incorporate maximum stylistic devices in their advertising slogans, i.e., every 

third slogan features one or even two tropes from the list. Additionally, simile and 

epithet turned out to be popular but rather simplified in image creating whereas cases 

of metonymy should be interpreted individually due to complexity reasons.  

 

Keywords: advertising slogan, advertising text, trope, metaphor, metonymy, 

personification, simile, epithet, stylistics.  
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1. Introduction  

Presidents of different countries, as well as cultural and political events connected with 

them, attract the attention of not only fellow citizens or other politicians, but also 

linguists. For instance, Morozova (2017) in her article addresses conceptual metaphors 

of Brexit. Panasenko et al. (2018) discuss how conflict and war are reflected in mass 

media. The analysed language material refers to the Bush administration and the war 
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in Iraq. Martynyuk and Meleshchenko (2019) analyse memes that feature the former 

president, Donald Trump. The conceptual metaphors that are embedded in the memes 

are studied to show the inferences and emotional attitudes that they evoke. Stashko et 

al. (2020) consider how the images of Slovak and Ukrainian presidents are created. 

The interest of the present research lies in the conceptual metaphors that are the basis 

for metaphorical linguistic expressions used abundantly by Barack Obama in his 

presidential memoir titled A promised land.  

 

"America the greatest; the land of the free; the home of the brave…" – these are but 

some expressions identifying the United States of America and commonly shared in 

American national culture, some of which are also reflected in the text of the national 

anthem. America has for years been dubbed the place of growing rich, considered the 

place to come to in order to fulfil one's dreams of happiness and wealth, the biblical 

Promised Land.1  

 

When Barack Obama as a young politician decided to enter the world of national 

politics, he first ran for Congress and then took part in presidential elections. The book 

he wrote titled A promised land, his presidential memoir, describes his life preceding 

these events and also the terms he served in office as the 44th American President, the 

resident of the White House. The present article is an attempt at identifying the 

metaphors he employs in his work to discuss the lives of Americans, the social and 

political system in the USA, as well as the values he believes in and those that are 

expressed and followed by American citizens. Such values are also reflected in the 

culture of the nation and certain ways of behaviour accepted by the society. The most 

recurrent conceptual metaphors that manifest themselves as metaphorical expressions 

used by the former president will be noted, and will be considered as representative of 

Obama's perception of America prior to his presidency. The way he views the nation 

together with its social and political life undoubtedly has a huge impact on American 

citizens and modernity worldwide, as such a powerful politician has the power if not 

to shape, then at least to affect reality. The relations between culture, language and the 
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nature of cultural scripts are briefly sketched in Section 2 titled "Language, culture, 

and cultural scripts". Language use is a common thread and the means to articulate 

such values, practices and beliefs. It is not always straightforward as figurative 

language use is an important feature of discourse, understood generally as "a connected 

series of utterances by one or more speakers" (Trask 1995: 84). Discourse analysis, as 

noted by Halliday is the analysis of language in use, "language that is doing some job 

in some context" (1985: 10). Within the cognitive-discursive paradigm of linguistic 

analysis, discourse is understood as a speech-and-thinking activity. Dancygier et al. 

claim that "representation of speech and thought of textually determined participants 

can take widely varied forms" (2012: 187). They also highlight that cognitive linguists 

call attention to the fact that "the meaning of an expression owes as much to the specific 

semantics of the lexical items used as to the meanings prompted through syntactic form 

and frame evocation" (ibid., 185-186). Metaphorical renderings of meanings embodied 

in linguistic expressions are the focus of discussion in Section 3 named "Metaphorical 

language use: Methodology and collecting data", where an outline of conceptual 

metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson 1980) is presented. The methodology of research 

and the way material for analysis was gathered are also addressed. The material for 

analysis has been excerpted from the text of the book A promised land (Obama 2020), 

in which verbal metaphorical expressions are identified. They are analysed and the 

underlying conceptual metaphors that motivated the expressions are presented and 

discussed extensively in Section 4 on Barack Obama's metaphorical language. The 

introductory section addresses the values commonly associated with American culture. 

The way Obama perceives his country is presented in his own words. The vision of his 

'promised land' as well as the nation in its present-day condition, unfolding over the 

pages of the text of the book (751 pages in total), are studied to identify the metaphors 

he employs in the expressions used. The book is a presidential memoir and the two 

parts that are analysed describing the period leading to his first election victory are 

titled "The bet" and "Yes we can". Conclusions reached on the basis of the analysed 

data are formulated and presented in the final section of the paper. 
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2. Language, culture, and cultural scripts  

Cultures and languages spoken by particular language and culture communities are 

interrelated and mutually dependent. Numerous scholars to date (for instance, 

Bartmiński 2009 analysing cognitive ethnolinguistics; Duranti 2003; 2009 discussing 

language as culture; Kövecses 2005 discussing metaphors in culture; Kramsch 2015 

studying language and culture in language teaching; Mills 2015; Peeters 2016 

researching ethnolinguistics and cultural linguistics; Sharifian 2011; 2017 focusing on 

cultural linguistics and conceptualisations; Underhill 2012 addressing worldviews; 

Wierzbicka 1992 concentrating on interrelations between semantics, culture and 

cognition; and many others) have stressed their relationship and interdependence. The 

linguistic worldview embedded in a given language and expressed through its lexical 

system is based on the beliefs held by its speakers and the image of reality encoded in 

its linguistic units. It is not the reflection of reality but its interpretation and, partly 

creation (when considering fictional phenomena) (Obyczaje, języki, … 2007: 367). 

Bartmiński defines the concept of worldview in much greater detail stating as follows: 
 

"The linguistic worldview conception is semantic, anthropological and cultural in nature. It is 
based on the assumption that language codes a certain socially established knowledge of the world 
and that this knowledge can be reconstructed and verbalised as a set of judgements about people, 
objects and events. The knowledge results from the subjective perception and conceptualisation of 
reality by the human mind; it is anthropocentric and relativised to languages and cultures. In contrast 
to the restrictive structuralist view, the knowledge of the world belongs to the realm of semantics, 
being entrenched in the very fabric of language, primarily in the meanings of words but also in 
grammar" (2009: 213). 
 

The "conceptualisations of reality in human mind" referred to by Bartmiński (ibid.) in 

his definition above, are related to cultural conceptualisations. As discussed by 

Uberman and Uberman (2021), different aspects of human communication are 

embedded in cultural conceptualisations which condition language use. "Individual 

examples of the cultural conceptualisations take the form of cultural schemas, cultural 

categories and cultural metaphors" (ibid., 211). Sharifian stresses that: 
 

"Cultural conceptualisations are developed through interactions between the members of a 
cultural group and enable them to think as if in one mind, somehow more or less in a similar fashion. 
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These conceptualisations are negotiated and renegotiated through time and across generations. Both 
inter-generational discourse and intra-generational discourse often reflect such negotiative 
processes. Discourse may be used as a tool for maintaining cultural conceptualisations through time" 
(2011: 5). 
 

Sharifian also highlights the fact that: 

"as a central aspect of cultural cognition, language serves […] as a 'collective memory bank' 
of the cultural cognition of a speech community. Many aspects of a speech community's language are 
shaped by elements of cultural cognition that have prevailed at different stages in the history of that 
community and that have left traces in subsequent linguistic practice. In this sense, language can be 
viewed as a primary mechanism for 'storing' and communicating cultural cognition, acting both as a 
memory bank and a fluid vehicle for the (re-)transmission of cultural cognition" (2017: 5). 
 

Sharifian (2011: 5) points out that cultural categories and subcategories can be 

considered "patterns of distributed knowledge across the cultural group", or referred to 

as "those culturally constructed conceptual categories […] that are primarily reflected 

in the lexicon of human languages" (Sharifian 2017: 7). Cultural schemas together with 

their subschemas mirror beliefs, rules, norms, expectations of behaviour, as well as 

values concerning different traits and elements of human experience (ibid.). 

 

As noted by Wierzbicka, "cultural scripts are the representation of cultural norms 

which are widely held in a given society and reflected in language. […] cultural scripts 

articulate cultural norms, values and practices" (2015: 339). She stresses that many 

aspects of human experiences can be explicated by recognising "cultural norms which 

speakers of different languages share and which are embedded in their vocabulary, 

grammar and speech routines" (ibid., 340). 

 

These cultural scripts are part and parcel of the given language community's culture; 

therefore, they are mirrored in the language they speak. Thus, they are present not only 

in literal but in figurative meanings as well. They will be presented in the discussion 

that follows. 
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3. Metaphorical language use: Methodology and collecting data  

Figurative language use is commonly considered to add spice to the literal meanings 

expressed straightforwardly through the lexical language system. Experts in cognitive 

linguistics (Evans 2007; Kövecses 2002; 2005; 2006; 2010; 2015; 2018; Lakoff & 

Johnson 1980 and many others) from whose perspective the following analysis will be 

conducted, unanimously agree that metaphorical language is omnipresent, and it is a 

significant aspect of a human conceptual system. Metaphors are pervasively present 

not only in thought but also in human daily communication. Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory focuses largely on conceptualisation, that is how the human mind creates, 

processes, and understands messages (Kövecses 2018). A conceptual metaphor in its 

classical understanding is "a systematic set of correspondences, or mappings, between 

two domains" (ibid., 125), i.e., elements from the source domain are mapped onto the 

target domain. Kövecses stresses the fact that  

"A major consequence of the idea that metaphors are conceptual in nature, i.e., that we 
conceive of certain things in metaphorical ways, is that, since our conceptual system governs how we 
act in the world, we often act metaphorically. When we conceptualize an intangible or less tangible 
domain metaphorically as, and from the perspective of, a more tangible domain, we create a certain 
metaphorical reality" (ibid., 127). 

 

Metaphorical linguistic expressions, as further explained by Kövecses, are "words or 

other linguistic expressions that come from the language or terminology of the more 

concrete conceptual domain" (2010: 4). As clarified and exemplified further:  

"a set of correspondences between a traveler and a person leading a life – the way the traveler 
is traveling and the manner in which the person lives, the destination the traveler wants to reach and 
the life goals of the person, and the physical obstacles along the way and the difficulties the person 
has in life – all comprise a set of mappings that make up the conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A 
JOURNEY" (Kövecses 2015: 2). 
 

In this classical LIFE IS A JOURNEY conceptual metaphor, as outlined by Kövecses 

(2010), the expressions that are used to describe life are comparable to those employed 

with reference to travel and journeys, e.g., "He's without direction in life"; "I'm at the 

crossroads in my life"; "She's gone through a lot in life", etc. 
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Kövecses (2015: 1) states that metaphorical meaning construction is dependent not 

only on "correlations in experience" and "similarities between experiential domains". 

Apart from these aspects of experience, however, a central position in metaphorical 

meaning construction and comprehension is held by context2, which the linguist uses 

in a more general sense considering both linguistic (i.e., "cotext") and nonlinguistic 

factors. He explains the significance of context for understanding a metaphorical 

meaning by asserting that "the comprehension of particular metaphorical expressions 

requires familiarity with the context in which the metaphor is used" (ibid., 6). This 

notion is illustrated by the exemplification of how differently the expression "My wife 

is an anchor" can be interpreted while providing the context of the utterance, which 

can be either 'a safe haven' (EMOTIONAL STABILITY/STRENGTH IS PHYSICAL 

STABILITY/STRENGTH metaphor) or 'a heavy weight making it impossible for one 

to move and develop' (LACK OF FREEDOM TO ACT IS LACK OF FREEDOM TO 

MOVE metaphor). Clearly, the context of the conversation affects the interpretation of 

an embedded meaning. 

 

Moreover, while discussing metaphor analysis, and specifically the identification of 

metaphors in discourse data, Cameron and Maslen (2010) state that different discourse 

events produce diverse discourse data. They rightly claim that:  

"once we start to work with data and want to identify metaphors in use, we need an operational 
definition (or operationalization), i.e. a description that can be used in analysing data. An operational 
definition ideally identifies all metaphors in the data while not identifying as metaphor anything that 
is not. However, the discourse world is not an ideal world and a watertight definition is not possible, 
for the simple reason that we are dealing with human language use, with its tendency to push 
boundaries, extend, and play around with ways of speaking" (ibid., 101-102). 

  
It is explained that "linguistic metaphor can be operationalized […] through identifying 

words or phrases that can be justified as somehow anomalous, incongruent or 'alien' in 

the on-going discourse, but that can be made sense of through a transfer of meaning in 

the context" (ibid., 102). As noted further, a different manner of addressing the 

incongruity condition is to identify diverse meanings of given words or phrases in 

different contexts, i.e., a basic and a contextual meaning. "Metaphorically used words 
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or phrases must not only be semantically incongruent with the topic of the discourse at 

that point but must also support a transfer of meaning so that sense can be made of the 

word or phrase in context" (ibid., 102).  

 

In the discussion to follow, the author will make an attempt at identifying and analysing 

the conceptual metaphors that are embedded in the metaphorical linguistic expressions 

employed to sketch American society, its values and the political system, as described 

by its former President Barack Obama in his book A promised land. The material, as 

briefly mentioned earlier, has been extracted from the first two parts of the presidential 

memoir (203 pages). Those two extensive sections of the volume describe the life and 

political campaigns prior to Obama's becoming the 44th President of the United States. 

The cognitive linguistic paradigm will be implemented in this analysis in line with the 

theory of conceptual metaphor. The metaphorical linguistic expressions employed in 

the text of his memoir will be listed and the possible conceptual metaphors contained 

in them will be identified. Moreover, as they are likely to reflect the cultural scripts 

characteristic of American society, an attempt will be made to bring them to the fore. 

