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Abstract 
The aim of the study is to analyze metaphorical Arabic expressions used by Jordanians as they describe their 

experience of pain. The study investigates whether Arabic expressions include metaphors and whether these 

expressions have similar counterparts in English. It uses the Conceptual Metaphor theory of cognitive linguistics, 

specifically conceptual theory on happiness and pain (Kovecses 2006) and Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff and 

Johnson’s 2003) as the theoretical framework to analyze the figurative formulations of the concept of pain among 

patients.  

The analysis shows that the expressions of the patients were loaded with metaphors used to describe their 

ailments which they could not diagnose in most cases. The study finds that the metaphoric expressions of pain in 

Arabic converge with the universal trends of metaphoric structuring and conceptualization of pain in English. 

Keywords: Pain, Metaphor, Conceptual metaphor theory, cognitive linguistics, pain expressions in Arabic. 

1. Introduction and Background 

Using metaphors and metonymies is an adequate method to express the patients’ experience of the 

elusive human phenomenon of pain that has so far evaded a universally interdisciplinary accepted 

definition (Neilson 2016). Different disciplines approach it as a sensation (Melzack 1975), a concept 

(Kovecses 2006, 1) or an emotion (Kovecses 2006, 9). 

Figurative language provides a convenient medium for conveying human experience of the evasive 

phenomenon. Richardson (2012) shows how pain is expressed in a number of languages and cultures, and 

numerous other studies have tackled the metaphoric expression of pain in English (Neilson 2016; and 

Semino 2010). The researcher is not aware of any study that covers the metaphoric narration of the 

experience of pain in the Arabic language. The purpose of this study is to fill in this gap by exploring 

whether the metaphoric expressions used in Arabic are in line with those used in English in hope to add 

one other proof that pain is universal and that metaphors marshal the narration of pain in Arabic like other 

languages. In order to realize that purpose, the study will investigate the following two questions: 

1. Do Arabic speakers use metaphors and metonymies to express their experience of pain? 

2. Are the metaphoric expressions similar to or different from those used in English? 

The first question will be investigated in the answers of the participants of the study to the questions 

given to them. The second question will be traced in other studies, dictionaries, and source and cultural 

books from other languages. Therefore, the subject of the paper will be a discussion of the metaphoric and 
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metonymic mediation to explain the experience of pain by Jordanians in Arabic. The study will use the 

approach of content analysis to analyze the expressions describing the experience of pain. It will adopt 

Kovecses’ conceptual theory on happiness and pain (2006) and Lakoff and Johnson’s important book, 

Metaphors We Live By (2003) as a theoretical framework for the analysis of Arabic expressions. The 

paper will begin by surveying relevant theories regarding metaphors and metonymies and the metaphoric 

conceptualization of pain.  

The inseparable link between pain and metaphoric language will be the parameter of selection of 

studies for the literature review for the purposes of this study.  Being a specialist in medical sciences as 

well as linguistics, the researcher will benefit from both fields in the explanation of the expressions 

collected from the sample.  

2. Literature review 

The intricacy and abstraction of the concept of pain makes it difficult to express the state of pain in 

ordinary language, and that posits an obstacle in the method of the expression and description of pain in 

ordinary language (Semino 2010,  2). Semino explains that the human experience of this complex concept 

is inexpressible in simple and direct language due to its elusive nature and difficulty to define, especially 

when the cause of pain is not prototypically physical damage in a certain location of the body, usually 

called nociceptive pain. More difficult is the description in language of the less prototypical non-

nociceptive or neuropathic pain resulting from some problem in the nervous system which cannot be 

diagnosed or treated. As difficult to express is the more common type of pain like backache, which has 

features of both nociceptive and non-nociceptive. In such cases the pain results from an injury but it 

continues after the healing of the injured tissues and turns into chronic pain  (Semino 2010, 2). 

The International Association for the Study of Pain (IASP) developed the definition of pain in 1979 

which reads as follows: “an unpleasant sensory and emotional experience associated with actual or 

potential tissue damage, or described in terms of such damage” (Merskey 1979,  247). 

  The IASP definition includes features of the experience of pain and attitude of the person 

suffering it. These features include an unhappy sensory and/or emotional experience resulting from some 

physical or potentially physical damage. It can also result from the description of the damage on part of 

the speaker  (Semino 2010, 3). The role of language here is important in the process of describing the 

experience of pain. The description usually involves the use of figurative language, mainly metaphors and 

metonymies, in order to reproduce the experience in the mind of the professional or the listener seeking 

treatment or empathy on their part.  

