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Abstract 
Metaphor has attracted the attention of linguist for more than 2000 years (Ning Yu, 1998). Tradition-

ally, metaphor was viewed as a matter of language, only used in literature to embellish discourse 

(Kövecses, 2010). However, cognitive linguistics presents a different view of metaphor, stating that 

metaphor is pervasive and essential in language and thought (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). It is defined 

as understanding one abstract conceptual domain (target domain), in terms of another concrete one 

(source domain). The concept of life has been one of the most common target domains, which is hard 

to be fully comprehended without establishing a set of mappings, i.e. a set of systematic correspond-

ences, between this undeliberated notion and other better-known ones. Therefore, this study attempts 

to probe into conceptual metaphors denoting “life” in nineteen American and nineteen Vietnamese 

short stories from 1975 to 1991 in the light of Lakoff and Johnson’s framework (1980). The two sets 

of collected data, specifically 89 illustrations in English and 114 in Vietnamese, are compared and 

contrasted to find out the similarities and differences in the use of these conceptual metaphors be-

tween two languages to contribute to foreign language teaching, learning, and translating process.   
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Introduction  
  Cognitive linguistics is the approach to 

the study of language that began to emerge in 

the 1970s and has been increasingly active since 

the 1980s. Until now, a large amount of re-

search has been carried out in the light of cogni-

tive linguistics over the world in general and in 

Vietnam in particular, and most of them have 

focused on semantics with a deeper insight into 

the use of conceptual metaphor in language. 

Conceptual metaphors involve two concepts and 

have the form A is B, where the more abstract 

concept A such as love, life, economy and ar-

gument is comprehended in terms of the more 

concrete concept B including war or a contain-

er. Therefore, the investigation of conceptual 

metaphors with the aim to find out similarities 

and differences of using this kind of meaning 

transference among languages in the world 

brings great benefits to the English teaching, 

learning, and translating process. 

 Life has been one of the most inspira-

tional and enchanting topics for thousands of 

writers across the time. Although the concept 
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of life is commonly mentioned in our daily life 

or everyday conversations, its definition or true 

meaning cannot be described by only one or two 

words. For instance, imagine life is a game. 

People are considered as players, who need to 

play as skillfully and fairly as they can with the 

aim to win, or acquire their own goals in life. If 

the concept of life is perceived in terms of a 

journey, people are considered as travellers try-

ing their best to overcome all impediments on 

their way to reach the final destinations. As a 

result, the abstract concept of life can be meta-

phorically mentioned through other more delin-

eated ones. Depending on the distinctive fea-

tures of different cultures or specific geograph-

ical characteristics of regions in the world, life 

has its own uniqueness. 

 The research entitled “An investigation of 

conceptual metaphors denoting “life” in Ameri-

can and Vietnamese short stories” is conducted 

to contribute to the process of understanding 

and interpretation of conceptual metaphors in 

American and Vietnamese short stories. 

 In Metaphors We Live By (1980), Lakoff 

and  Johnson  present  their  strong  arguments 

against the traditional view of metaphor and in-

troduce a new one that challenged all the as-

pects of this widely-share theory in a coherent 

and systematic way. They claim “metaphor is 

pervasive in everyday life, not just in language 

but in thought and action” (Lakoff & Johnson, 

1980, p.3). They also introduce the notion of 

conceptual metaphor and illustrate their view-

point with a huge number of linguistic exam-

ples. This work is the main theoretical back-

ground and guideline for my study. 

 Since then, a considerable number of re-

searches have been carried out in the light of 

cognitive linguistics in the world and in Viet 

Nam as  well.  In  Lakoff and Turner’s  work 

(1989), More than Cool Reason: A field guide 

to poetic metaphor, the conceptual metaphors 

denoting “life” were mostly examined on the 

scope of poems. Other minor researches on the 

concept of life includes The Journeys of Life: 

Examining a Conceptual Metaphor with Seman-

tic and Episodic Memory Recall (Katz & Tay-

lor, 2008) with a deeper insight into only one 

conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY.  