 

4. Barack Obama's metaphorical language: Discussion  

It has been brought to attention that cultural norms and values are mirrored in the 

language use. Some of the most frequently proclaimed American values seem to be 

freedom, truth, good, God, but also the rule of law, democracy, equal rights (regardless 

of gender, religion, race, or beliefs), or equality of opportunity for all (as discussed by 

among others Best 2018 with reference to social issues; Blanke 2000 analysing 

consumer culture; Borstelmann 2020; Caldwell 2007; Gooding 2018; Rohe & Watson 

2007, all addressing the American dream with all its values and hopes; Samuel 2017 

addressing the American way of life; Winograd & Hais 2011 focusing on remaking 

America). 

 

Obama states as follows: "Perhaps most troubling of all, our democracy seems to be 

teetering on the brink of crisis – a crisis rooted in a fundamental contest between two 
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opposing visions of what America is and what it should be" (2020: xv). Unfortunately, 

some more bitter words follow. 

"This contest is not new, of course. In many ways, it has defined the American experience. It's 
embedded in founding documents that could simultaneously proclaim all men equal and yet count a 
slave as three-fifths of a man. It finds expression in our earliest court opinions, as when the chief 
justice of the Supreme Court bluntly explains to Native Americans that their tribe's rights to convey 
property aren't enforceable since the court of the conqueror has no capacity to recognize the just 
claims of the conquered. It's a contest that's been fought on the fields of Gettysburg and Appomattox 
but also in the halls of Congress, on a bridge in Selma, across the vineyards of  California, and down 
the streets of New York – a contest fought by soldiers but more often by union organizers, suffragists, 
Pullman porters, student leaders, waves of immigrants, and LGBTQ activists, armed with nothing 
more than picket signs, pamphlets, or a pair of marching shoes. At the heart of this long-running 
battle is a simple question: Do we care to match the reality of America to its ideals? If so, do we 
really believe that our notions of self-government and individual freedom, equality of opportunity and 
equality before the law, apply to everybody? Or are we instead committed, in practice if not in statute, 
to reserving those things for a privileged few?" (ibid.). 
 

Despite these doubts and reservations, Obama also clearly states his ideals: 
"But the idea of America, the promise of America: this I clung to with stubbornness that 

surprised even me. "We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal" - that was 
my America. The America Tocqueville wrote about, the countryside of Whitman and Thoreau, with 
no person my inferior or my better, the America of pioneers heading west in search of a better life or 
immigrants landing on Ellis Island, propelled by a yearning for freedom. […] It was the Constitution 
and The Bill of Rights, crafted by flawed but brilliant thinkers who reasoned their way to a system at 
once sturdy and capable of change. An America that could explain me" (ibid., 14). 
 

He further notes, "the very same values – honesty, and hard work, and empathy – that 

had been drilled into me by my mother and grandparents" (ibid., 15) have been instilled 

in him since childhood. Other values to which Obama refers are also "faith and work, 

family and community, education and upward mobility" (ibid., 142).  

 

It is the aim of the present discussion to identify the metaphorical expressions used by 

Obama and attempt to identify the image of the American society that is portrayed by 

the use of such turns of phrase, also in relation to values expressed and/or addressed 

by the former president of the USA. 

 

A promised land was published in 2020 after the end of Obama's two terms in office as 

the president of the USA and describes his path to presidency and the periods in office. 
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The analysis of Obama's text will consider the period of the first presidential campaign 

prior to the announcement of election victory. The metaphorical language used in the 

available material covering this period that provides the description of values sought 

for by Obama and the hopes for the changes to be applied to the system as described 

with reference to his first attempt at winning presidential elections, is representative of 

the then United States. For this reason, the discussion and analysis of language used by 

the American president in the book will be limited to the timeframe preceding his first 

term in office and as the White House resident. 

 

A total of 367 verbal metaphors have been identified in the analysed text. Surprisingly, 

only a single one refers to the title 'promised land'. The most numerous group of 71 

metaphorical expressions refers to the process of campaigning and elections 

(including losing and winning), while political life, democracy, patriotism, 

government, rules, equality, and presidency are mirrored by 56 phrases and 

expressions. Quite a substantial group of 61 metaphorical expressions designate 

human life, nature, and emotions in general. Changes, expectations, decisions 

ideas, and opinions are present in 35 metaphorical linguistic expressions, whereas the 

mind, learning, and experiences as well as work and success are featured by 32 

instances of metaphorical language use. Economic status and financial situation are 

significant elements of the life of any society, and they are reflected in 29 instances of 

language use. Media attention and media coverage are exemplified by 24 

metaphorical linguistic expressions. References to health are noted in 10 exemplars, 

the remaining cases are of miscellaneous character.  

 

It is evident from the text that, once the decision was made to run in election, he was 

determined to win and introduce changes to the system so that it reflected the America 

he was brought up to believe in, the title 'promised land'. 

 

"America we have been promised" (p. xvi) is a metaphorical linguistic expression for 

the metaphor THE COUNTRY IS A PROMISED LAND (A LAND OF BETTER 
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LIFE / FUTURE). The statement "America that aligns with all that is best in us" (p. 

xvi) is the lexical exponent of the metaphor COUNTRY AND PEOPLE ARE 

OBJECTS THAT CAN BE SET. 

 

The expression "a cross section of America" (p. 31-32) is the illustration of a metaphor 

A STATE / NATION IS A LIVING ORGANISM, and "a chorus of Americans from 

every corner of the state" (p. 48) designates the association A STATE IS AN 

ENCLOSED CONTAINER OR FIGURE while its citizens A GROUP WITH 

SIMILAR OPINIONS IS A GROUP OF SINGERS. 

 

Obama's hope "to remake the world" (p. xvi) is the embodiment of the conceptual 

metaphor THE WORLD IS A STRUCTURE THAT CAN BE REBUILT / 

RECREATED. While stating "the relentless march toward an interconnected world in 

which people and cultures can't help but collide" (p. xvi) a few metaphors can be 

identified, i.e., THE WORLD IS A PLACE OF CULTURES AND PEOPLE 

CONNECTING; NATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS ARE OPPOSING FORCES 

THAT CLASH as well as NATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS ARE OPPOSING 

FORCES THAT COME TOGETHER WITH SOLID IMPACT. 

 

In the preface, a reference to Americans' visions of their country is made. A statement 

"a fundamental contest between opposing visions of what America is and what it 

should be" (p. xv) represents the metaphor DIFFERENT VISIONS OF AMERICA 

ARE STRUGGLING FORCES / OPPONENTS IN A COMPETITION. Obama's title 

idea of America as a biblical 'promised land' is his driving force for both talking up the 

challenge to first run for Congress and then for presidency. 

 

It has to be noted that one of the most productive values and notions in terms of 

producing metaphorical linguistic expressions in the analysed section of Obama's book 

is 'democracy' and the 'rule of law'. Considering the fact that much of the writing is 

devoted to the congressional and presidential campaign, this is not a surprising fact. 
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By stating "democracy seems to be teetering on the brink of crisis" (p. xv) two 

metaphors can be identified, namely: CRISIS IS AN ENTITY BEYOND LIMITS / 

THRESHOLD OF A PLACE as well as DEMOCRACY IS (A TIGHTROPE 

WALKER) / AN INDIVIDUAL TAKING UNSTEADY STEPS. In the following 

statement concerning democracy, i.e., "Democracy is not a gift from on high or a 

division of spoils between interest groups" (p. 11), it is viewed as two things based on 

metaphors DEMOCRACY IS A PRESENT OR DEMOCRACY IS A TROPHY 

OBTAINED AFTER A CONFLICT. Obama declares that democracy is "an ideal 

worth pursuing" (p. 11); such conceptualisation is based on VALUES ARE GOALS 

TO BE REACHED / AHEAD ALONG A LINE TO FOLLOW. The merits of 

democracy are also highlighted in the metaphorical expression "a democracy proved 

to be a chorus" (p. 98), which embodies the metaphor A POLITICAL / SOCIAL 

SYSTEM IS A GROUP OF MUSICIANS / SINGERS / PERFORMERS. 

 

Patriotism is one of the values that Americans are proud of and show in various ways, 

one of which is during parades: "waving small flags […] pleasant rituals, not sacred 

duties" (p. 13) is an exemplification of the metaphor SHOWING PATRIOTISM IS A 

RITUAL. Similarly, members of the military are highly respected and their services 

widely appreciated. This can be illustrated by the expression "the glory of marching in 

Patton's army" (p. 13) standing for the projection SERVING THE COUNTRY IN THE 

MILITARY FORCES IS A GLORIOUS ACT. 

 

A numerous group of expressions are related to the government and politicians. As 

noted above, the metaphorical linguistic expressions referring to the process of 

campaigning and elections comprise over 70 instances, while political life, 

democracy, patriotism, government, rules, equality, and presidency are represented 

by 56 exemplars (a few of which, referring to patriotism and democracy, have already 

been illustrated in the preceding paragraph). It is interesting to note that more negative 

aspects of public service are outlined rather than civil servants' merits. Let us consider 

the available instances. 
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Saying "to hold public office" (p. 7) is a way of conveying the metaphor 

PRESIDENCY/ GOVERNMENT POSITION IS AN OBJECT HELD IN A HAND. 

When referring to "the sins of government corruption" (p. 6), metaphors 

GOVERNMENT IS EVIL DOER as well as EVIL BEHAVIOUR IS HARMFUL 

AND UNCHASTE can be identified. By evoking "breach of institutional norms" (p. 

xv), VIOLATING RULES IS BREAKING THE STANDARD / APPROVED FORMS 

OF BEHAVIOUR is the underlying metaphor for the expression. 

 

Referring to politicians Obama notes that "they were actors in a rigged game" (p. 11), 

which is a figurative expression formed on the basis of the metaphors POLITICS IS A 

FAKE THEATRE and POLITICIANS ARE ACTORS IN A FAKE THEATRE. In the 

fitting way to carry out public office duties politicians should "build power by lifting 

others up not putting them down" (p. 11). Those linguistic expressions are rooted in 

the metaphorical mappings UP IS GOOD; DOWN IS BAD as well as POWER IS A 

STRUCTURE (YOU CAN BUILD) or POWER IS A BUILDING. A metaphor AN 

INDIVIDUAL/A POLITICIAN IS AN OBJECT IN A CONTAINER is exemplified 

by an expression "election […] held to replace him" (p. 24). On a lighter note, "he 

travelled across the state […] emanating folksy charm" (p. 125) an image of A 

POLITICIAN IS AN INDIVIDUAL EMITTING MAGIC POWER can be identified. 

 

Young politicians, who are inexperienced and not yet very influential, are not highly 

appreciated or given much attention. This is evidenced by the statement "Republicans 

in Congress would have me for lunch" (p. 125) in which the metaphorical reading is 

clearly AN INEXPERIENCED POLITICIAN IS A FOOD ITEM. The same lack of 

appreciation is also expressed in words "a special designation for junior members in 

the minority like me – 'mushrooms' " (p. 33) which is founded on the metaphor A 

YOUNG POLITICIAN IS A PLANT / MUSHROOM GROWING IN THE DARK. In 

contrast, experienced ones are compared to strong animals: "the old bulls of the Senate" 

(p. 57), i.e., POLITICIANS/SENATORS ARE STRONG / POWERFUL ANIMALS. 
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Politics, as exemplified by the following instances, is straightforwardly considered as 

a sport / game, a mechanism of some sort, or a building structure: 

"bare-knuckle politics" (p. 26) – POLITICS IS A BOXING GAME; 

"went after each other like gladiators in the ring" (p. 125) – POLITICAL OPPONENTS 

ARE BOXERS / FIGHTERS / GLADIATORS; 

"You need to go back on the horse" (p. 37) – ENGAGING IN POLITICS IS RIDING 

HORSES; 

"Family got dragged along for the ride, put in the line of fire" (p. 71) – POLITICAL 

ACTIVITY/INVOLVEMENT IS A RIDE; 

"hardball politics" (p. 30) – POLITICS IS A SPORT / A GAME; 

Referring to Obama's success with part of the campaign: "You're gonna need a bigger 

boat" (p. 52) – ENGAGING IN POLITICS IS USING THE RIGHT EQUIPMENT;  

"I navigated local politics" (p. 93) – DOING POLITICS IS SAILING / FLYING A 

PLANE; 

"the nuts and bolts of politics", "campaign mechanics" (p. 30) – POLITICS IS A PIECE 

OF MACHINERY; 

"a politics that bridged America's […] divides" (p. 41); "bridge-building politics" (p. 

41) – POLITICS IS A BUILDING / STRUCTURE. 

 

An unfavourable opinion about politics is expressed by means of the phrase "the 

politics were muddy" (p. 46), which is based on the notion POLITICAL ACTIVITY 

IS MUDDY WATERS. Politics is also equated to a BUSINESS DEAL, i.e., "that was 

politics […] a series of transactions mostly hidden from view" (p. 33). The metaphor 

motivating such a metaphorical linguistic expression is POLITICS IS A BUSINESS 

DEAL or POLITICS IS A FINANCIAL OPERATION. A monetary aspect is also 

evident in the expressions "his newly minted populism" (p. 87) representing the 

conceptual metaphor POLITICAL ATTITUDES / BELIEFS / MOTTOS ARE COINS. 

Political opinions are essential in the lives of citizens and are likened to rulers, as in 

the metaphorical expression "challenge America's reigning political assumptions" (p. 

