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Metaphors Make the World 

<Language is fossil poetry,= Ralph Waldo Emerson once wrote, capturing how our everyday 
speech is built upon the remnants of ancient images and tropes. As novelty wanes, metaphors 

become literalized, quietly settling into the foundation of how we think. Far from being mere 

stylistic ornaments, metaphors serve as the essential infrastructure of our conceptual system. 

In their seminal work, linguists George Lakoff and Mark Johnson suggested that our mind 

functions like a pyramid. At its base lie concrete physical concepts – rocks, trees, and physical 

spaces. Further up, we use these tangible foundations to structure abstract ideas. For instance, we 

tend to talk about ideas as if they were plants: we say an idea is <fruitful,= that someone <planted 
a seed= in our minds, or that an unsatisfactory plan <died on the vine.= 

Crucially, metaphors do not merely represent reality; they actively create it. Consider how we 

conceptualize an argument. In Western culture, ARGUMENT IS WAR: we <win= or <lose= 
debates, target <weak lines,= and attack <indefensible= claims. But what if we framed it as 
ARGUMENT IS A DANCE? Dancing is decisively a more cooperative enterprise than war -  its 

goal would no longer be to defeat an opponent, but to perform a harmonious, cooperative 

movement together. A single shift in metaphor radically transforms how we act. 

This power of metaphorical framing heavily dictates decision-making, often without our 

conscious awareness. In one landmark study, participants were shown crime statistics framed 

through two distinct metaphors: <crime is a virus ravaging the city= versus <crime is a beast 
ravaging the city.= Those primed with the beast metaphor instinctively recommended punitive 

measures – caging the threat through harsher policing and imprisonment. Conversely, those 

exposed to the virus metaphor naturally leaned toward systemic, epidemiological solutions: 

diagnosing root causes, containment, and social reform. 

The same mechanism scaffolds science, political discourse, and personal experience. In 

healthcare, patients are often said to be 8fighting a battle9 with cancer and are judged on their 
8fighting spirit9. Framing cancer as a <battle= can inadvertently burden patients with cruel shame 

if treatments fail, as choosing palliative care might feel like a cowardly retreat from the 

battlefield. Reframing the experience as a <journey= encourages a more positive, adaptive 



outlook. Similarly, during public health crises or ecological breakdowns, employing war 

metaphors can incite panic and division, whereas metaphors like <pandemic as a fire= or <climate 
emergency= evoke urgency while promoting collective care. 

Because metaphors dictate how we interpret the world, they are vulnerable to manipulation. 

History shows that dehumanizing metaphors – comparing human beings to pests or parasites4
can pave the conceptual road for unspeakable atrocities. Metaphors can construct bridges of 

understanding, but, as history brutally demonstrates, metaphors can also kill. 

We owe it to ourselves to inspect the metaphorical architecture of our thoughts. Is a conceptual 

framework constructive, or is it causing harm? Uncovering these hidden structures requires 

reading between the lines of our own language. By questioning, translating, and transforming the 

metaphors we live by, we gain the power to reshape not only what we say, but how we live. 

(Text source: adapted and abridged from B. S. Genta, <Metaphors Make the World,= Aeon, 8 
February 2024. https://aeon.co/essays/how-changing-the-metaphors-we-use-can-change-the-

way-we-think) 
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