This conceptual metaphor is also dicussed by 

Lakoff (1994) and Winter (1995). In Viet Nam, 

there  are  some  noticeable  cognitive  linguists, 

such as Lý Toàn Thắng (2005), Trần Văn Cơ 

(2007), Nguyễn Đức Tồn (2007, 2009), Phan Văn 

Hoà (2008) and Nguyễn Lai (2009). Lý Toàn 

Thắng (2005) in his book “Ngôn ngữ học tri nhận 

– Từ lý thuyết đại cương đến thực tiễn tiếng 

Việt”  gives  an  introduction  to  cognitive 

linguistics  and  presents  distinctive features  of 

linguistic models about the world. Trần Văn Cơ 

(2007) explains the traditional view of metaphor 

and points out the new viewpoint on this figure of 

speech  in  the  light  of  cognitive  linguistics. 

Nguyễn Đức Tồn (2008) and Nguyễn Lai (2009) 

do research on the use of conceptual metaphors in 

idioms and poetry respectively.   

 In general, none of researches have been 

carried out to examine conceptual metaphors de-

noting life in American and Vietnamese short 

stories during the period of time 1975 - 1991, 

which motivates me to make an investigation in 

this topic. 

 In this study, the researcher attempts to give 

answers to the following questions: (1) How are 

the conceptual metaphors of life conceptualized 

in American and Vietnamese short stories from 

1975 to 1991? (2) What are the similarities and 

differences of the conceptual metaphors denoting 

life in American and Vietnamese short stories 

from 1975 to 1991? (3) What are the implications 

for the use of conceptual metaphors in teaching, 

learning, and translating?  

 

Material and Methods 

In this research, both the quantitative and 

qualitative method are used in the process of ana-

lyzing the collected data. Contrastive and Com-

parative Analysis are utilized with the aim to find 

out the similarities and differences of conceptual 

metaphors denoting life in American and Viet-

namese short stories. 

 The quantity of metaphorical expressions 

denoting life found is the exact number of 203 

samples, specifically 114 lexical units in Viet-

namese, and 89 illustrations in English. The two 

sets of data are analyzed and compared on the 

basis  of  the  classification  of  conceptual 

metaphors  introduced  by Lakoff  and  Johnson 

(1980) in their famous work Metaphor: We Live 

By. There are three different kinds of conceptual 
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metaphors, specifically structural metaphors, 

ontological  metaphors  and  orientational 

metaphors. 

 Lakoff and Johnson (1980) explain that in 

structural metaphors, “one concept is meta-

phorically  structured  in  terms  of  anoth-

er” (p.14). Ontological metaphors relate to our 

experience of physical objects and substances, 

which allows us to pick out parts of our experi-

ence and treat them as discrete entities. As a re-

sult, “we can refer to them, categorize them, 

group them, and quantify them – and by this 

means, reason about them.” (p.25). Orienta-

tional metaphors deal with “spatial orientation: 

up-down,  in-out,  front-back,  on-off,  deep-

shallow, central-peripheral” (p.14). 

 In order to achieve the aims of this study, 

the data are both quantitatively and qualitatively 

analyzed. Firstly, the quantitative method is 

used to give statistic results of the collected da-

ta. To be more specific, the data are examined 

in terms of the frequencies of structural, onto-

logical, and orientational metaphors in the nine-

teen American and nineteen Vietnamese short 

stories. Secondly, the qualitative method is ap-

plied to analyze and evaluate the collected data 

into conceptual metaphors denoting life, as fol-

lows:  
LIFE IS A JOURNEY LIFE IS A CONTAINER 

LIFE IS A WAR LIFE IS A PERSONAL POS

 SESSION 

LIFE IS AN ENTITY LIFETIME IS PASSING OF 

 TIME 

LIFE IS A PERSON LIFE IS A MACHINE 

LIFE IS A STORY LIFE IS A GAME 

LIFE IS A PAIN 

  

Results and Discussion  
Similarities  

In both languages, the more abstract con-

cept of life are commonly perceived in terms of 

the more concrete ones including a journey, 

passing of time, a war, a story, a game, an enti-

ty, a container, a personal possession, and a ma-

chine. The evidences show that the highest fre-

quency of occurrence belongs to the ontological 

metaphors in both languages, accounting for an 

impressive percentage of 55.2 with 112 samples 

out of 203 illustrations in total. The quantity of 

structural metaphors makes up the second high-

est proportion of 44.8 with 91 examples. How-

ever, there is no metaphorical expression denot-

ing orientational metaphors found on the scope of 

this study in both languages. 