41) reflecting the metaphor POLITICAL OPINIONS ARE MONARCHS / RULERS. 
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Politicians need to have their own opinions; Obama refers to the process "my political 

awakening" (p. 11) – CLARIFYING / IDENTIFYING POLITICAL OPINIONS IS 

WAKING UP FROM SLEEP. 

 

When Obama says he wants to "end my political career on a higher note" (p. 40) and 

"the idea of playing second fiddle" (p. 164), the underlying metaphors of his statements 

are BEING INVOLVED IN POLITICS IS PLAYING MUSIC and A POLITICIAN IS 

A MEMBER OF THE ORCHESTRA.  

 

Making new laws is associated with trading. While expressing a statement "legislators 

weighing the competing pressures of various interests with the dispassion of bazaar 

merchants" (p. 33), the metaphors INFLUENCE / STANDPOINT IS A PIECE OF 

MERCHANDISE ON SCALES and LEGISLATORS ARE MERCHANTS are the 

grounds for the above quoted lexical exponents. Writing legislature is also compared 

to sculpting, as in "able to shape significant legislation" (p. 33) based on the metaphor 

A LEGAL ACT IS A PLASTIC OBJECT; or to creating music, as in "fine-tuning a 

brief" (p. 36) based on EDITING A POLITICAL DOCUMENT IS ADJUSTING A 

PIECE OF MUSIC. 

 

The process of preparing, drafting, discussing, and voting laws is complex and far from 

straightforward. Many heated discussions take place before lawmakers agree on a piece 

of legislation and introduce it into the legal system. This can be evidenced by the 

following examples of expressions "it became a brawl", "one debate that week turned 

into an absolute slugfest" (p. 125) with the underlying metaphor POLITICAL 

DEBATING IS QUARELLING. A legal act is considered flammable, e.g., in the 

creation of the expression "a bill I'd introduced went down in flames" (p. 34) the 

following metaphors have been adopted LOSING A VOTE IS BURNING DOWN and 

A PIECE OF LEGISLATION IS A FLAMMABLE OBJECT. Another power-charged 

association is made in the phrase "ideological hot buttons […] that might generate heat 
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from their base" (p. 33) with the underlying metaphor IDEOLOGICAL ISSUES ARE 

FRICTION POINTS / HEAT GENERATORS. 

 

While debating various issues, political opponents' opinions clash and they try to 

convince one another of their own point of view. When this is not successful, the 

decisions have to be taken 'the hard way'. The example below illustrates the expression 

based on the metaphors POLITICS IS A BATTLEFIELD and MAKING DECISIONS 

IS MOVING ACROSS A BATTLEFIELD, namely "I didn't share these conversations 

beyond my senior staff […] feeling as if I had stepped into a minefield and shouldn't 

make any sudden moves" (p. 68). 

 

A tremendous effort of a substantial number of staff members and volunteers was 

devoted over the years to running both congressional and presidential campaigns. This 

has resulted in Obama's victories and proved to produce the most numerous group of 

metaphorical linguistic expressions formulated on the basis of the underlying 

conceptual metaphors. 

 

SPORTS and RACES are source domains in a number of metaphorical linguistic 

expressions. Voicing his intention "to someday run for public office" (p. 17), Obama 

employed the metaphor A POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A SPORTS RACE. The same 

underlying metaphor appears in the phrases "mayoral races […] congressional races" 

(p. 92) – POLITICAL CAMPAIGNS ARE (HORSE)RACES / SPORTS – as well as 

"run for president" (p. 55) or "the idea of me running for president" (p. 65) – 

PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN IS A RACE. Referring to his decision to enter a 

campaign as "maiden political campaign […] a bare-bones operation" (p. 26) is 

representative of the metaphor A POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A BOXING GAME. 

Similarly, a sporting spirit is embodied by the expressions "both parties dashing around 

the state […] trying to win over […] voter" (p. 105) standing for the POLITICAL 

CAMPAIGN IS A SPORT / A GAME metaphor.  
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"I grew accustomed to the drill" (p. 90) can be considered at the crossroads of sports 

language and military language, i.e., POLITICAL CAMPAIGNING IS MILITARY 

TACTICS / PRACTICE / SPORT. Military-related metaphors are also evidenced in 

the analysed material. The statement "the principles of organizing could be marshalled 

not just to run a campaign but to govern" (p. 18) is built on the conceptualisation 

ORGANISING SKILLS ARE ARMY DRILLING TECHNIQUES, while the phrases 

"voters loved a happy warrior" (p. 86), "a man […] who didn't carry the same battle 

scars" (p. 104), "Hillary embarked on a blitzkrieg tour" (p. 105), or "we know the battle 

ahead will be long" (p. 111) are representative of the metaphors PRESIDENTIAL 

CAMPAIGN IS A BATTLE; POLITICAL CAMPAING IS A WAR / A BATTLE; 

CAMPAIGNING IS WARFARE / COMBAT OR RUNNING FOR ELECTION IS 

WARFARE / COMBAT. 

 

Many metaphors that describe the process of political campaigns are related to various 

means of transport and travelling. Let us consider the following examples: A 

PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN IS A MISSILE / A SPACE SHUTTLE is a conceptual 

metaphor projected by the expression "launching a national campaign" (p. 66). 

 

The difficulty of the process is stressed by the expression "To aspire beyond that 

seemed foolish, a flight too close to the sun." (p. 116) representative of the metaphor 

RUNNING IN PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION (FOR A BLACK CITIZEN) IS A 

SPACE MISSION. Similarly, "I tried to lead voters and my own campaign through 

this uncharted territory" (p. 119) exemplifies the metaphor RUNNING A CAMPAIGN 

IS TRAVELLING THROUGH WILDERNESS, which undoubtedly accentuates the 

hardships of the undertaking. 

 

CAMPAIGNING IS ACCELERATING WHILE DRIVING is a conceptual metaphor 

underlying the following expression: "I needed to step on the gas" (p. 36) while "we 

were kick-starting a magical ride" (p. 82) represents the conceptualisation POLITICAL 

CAMPAIGN IS A MOTORCYCLE RIDE. A campaign is also referred to as "some 
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form of spontaneous combustion" (p. 16), which rests on the premise that A 

POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A MOTOR ENGINE; "as if our campaign would go 

entirely off the rails" (p. 82) CAMPAIGN IS A TRAIN TRACK; "a third element kept 

[…] the campaign […] afloat" (p. 92) POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A FLOATING 

VESSEL. The expression "on the campaign trail" (p. 51) relies on the metaphorical 

projection A POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A ROUTE TO FOLLOW. 

 

A number of other conceptual metaphors can also be noted, with individual expressions 

to exemplify them, such as: "the […] campaign felt the shifting tide" (p. 102) 

POLITICAL CAMPAIGN ARE TIDE WATERS; "selling them a candidate like a box 

of laundry detergent" (p. 94) or "Campaigning on this more retail […] scale" (p. 96) 

POLITICAL CAMPAIGNING IS TRADING / SELLING GOODS; "encounters that 

made the campaign come alive" (p. 96) A POLITICAL CAMPAIGN IS A LIVING 

ORGANISM. 

 

Some external forces are evoked in the statements "the notion of God calling me to run 

for president. […] some invisible pull of the universe", "circumstances may have 

opened the door to a presidential race" (p.71) or " 'Lord, […] make me an instrument 

of your will' " (p. 160). The metaphors that are the basis for generating such expressions 

is INVOLVEMENT IN A PRESIDENTIAL CAMPAIGN IS A SUPERNATURAL 

PHENOMENON and A HUMAN IS A TOOL IN GOD'S HANDS. "Having spent the 

previous year as David, I was suddenly cast as Goliath" (p. 108) is Obama's way of 

implying AN ELECTION CANDIDATE IS A BIBLICAL FIGURE. 

 

Elections are an important aspect of a political life and the voters' choices influence 

various walks of life of the nation. They are featured very extensively in the analysed 

material. The election process, the candidates' success and failure are expressed in 

terms of copious metaphors. Again, the sporting metaphors can be identified, as listed 

below: 
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"polls showed me with a nearly twenty-point lead" (p. 50) – ELECTION PROCESS IS 

A RACE / COMPETITION;  

"she threw her hat into a ring" (p. 24) – TAKING PART IN ELECTION IS A 

SPORTING ACTIVITY;  

"we would have to pitch close to a perfect game" (p. 75) – RUNNING ELECTIONS 

IS PLAYING A GAME;  

"the contest took a couple of unexpected turns" (p. 108) – a combination of two 

metaphoric projections CAMPAIGN IS A COMPETITION and RUNNING 

ELECTIONS IS DRIVING / NAVIGATING, as well as in "it was hard not to feel like 

we were in the driver's seat" (p. 108) – WINNING IS DRIVING A CAR. 

 

The election process involves planning the campaign, i.e., "we began charting a 

possible path to the White House" (p. 75) – PLANNING ELECTION IS DRAWING 

A MAP / A ROUTE (the White House is a metonymy for 'US presidency / term in 

office as American president'). The outcomes of the election are decided upon voting, 

however "swing states and swing districts" (p. 66) are the undecided supporters, the 

expression generated on the basis of the metaphor UNDECIDED POLITICAL 

VOTERS ARE PEOPLE DANCING. 

 

The goal of any political candidate running for any office is victory. The metaphors 

that are used to talk about such an outcome are RUNNING ELECTION IS ENGINE 

POWER / MECHANICAL POWER as exemplified by the expression "our victory 

propelled by unprecedented turnout" (p. 107), or WINNING IN ELECTION IS 

PRODUCING ELECTRICITY as in "victory had electrified the country" (p. 42); also 

VICTORY IS HARNESSING / CONTROLLING THE FORCES OF NATURE as 

illustrated by the expression "we would catch lightning in a bottle" (p. 82), or 

WINNING IS SEISMIC ACTIVITY which is visible in the phrase "the margin of 

victory […] seismic" (p. 108). 
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The negative aspects of elections are highlighted in the expressions related to losing 

support and losing votes: "from the start the race was a disaster" (p. 37) – RUNNING 

FOR OFFICE / GETTING INTO ELECTION IS A CALAMITY; "you will get 

chewed up" (p. 29) – LOSING ELECTION IS GETTING EATEN; "got trounced" (p. 

36) – LOSING SUPPORT IS RECEIVING PHYSICAL FORCE / VIOLENCE; "after 

getting drubbed […]" (p. 39) – LOSING SUPPORT IS GETTING BEATEN 

SEVERELY; "lick my wounds" (p. 39) – A DEFEATED INDIVIDUAL IS A HURT 

ANIMAL; "winning this thing's going to take a while, […] how to cauterise the wound" 

(p. 110) – LOSING IN ELECTION IS GETTING WOUNDED; "I could take a punch" 

(p. 57) – BEING DEFEATED IS LOSING A BOXING MATCH / RECEIVING 

BLOWS. 

 

One of the important aspects of American cultural scripts is the belief in opportunities 

for the individual. Obama addresses his own worries, thoughts and doubts prior to 

taking part in large-scale political life. A numerous group of 61 metaphorical linguistic 

expressions refers to human life, nature, emotions. Changes, expectations, 

decisions, ideas, and opinions are present in 35 metaphorical linguistic expressions, 

whereas the mind, learning, and experiences as well as work and success are featured 

by 32 instances of metaphorical language use. He considers an individual and human 

life in the following ways. 

 

In general, AN INDIVIDUAL IS A CONTAINER metaphor can be identified, with 

more detailed listings and exemplars of expressions being: 

"filling me with longing" (p. 5) – AN INDIVIDUAL IS A CONTAINER FOR 

EMOTIONS; 

"place faith in citizens" (p. xvi) – PEOPLE ARE CONTAINERS INTO WHICH 

SUBSTANCE CAN BE PUT. 

 

AN INDIVIDUAL IS A PIECE OF MACHINERY is the umbrella metaphor for the 

following subtypes and illustrative expressions:   
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"all of this pulled me in different directions" (p. 9) – A HUMAN IS AN OBJECT 

UNDER FORCES BEYOND CONTROL;  

"I was […] a combination of ill-fitting parts" (p. 9) – A HUMAN IS A PIECE OF 

MACHINERY / POORLY ASSEMBLED ITEM OF MACHINERY;  

"we were counting on an early victory to catapult us past more seasoned opponents" 

(p. 81) – A HUMAN IS A MISSILE / AN OBJECT TO BE THROWN;  

 

AN INDIVIDUAL IS AN ANIMAL is a metaphor that can be inferred from the 

examples below: 

"To be a workhorse, not a show horse", "built like a panda bear" (p. 55) – A HUMAN 

IS AN ANIMAL; 

"the strong preyed on the weak" (p. 78) – A STRONG INDIVIDUAL IS A 

PREDATOR. 

 

CLOTH and clothes related associations are traceable in the instances to follow: 

"the young professional, tailored and crisp" (p. 21) – A PROFESSIONAL IS A 

SKILLFULLY SEWN GARMENT; 

"stitch my life together" (p. 9) – HUMAN LIFE IS A PIECE OF FABRIC. 

