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Ontological Metaphors in Cognitive Linguistics: A Case Study of the Translation of Dreams
from My Father
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Abstract

Metaphor has long been a central topic in linguistics and literary studies; however, in modern approaches, its position is analyzed beyond
the linguistic level and within the realm of human thought and cognition. The present study, based on the conceptual metaphor theory of
Lakoff and Johnson (1980), examines the role of metaphor in representing human abstract experiences through language. The main
objective of the research is to analyze the status of metaphor in the process of meaning-making and to demonstrate its relationship with
lived human experiences. The research method is descriptive—analytical and has been conducted through a review of theoretical
frameworks and prior studies. The findings indicate that metaphor is not only a linguistic tool for expressing abstract concepts but also a
fundamental structure in the human cognitive system, playing a crucial role in shaping mental concepts and understanding the surrounding
world. Therefore, this study emphasizes the necessity of considering metaphor as a cognitive and interdisciplinary mechanism in linguistic
and humanities research.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The study of metaphor has evolved
significantly since the late twentieth century,
shifting from being regarded as a rhetorical
ornament to a central cognitive mechanism
that structures human understanding and
experience. The rise of cognitive linguistics in
the 1970s and 1980s, most prominently
through the work of Lakoff and Johnson,
challenged the classical Aristotelian view that

confined metaphor to the realm of poetic

embellishment and literary aesthetics (1).
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Instead, cognitive linguists have argued that
metaphor operates at the level of thought,
functioning as a fundamental organizing
principle of human cognition. Within this
paradigm, metaphors are not mere linguistic
devices but reflect deeper conceptual
mappings that enable speakers to make sense
of abstract domains by grounding them in
concrete, embodied experience. Abrams, for

instance, defines metaphor as a word or

expression that signifies another entity without
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the formal markers of simile (2), a definition
that resonates with both classical traditions
and contemporary expansions of metaphor
theory. The present research situates itself
within this cognitive linguistic framework,
examining ontological and metonymic
metaphors in Barack Obama’s memoir
Dreams from My Father through a descriptive—
analytical methodology that foregrounds the
interplay between lived experience, language,
and conceptualization.

The theoretical foundation of this inquiry is
rooted in the conceptual metaphor theory
articulated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), who
argued that metaphors are systematic
correspondences—or mappings—between a
source domain grounded in embodied
experience and a target domain typically
abstract or less accessible (3). These
mappings allow for the structuring of otherwise
intangible phenomena in terms of concrete
entities, motions, or forces. Kévecses (2010)
further developed this approach by
emphasizing that metaphors are features of
concepts rather than words, essential for
reasoning rather than for mere aesthetic
effect, and not dependent on surface-level
similarity (4). Such perspectives underscore
that metaphor is not restricted to poetry or
rhetoric but permeates everyday discourse,
scientific explanation, and political language
alike. Hashemi (2010) similarly stresses that
conceptual metaphor is fundamentally about
understanding and experiencing one concept

in terms of another, with mappings between

domains providing systematic frameworks for
meaning-making (5). The study adopts this
theoretical apparatus to investigate how
Obama deploys ontological metaphors—
where abstract phenomena are treated as
concrete entities—and metonymies—where
reference is made through association—to
convey themes of identity, race, justice, and
social transformation.

The notion of metaphor as a mapping
mechanism has deep etymological and
theoretical roots, with its Greek origin
metaphora (from meta “beyond” and pherein
“to carry”) highlighting its function of
transferring attributes from one domain to
another (6). Jakobson (2001) refined this view
by positing metaphor and metonymy as two
poles of meaning transfer: the former based on
similarity, the latter on contiguity (8). This
structuralist insight complements the cognitive
perspective by showing that both substitutional
and associative mechanisms underlie the
generative power of language (7). Reddy’s
(1979) “conduit metaphor” adds another
dimension, suggesting that language itself is
often conceptualized as a container for
meaning, shaping how individuals experience
communication (9). Grady (2007) contributes
further by showing how abstract notions such
as nationhood can be metaphorically
structured in terms of more concrete entities
such as ships (10). Taken together, these
theoretical contributions provide a
comprehensive lens for analyzing Obama’s

text, where metaphors of shadow, fire, chains,
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rivers, and birds, among others, animate
abstract experiences such as racism, hope,
poverty, justice, and opportunity (16). The
memoir thus provides fertile ground for testing
the robustness of cognitive metaphor theory in
analyzing modern political-literary discourse.