The obstacle of inexpressibility of pain in ordinary language dictates a linguistic mediation of 

metaphoric language to translate the abstract experience into an understandable and tangible experience 

or as Lakoff and Johnson (2003) put it, “to conceptualize the metaphysical in terms of the physical–that 

is, we conceptualize the less clearly delineated in terms of the more clearly delineated” (59). 

There are many studies that endeavor to explain the inseparable relationship between the concept of 

pain and metaphoric formulation used to understand it ( Neilson 2016, 3). In fact, human knowledge of 
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pain has been always disguised in metaphoric attire. Among figures of speech used by the patients to 

express their experience of pain, scholars usually focus on metaphor which is the most popular and 

effective among them. 1 

Modern scholars and linguists recognize that metaphors are pervasively used in our everyday 

interaction in general (Lakoff and Johnson 2003) Linguists and researchers of language and 

communication find it indispensible in language and thought (Lakoff and Johnson 2003).2  In fact, if we 

subject our spoken and written forms of language, we would be astonished with the amount of metaphors 

and other figurative forms that prevail in our spoken or written expressions (Al-abed Al-haq and Al Sharif 

2011,  2; and Lakoff and Johnson  2003,  7). The gist of the matter is that these linguists and many others, 

despite their various approaches, agree that the construction of metaphors is meant to make analogies 

between two domains, one concrete, and the other abstract in order to understand the abstract through the 

concrete (Butcher  2015,  83-87; and Kövecses 2006, 8-9). Aristotle, for instance, emphasizes that 

forming a metaphor stems from a similitude between two things metaphysical and physical with the 

intention to understand the metaphysical (abstract or unknown) through our experience of the physical 

(the tangible or known). Metaphors can also be formed to understand how emotions and feelings like 

pain, happiness, anger and sadness are conceptualized in the mind   (Lakoff and Johnson  2003,  17). 

Using metaphors can serve a number of purposes. Ortony (1975) counts three advantages of 

metaphors in communication  (45-53).  Firstly, metaphors expand our capability of expressing what could 

be impossible to communicate in literal language. Secondly, it enables us to communicate a lot of 

information concisely. Thirdly, using metaphors provides images with vivacity and liveliness (Al-Abed 

Al-Haq & Al Sharif 2008, 74). 

Metaphor has marshaled the progress which scholars have achieved in their attempt to understand 

the phenomenon of pain from the Greeks till today. Shane Neilson, in her article “Pain as Metaphor: 

Metaphor and Medicine” (2016), surveys major perceptions or theories about the concept of pain, 

showing that metaphors have been always used as the medium to explain that concept all the way from 

the Greeks till now. Aristotle considers pain “a passion of the soul,” thus viewing it as an emotion. 

Neilson amplifies that Descartes uses metaphorical language in explaining his theory of pain, comparing 

the body to a machine that is controlled by the soul, which resides in the pineal gland in the brain. 

Descartes’ theory of dualism expressed in his treatise, The Passions of the Soul (1649), got its cue from 

Aristotle’s view, but departed from it to develop a different assumption that splits the mind and the body. 

This way he departed from the conventions before him which allocated the soul to the heart. Descartes, 

most importantly, heralds the neurological and metaphorical description of pain, which has permeated the 

modern times (Neilson 2016, 4-5). 

Neurological theories of the 19th, 20th, and 21st centuries, such as the Gate Control Theory by Ron 

Melzack and Patrick Wall, Specificity Theory of Charles Bell, and the Pattern Theory of Gold Schneider 

use neurological and neurophysiological discourse to describe pain. Their scientific advancements about 

pain are featured a hegemony of neurological metaphors that include “doors, keys, wires and circuitry” 

with the purpose of understanding pain (Neilson 2016, 2). Moreover, medicine generally describes pain in 
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terms of metaphors of damage and weapons such as burning, bursting, stabbing, and drilling (Scarry 

1985). 

 

Kirmayer’s study on cultural and metaphoric mediation of pain is considered a key study in the 

cognitive and sensory understanding of pain. He “provided a natural conceptual framework to begin to 

integrate cognitive, psychological and ultimately social and cultural processes” (cited in Nailson 2016, 6). 