 Regarding the ontological metaphors, the 

conceptualization LIFE IS AN ENTITY is the 

most common one in both languages. On the ba-

sis of our practical knowledge about physical ob-

jects and substances, both American and Viet-

namese people tend to identify our experiences as 

entities. With such understanding, “we can refer 

to them, categorize them, group them, and quanti-

fy them –  and,  by this  means,  reason  about 

them” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 25). To be 

more specific, an entity is a tangible and visible 

object, or a physical item. It is connected with 

things that actually exist or are present; and can 

be seen and felt rather than things that only exist 

in a person’s mind such as the notion of life. In 

contrast, life is an abstract term, which merely 

can be understood based on general ideas and not 

on any particular real person, thing or situation. It 

normally exists in thought or as an idea but not 

having a physical reality. In other words, this 

concept does not represent people or things in a 

realistic  way.  Therefore,  in  order  to  refer  to, 

quantify or classify life, both American and Viet-

namese people conceive it in terms of an entity.  

Common expressions in both languages are a life 

(một đời), many lives (nhiều đời), and thousands 

of lives (nghìn đời). Life can be categorized into 

various types such as a sexual life (đời sống tình 

dục),  a  spiritual  life  (đời  sống  tinh  thần),  a 

practical life (đời sống thực tiễn), a miserable life 

(đời sống khốn khổ), a city life (đời sống đô thị, 

đời sống thị thành), a private life (đời tư, cuộc 

đời riêng), a political life (đời sống chính trị), a 

harmonious life (đời sống hoà đồng), a new life 

(cuộc sống mới), a past life (đời sống quá khứ), 

and an impoverished life (cuộc sống nghèo khổ). 

Some aspects of life are also mentioned, such as 

the hardship of life (cái khắc nghiệt của đời). 

 Life is conceptualized as a container and 

found in both languages. With our perception of 

people’s body as a container with in-out orienta-

tion, other abstract notions are also comprehend-

ed according to this way. In both American and 

Vietnamese people’s mind, life is used to store 

things, and even we can go into and go out of it. 

The typical  examples of this type are in life 

(trong  đời,  ở  đời),  into  life  (vào  đời),  wipe 

something/ somebody out of life (xoá cái gì đó/ 

ai đó ra khỏi cuộc sống), disappear from life 
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(biến mất khỏi cuộc sống), come back into life 

(quay trở lại với cuộc sống), erase somebody/ 

something from life (xoá bỏ ai đó/ cái gì đó 

khỏi cuộc sống), and full of (đầy). 

 The conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A PER-

SONAL POSSESSION is commonly expressed 

in both languages. Each person always consid-

ers life as his or her own things. Therefore, 

American people tend to put possessive adjec-

tives such as my, our, his, her, their before the 

abstract noun of life, in order to show their own-

ership, while in Vietnamese, they use the word 

của to represent this relationship, as in examples 

cuộc sống của mẹ con Thắm, đời của lão, số 

phận của lão, của vợ chồng, con cái lão. 

 In regards to structural metaphors, life is 

conceived  in  terms  of  a  journey  in  both 

languages. The American use the verbs such as 

be lost, turn, swerve, and veer off to show the 

motion of travellers on their life journey, while 

in Vietnamese, common ones include đi chuyến 

đi cuối cùng của cuộc đời, đi gần hết cuộc đời, 

and đi qua đời. In addition, way and track are 

usually found in American expressions, while 

Vietnamese  ones consist  of  phrases  such as 

khúc đường đời, quãng đời, đường đời, đoạn 

đời, and nẻo đường.  