 

A universal and all-encompassing LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor is rendered in the 

linguistic metaphorical expressions and conceptual metaphors as evidenced by 

Obama's writing: 

"situate myself along some firm axis" (p. 9) – HUMAN LIFE IS A STRAIGHT 

STEADY LINE; 

"the city changed the arc of my life" (p. 15) – HUMAN LIFE IS A PATH;  

"my path was now charted" (p. 19) – HUMAN LIFE IS A ROUTE ON A MAP; 

"a strange chain of events" (p. 24) – EVENTS IN LIFE ARE A SEQUENCE OF 

INDIVIDUAL ITEMS JOINED TOGETHER. 
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The human mind is considered to be a MACHINE, a CONTAINER for storage, and is 

referenced by Obama as follows: 

"my mind resisting a simple linear narrative" (p. xiv) – A MIND IS AN ENTITY 

CAPABLE OF RESISTANCE // A STORY IS A LINE (OF THOUGHTS); 

"to get my brain to operate" (p. 46), "my mind instinctively breaking every issue into 

a pile of components" (p. 83) – a combination of two metaphoric projections A BRAIN 

IS A PIECE OF MACHINERY and A MIND IS A MACHINE; 

"her mind was still sharp" (p. 112) – INTELLECT IS A SHARP TOOL; 

"Something approaching a worldview took shape in my mind." (p. 10) – A MIND IS 

A CONTAINER FOR IDEAS; 

"memories would toss up seemingly incidental details" (p. xiv) – REMEMBERING 

THINGS IS JUGGLING / MOVING OBJECTS; 

"a gifted writer" (p. xiv) – TALENT / SKILL IS A GIFT; 

"marketable skills" (p. 20) – HUMAN ABILITIES ARE TRADE PRODUCTS. 

 

Not surprisingly, human nature is metaphorically viewed as follows: HUMAN 

NATURE IS A COMPLEX OF GOOD AND BAD BEHAVIOUR / TRAITS, this 

conceptualisation is illustrated by the words "the better angels of our nature" (p. xvi). 

 

In an attempt to consider himself as a person, a young politician, an inexperienced 

political player, Obama describes the process of his own making. The combinations of 

metaphorical expressions he employs to describe himself, his thinking and 

development as well as the metaphors that can be identified while producing such 

linguistic expressions are quite diverse. The following instances can be identified: 

"the mask of tidiness" (p. xiii preface) – TIDINESS IS DISGUISE; 

"key events that happened on my watch" (p. xiii pref.) – A POLITICIAN / 

PRESIDENT IS A GUARD;  

"different strands of my mixed-up heritage" (p. xiv) – HERITAGE IS PATCHWORK; 

"I'm painfully aware" (p. xiv) – AWARENESS IS PAIN; 
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"by hitching my wagon to something larger than myself" (p. xiv) – SUCCESS IS 

PHYSICAL LABOUR;  

"a series of half-baked opinions" (p. 10) – UNSTEADY OPINION IS A PIECE OF 

POORLY BAKED BREAD / COOKIE; 

"Something approaching a worldview took shape in my mind." (p. 10) – AN 

OUTLOOK IS A MATERIAL OBJECT (IN A CONTAINER);  

"I was incubating" (thoughts) (p. 12) – THINKING IS GROWING AN IDEA; 

Referring to ideas "let flourish in the hothouse of my youthful mind" (p. 12) – a 

combination of two metaphoric projections A YOUNG MIND IS A GREENHOUSE 

and DEVELOPING IDEAS IS GROWING PLANTS;  

"purge softness with a regimen of self-improvement" (p. 13) – a combination of two 

metaphoric projections TRYING TO SELF-IMPROVE IS A MILITARY 

TECHNIQUE and SOFTNESS IS IMPURITY; 

"marched to a different drummer" (p. 18) – a combination of two metaphoric 

projections FOLLOWING IDEALS IS MARCHING WITH A BAND and A LEADER 

IS A PACEMAKER; 

"it felt like a trap" (p. 19) – REACHING SUCCESS IS GETTING INTO A TRAP; 

"I had become a mere conduit through which […]" (p. 49) – AN INDIVIDUAL IS 

ELECTRICAL WIRE. 

 

From the above combination of associations, the reader can create a picture of a person 

with an open mind, need for change and a desire to improve self and others. 

 

Obama's motto in the first campaign reads "Yes we can". He was willing to make 

changes to the system in hope of improving lives of millions of Americans. He 

frequently addresses the need to make various changes and employs the following 

expressions to illustrate the need. By stating "the changes that were sweeping not just 

Chicago" (p. 15) he conceptualises transformations as A CHANGE IS A CLEANING 

PROCEDURE (MAKING ROOM FOR THE NEW TO COME). Both "a movement 

for change […] a deep swift current" (p. 16) as the exemplification of the metaphor 
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SOCIAL MOVEMENT IS A SWIFT-FLOWING RIVER, as well as "helping to shore 

up my downstate and liberal bases" (p. 46) representing CHANGES ARE TIDE 

WATER, are related to forces of nature contained in the waters of rivers and seas. On 

the other hand, the power of vegetation, as mirrored in the expression "this planted a 

seed" (p. 17), is the embodiment of the metaphor MAKING CHANGES IS 

GARDENING. This type of change implies development and growth. Changes are 

essential for improvement as much as food and light are necessary to live. The 

expression "the hunger for change in America" (p. 90) embodies the metaphor 

CHANGE IS FOOD. The statement "Axe would call it a symbolic passing of the torch" 

(p. 129) reflects the comparison PROGRESS / CHANGE IS LIGHT. 

 

It is essential to point out that freedom of expression is another salient aspect of 

American culture. Politicians and public life are exposed to media scrutiny, and it is 

journalists' task to inform the public about diverse concerns affecting the life of the 

nation. Media attention is excessive in case of crucial life issues. Media attention and 

media coverage are exemplified by 24 metaphorical linguistic expressions. As in the 

case of many other features of social life presented so far, also in the case of media 

coverage, more of their negative aspects are foregrounded in the way Obama refers to 

their activity. Journalists' work is presented as follows:   

"I was roundly flayed by press" (p. 37) – PRESS COVERAGE IS CAUSING 

PHYSICAL HARM; 

"Ryan was flogged by the press" (p. 50) – A PRESS RELEASE IS CORPORAL 

PUNISHMENT; 

"he was later pilloried" (p. 50) – BEING CRITICISED IS BEING EXPOSED TO 

PUBLIC PUNISHMENT; 

"allergic to the spotlight" (p. 55) – BEING IN THE CENTRE OF ATTENTION IS A 

HEALTH PROBLEM; 

"a junior partner soaking up more press than them" (p. 56) – GETTING MEDIA 

ATTENTION IS ABSORBING SOMETHING; 
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"sometimes they will cloak it in religious terms" (p. 65) – DISGUISING / HIDING 

INFORMATION IS DRESSING / MASKING; 

"our Senate office was inundated with media requests" (p. 65) – INCOMING MAILS 

/ NEWS IS A FLOOD; 

"Family got dragged along for the ride, put in the line of fire" (p. 71) – GETTING 

UNWELCOME ATTENTION IS BEING UNDER SIEGE / BEING IN A MILITARY 

OPERATION; 

"The press would be merciless in its scrutiny – "a non-stop colonoscopy" " (p. 76) – 

MEDIA ATTENTION IS A MEDICAL PROCEDURE; 

"the media exploded yet again" (p. 109) – MEDIA BROADCAST IS A BOMB / AN 

EXPLOSIVE MATERIAL; 

"words […] could be […] weaponized by the conservative media" (p. 134) – WORDS 

ARE WEAPONS; 

"I may not have […] heard […] use such explosive language" (p. 141) – HATE 

SPEECH IS EXPLOSIVE MATERIAL. 

Neutral or positive associations can be interpreted from the examples listed below: 

"clips cycled to millions more via cable news shows" (p. 52) – SPREADING MEDIA 

NEWS IS REPEATING EVENTS REGULARLY; 

"the spotlight brighter" (p. 57) – ATTENTION IS LIGHT; 

"he drifted along some unrelated current before tacking back to his original course" (p. 

69) – TELLING STORIES IS SAILING; 

"the chatter began to seep through the cracks and crevices of our home life" (p. 69-70) 

– NEWS / INFORMATION IS LIQUID; 

"it […] sent the cable news pundits into orbit" (p. 109) – MEDIA COVERAGE / 

EXCEPTIONAL NEWS IS A SPACECRAFT; 

"negative portrait of us […] meant to feed a general nervousness" (p. 134) – 

PROVIDING INFORMATION IS PROVIDING FOOD.  

 

The changes Obama wants to introduce are aimed at improving the lives of his fellow 

citizens. Another key aspect of crucial importance in bringing about social 
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development is learning and knowledge. Wisdom, acquired from learning and 

knowledge, is quite generally metaphorically likened to some strong force, e.g., 

WISDOM / INTELLECT IS FORCE as in the expression "I'd admired Bill's […] talent 

and intellectual firepower" (p. 87). The process of learning is recognised in the 

metaphor PASSING KNOWLEDGE IS FILLING A CONTAINER as illustrated by 

the expression "my mother's sensibilities […] she had funnelled into me" (p. 129). 

Knowledge is compared to human staples, such as the air we breathe or food we prepare 

and consume: 

"inhaling the latest studies" (p. 86) – LEARNING IS BREATHING; 

"I knew how to consume and process information" (p. 86) – KNOWLEDGE IS FOOD 

/ LEARNING IS EATING;  

"it was my general inability to boil issues down to their essence" (p. 86) – LEARNING 

IS COOKING;  

"provide fodder for upcoming campaigns" (p.58) – IDEAS ARE FOOD. 

 

The fact that it is not easy for everyone to get access to proper education is expressed 

in the words "he had scratched and clawed his way into college" (p. 56) based upon a 

metaphor GETTING EDUCATION IS FIGHTING A BATTLE. Many means are 

available if one wants to gain some knowledge, books and literature are one of them. 

Their merits are presented in the following expressions: 

"find refuge in in books" (p. 9) – LITERARY OUTPUT IS SHELTER;  

"before digging into crime and punishment" (p. 9) – A BOOK IS A GARDEN / 

READING IS GARDENING; 

Referring to reading books "like a young tinkerer in […] garage" (p. 10) – READING 

IS PICKING UP PIECES OF MACHINERY (FOR FURTHER USE) TO BE 

ASSEMBLED AT A LATER TIME. 

 

American equality of opportunity as a significant cultural value can be identified in 

reference to work. An individual is the maker of own future, which is evidenced by the 

expression "carving out a career" (p. 7), representative of the metaphor CREATING 
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WORK OPPORTUNITIES IS SHAPING A MATERIAL WITH TOOLS. Diligent and 

devoted workers are compared to "a topflight staff" (p. 55): HIGH QUALITY OFFICE 

WORKERS ARE THE BEST / HIGHEST LEVEL EMPLOYEES. A successful and 

fulfilling job is an asset, however it may take some time to find the right and satisfying 

one. "I had to start somewhere and pay my dues" (p. 24) is based on the underlying 

metaphor TAKING UP NEW RESPONSIBILITIES IS FORCING YOURSELF TO 

DO SOMETHING YOU DO NOT ENJOY, while a phrase "ill-fitting jobs" (p. 14) 

relies on the mapping A JOB IS A POORLY-SEWN GARMENT. For Obama, the 

decision to take a new job in his early political career, i.e., run for Congress, is 

described as "dipping […] toes in the water" (p. 24), featuring the mental imagery 

TAKING A NEW JOB OPPORTUNITY IS TESTING THE SITUATION.  

 

Economic status and financial situation are instantiated by 29 occurrences of 

metaphorical language use. Stability of daily lives is conditioned by a comfortable 

financial situation. However, the financial crisis that was raging in the USA at the 

beginning of the New Millennium took a toll of many Americans' jobs, houses and 

their general strength. The above problems addressed by Obama are described in 

language referring to health issues and various aspects of military operations. Let us 

consider the instances of expressions accompanied by their metaphorical readings: 

"chronic financial struggles" (p. 9) – a combination of two metaphoric projections 

FINANCIAL SITUATION IS A BATTLE and FINANCIAL PROBLEMS ARE A 

LONG ILLNESS / INCURABLE ILLNESS; 

"chronically underfunded schools" (p. 16) – POOR FINANCIAL STATUS IS A 

DISEASE;  

"Goldman Sachs, […] were hemorrhaging capital at alarming rates" (p. 178), "it 

continued to hemorrhage" (p. 181) – LOSS OF MONEY IS BLEEDING; 

"businesses large and small decided to retrench" (p. 178) – REDUCING 

EXPENDITURE IS MILITARY TACTIC; 

"to give the economy a jolt" (p. 179) – IMPROVING ECONOMIC SITUATION IS 

DEALING AN ABRUPT BLOW; 
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"bank […] went belly-up" (p. 179) – LOSING MONEY IS SURRENDERING / 

FAILING. 

 

Losing financial stability is associated with BAD IS DOWN, as in "stocks plunged" (p. 181) 

LOSING MONEY IS JUMPING / FALLING RAPIDLY, or with being eaten up, such 

as in the expression "$85 billion was now being consumed by an urgent government 

takeover" (p. 181) representing the metaphor MERGING FINANCIAL 

INSTITUTIONS IS EATING. 

 

ECONOMIC CRISIS IS A MACHINE is the metaphor on the basis of which the 

expression "the nuts and bolts of the crisis" (p. 182) was produced. The ability or 

attempt to remedy the problematic situation is the association with navigating the ship 

as if to leave the rough waters and sail onto calm seas, as exemplified in "steer the 

country through tough economic times" (p. 182) – OVERCOMING ECONOMIC 

CRISIS IS NAVIGATING / SAILING. In the above quoted expression "steering" can 

also refer to directing or navigating any other vehicle, such as a car, a truck, or even a 

plane. 

 

A popular saying states that money makes the world go round. Such an interpretation 

is justified in the expression "small donors were helping to fuel our operation" (p. 130) 

based on metaphors RAISING MONEY IS SUPPLYING POWER FOR AN ENGINE 

or DONATION FUNDS ARE ENGINE FUEL. The difficulty of obtaining funds for 

political means is illustrated by the statement "begged strangers for money" (p. 84) 

representative of the metaphorical rendering RAISING FUNDS IS BEGGING.  

