Learners put conceptual metaphor theory to the test
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The cognitive approach to metaphor has been investigated for several decades but as yet has had relatively little impact on foreign language teaching and learning. This paper aims to show how learners can test the theory empirically using corpora while reaping numerous language learning benefits. 

In the first phase, students are introduced to selected classics in contemporary metaphor theory. The readings illustrate the potential of the theory for learners but they also reveal the importance of native speaker introspection in the building of the theory. The second phase introduces recent work that tests the theory empirically using corpora. The studies presented in this phase exemplify clearly both the methodology used in corpus research and the structure of a research article. Next, students do their first hands-on work with corpora, proceeding from the familiar (Google) to the new (the BYU interface to the BNC). The forth phase addresses the gap that needs to be bridged between the typically abstract conceptual metaphors (MORE IS UP) and their concrete linguistic realizations (“prices have skyrocketed”). The fifth and final phase is the research project. For this project students choose a conceptual metaphor from the literature or posit one of their own. They then assemble and select a limited set of lexical items for testing and search their words in the BNC and/or in another corpus. The findings are then written up in a paper which has the structure and the character of a research article.

The project is undoubtedly ambitious. Certainly students do not profit in equal measure from each phase, but the overall impression is that on the whole learners meet the challenge. 
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The backdrop

Metaphor has come to occupy an increasingly central role in the study of language and thought. Once deemed a rhetorical figure, a piloted deviation from “literal” meaning, metaphor is now recognized as constituting and shaping meaning and even thought. The contribution of cognitive linguistics has been crucial to the contemporary discussion of metaphor and provides the backdrop for this paper.

The paper reports on a ten-week course held with advanced students in the intercultural language and literature degree program at the University of Florence. The main aim of the course is to introduce students to conceptual metaphor theory and to provide them with the analytical and methodological tools to test the theory autonomously using empirical data. The mother tongue of most students is Italian, but there is a significant minority of students from other European countries. All students have studied at least one other language. Most have little or no background in linguistics.

In the first phase, students are introduced to selected “classics” in conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff and Johnson 1980, Lakoff 1987). The readings illustrate the explanatory power of the theory and suggest how learners could benefit from investing effort in the study of language and language use from a cognitive perspective. A central claim of conceptual metaphor theory is that metaphor is not so much a rhetorical trope or a linguistic device as a way of conceptualising the world that surrounds us. For example, on this view the phrase “high prices” is not simply a high frequency collocation but rather a reflection of the underlying conceptual metaphor MORE IS UP. In other words, quantity (the target domain) is thought of in terms of verticality (the source domain). Similarly, the familiar expression “What emerges from all this” is a linguistic instantiation of SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING. The first step, then, is to motivate learners to make unexpected connections, to see the familiar from a new perspective.

The central text in this phase is Lakoff’s (1987) case study “Anger”. The study begins with an array of seeming unrelated expressions, including:


He’s just letting off steam.


Don’t get a hernia.


Try to keep a grip on yourself.

Lakoff goes on to present “a common folk theory of the physiological effects of anger” (1987: 381) and then unfolds an analysis which reveals the interrelationship between of a number of conceptual metaphors, including THE BODY IS A CONTAINER FOR THE EMOTIONS, ANGER IS HEAT and ANGER IS A DANGEROUS ANIMAL. The case study “Anger” is suitable for several reasons. First of all, it constitutes an impressive illustration of the explanatory power of the theory. A great many often apparently idiomatic expressions are listed, discussed, and given a sense of order. Moreover, this wealth of language is in itself a payoff for learners, especially as it appears in ordered chunks. It is also worth noting that the topic of anger is experientially relevant to young learners, probably more so than the sister case studies on over and there-constructions. Finally, an early focus on the conceptual content of emotions paves the way for students’ projects on other (more attractive) emotions.

While the readings at this point are certainly eye-opening for learners unfamiliar with conceptual metaphor theory, as non-native speakers they tend to be somewhat overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of unfamiliar language. After all, the theory does not deal with expressions like “That got me angry” but rather “That pissed me off” or “Mom’s going to have a cow when she hears about this.” The inability of non-native speakers to pull up language like this is all too evident. This issue is addressed in the second phase.

Phase 2: A corpus-linguistic approach

The second phase introduces learners to work that tests the theory empirically using corpora. The studies presented in this phase (esp. Deignan and Potter 2004) exemplify clearly both the methodology used in corpus research and the structure of a research article, which students can later use as a model for their own writing. In this approach a corpus linguistic perspective is applied to conceptual metaphor by investigating the source domain. If the source domain of many central metaphors is, as the theory claims, bodily experience, it follows that names of parts of the body (nose, mouth) are likely candidates for metaphorical sources domains. As the lexis pertaining to the human body is straightforward and limited, this is a natural starting point for a corpus search. Results are analysed manually and many intriguing problems concerning the confines between metaphor and metonymy surface quickly.

Phase 3: Hands-on work with a corpus

The next phase involves students in their first hands-on work with corpora. A series of lab sessions is run to allow them to experiment with searches of various kinds. We start with Google. Students begin by conducting a series of piloted searches aimed at revealing how the search engine can be used not only to find information but also to gather data about language forms and use. One such search seeks to collect data on the countability of nouns like ‘energy’ and ‘knowledge.’ It becomes quickly evident that the data base includes instances of the plural of both nouns that are either not explained or not even contemplated in learner’s dictionaries. The aim of these initial activities is to show learners how they can discover on their own instantiations of linguistic phenomena that require explanation. 