 Lifetime is comprehended as passing of 

time in both languages. People’s lives are con-

sidered as a series of days or years, with preva-

lent American lexical units such as ten years of 

my life, another day in my life, over the last ten 

years, in the seven years that remained of his 

life, and the last year of the old man’s life; and 

common Vietnamese ones such as bẩy chục 

năm đã sống, sống cô độc những năm về cuối, 

sống tròn bảy chục năm, mỗi ngày một khép kín 

của đời lão, những ngày cuối đời của lão, and 

sống thêm mươi năm nữa. On the base of all the 

illustrations found in American and Vietnamese 

short stories, it is believed that most of expres-

sions used to talk about life come from the ways 

people mention about the passing of time. 

 The conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A MA-

CHINE is also found in American and Vietnam-

ese. The American use the verb break to indi-

cate the state of life being damaged and stop-

ping working, while Vietnamese people have 

the word hỏng with the same meaning. In par-

ticular, when talking about the broken state of 

life,  the American tend to mention about the 

ways or the proper tools to fix, repair, remedy or 

mend it. The samples denoting this kind of con-

ceptual metaphor found in Vietnamese short sto-

ries merely account for an insignificant percent-

age of 1.0, in comparison with others. 

 Life can be understood through the more 

concrete notion of a war. On the verge of death 

and life, the American have to mobilize their 

strength and fight for their own lives. Similarly, 

Vietnamese people also try their best to undergo 

a life battle (trải qua một trận xáo trộn đời sống) 

in order to survive or be alive in this world.  

 LIFE IS A STORY is  another common 

conceptual  metaphor,  with  American 

metaphorical expressions such as stories about 

life,  and  make  a  perfect  little  story,  and 

Vietnamese ones including thứ chuyện đầy hấp 

dẫn về đời sống, mẩu chuyện tâm sự về đời tư, kể 

đời mình, kể nghe vài đoạn đời, and đời chẳng ít 

chuyện trớ trêu. Both American and Vietnamese 

people  consider  life  as  a  story  containing 

interesting  and  unpredictable  circumstances, 

which can be told and shared with other people. 

 The  illustrations  showing  the  way  of 

understanding life through the notion of game 

only take up a small percentage compared with 

others in both languages. While American people 

play with life as a dice game, Vietnamese ones 

conceive life as một cuộc chơi phàm tục or một 

cuộc chơi sinh thú. 

 On the scope of this study, no data 

illustrating the orientational metaphors can be 

found in both languages. 

   

Differences 

It is observed that Vietnamese shares with 

English all the basic metaphor source domains 

for life. However, a metaphor that Vietnamese 

has, but English does not, is LIFE IS A PAIN, 

accounting for 2% with 4 illustrations. The rea-

sons for the presence of this conceptual metaphor 

might be predictable on the base of Vietnamese 

historical context at that period of time. On April 

30th, 1975, it marked the event when Viet Cong 

and North Vietnamese troops captured Saigon 

(now known as Ho Chi Minh city), which is 

called as Reunification Day, Victory Day, Libera-

tion Day, or the official name of Day of liberating 

the South for national reunification. This victory 

put an end to the Vietnam War, also known as the 
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American War, which occurred in Vietnam, 

Lao, and Cambodia from November 1st, 1955 to 

the fall of Saigon on April 30th, 1975. During 

this devastating war, thousands of innocent peo-

ple were killed, and a significant number of 

families in Viet Nam were broken by those lives 

lost. Vietnamese people had to suffer from se-

vere pains that could not be described in words. 

Coming from this war, despite all the happiness 

and pride of the victory against a strong and 

powerful country as America, Vietnamese citi-

zens must deal with negative results of the war 

such as starvation, innocent death, disability, 

poverty, violence, reduction to population, de-

struction of resources, and crash of economy. 

Their lives after the Reunification Day, or more 

specifically from 1975 to 1991 were extremely 

hard and indigent, which was closely and faith-

fully reflected in literature in general, and in 

Vietnamese short stories in particular. That 

might be the reasonable explanation for the as-

sociation between life and a pain, or the pres-

ence of the life-related expressions around the 

concept of pains. 

Another noticeable difference of life con-

ceptual metaphors in two languages is that 

while there are 7 lexical units derived from 

LIFE IS A PERSON in the collected American 

data, no expressions manifested from this con-

ceptualization are found in the Vietnamese short 

stories. This might be because of the distinctive 

features of cultural values between two coun-

tries. Americans strongly believe in the concept 

of individualism. To be more specific, they con-

sider themselves to be separate individuals who 

are in control of their own lives, rather than 

members of a close-knit, interdependent family, 

religious group, tribe, nation, or other group. 