 

5. Conclusions 

It is impossible to quote and analyse all exemplars of metaphorical language use which 

are present in as massive a volume as Barack Obama's A promised land. The analysed 

part describing the first presidential campaign and the events preceding it includes over 

360 exemplars of metaphorical linguistic expressions. Those instances are abundant 
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and their number clearly supports the common view of metaphors being universally 

employed in human language, either in its spoken or written form. A great number of 

identified examples of metaphorical language use and the underlying conceptual 

metaphors (over one-third) focus on the American political life, campaigning, and 

elections. However, considering the period preceding presidential elections, this is 

hardly surprising. Nearly a hundred instances of figurative language use are concerned 

with general features of human life and its nature, ideas, opinions, emotions, 

expectations as well as decisions made or yet to be taken. The significance of learning 

and experience as contingent on the power of the human mind and leading to success 

are evoked 32 times in various phrases and expressions. The focus on the financial 

situation and economic status is referenced nearly 30 times. The fourth power – the 

media – are referred to 24 times. 

 

Obviously, any language of a culture and language community also reflects the outlook 

and worldview of such a group of people. Their beliefs and values are similarly 

articulated in literal as well as figurative modes of expression. What has to be stressed 

is that the cultural scripts that can be identified are the evidence of the common 

principles shared by a particular community, language or national group. It can be 

easily noted, that if a particular feature of life or value is essential to a community, it 

will be a part of its language repertoire. It has to be stressed that certain cultural 

scenarios are imprinted in Obama's speech. As will be shown below, such cultural 

scenarios include competitiveness and sportsmanship, freedom of expression and 

personal freedom, the power of knowledge and intellect, the power of achievement and 

individual attempts at succeeding as well as respect for the military forces and their 

devotion to defend democracy. 

 

Sport and sportsmanship are important aspects of American culture hence they are so 

readily featured in metaphorical expressions relating to Americans' daily and political 

lives. As the numerous examples that have been analysed show, GAME and SPORT 

metaphors are very often employed to refer to political life, political campaigns, and 
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elections. This can be interpreted by the fact that both sports, games and taking part in 

elections are competitive by nature. Other aspects that can be identified here are losing 

or winning, which are also inherent in both sporting activities and competitions as well 

as in political campaigns and elections while running for office. The number of sports 

metaphors used with reference to political life and elections are the tell-tale evidence 

of the significance of sportsmanship in American culture. Sadly, politicians are 

frequently portrayed in an unfavourable way. 

 

The freedom of speech and all forms of expression, so widely proclaimed and 

implemented in America, are often addressed in Obama's commentary on American 

life. This very aspect of American life is of fundamental significance, and it can be 

easily identified as the American cultural script and also as a notion featuring in the 

national anthem. Regrettably, as evidenced by the examples quoted from the memoir, 

mainly the predatory nature of journalism, some press coverages, and media broadcasts 

are brought to attention. However, the attitudes of politicians as well as the media can 

be noted as a global feature, and they are not specific to American culture only. 

 

Americans are also portrayed as achievers and any individual attempts are always 

highly appreciated and valued in their society. The power of the human mind and 

knowledge are their core values; therefore, it comes as no surprise that Obama's work 

often makes use of those imageries. The human mind is portrayed in metaphors as a 

piece of machinery and container for ideas. 

 

American respect for their military forces is another substantial feature to be 

mentioned. In the analysed material, a lot of metaphorical expressions are related to 

military language, including battlefield, combat and various other tactics. Such 

imagery is adopted to describe political life, the process of conquering problems and 

handling the financial crisis. The American respect for their military forces, their 

dedication to protect freedom and their mission to defend democracy constitute a strong 

cultural script. 
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Such is the picture of America presented by Obama at the onset of his first term in 

office. It would be greatly interesting to compare the President's vision of America in 

the period preceding his service and how it is viewed afterwards; whether the changes 

he so greatly hoped to introduce have materialised and taken the shape of the 'promised 

land' he dreamed of so much. The study to follow should focus on the description of 

the period of Obama's presidency and identifying if, and how, the perception of 

America during his time in office has changed. The change will likely be reflected in 

the language used to comment on daily reality. 

 

The cultural scripts that emerge from the analysed material are the importance of 

sporting activity, the competitive character of political life, the battling of opposing 

teams, all forms of freedom, respect for the military and the classical universal 

conception of LIFE IS A JOURNEY.  

 

The widespread use of metaphor is recognised in language employed to address various 

walks of human life and its conceptual nature is confirmed. The results of the research 

study testify to the fact that language and culture and the conceptualisations that are 

created in the human mind to name and describe the reality surrounding them are all 

interconnected and permeate all stages of linguistic description.    

 

Notes  

1. As referenced by Oxford English dictionary, the Promised Land is "the land of 

Canaan, as promised to Abraham and his descendants (Genesis 12:7, 13:15, etc.) […] 

(hence in extended use) a place or situation of expected happiness, esp. heaven" (OED, 

s.a.). 

2. Kövecses clarifies the difference between linguistic and nonlinguistic factors in the 

following words: "The contextual factors that are most commonly distinguished in the 

literature fall into two large groups: linguistic and nonlinguistic. The linguistic factors 

are often referred to as 'cotext', and it seems to be the clearer type. It is the discourse 

that surrounds (mostly precedes) the use of a particular metaphorical expression. The 
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term that is used to denote the nonlinguistic factors is simply 'context'. However, the 

term context is often used for both types of factors, linguistic and nonlinguistic, that 

influence the production and comprehension of metaphors" (2015: 2).  

 

List of abbreviations 

OED – Oxford English dictionary  
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any issue or concept is often metaphorical in character. The paper discusses how 

America, its politics, social system and Americans' values are viewed by Barack 

Obama in his presidential memoir A promised land. The cultural scripts that can be 

identified for American society are briefly outlined and the cultural components that 

the language contains are sketched out. The image of America that Obama describes 

in his book is full of metaphorical linguistic expressions that are the embodiment of 

conceptual metaphors. American values are also reflected in the discussed material. 

Democracy and the rule of law are the prevalent ideals, and they are extensively 

discussed by Obama with reference to political campaigning and elections. 

Regrettably, the image of political life and political activity is not very positive. A lot 

of attention is devoted to the respect Americans express towards their military forces, 

hence a large number of metaphors used by Obama have military overtones. 

Knowledge and education as well as freedom of speech (as exemplified by media 

coverages) are the core values that are also addressed in the memoir. Similarly to the 

way politicians are portrayed, the media are also shown in a rather negative light. The 

conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY has been identified as one of the most prevalent 

conceptualisations bringing together the way people think, the culture they live in, and 

the way they express views and opinions. The most frequently used metaphors are 

related to political life and human life in general. The cultural scripts that emerge from 

the analysed material are those of sportsmanship and competitiveness, freedom, respect 

for the military, and individualistic American culture. 

 

Keywords: conceptual metaphors, linguistic metaphorical expressions, values, 

cultural scripts, A promised land. 
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1. Introduction 

The use of metonyms denoting 'a human being' is observed in many languages and has 

been the subject of scrupulous academic interest. While Andersen (2006), Bybee 

(2015), Haspelmath (2004), Łozowski (2018; 2020) as well as Traugott and Dasher 

(2002) deal with the general take on the role of metonymy in semantic change, a more 
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specific perspective is taken by Gonzálves-García (2020) dealing with metonymy in 

Spanish nouns, Kiełtyka (2020) studying metonymy behind common place-names, 

Kopecka (2008a; 2008b) focusing on historical developments of women-related terms, 

Golubkova and Zakharova (2016) surveying metonymically motivated precedent 

names, Maćkiewicz (2020) scrutinizing metonymy as a persuasive tool applied in the 

media, Konieczna (2020) analyzing blends based on metonymic conceptualizations, 

Szpyra-Kozłowska (2021) working on metonymy in the area of Polish gender terms,  

Zhang (2016) investigating cross-linguistic, historical, and dialectal perspectives on 

metonymy, or Żyśko and Żyśko (2015) and Żyśko (2016) studying metonimization in 

historical developments of English 'joy' vocabulary.  

 

Metonymy is as an integral part of our everyday way of thinking (Lakoff & Johnson 

1980: 37), grounded in our experience, ''subject to general and systematic principles, 

structuring our thoughts and actions'' (Radden & Kövesces 2007: 1). It encompasses 

relations existing between two entities where one stands for the other, driven by the 

principle of contiguity, e.g., PRODUCER FOR PRODUCT, PLACE FOR EVENT, PART FOR 

WHOLE, WHOLE FOR PART, OBJECT USED FOR USER, INSTITUTION FOR PEOPLE 

RESPONSIBLE. In other words, metonymy is a cognitive process whereby one conceptual 

entity, the vehicle, provides mental access to another conceptual entity, the target, 

within the same cognitive model. Analogically, in the CLOTHES FOR WEARER or WEARER 

FOR CLOTHES metonymy, which is the primary focus of this article, we can deduce that 

the same principle applies. The main objective of this paper is to explicate possible 

motivations for the bidirectionality of metonymization behind the English lexical items 

belonging to the conceptual domain CLOTHES and HUMAN BEING, i.e., those denoting 

'an article of clothing' which underwent the process of semantic change to 'a human 

being', and, by analogy, those words with the meaning 'a human being' changed into 

'an article of clothing'. We claim that a historical dictionary-based methodology may 

be lacking insight into particular motivations for the semantic changes under 

discussion, and that such an approach needs to be complemented with a sociolinguistic 

perspective on semantic diachrony. Therefore, we champion a need to take 
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extralinguistic factors into consideration, e.g., socio-cultural transformations, changes 

in lifestyle or in people's outlook on the pre-defined social roles characteristic of a 

given era. 

 

2. (Bi)Directionality of language change 

There have been different perspectives on the typologies of semantic change, most of 

them being discussed by Harris (2014), referring to Stern's (1931) classification into: 

substitution, analogy, shortening, nomination, (regular) transfer, permutation, 

adequation; Bloomfield's (1933) division into: narrowing, widening, hyperbole, litotes, 

degeneration, elevation, metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche; or Traugott and Dasher's 

(2002: 27) typology into metaphorization and metonymization. However, for the 

purpose of this study, let us adopt the typology of semantic change directionality as 

discussed by Haspelmath (2004: 19). Here two major directions of language change 

are distinguished: unidirectionality, where A can change into B, but B cannot change 

into A, and bidirectionality, where A can change into B, and B can change into A, 

which functions at the level of semantic change patterns within one and the same 

language. 

 

When it comes to the semantic change of English lexical items denoting clothes, it is 

of bidirectional character, motivated by metonymical extensions. The historical 

development of lexical items such as, among others, basque, capuchin, cardinal, 

middy, reefer, sweater, toreador, wellingtons, Zouave (Kleparski & Rusinek 2008; 

Rusinek 2009), proves that their original meanings were entrenched in the domain 

HUMAN BEING, and only secondarily, due to metonymization, they became associated 

with the domain CLOTHES. In general, the patterns of semantic change could be 

described as follows: basque from 'a native of Biscay' to 'a lady's bodice, slightly below 

the waist, forming a kind of short skirt', probably based on associations of this type of 

clothing with the clothing worn by Basque women; capuchin from 'a friar of the order 

of Saint Francis' to 'a female garment, consisting of a cloak and hood, made in imitation 

of the dress of capuchin friars', the motivation of which is the association of monks 
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with the kind of garment they were wearing, and then an attempt to imitate this garment 

in secular life; cardinal from 'an eminent ecclesiastic' to 'a woman's cloak, originally 

of scarlet cloth with a hood'; middy from 'a midshipman' to 'a woman's or child's loose 

blouse, often extending below the waistline, with a collar that is cut deep and square at 

the back and tapering to the front, similar to that worn by sailors'; reefer from 'a person 

who reefs, sails' to 'a reefer jacket or coat, also more generally: a thick overcoat', 

sweater from 'one who sweats or perspires' to 'a jumper or pullover'; toreador from 'a 

Spanish bullfighter' to 'women's tight-fitting trousers, tapering to mid-calf'; wellington 

from 'Arthur Wellesley, first duke of Wellington' to 'a waterproof boot'; Zouave from 

'one of a body of light infantry in the French army, originally recruited from the 

Algerian Kabyle tribe of Zouaoua' to 'a woman's short embroidered jacket or bodice, 

with or without sleeves, resembling the jacket of the Zouave uniform' (Oxford English 

dictionary, s.a.).  

 

The opposite direction of semantic changes, i.e., from CLOTHES to HUMAN BEING can 

be observed in the historical development of such lexical items as, inter alia, blue, 

domino, pinafore, shawl, skirt (Kleparski & Rusinek 2008; Rusinek 2009). The 

historical metonymization is visible in the following changes: blue from 'blue clothing 

or dress, especially of blue uniform, for instance of police officers, soldiers, etc.' to 'a 

police officer, sailor, American Federal troops'; domino from 'a kind of loose cloak, 

apparently of Venetian origin, chiefly worn at masquerades, with a small mask 

covering the upper part of the face' to 'a person wearing a domino'; pinafore from 'an 

apron, especially one with a bib, originally pinned to the front of a dress' to 'the wearer 

of a pinafore, especially a child'; shawl from 'an article of dress worn by Asian people 

(commonly as a scarf, turban, or girdle), consisting of an oblong piece of a material 

manufactured in Kashmir from the hair of the Tibetan ''shawl-goat'' ' to 'a prostitute'; 

skirt from 'the lower part of a woman's dress or gown, covering the person from the 

waist downwards' to 'a woman, especially an attractive one'. 
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As can be observed from a historical perspective, there is ample evidence attesting to 

the bidirectionality of metonymization in English holding between the conceptual 

domains of CLOTHES and HUMAN BEING. However, apart from ''finding out the essence 

of a word with a relation to other words'' and ''finding out associations connected with 

the given word at the moment of nomination''1 (Jakubowicz 2015: 11-12), what needs 

to be expounded is the socio-cultural motivation behind the evident semantic changes, 

i.e., along the lines of 'male garment' into 'female garment', potentially deducible 

through sociolinguistic analysis. 