The Google search also produces numerous unnatural and ill-formed expressions, which are not always immediately obvious as such to learners, and reveals the weaknesses of the search engine as a  corpus tool.  The perceived need for a more reliable tool is answered by the British National Corpus. Two different interfaces are presented. The first, from the BNC homepage, allows the user to examine 50 random hits of any given word form. The advantages over Google are immediately obvious. Samples are given in complete sentences, and there is no risk of calling up unreliable data. The second, hosted by Brigham Young University (BYU), offers a wide range of search options (indeed, probably too many for most learners at this level).  The activities that follow are aimed primarily at allowing learners to familiarize themselves with the mechanics and potential of the BYU interface. The exercises include repeating the search carried out with Google, trying out collocation searches, and testing Deignan and Potter’s results from Phase 2. 

Phase 4: Preparing learners for autonomous learning

The aim of the research project is to verify whether the conceptual metaphors cited in the literature, or those hypothesized by students, find empirical support in a corpus. There are various ways to search a corpus for manifestations of conceptual metaphor. (See Stefanowitsch 2006a for an overview.) One is to search for vocabulary directly connected with the target domain. Stefanowitsch (2006b) has demonstrated the effectiveness of this method in his challenge to the introspective method adopted by Lakoff and others. Thus, a search for “anger” will produce “direct/target anger at,” “mounting anger,” and so forth.  Another approach is to search for lexis in the source domain. In either case it is useful for the student-researcher to have available a lexical set for investigation. The forth phase deals with the task of gathering a set of lexemes for the corpus search.  

Desktop resources such as dictionaries and thesauruses are the obvious starting point. Monolingual learners’ dictionaries have become familiar companions for practically all university students. Thesauruses designed for native speakers, on the other hand, can be overwhelming and frustrating, depending on the headword. The web also offers some innovative modes of revealing and organizing relationships between words and ideas. One that many learners enjoy using is the thinkmap Visualthesaurus. A clear advantage of this resource is that it does not simply list vocabulary items but groups them graphically according to sense. Another is that the number of items is generally limited and therefore manageable. A different approach to semantic relations is provided by WordNet. WordNet gives not only synonyms and antonyms but also hyponyms. Thus if we want to determine which flowers serve as a source domain to talk about people (a subclass of the metaphor PEOPLE ARE PLANTS), we can quickly generate a list of species of flowers and either search them manually or, using the BYU interface, automatically in the BNC.

Phase 5: The research project

The fifth and final phase is the research project. Students may choose a conceptual metaphor from the literature or posit one of their own. A good place to start is the Master Metaphor List. This is a long list of conceptual metaphors with a few examples of linguistic realizations for each posted by G. Lakoff on the Berkley cognitive science website. Since the examples given are on the whole quite limited, learners are faced with the problem of identifying and collecting suitable source domain vocabulary for empirical investigation, which is in itself a fruitful learning task. Throughout the research phase, it should be stressed, learners need support and access to consultation. This need regards choosing an appropriate metaphor, assembling a lexical set for examination, collecting data, and, above all, analysing the data. 

It is not possible to foresee all the ways in which conceptual metaphors reveal themselves in the language, but a few guidelines can help. Once the source domain has been chosen, it is useful to consider several ways in which a conceptual metaphor can be realized linguistically. If we take PEOPLE ARE PLANTS as an example, an obvious place to start is with plant varieties. In the subclass of flowers, wallflowers and pansies come to mind, in that of fruit, peaches and nuts. Attributes are also a source of mappings onto the target domain. For instance green, sour, withering are all commonly used metaphorically. What is less obvious to learners is how the source domain entity “behaves” or interacts in the world. If a flower “blossoms” or “wilts,” it changes state. Indeed, the change of state verbs, or ergative verbs, used to describe natural processes are a common source for mappings. The interaction of entities with other entities in the source domain may be quite straightforward. For example, a hard nut to crack  rather clearly implies an agent who might attempt to crack a nut/convince a person. In expressions like sour grapes or rotten apple, on the other hand, it might on the surface appear that we are dealing with attributes, but actually the attributes motivate effects. In the first case, the mapping involves the attitude of a person in the target domain, and in the second the effect that a rotten apple has on other apples in the source domain, and by extension one person on other people in the target domain. Finally, it is also worth pointing out to learners that these three categories correspond rather neatly to nouns, modifiers, and thematic relations in argument structure.

Once the research has been carried out, the findings are written up in a paper which has the structure and the character of a research article. The choice of the paper, as opposed to the oral exam or oral presentation, is dictated mainly by the fact that the students who have taken the course over the last few years have had practically no experience in writing academic papers (in any language). The results are predictably varied. Those who reach the main goal of the project are able to demonstrate that a given conceptual metaphor is not merely the fruit of the fantasy of some theoretician but finds empirical confirmation in the corpus data. Som, however, do not achieve this aim. The main obstacles seem to be the unwillingness to abandon the familiar notion of metaphor as rhetorical figure, the difficulty in managing the mass of decontextualized language extractable from the corpus, and, most unfortunately, the sense of disorientation that can accompany autonomous learning.

There are, of course, students who become deeply motivated and produce thoughtful and original work. Here are a few theses that students have advanced and supported using corpus data.

· Food and food preparation is a far richer and far more commonly exploited source domain in French than in English. (Heather)

· The metaphor HUMAN RELATIONSHIPS ARE HANDCRAFTED OBJECTS is widely attested not only in the BNC but also in American sign language. (Manuela)

· The collocations connected with AFFECTION IS WARMTH suggest that affection is not conceptualised as simply a less intense state of love but rather qualitatively different, involving a stronger element of reciprocity. (Sonia)

Conclusions

The project is complex. It involves conceptual metaphor theory, corpus searches, autonomous learning, and the research paper, but it is not expected that all students profit in equal measure from each component. Indeed, some rise to the challenge in one area and sink, at least temporarily, into confusion in another. Few, however, remain unaffected by the experience.
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