Previous scholarship on conceptual metaphor
in Persian and global contexts has
demonstrated its applicability across diverse
genres, from mystical poetry to modern
novels. Safdari (2019) explored the conceptual
metaphor of nafs in Rumi’s Masnavi, showing
how the abstract notion of the soul is made
comprehensible through multiple source
domains (11). Sasani and Melikian (2014)
examined anger metaphors in Persian, finding
that destruction, fire, and physiological change
are dominant source domains (12). Afrashi
(2014) analyzed shame metaphors in classical
Persian poetry, demonstrating how journey
metaphors such as caravan, mountain pass,
and destination capture the embodied
experience of shame (13). Bayabani (2012)
critiqued the dominance of Western
frameworks in metaphor theory, emphasizing
the need to contextualize findings within
Persian cultural and linguistic traditions (14).
Amini (2004), comparing Lakoff—-Johnson'’s
and Halliday’s approaches, concluded that
Persian, like English, is deeply structured by
conceptual metaphors, particularly ontological
and orientational ones (15). These studies
illustrate the cross-linguistic and cross-cultural
pervasiveness of metaphor, underscoring the

relevance of applying the Lakoff-Johnson

framework to Obama’s English-language
memoir while acknowledging cultural and
historical specificity.

The data analysis of Dreams from My Father
reveals a wide array of ontological and
metonymic metaphors that give concrete form
to complex socio-political and emotional
realities. Ontological metaphors transform
abstract entities into tangible presences:
‘racism cast a heavy shadow over society,”

LT

“hope rose like a sun,” “poverty chained us,”
“fear enveloped my mind like fog,” and “justice
flowed like a river” (16). Such metaphors not
only aid comprehension but also imbue the
narrative with emotional resonance, allowing
readers to grasp systemic injustices and
personal struggles in embodied terms.
Metonymic expressions, on the other hand,
exploit associative relations: “Harvard paid the
tuition,” “the White House engaged in
wrongdoing,” “a Picasso was sold,” or
“America was overwhelmed by demands for
equality” (16). These instances show how
locations, institutions, or creators stand in for
individuals or products, enabling economical
yet evocative representation. Lakoff (2003)
insists that metonymy is not a mere referential
device but also a framing mechanism that
structures how experiences are perceived and
interpreted (3). The analysis confirms that
Obama strategically uses both ontological
metaphors and metonymic shortcuts to render
the abstract dimensions of identity, belonging,
and social conflict into accessible and

emotionally charged narratives.
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In conclusion, the study demonstrates that
Obama’s Dreams from My Father is densely
woven with ontological metaphors and
metonymic constructions that not only enrich
the literary texture of the memoir but also
function as powerful cognitive tools for
organizing and communicating complex
realities. By mapping abstract phenomena
onto embodied experiences and by deploying
associative references, Obama crafts a
discourse that resonates across personal,
cultural, and political levels. The findings
reinforce the cognitive linguistic claim that
metaphor and metonymy are not ornamental
but foundational to human thought and
language. Moreover, the research
underscores the interdisciplinary relevance of
metaphor analysis, showing its utility for
literary criticism, political discourse analysis,
and cultural studies. The broader implication is
that metaphor remains an indispensable
mechanism through which individuals and
societies conceptualize their experiences,
articulate their struggles, and envision
possibilities for transformation.
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