 

3. Materials and methods 

In order to collect a sample of metonymies suitable for our study, we have consulted 

Oxford English dictionary (s.a.), the primary source of systemic historical information 

for English, and Glazier's (1996) Random word house menu, which have served as a 

source of our corpus. We rely on the intentional sampling method, i.e., we manually 

searched the two aforementioned bases and collected a sample of 20 lexemes pertaining 

to the domain CLOTHES, which we classified as metonyms. Since 14 lexemes such as 

basque, capuchin, cardinal, middy, reefer, sweater, toreador, wellingtons, Zouave, 

blue, domino, pinafore, shawl, skirt have been already discussed in depth by Kleparski 

and Rusinek (2008), and Rusinek2 (2009) from a diachronic semantic perspective, we 

have narrowed our research material to 6 instances (knickerbockers, pantaloons, 

bloomers, suit, cowl, apron) that have not been so far discussed in detail in the scholarly 

literature. In particular, we survey the historical senses of the selected lexical items 

(discussed in detail via case studies) as evidenced by literary quotations collected from 

Oxford English dictionary (s.a.). In a step-by-step fashion, we provide attestations of 

their semantic changes, pinpointing the specific dates of their first recordings. 

However, we claim that such an approach is insufficient for elucidating the specific 

motivations for the semantic change observed along the lines of a specifically male to 

female garment. Consequently, we claim it is sociolinguistic factors, i.e., the social 

context in which the language varieties under investigation were used, that need to be 

taken into consideration to account for why new meanings are ascribed to these words 
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(Kövesces 2010; Paradis 2011; Zhang 2016). Therefore, relying on a qualitative 

approach, we conduct a diachronic analysis combining sociolinguistic data derived 

from monographs, encyclopedias, and compendia devoted to fashion (Fisher 2001; 

LaBat 2010; Schreier 1989, or the online edition of Te Ara: The encyclopedia of New 

Zealand). This is in line with Rutten et al.'s approach (2014), who claim that providing 

the sociolinguistic panorama behind a semantic change is often of a philological nature 

and involves reading non-dictionary texts to reach contexts crucial for the 

understanding of the semantic change observed at a particular point in time. In the case 

of suit, cowl, apron, in order to delve into their HUMAN BEING senses, we consulted 

dictionaries of slang (Urban dictionary of slang, Green's dictionary of slang).  

 

4. Diachrony and sociolinguistic factors 

A diachronic perspective, referring to the study of how a language evolves over a 

period of time, focuses on its changes over the course of history. After Lyons (1977), 

it assumes that words are arbitrarily related in semantic fields, potentially to be studied 

through a description of the historical development of their meanings. Quoting Murphy 

(2003: 95-96), ''while [it] proved its worth as a general guide for research in descriptive 

semantics,'' its value is precisely in describing and not in explaining. In line with the 

abovementioned argumentation, we claim that lexical definitions must relate to 

''comprehensive, highly informative cultural note'' (Włodarczyk-Stachurska 2011: 59) 

in order to provide the whole spectrum of a given word's meanings, to unfold its 

semantic evolution and offer an insight into the speakers' conceptual motivations for 

using it. Therefore, the aim of such a historical sociolinguistic3 perspective is to pay 

''increased attention to extralinguistic factors in the explanation of language variation 

and change'' (Auer et al. 2015: 1), with a view to accounting for ''how and when 

changes are transmitted from one speaker to another, how new forms become 

established in speech communities, across age groups, professions or social strata, and 

how prestige, […] may affect changes'' (Auer et al. 2015: 4). We assume then that the 

task of historical sociolinguists is to reconstruct a broad social picture in which the 

lexemes under discussion are embedded.  
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4.1 TOTO PRO PARS metonymization 

Now, in the light of these claims, let us discuss the metonymization process going from 

the domain of HUMAN BEING to CLOTHES, studying the diachronic yet 

sociolinguistically entrenched aspects of the semantic evolution of three lexical items: 

knickerbocker, pantaloon, bloomers. 

 

According to the available etymological sources, the Modern English knickerbockers 

is to be regarded as a plural form of Knickerbocker, a word recorded at the very 

beginning of the 19th century (Oxford English dictionary, s.a.). As Webster's third new 

international dictionary of the English language (1993) indicates, the term refers to the 

name under which Washington Irving published his popular "History of New York"4. 

 

The original sense of knickerbocker, i.e., 'a descendant of the Dutch settlers of the 

Netherlands in America wearing knee-breeches; a New Yorker', has been attested since 

1809, as visible in the following Oxford English dictionary quotations5: 

 

(1809). Irving, W. ''History of New York… By Diedrich Knickerbocker''. 

(1848). Irving, W. ''History of New York''. Revised edition, p. xiv: ''When I find New-

Yorkers of Dutch descent priding themselves upon being 'genuine Knickerbockers' ''. 

(1876). Osgood, S. In: Hill, D.J. ''Bryant'': ''We can all join, ... whether native or 

foreign-born, Knickerbockers, or New-Englanders''. 

 

It should be stated at this point that because of the connotations of the first Dutch 

settlers in America with the characteristic trousers they were wearing, the word 

transferred its sense and form accordingly. Thus, knickerbockers, now in plural and 

with a lower-case initial, acquired the sense of 'loose-fitting breeches, gathered in at 

the knee, and worn by boys, sportsmen and others who require a freer use of their limbs' 

(from 1859 onwards): 

 

javascript:void(0)
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(1859). Elcho, L. In: ''Times'', 23 May 12/3: ''The suggestion... is that volunteers should 

not wear trowsers [trousers], but I would recommend as a substitute what are 

commonly known as nickerbockers, i.e. long loose breeches generally worn without 

braces, and buckled or buttoned round the waist and knee''. 

(1969). Laver, J. ''Concise History Costume'', ix. p. 251: ''The new baggy 

knickerbockers were known as ''plus-fours'' ''. 

 

It can be claimed that the reason for the metonymization in question might lie in a sheer 

association of the lexeme Knickerbocker with a particular sort of trousers rather than 

with their potential wearers. Since the society of the 19th century did not allow women 

to put on clothes typically associated with men, it is legitimate to state that this sense 

of knickerbockers denoted only a male-specific garment6. However, it is interesting to 

note that this sense of knickerbockers changed in the 19th century into 'a short-legged, 

loose-fitting pair of pants worn by women as an undergarment' (sense observed from 

1872 onwards), granting the lexeme a female-specific category7. The following literary 

quotations from Oxford English dictionary (s.a.) seem to illustrate this sense: 

 

(1872). Young Englishwoman. Oct. 554/2: ''Lady's long cloth knickerbockers. These 

drawers fasten behind''. 

(1969). Wilcox, R.T. ''Dict. Costume''. p. 234: ''Muslin knickerbockers – girl's 6 to  

8-buttoned at sides – pleated cambric frill''. 

 

However, what a diachronic perspective lacks is an insight into the motivation behind 

such a semantic pivot (i.e., from male-specific to female-specific garment). In order to 

explicate this motivation, we have to relate the detected semantic changes in 

knickerbocker to ''the corresponding and underlying changes in the English mentality, 

transformations in the English society, events in the English history, landmarks in the 

English culture, etc.'' (Łozowski & Włodarczyk-Stachurska 2015: 93). It appears that 

the female-oriented sense of knickerbockers is strictly related to the activity of cycling, 

as knickerbockers were the garment usually worn as sportswear by female cyclists. 
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''Mid-Victorian society was not particularly fond of women riding bicycles, but the activity became 
more accepted after 1881 when Queen Victoria ordered tricycles for her daughters. Besides the 
immodesty and physicality of women straddling a bicycle, the independence granted to individual 
women was unprecedented. By the late 1800s, women were becoming enthusiastic bicyclists. Soon 
many adventurous women started wearing shorter skirts to avoid catching them in the pedals'' 
(LaBat 2010: 76). 
 
As Schreier (1989: 112) remarked, ''bicycling helped to smooth the way for future 

clothing changes and dramatically advanced the position of women in sports''. While 

knickerbockers made bicycle riding more comfortable for women, the style was 

ridiculed as being unfeminine and unattractive (Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion, 

2005). Te Ara: The encyclopedia of New Zealand (s.a.) comments on a 19th-century 

photograph of a female cyclist in knickerbockers: ''[...] this attire sometimes attracted 

abuse from onlookers, as members of the city's Atalanta Cycle Club found. They 

decided to revert to skirts in 1893, but later relaxed the rule as people got more 

accustomed to seeing women in trousers on bikes''. 

 

As exemplified by a critical assessment of the abovementioned definitions of 

knickerbockers, examined in chronological order and viewed in their historical 

contexts, the real motivation for the semantic change from 'male garment' into 'female 

garment' would be elusive without a recursion to extralinguistic factors, e.g., socio-

cultural transformations, changes in lifestyle or people's outlook on pre-defined social 

roles, characteristic of a given era. In other words, such a change is generated by 

language-external aspects of socio-cultural reality, grounded in the human experience 

of the world. Similar observations can be made in the case of another lexical item 

denoting clothes that we subject to a diachronic semantic analysis, i.e., pantaloons. 

 

The lexeme pantaloon is of the Romance etymology and is derived from Middle 

French pantalon from Old Italian pantalone, pantaleone (The Merriam-Webster new 

book …, 1991). Evidence indicates that the Modern English pantaloons was often 

shortened to pants, owing its name to Saint Pantaleone, the patron Saint of Venice. As 

American heritage dictionary of the English language (1992) mentions, ''he [the 

patron] became so closely associated with the inhabitants of that city that the Venetians 
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became popularly known as 'Pantaloni' ''. Funk (1950) observes, among the comedia 

dell' arte stock characters, that a Venetian was given the name of Pantalone since they 

''always wore a particular type of trousers. This style changed now and then, but one 

of the earliest varieties had long, tight legs and a sort of bloused effect around the hips. 

So, the comic character Pantalone gave us the word 'pantaloon' ''. 

 

The primary meaning of the lexeme concerned, as recorded by Oxford English 

dictionary (s.a.), is 'the Venetian character in Italian comedy, represented as a lean and 

foolish old man, wearing spectacles, pantaloons and slippers'. To be specific, it is the 

Roman martyr's name that became nominated to signify 'a comedy character', and, 

consequently, became immortalized. Moreover, owing to the fact that the 16th century 

theatre customs allowed only men to act on stage, one can suspect that the primary 

meaning of the conceptual category Pantaloon is a gender-specific term. However, its 

origins documented in the late 16th century in Oxford English dictionary (s.a.) cannot 

provide us with such information:  

 

(1592). Nashe, T. ''Pierce Penilesse'': ''Our representations... not consisting like theirs 

of a Pantaloun, a Whore, and a Zanie, but of Emperours, Kings and Princes''. 

(1739). Baker, H. & Miller, J. ''Squire Lubberly'' in ''Works of Moliere''. iii. 355: ''A 

Singer habited like a Pantaloon''. 

(1983). Oxford Companion Theatre. Edition 4. 624/2: ''James Barnes, one of the 

earliest and most famous Pantaloons of the early 19th century, played the part in short 

striped knee-breeches, a matching jacket with a short cape, and a fringe of beard''. 

 

During the same period of time, the semantics of Pantaloon started to lose their 

connotations with the Venetian character, being referred to as 'a dotard; an old fool'8. 

What's more, it should be mentioned that the sense of pantaloon did not acquire a 

positive connotation, as it was rather associated with 'an old person, somewhat foolish 

in a comic way', as documented in the following Oxford English dictionary material: 
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(1952). Granville, W. ''A Dictionary of Theatrical Terms''. p. 131: ''Pantaloon...is a 

rather pathetic old man who is the butt of the clown's sallies, and generally provides 

the broad element in the pantomimic frolic''. 

(1983). ''Oxford Companion Theatre''. Edition 4. 624/2: ''James Barnes, one of the 

earliest and most famous Pantaloons of the early 19th century, played the part in short 

striped knee-breeches, a matching jacket with a short cape, and a fringe of beard''. 

 

It was not until the 17th century that the word underwent the process of metonymization 

towards the domain of CLOTHES. More specifically, its plural form pantaloons was first 

recorded in 1661, for, as Funk (1950) reports, ''at first the word 'pantaloon' was the 

name for a clown, then, in the plural form, the name for his trousers. The term 

'pantaloons' came into English in the late 1600's''. Thus, the word pantaloon, having 

changed its meaning from the domain of HUMAN BEING to the domain of CLOTHES, also 

altered its form from the singular to the plural and, consequently, transferred its sense 

into 'a kind of tight-fitting breeches or trousers in fashion for some time after the 

Restoration' (from 1661 onwards), as evidenced below: 

 

(1661). Evelyn, J. ''Tyrannus'' 25: ''I would choose ... some fashion not so pinching as 

to need a Shooing-horn with the Dons, nor so exorbitant as the Pantaloons, which are 

a kind of Hermaphrodite and of neither Sex''. 