Kirmayer studies three facets of metaphoric interference to express pain experiences, namely “bodily 

posture or stance, facial expression, and the experience of temporal duration” (Kirmayer 2008,  318).  He 

argues that these facets procure a set of bodily metaphors to conceptualize the experience of pain. He 

maintains that these metaphors formulate the perception and method of expression of pain. Kirmayer 

further argues that metaphors trigger a cognitive alertness that reshapes the sensory processing of pain 

experiences. Thus, demonstrating double way traffic between sensory alertness and cognitive awareness 

of pain and the way back where the cognitive reshapes the sensory understanding of the pain experience 

(Kirmayer 2008,  318). 

From this quick survey, it can be noticed that a final definition of pain accepted universally is not in 

the horizon yet (Semino 2010, 3). However, there are elements that have been accepted by most 

researchers as components of a possible definition, these include (a) negative experience (possible tissue 

damage or no tissue damage (Semino 2010, 3) and (b) transmission of pain through an intricate 

neurological operation (Nailson 2016,  6-7). 

3. The study 
The sample of the study consisted of 150 senior students enrolled in two sections of Toxicology 

courses during the first session 2018/2019 in the Pharmacology Faculty at Yarmouk University, Irbid, 

Jordan. These students had a practical course in community pharmacies and had firsthand experience in 

dealing with patients in the summer session of 2018 in the practicum course of Pharmacy Practice 

Counseling. This sample provided a mirror representation of Jordanian population at large.  

The first step was to meet with study participants and get their consent to participate in this work. 

Then, the researcher explained the purpose of the study and the questions to be answered. They were 

asked to submit their answers without their names or any patient’s name to maintain the ethical aspect of 

the work. They were given two weeks to prepare answers for the following two questions: 

1- What were the pain expressions you have heard through your practical course in community 

pharmacies about illnesses such as headache, ear pain, stomachache, backache, wounds, or any 

other? 

2- What are the expressions you yourself use to articulate your experience of pain? 

The researcher collected the responses in due time. Then, she started the process of reading, and 

sorting them into categories based on key phrases or words structured in the metaphors used by the 

sample. Repeated and irrelevant expressions were excluded. Keywords were underlined to try to create 

categories relevant to the thesis of the study. Categories were analyzed in order to draw patterns using the 



Cognitive Linguistic Perspectives of Metaphoric Conceptualization of Pain in Jordanian Arabic 

345 
 

content analysis approach which enables the researcher to derive conclusions from a large amount of 

information.3 

In order to get a comprehensive analysis of the perception and expression of pain among Jordanian 

patients, the researcher endeavored to collect all possible information on the subject from other studies, 

books, articles, journals, and other resources. The researcher compared the metaphoric expressions to 

those available in other studies to draw similarities and differences. For comparison and contrast, the 

English examples are extracted from the studies on conceptual metaphors such as Kovecses’ “The 

Conceptual Structure of Happiness and Pain,” Lakoff and Johnson’s Metaphor’s We Live By, and studies 

on metaphoric expressions of pain, including Kirmayer’s “Culture and the Metaphoric Mediation of 

Pain,” Richardson’s “Pain Expression in Different Cultures,” and Semino’s “Descriptions of Pain, 

Metaphor and Embodied Simulation.” 

To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there are no studies that tackle the issue of pain in verbal 

and non-verbal technical expressions in Arabic. The studies available discuss the subject of pain narration 

from cultural and religious vantage.4 However, the writer of this study has a privilege of academic 

qualification in Pharmacology and academic qualification in the discipline of linguistics, an experience 

that is expected to give a technical scientific description of the expressions of pain and an insight into the 

interpolations of patients’ metaphorical deployment of verbal narrative of pain. 

In order to get a comprehensive analysis of the perception and expression of pain among Jordanian 

patients, the researcher endeavored to collect all possible information on the subject from other studies, 

books, articles, journals, and other resources. She also searched the subject in other cultures for the 

enrichment of the paper. 

4. Limitations of the study  

This study covers the description of pain through conceptual metaphors used by Jordanian patients. 

However, other issues relevant to pain will not be covered. For instance, cultural perceptions and 

acceptance of pain in Jordanian Arabic Islamic culture are not tackled here. The issue of perceiving pain 

in other cultures does not fall within the scope of this paper. These issues can be subject to further 

investigation in future research. 