Meanwhile, the most important factor in the val-

ue system of the Vietnamese is the family. The 

family is the center of the Vietnamese common 

man’s preoccupation and the backbone of Viet-

namese society. By virtue of the principle of 

collective and mutual responsibility, each indi-

vidual strives to be the pride of his family. The-

se core values in American and Vietnamese cul-

ture may affect the languages used in literature 

and everyday life as well, which leads to the 

differences in using conceptual metaphors de-

noting life between them. That the American 

value the individualism may explain the reason 

why the metaphorical expressions manifested 

from LIFE IS A PERSON are found in the short 

stories. Each life is also considered as a person 

who can independently make his own decision. In 

contrast, the Vietnamese society is deemed to be 

more traditional or family-oriented; therefore, 

there are no expressions derived from this con-

ceptual metaphor.  

 

Conclusion 
This research is carried out with the hope 

to strengthen the theory of cognitive linguistics in 

general, and cognitive semantics in particular. 

Besides, the researcher also hopes to find out the 

similarities and differences of conceptual meta-

phors denoting “life” in American and Vietnam-

ese short stories from 1975 to 1991. On the basis 

of all the analysis above, it is obvious that the 

abstract concept of life is commonly perceived in 

terms of other more concrete ones in both lan-

guages. There are some similar conceptual meta-

phors found in American and Vietnamese corpus 

analyzed in the study, including LIFE IS AN EN-

TITY, LIFETIME IS PASSING OF TIME, LIFE 

IS A JOURNEY, LIFE IS A CONTAINER, 

LIFE IS A PERSONAL POSSESSION, LIFE IS 

A MACHINE, LIFE IS A WAR, LIFE IS A 

STORY, and LIFE IS A GAME. Regarding the 

differences, the most noticeable one is that there 

are no metaphorical expressions manifested in 

LIFE IS A PAIN found in American short stories, 

while no evidences show that LIFE IS A PER-

SON exists in Vietnamese ones. This may be be-

cause of the different cultural and historical back-

ground of two countries.  

 

Suggestion 
Hopefully, the findings of this study will 

bring students a number of benefits in their learn-

ing process, as follows. 

Firstly, metaphor can aid the development of 

reading skills. Empirically, Boers (2000) found 

that students who had access to the original literal 

use of the figurative vocabulary were better at 

figuring out the author’s opinion than those pro-

vided with synonyms of the target language 

items. Therefore, after reading this research, stu-

dents may have a basis knowledge about concep-

tual metaphor theory, and understand more about 

the representations of conceptual metaphors   
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denoting “life” in English and Vietnamese, 

which facilitates their process of reading other 

materials related to this field, and as a result, 

benefit their reading comprehension in general. 

Secondly, thanks to understanding meta-

phorical expressions in both languages, learners 

will become more interested into reading origi-

nal texts or works in English, which creates a 

great opportunity to broaden their vocabulary 

source, especially figurative expressions. Work-

ing with metaphorical language, learners can 

understand the making of meaning and sense, 

and thus can acquire an effective way of learn-

ing to improve their language proficiency. 

 Lastly, when students have a solid 

knowledge of conceptual metaphor theory, and 

a wide range of metaphorical expressions, they 

will be able to produce metaphors to serve dif-

ferent purposes in life. Most scholars tend to be 

cautious regarding learners’ production of fig-

urative language. The argument has been that 

foreign language learners often need to compre-

hend metaphors more than produce them 

(Littlemore & Low, 2006, p. 46; Low, 2008, p. 

222). Kecskés and Papp (2000) even explicitly 

caution learners against the use of metaphors 

because this is a communicative risk. However, 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) emphasize the ubiq-

uity of metaphors in everyday’s life. Recently, 

MacArthur’s (2010) paper also expresses a 

strong interest in learners’ productive meta-

phors. She highlights the benefits of encourag-

ing metaphor production, and points out that 

metaphor is the most powerful tool to make 

meaning from everyday words. 
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