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Dusan STAMENKOVIC
Nis

COGNITIVE SEMANTIC ASPECTS OF ANIMAL SIMILES IN
ENGLISH

The main goal of this paper is to attempt to apply some of the key constructs of cognitive
semantics to the analysis of conventionalized English animal similes. It will combine Conceptual
Metaphor Theory (CMT) and the Theory of Conceptual Blending (BT) in the analysis of 48 exam-
ples (similes or groups of similes) from English, belonging to the corpus compiled from the ma-
jor dictionaries of idioms. The examples will be divided into three main groups, based on their
sources, motivation and the level of objectivity and the analysis will try to prove that the under-
standing of each of these groups will employ a different set-up of cognitive mechanisms.

Key words: cognitive semantics, simile, animals, conceptual metaphor, conceptual blending

1. Introduction

The introduction contains the description of the main aims of the paper, as well
as the theoretical framework that will allow the analysis of the corpus in the third
section.

1. 1. Aims

The main aim of the paper is to present the ways in which some of the theoretical
constructs coming from the field of cognitive semantics can help us comprehend the
mechanisms behind the creation and understanding of animal similes and similes on

whole. Similes are frequently neglected in cognitive linguistics, although they are
products of the same human imaginative processes that allow metaphor and metonymy.
The analysis will be focused not only on the sources, but also on the application of
similes in everyday language usage.

1. 2. Similes

Similes are defined as expressions which employ conjunctions in order to compare
two concepts. Its main function is to intensify certain features already attributed to
entities. The features of less known entities are usually compared to the features of
better known entities.

All the similes described and analysed in this paper will be adjectival similes (as
classified by Ivandekixx 2009: 44-53) that share the following form:

(N1 is) as ADJ as N2.

In conventionalized similes (as classified by Bredin 1998 and Pierini 2002)', N1 is
the only flexible element, while ADJ and N2, as well as the conjunctions, represent the
fixed or conventionalized part. In this structure, we will have to approach two important

1 The other type of similes in this classification is labelled as creative - these similes are created ‘on the
spot, usually in creative writing.

1871



Cognitive Semantic Aspects of Animal Similes in English

1188

links: (1) the primary link is the one that deals with the creation of the similes - the
link between ADJ and N2 (this link may be treated as at least partially diachronic); (2}
the secondary link is the one between N1 and ADJ - this one is connected to the usage
of a simile and is most frequently created ad hoc, in everyday conversation, in writing
or in other forms of communication.

1. 3. The Sources of Animal Similes

Before we discuss any of the theoretical issues that will help our understanding
of similes, we may try to divide them into groups that will aid the analysis in the third
section of the paper. Starting from the motivation for their creation, we may establish
at least four groups:

(a) Relatively objective: This group includes those similes that are motivated by
an objective feature of an animal, usually the feature that is culturally perceived
as the most important or at least the most obvious for the species in question.
This group includes similes such as as slow as a snail, as fat as a pig or as strong as
an ox. These features are still marked as relative, because they are considered in
relation to humans and to other animals - snails are slow when compared to deer
or hares, oxen are strong when compared to sheep or even donkeys, and pigs are
fat when compared to goats and poultry. None of these species have the possibility
to choose their pace, strength or looks - all of these are just innate parts of what
they are. The adjectives that are found in the similes which belong to this group
are usually those that describe physical properties, such as size, colours, speed,
strength or shape.

(b) Relatively objective and culture-influenced: This group is comprised of the
similes that are partially based on various relatively objective features. However,
these similes include the adjectives that describe features which are more complex
than the ones included in the previous group (the physical ones), so, in them,
we can trace a much stronger cultural influence. This group includes similes
such as as greedy as a pig, as free as a bird or as naked as a jaybird. Although
similes such as these were influenced by some objective features (eating habits,
flying or the colour of feathers), greed, freedom and nakedness are features that
are more related to humans than to animals. This means that the greatest portion
of meaning attributed to these similes will depend on our capability to recognize
the link between the objective feature and the feature conventionalized within the
similes.

(c) Culture-influenced: This group includes the similes iry“ which the links
between animal species and features were motivated by cultural products. In this
group, we face the phenomenon of culturally imposed -and supposed (usually
non-diagnostic) features (Préi¢ 2008: 53-54). The adjectives present in the similes
belonging to this group generally denote exclusively human character traits. Some
of the examples of these are as cunning as a fox, as silly as a goose or as vain as a
peacock. Cunning, stupidity or vanity, as well as the majority of adjectives that we
will face in this group, seem to be too complex to characterize animals, whose
mental abilities are too limited. These similes have emerged from various spheres
of cultural life, such as religion, storytelling, legends, traditional beliefs, other
forms of fiction and experience in general (Oswald 1995: 135-143). The creation