5. Findings and Discussion  

Two types of metaphors were found in the expressions used by the subject of this study: 

orientational or evaluative metaphors and simple or structural metaphors. 

5.1 Evaluative Metaphors 

In an important study, Kovecses (2006) quotes the following three important generic-level 

metaphors on pain from the work of one of his students, Sagi: PAIN IS DOWN, PAIN IS HEAVY, and 

PAIN IS DARK. (8). PAIN IS DOWN is of the same type as Lakoff’s and Johnson’s orientaional 

metaphor, SICKNESS IS DOWN. In such metaphors “we organize a whole system of concepts with 
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respect to one another,” argue Lakoff and Johnson (2003, 16). Kovecses adopts the same TOP-DOWN 

approach of Lakoff and Johnson metaphors. This generic–level metaphor is connected in his study of 

conceptual metaphors to sub-metaphors that denote the same spatial mapping. The following English 

expressions of pain are examples of this type metaphor: 

1. He fell sick.  

2. He was suddenly knocked down by pain. 

3. She was a prisoner shackled to her pain. 

Similarly, the Arabic metaphoric expressions describing the experience of pain denote the same 

DOWN spatial orientation. Here are some examples from the collected data: 

 1." حاس كأنه بلوك كابس على نفسي"

Lit.: I feel like bricks pressing on my breath. (I feel a heavy weight on my chest.) 

This patient is suffering from cardiac infarction or stress.   

 2." حاس كأنه صخرة بتضغط على صدري"

Lit.: I feel like a rock pressing on my chest. (I feel a heavy weight on my chest.) 

This patient is suffering from cardiac infarction or stress.   

 3.“ جسمي مكسر”

Lit.: My body is broken down (My body suffers from general weakness). 

  4." جسمي مطبش"

Lit.: My body is wrecked. (My body suffers from general weakness) 

These examples, like the English ones, indicate the vertical descending orientation or heaviness of 

pain. They include also the generic-metaphor PAIN IS HEAVY (Kovecses 2006, 9) along with the 

downward orientation. 

Generally, all expressions about pain included in this study are metaphoric expressions that signify 

some physical ailment of the body. They can all be wrapped under the general conceptual metaphors 

above since all the illnesses lead to spatially oriented leaning downward to a sagging or a falling stature, 

physically or psychologically (Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 16). The Jordanian Arabic expressions also 

include pessimism,  negative attitude, and sadness, among other states of mind that indicate the cultural 

and symbolic association or correlations of darkness conceptualized in the PAIN IS DARK metaphor 

(Kovecses 2006,  9). 

5.2 Fire Metaphors 

One of the most popular metaphoric conceptualizations of pain is based on its causes. One salient 

cause of pain is being burnt, according to Kovecses (2006, 9).He holds that the conceptualized metaphors 

of pain are based on physical or other causes, as in the following model: 

Cause of emotion - emotion - (controlling emotion -) response 
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The emotion of pain is caused by tissue damage or being hurt, and the emotion or sensation of pain 

in its turn becomes a cause of a response which can be behavioral like groaning, jumping, howling, 

weeping, or expressive via facial features (Kovecses 2006, 9). Hence, cognitive models are cause-based 

and thus the conceptual metaphors structured to describe them are force dynamic. Accordingly, being 

burnt causes pain, and pain triggers physical, behavioral, or expressive response. The conceptual 

metaphor structured to express this pain experience (PAIN IS FIRE) demonstrates the 

“phenomenological” feature of pain, argues Kovecses (2006, 9). 

Scholars from other disciplines like Richardson (2012), Semino (2010), Kirmayer (2008) recognize 

the metaphoric mediation of burning as one of the methods to express the experience of pain. Ronald 

Melzack lists the words ‘hot,’ ‘burning,’ ‘scalding,’ and ‘searing,’ are also listed among the sensations of 

pain in the popular pain diagnostic questionnaire called McGill Pain Questionnaire (cited in Semino 2010, 

5-6). 

The collected data of expressions denoting pain in Jordanian Arabic are in line with the universal 

tradition of linguistic utterances by patients about pain. In fact, the metaphoric usage of fire and burning 

is most recurrent among sample members to describe a variety of illnesses such as fever, heartburn, 

severe leg pain, gout, Herpes Zoster, urinary infection, and peripheral neuropathy. Following are nine 

examples of such expressions all of which use conceptual metaphorical expression of pain via fire and 

burning. It is important to note, at this juncture, that these expressions literally or in different wording 

were used by 80% of the sample members to describe a variety of experiences of pain.  