(1987). Hall, R. ''Kisses of Enemy''. iv. cx. 599: ''She stared agape with outrage at a 

fancydress party: men in periwigs and pantaloons, women of all descriptions from fat 

whores to glacial Edinburgh ladies cavorted in an unseemly manner''. 

 

Considering the possible conditions underlying such a change, one may claim that 17th 

century society, having mentally associated the sense of pantaloon, i.e., 'the Venetian 

comedy character' with a kind of eye-catching trousers he was wearing, subconsciously 

started to give his name to his attire. This might explain how Pantaloon became 

pantaloons9. The meaning of pantaloons soon widened, especially in American 

English, being referred to 'trousers in general' (from 1798 onwards). 
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On the other hand, it should be noted that apart from an extension of its meaning, 

pantaloons acquired negatively loaded connotations. This is evidenced by American 

heritage dictionary of the English language (1992), according to which the term pants, 

the abbreviation of pantaloons, met with great resistance. The name ''was considered 

vulgar and, as Oliver Wendell Holmes put it, a word not made for gentlemen but 'gents' ''10. 

As a result, the word pants, first found in the writings of Edgar Allan Poe in 1840, ''has 

replaced the 'gentleman's word' in English and has lost all evident connections to Saint 

Pantaleon''. Oxford English dictionary (s.a.) goes even further classifying the short 

form pants as 'a vulgar abbreviation – chiefly U.S'. The Oxford dictionary of word 

histories (2002) attests that ''it became a slang expression for 'rubbish, no good' in the 

1990s''. Therefore, it is legitimate to point out that pants11, the abbreviation of 

pantaloons, has undergone a process called semantic pejoration12. The existence of the 

category pantaloon in the sense of 'trousers' can be seen in the following etymological 

material: 

 

(1834). Pike, A. ''Prose Sketches & Poems''. p. 138: ''The men with their pantalones of 

cloth, ...the botas of striped and embroidered leather''. 

(1934). Mencken, H.L. ''Diary''. 12 June: ''He caused a town sensation by arising at 

the dinner table and taking down his pantaloons''. 

 

Last but not least, the 19th century witnessed the narrowing of meaning of the category: 

the diminutive formation of pantaloon, i.e., pantalettes, 'loose drawers or trousers with 

a frill at the bottom of each leg worn by young girls'13 becomes the category's 

specialized sense, documented below: 

 

(1814). Byron, G. ''Byron's letters and journals''. Letter 2. July. IV. 136: ''Not all I 

could say could prevent her from displaying her green pantaloons every now & then''. 

(1992). ''Times'' 6 May. 11/2: ''During the past two days guilty young men have been 

handing in bags containing such items as the pantaloons of the actress Ava Gardner''. 
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The lexeme thus became a female-specific term14. In search of the reason for the 

narrowing of its meaning one should examine certain aspects of life in the 18th and 19th 

centuries. Even though Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion (2005) acknowledges a 

style change occurring at that time, it does not address the underlying reasons for such 

a change: 

 
''[…] modern fashion trends toward complex clothing styles and rapid style changes, which were 

set in motion during the Renaissance, did not affect outerwear to any extent until much later. The 
most significant changes for outerwear took place during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
with sleeved coats and jackets slowly superseding capes as the primary outerwear garments for both 
men and women''. 
 

According to Fischer (2001), the author of ''Pantaloons and power: A nineteenth-

century dress reform in the United States'', it should be stated that up till the 19th 

century, the authorities frequently pointed to the values dictated by the Bible as their 

justification for reinforcing skirt-wearing. It was at that time that women's clothing 

started to become lighter and thinner, with very delicate fabrics being used. Modesty 

and reasons of warmth dictated that another garment be worn under the light gowns of 

skirts, and it was only a practical solution to adopt a warm undergarment (pantaloons), 

which had already been worn by men. At that time, the pantaloons were made of a light 

material that was flesh-toned, they extended from the waist to the ankle, and gave the 

appearance of having nothing on under the dress. 

 

Later on, women used to put on garments from men's wardrobes as a kind of manifesto 

of their emancipation. 

 
''In polite society, though, the fight to make it permissible for women in the US and Europe to wear 

pants began in earnest in the 1850s, with the women's rights movement. Feminists were seeking 
liberation, not just from patriarchal oppression, but from the restrictions of corsets. Though 
Edwardian and Victorian women had adopted them voluntarily, the undergarments literally made it 
difficult to move, sometimes even to breathe. Suffragists such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton saw dress 
reform as part of their battle for rights, and some adopted an alternative outfit in the form of baggy 
'Turkish' pantaloons worn with a knee-length skirt. In April 1851, Amelia Bloomer, the editor of the 
first women's newspaper, The Lily, told her readers about it, and thereafter the pants picked up the 
nickname bloomers'' (Bain 2019). 
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Amelia Bloomer, in The Lily, the first newspaper dedicated to women, advocated a 

change in women's clothing, insisting that a woman's costume should be suited to her 

wants and necessities. The semantic development of bloomers seems to point to a well-

pronounced metonymic link HUMAN BEING-CLOTHES, as exemplified by the following 

Oxford English dictionary (s.a.) entry: 

 

(1851). ''Boston Transcript''. 27 May 2/3: ''The Bee says the daughter of Dr. Hanson, 

of this city, appeared in the Bloomer suit ... last week''.  

(1855). ''Kansas Tribune'': ''Perhaps Lawrence [Kansas] is the only city in America 

where the majority of the ladies wear Bloomers''. 

 

However, bloomers did not manage to successfully furnish a much-desired demand for 

a specifically female garment, being popular only for a few years, partly because 

women were shamed and ridiculed for wearing them, and partly because they did not 

find bloomers particularly attractive. Activist Susan B. Anthony complained in a letter 

that when she went on stage to speak wearing them, ''people only paid attention to her 

clothes and did not hear what she had to say'' (Bain 2019), thus testifying to female 

wearers of bloomers being regarded as a curiosity. In fact, Ms. Bloomer dropped the 

fashion herself in 1859. 

 

As can be observed on the basis of the diachronic case studies behind knickerbockers, 

pantaloons and bloomers, any analyses hinged purely on systemic/dictionary data, 

although attesting to the first recorded uses of particular lexical items, may end up in a 

blind alley when it comes to the motivation behind their semantic evolution. We 

postulate then that sociolinguistic factors cannot be overlooked when it comes to 

shaping the meaning of linguistic expressions, offering a fuller insight into the 

motivation of metonymically-driven semantic change. 
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4.2 PARS PRO TOTO metonymization 

Apart from emphasizing the role of socio-cultural parameters in shaping linguistic 

expressions, we also champion the necessity of including slang data in reconstructing 

a full picture of directionality behind metonymization, especially following the 

conceptual domains from CLOTHES to HUMAN BEING, as evidenced in the semantic 

evolution of suit, apron, and cowl. It must be stated that our collection of slang terms 

is by no means exhaustive. There are still lexical items within the domain of CLOTHES 

that could be further analyzed in a slang-based research, e.g., skirt, brat, scrubs, smock, 

attesting to their shift from the domain of CLOTHES into HUMAN BEING. These, however, 

owing to a need for a balanced exposition of the research material, could be subject to 

an analysis in a prospective study. 

 

Among many attested meanings of suit (e.g., 'pursuit, prosecution, and related senses', 

'the scent or (perhaps) the quarry', 'the action of suing in a court of law; legal 

prosecution', 'the action of entreating or petitioning a person to do something; 

petitioning, supplication', 'the pursuit of an object or quest; the action of following a 

particular person or cause', 'behaviour by a man intended to persuade a woman to marry 

him; the action of seeking a woman's hand in marriage; courtship', 'the obligation of 

attending a superior's court'), Oxford English dictionary (s.a.) lists the one of 'a uniform 

or livery; (also, more generally) an outfit'. This is evidenced by a selection of contexts: 

 

(c1325). ''The Metrical Chronicle of Robert of Gloucester'': ''A þousend kniȝtes... Of 

noble men ycloþed in ermine echon Of o sywte''. (Translation into Modern English by 

the Authors: ''A thousand knights... of noble men all dressed in ermine suits''.) 

(1389). Smith, J.T. & Smith, L.T. ''English Gilds'': ''Þe brethren and sustren...shul be 

cloþed in suyt''. (Translation into Modern English by the Authors: ''The brothers and 

sisters should be dressed in suits''.) 
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A metonymical extension from the domain of CLOTHES into HUMAN BEING could be 

noted in the case of a slang meaning of suit, i.e., 'a person who wears a business suit at 

work; a business executive'.  

 

(1977). ''The Syracuse Herald Journal''. 12 June. 41 m/2: ''He [sc. Robert Blake]... 

tells [Dan] Rather that if the network 'suits' (i.e. executives) don’t like the way he’s 

doing the show, they can 'take me off the air' ''. 

(1979). Sullivan, T. ''Glitter Street''. vi. 32: ''McBride was an exception to the usual 

'suits' at the Bureau''. 

(1987). TV Week (Melbourne). 23 May 4/1: ''A kid...eager to propel himself out of the 

mail-room, where he has a menial job, into the executive ranks of those who are called 

'suits' ''. 

(2014). McCulloch, T. ''Stillman''. 11: ''The suits went into full-spectrum denial and 

spooked the union into balloting for a one-day stoppage to get them round the table''. 

 

A more extensive definition is offered by Green's dictionary of slang, which views a 

suit as 'a member of management, a businessman, anyone who has to wear a suit for 

their daily work, as opposed to more casually dressed creative or freelance workers, or 

those in jobs that in any case have no need for suits'. 

 

(1954). ''Hot Rod Lexicon''. In Hepster's Dictionary. 25: '' The gray suit look like he 

had a lot of money''. (American English usage) 

(1967). Murray, W. ''Sweet Ride''. 152: ''One of the rumpled suits began to cry''. 

(American English usage) 

(1975). Carr, J. ''Bad''. 66: ''When some gray-suit asked me which trade, I replied 

'butchery' ''. (British English usage) 

 

While any historical dictionary can offer a plethora of attestations for the standard 

metonymical meaning of suit, it comes short of accounting for the motivation behind 

such a pejorative evaluation. According to The New Hacker's dictionary (1996), it 
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denotes 'a person who habitually wears suits, as distinct from a techie or hacker', the 

latter belonging to the crew of engineers. The negative meaning most probably arose 

due to negative conceptualizations attributed to suit-wearing management, made on the 

part of engineers since conflicts between the two groups are a significant element of 

that culture. By extension, such a characteristic may be quite relevant for the whole 

corporate culture as it implies that one's attire is their only or most salient virtue 

(confront 'the engineer', 'the IT guy', 'the designer', versus 'the suit'15). Hence, it is 

through slang attestations that the domain HUMAN BEING is activated in the case of suit, 

however, it requires some background knowledge to fully comprehend the negative 

connotations that it triggers. 

 

Let us now consider the lexeme cowl, which is an adaptation of the Latin cuculla, by 

cuʒele, cuʒle, cuhle and cule, then in the 12th and 13th centuries evolving into cūle and 

cowle. What seems essential in this connection is the fact that the Latin cuculla 'monk's 

cowl' comes from the Latin cucullus 'hood of a cloak'. The category cowl, as noted by 

Rusinek (2012: 252), appears first in the history of English as early as the 10th century 

in the sense 'a garment with a hood, worn by monks, having the permanent 

characteristics of covering the head and shoulders, and being without sleeves': 

 

(c961). Æþelwold ''Rule of Saint Benedict''. Schröer 91. lv: ''Þæt he hæbbe twa 

cugelan'' [W. culan, T. Gl. cuflan, L. duas cucullas]. (Translation into Modern English 

by the Authors: ''That he has two cowls''.) 

(a1677). Barrow, I. ''The works of the learned Isaac Barrow''. II. 14: ''It is not the 

badges of our Religion that make a Christian; no more than a Cowle doth make a 

Monk, or the Beard a Philosopher. 

(1867). Walker, C. ''The Ritual Reason Why. p. 201: ''The cowl is a loose vestment 

worn over the frock in the winter season and during the night office''. 

 

That the category cowl is of a religious character is seen in Glazier (1996) and 

Webster's third new international dictionary of the English language (1993). While the 

javascript:void(0)
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former defines the category as monks' 'hooded cloak', the latter understands it as 'a 

usually sleeveless garment composed of a hood attached to a gown or robe and worn 

as the typical garb of a monk'. Webster's encyclopedic unabridged dictionary of the 

English language (1996) also defines cowl as 'a hooded garment worn by monks'. 

Evans (1896) writes that in the 13th and 14th centuries monasteries and churches were 

provided with secular architects' help in church decorations. The effect of such 

cooperation was paintings with 'apes in choristers' robes, swine in monks' hoods, asses 

in cowls chanting and playing the organ, sirens in the costume of nuns' and other 

pseudo-sanctity works of art16. 

 

The end of the 16th century witnessed a meaning alteration of the word cowl to denote 

'a hood of a monk' (from 1580 onwards)17. It seems that all the elements semantically 

related to the hood18 itself were more strongly associated with the category cowl than 

the cloak itself, which, consequently, narrowed the meaning of the category in 

question, as seen below: 

 

(1580). Hollyband, C. ''The treasurie of the French Tong'': ''Capuchon, a coule or 

hood''. 

(1858). Oliphant, M. ''The laird of Norlaw''. II. 6: ''[He] took off his cowl in token of 

respect''. 

 

Any historical dictionary-based analysis is set to come to a halt since it cannot attest to 

other senses of cowl within the domain of HUMAN BEING. Yet, a consultation with 

Urban dictionary of slang (s.a.) evidences a novel use of the word, i.e., ''an insulting 

term for a large framed woman'' (by Harry Flashman May 26, 2006), stemming from 

the observable considerable size of the original attire19. 

 

Similarly, an Oxford English dictionary-based study of the primary senses of apron 

specifies it as 'an article of dress originally of linen, but now also of stuff, leather, or 

javascript:void(0)
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other material, worn in front of the body to protect the clothes from dirt or injury, or 

simply as a covering'20: 

 

(1461–83). ''A collection of ordinances and regulations for the government of the royal 

household''. p.36: ''Lynnen clothe for apron''. (Translation by the Authors: ''Linen cloth 

for aprons''.) 

(1750). Walpole, H. ''Correspondence''. 221 II. 370: ''He would not be waited on by 

drawers in brown frocks and blue aprons''. 

 

At the end of the 17th century (from 1654 onwards) this meaning was narrowed down 

to form a synonym of today's cassock, defined as 'a similar garment worn as part of a 

distinctive official dress, as by bishops, deans, etc.': 

 

(1654). Warren, T. ''Vnbeleevers no subjects of iustification, nor of mystical vnion to 

Christ''. p. 145: ''It more befits a Green-apron-Preacher, than such a Gamaliel''. 

(1859). Helps, A. ''Friends in Council''. 2nd sermon. I. i. 50: ''Never be a bishop, nor 

even wear the lesser apron of a dean''. 

 

However, such a semantic shift could not account for the word’s informal sense: 'a 

woman; a wife; a bartender', as exemplified by Urban dictionary of slang (s.a.) (by 

William Warney, December 13, 2010): ''Hey apron! Bring me a shot of scotch and a 

cold beer chaser. I had a hard day at work today!!!''. This association of apron yet 

testifies to another metonymization observed from the domain CLOTHES to the domain 

HUMAN BEING.  

 

The early traces of metonymization behind 'apron' could be traced back to 'white apron', 

recognized as a prostitute's 'uniform'. Note D'Urfey, Pills to Purge Melancholy (1719): 

''And first for those ladies that walk in the Night, / Their Aprons and handkerchiefs 

they should be White''. According to The Vulgar Tongue Green’s History of Slang by 
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Jonathan Green (2015), the major function of the white garment was for the women 

''better to be seen''.  

 

5. Conclusions 

The present study shows that metonymical relations are very common during the 

semantic evolution of lexical items belonging to the domain of CLOTHES, and proves 

that their semantic change is of bidirectional character in English, observed along the 

lines of PART FOR WHOLE or WHOLE FOR PART conceptualizations. However, we claim 

that a diachronic method of research fails to appreciate the contribution of 

sociolinguistic factors, i.e., commonly held beliefs at a given point in time, as the 

source of motivation for the discussed semantic change. On the basis of a diachronic 

semantic analysis entrenched in socio-cultural data, we attempted to demonstrate that 

the motivation for the narrowing of selected senses (from male clothing to female 

clothing), e.g., as evidenced in knickerbockers, pantaloons, bloomers, can be explained 

by means of the characteristics of a given era, i.e., social transformations (women's 

emancipation), sweeping changes in lifestyle (women taking up cycling as a pastime, 

which required special garments) rather than pure relations between systemic elements 

(definitions and their attestations provided by historical dictionaries) or cursory 

references to whimsical fads of fashion.  

 

Furthermore, in order to attain a full-scale picture of the bidirectionality of metonymic 

changes behind the lexical items in the domain of CLOTHES and HUMAN BEING in 

English, we champion the necessity to take slang meanings into account, revealing new 

areas of the metonymization involving the domain under study (as exemplified by suit, 

apron, cowl, designating 'a man, especially a manager, who works in an office and who 

has to wear a suit when he is at work', 'a woman; a wife; a bartender', 'an insulting term 

for a large framed woman', respectively). It is only through slang-based investigations 

that the conceptual domain of HUMAN BEING can be ascertained in relation to these 

clothes terms. 
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It must be stated that this text should be treated as a part of a large-scale study and 

therefore cannot be regarded as exhaustive. There are still English lexical items within 

the domain of CLOTHES that could be further analyzed, e.g., skirt, chaperon, brat, 

collar, scrubs, smock, etc. Due to space limitations and the need of well-balanced 

construction of this text, we resolved to limit the scope of the study to 6 items, equally 

representing each mode of the bidirectionality of metonymization.  

 

Last but not least, one needs to emphasize that not every sense of development within 

the CLOTHES domain has been motivated by conceptual metonymy. It is interesting to 

note metaphorical extensions are also to be acknowledged. Therefore, the 

abovementioned points could and should map out directions for further studies, 

including contrastive ones.  

 

Notes 

1. The original text: ''odkrywanie istoty wyrazu w sensie jego związku z innymi 

pojęciami, odkrywanie skojarzeń związanych z danym wyrazem w chwili nominacji''. 

Translated by the authors. 

2. It is worth pointing out that these studies were conducted by the co-author of this 

text as Rusinek is her maiden name. 

3. The term sociohistorical was used first in the title of Romaine's (1982) book on 

relative clauses in Middle Scots: Socio-historical linguistics: Its status and 

methodology. However, it was Milroy (1992) who used the alternative term historical 

sociolinguistics, which has become the most common term internationally, and which 

will therefore be used in this article. For more details on the development of the field, 

cf. The handbook of historical sociolinguistics (2012) edited by Hernández-Campoy & 

Camilo Conde-Silvestre, Auer et al. (2015), and Nevalainen (2015). 

4. Quoting Fashion, costume and culture: Clothing, headwear, body decorations and 

footwear through the ages (2004), ''[…] one group of men who wore this style of 

trousers was the Dutch immigrants who settled in the state of New York during the 

1600s. These New York Dutch were given the name 'Knickerbockers', which was a 
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variation of the name of a prominent Dutch family. Soon their distinctive knee pants 

were called knickerbockers as well, and the name was commonly shortened to 

knickers''. 

5. All the literature quotations were gathered by and presented in Oxford English 

dictionary (s.a.). 

6. According to Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion (2005), ''boys were breeched into 

popular knickers outfits at younger and younger ages. The knickers worn by the 

youngest boys from three to six were paired with short jackets over lace-collared 

blouses, belted tunics, or sailor tops. These outfits contrasted sharply to the versions 

worn by their older brothers, whose knickers suits had tailored wool jackets, stiff-

collared shirts, and four-in-hand ties''. 

7. Note that owing to the information given by Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion 

(2005) one might speculate that, indeed, knickerbockers denoted not only women's 

lingerie, but also a sort of trousers in which ladies could go out: ''by the late 1800s, 

women were becoming enthusiastic bicyclists''. Schreier (1989) declared that 

''bicycling helped to smooth the way for future clothing changes […]. Knickerbockers 

made bicycle riding even easier for women, but the style was ridiculed as being 

unfeminine and unattractive. More shocking was the association of bifurcated garments 

and immorality''. 

8. Webster's encyclopedic unabridged dictionary of the English language (1996) states 

that such a sense of pantaloon is also commonly used in the modern pantomime. It 

defines the category as 'a foolish, vicious old man, the butt and accomplice of the 

clown'. 

9. Note that according to Bierce (1911), pantaloons are ''supposed to have been 

invented by a humorist. Called 'trousers' by the enlightened and 'pants' by the 

unworthy''. 

10. Interestingly, linguistic purism, initiated by the French Academy, also 

dysphemized the French words for ''trousers'' and ''broom'', which were considered 

vulgar. 
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11. According to A dictionary of contemporary American usage (1957), the term pants 

is the colloquial name for 'drawers' (''what Americans would call 'underpants' ''), 

garments for the lower part of the body and legs, to be worn next to the skin. 

12. We use the term 'pejoration' as a category of semantic change rather than a category 

of linguistic style. Longman lexicon of contemporary English (1981) does not define 

the term with negative connotations. According to the source, both in American and 

British English the category is used to denote 'trousers'. On the other hand, he points 

out that in British English the term signifies 'trousers as worn by women'. 

13. Cf. Ayto (2005) for the evolution of the category pants. 

14. Today the term pants, as a female-specific category, seems to be echoed in the 

diminutive form panties, which, according to A dictionary of contemporary American 

usage (1957), is ''applied only to women's lower undergarment''. As noted by 

Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion (2005), ''[…] by the 1990s the meaning of panties 

had completely changed. Previously they had to be hidden at all costs but in this decade, 

it became fashionable to wear big waist high pants under the transparent outerwear 

designs by Gianni Versace or Dolce & Gabbana. The deliberately non-sexual look of 

the pants diffused the potential vulgarity of the clothes above''. 

15. Interestingly, in the TV show "White Collar," the quirky character Mozzie (played 

by Willie Garson) refers to the FBI agent Peter Burke (Tim DeKay) as "The Suit" and 

his co-workers by variations of the phrase: Agent Jones is addressed as "The Junior 

Suit", Agent Diana Berrigan is called "The Lady Suit", Agent Kimberly Rice, who is 

known for her aggressive tendencies, is called "The Pants-Suit", a superior officer is 

"The Super Suit", and finally Agent Burke's wife Elizabeth is called "Mrs. Suit". 

16. To look for more such church-oriented contexts of the category cowl one can refer 

to Women and gender in Medieval Europe: An encyclopedia (2006). Women and 

gender in Medieval Europe: An encyclopedia provides the reader with Elisabeth of 

Schönau's biography, according to which the Benedictine nun's life was intensified 

when ''the devil tormented her in the chapel as a tiny apparition wearing a monk's 

cowl''. Thus, it comes as no surprise that the category cowl has also contributed to the 

symbol of death. The Wordsworth dictionary of symbolism (1989) notes that ''in the 
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TAROT deck the XIIIth card of the Major Arcana shows death as a skeleton with a 

scythe or a bow and arrow, often in a monk's cowl or as a horseman of the Apocalypse''. 

The card is taken as a portent of ''death, loss, change, the old giving way to the new''. 

17. Note that hoods crossed the walls of monasteries and in some regions were applied 

by women. As Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion mentions, ''Toraja women wore 

dark colored cowl-like hoods to signify widowhood'' (2005). 

18. The category cowl 'hood' forms an adjective cowled, which as American heritage 

dictionary of the English language (1992) states, means 'wearing or supplied with a 

cowl; hood'. 

19. On a similar note, Golubkova and Zakharova (2016) discuss the meaning-making 

processes of derivatives from preceding names (DPN) in terms of metonymy. Thus, 

'Robin Hooder' denotes Thai season workers who regularly migrate to earn money 

outside their native country and send the earned money home. Gradually, this DPN 

extended its meaning and started to euphemistically define any 'Gastarbeiter' who 

works abroad trying to provide for their family: ''Agent is enhanced by the suffix -er 

which due to its agentive character contributes to the conceptualization of the 

derivative as someone who adopted the typical characteristics of the famous epic 

precedent hero. Besides, the hooder element might metonymically reflect a frequent 

outfit of the season workers, contributing to the so-called conceptual convergence 

when the meaning of the novel designation gets enhanced motivation'' (Golubkova & 

Zakharova 2016: 50). 

20. It is interesting to note that, as Encyclopedia of clothing and fashion (2005) reports, 

aprons have been worn worldwide for centuries as protective garments, ceremonial 

indicators of marital and parental status, rank and group affiliation and decorations as 

well. For instance, pharaohs used to show their status by wearing jewel-encrusted 

aprons. What is more, in the Middle Ages ''tradesmen and artisans in general were 

called 'apron men', as aprons were so common that several trades boasted 

distinguishing styles. Gardeners, spinners, weavers and garbage men wore blue aprons; 

butlers wore green; butchers wore blue stripes; cobblers wore 'black flag' aprons for 

protection from the black wax they used; and English barbers were known as 
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'checkered apron men'. Stonemasons wore white aprons as protection against the dust 

of their trade, and even in the twenty-first century, aprons survive as part of Masonic 

ceremonial attire'' (ibid.). 
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Résumé 

The present study shows that metonymical relations are very common during the 

semantic evolution of lexical items belonging to the domain of CLOTHES and proves 

that their semantic change in English is of bidirectional character, observed along the 

lines of PART FOR WHOLE or WHOLE FOR PART mental associations. It is only to be 

expected that a wealth of explications will be offered by reliable etymological 

dictionaries. However, a dictionary-based method of research fails to appreciate the 

contribution of sociolinguistic factors in the extension of semantic meaning. Therefore, 

we postulate that the extra-linguistic context is needed to demonstrate the weight of a 

sociolinguistic perspective. On the basis of a diachronic semantic analysis entrenched 

in socio-cultural data, we have demonstrated that the motivation for the specific 

semantic changes behind the selected items can be explained by means of socio-

cultural transformations (women's emancipation), changes in lifestyle (women taking 

up cycling as a pastime, which required special garments) rather than pure relations 

between systemic elements (definitions and their attestations provided by historical 

dictionaries). Furthermore, in order to attain a full-scale picture of the bidirectionality 

of metonymic changes of lexical items in the domain of CLOTHES and HUMAN BEING in 

English, we champion the necessity to take slang meanings into account, revealing new 

areas of the metonymization involving the domain under study (as exemplified by suit, 

apron, cowl, meaning 'a man, especially a manager, who works in an office and who 

has to wear a suit when he is at work', 'a woman; a wife; a bartender', 'an insulting term 
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for a large framed woman', respectively). It is only through slang-based investigations 

that the conceptual domain of HUMAN BEINGS can be ascertained in relation to these 

clothes terms. 

 

Keywords: semantic change, metonymy, bidirectionality, sociolinguistics, CLOTHES 

domain, HUMAN BEING domain. 