For instance, a patient describes his experience under fever as follows: 

 5." راسي بغلي مثل النار"

Lit. My head is boiling like fire.  

The metaphoric structure here is complex and multi-faceted. There is the metaphor of PAIN IS 

FIRE. But there is also the BODY IS A CONTAINER (Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 30). Moreover, the 

components of the container are boiling on fire and the researcher suggests introducing another metaphor: 

PAIN IS A BOILING LIQUID.  

  " حاسة كأنه سيخ نار بإجري"6.

Lit. I feel a fire iron rod is stuck in my leg. This expresses severe pain in the legs. 

There is a double metaphoric structure: the PAIN IS FIRE metaphor and PAIN IS A SHARP 

OBJECT piercing the body and causing damage. The second metaphor will be subject of another section 

below.  

 " كفات إجري مولعات"7.

Lit. The soles of my feet are burning. This is the expressive experience of a diabetic patient or someone 

suffering from peripheral neuropathy.   

ري الكبير مولع نار" " إصبع اج  .8 
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Lit. My big toe is inflamed with fire. The patient is suffering from gout.  

 " راس معدتي مولع" 9.

Lit.: The head of my stomach is burning. The patient has heartburn. 

 10."معدتي مثل النار بتغلي غلي"

Lit. My stomach is like fire, it is boiling. This is also a heartburn case. But here is a double metaphor: 

PAIN IS FIRE and STOMACH IS A CONTAINER.  

  11." مثل سيخ نار بعيني"

Lit. [I feel] like a fire iron rod in my eye.  

A patient describes her/his experience of the painful Herpes Zoster (A viral disease characterized by 

painful rash occurring in a stripe in the eye). Here we have the two metaphors of PAIN IS FIRE and 

PAIN IS A TORMENTING OBJECT. 

 12.جسمي مثل النار بحرق حرق

Lit. My body is like fire. A patient describes his experience of the painful Herpes Zoster (a viral disease 

characterized by painful rash occurring in a stripe in a localized area). 

  13." عندي حرقة بالبول "

Lit. I have heartburn in my urine.  

As it is clear from the examples, the metaphorical conceptualization of pain is based on its potential 

causes. It can be physical and, in a way mental and emotional, pain that is confined in one place like a 

container or being burnt. These causes provide conventional source domains to metaphorically structure 

pain (Kovecses 2006,  9). This conceptualization of pain, however, is not random. In fact, it stems from 

the biological fact that the temperature of the whole body rises in the case of cancer or fever, for instance, 

or a certain part of it in case of injury. The rise of temperature can be a symptom of another sickness, 

even a method of treatment, or an intricate process of defense when the human body is attacked.  

Furthermore, some of these expressions include compound or complex metaphors from other 

categories in this study along with PAIN IS FIRE in the metaphoric construction of their utterances. For 

instance, the following conceptual metaphors are built in the metaphoric constructions of PAIN IS FIRE 

as in the examples above: PAIN IS PRESSURE IN A CONTAINER, BODY IS A CONTAINER, PAIN 

IS A SHARP OBJECT, and PAIN IS A TORMENTING OBJECT.  

5.3 Sharp Object Metaphors 

Like being burnt, being hurt by a sharp object is an important type of metaphor, namely 

phenomenological metaphor that conceptualizes the character of pain as in the following example given 

from English: A sharp stab of pain made her sit back down (Kovecses 2006,  9). Clearly, the metaphorical 

patterns under stabbing source domain or others like burning have strongly based in metonymy, argues 
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Semino (2010, 3-4), as they are structured upon cause and effect, or the cause – response model of 

Kovecses’ folk theory (2006,  9-10).  

In her study of the adjective ‘sharp’ based on extracts from the British National Corpus (hereafter 

BNC) to elucidate the “interaction between metaphor and metonymy in the description of pain 

experiences in terms of potential causes of physical damage,” Semino finds that the following example 

has the most basic meaning of the adjective sharp for metaphoric formation: “Gardeners knew the value 

of a really sharp knife for pruning as well as propagating (cited in Semino 2010, 4). The meaning of 

“sharp” in this context is “a physical property of solid objects that have a very thin edge or a pointed end” 

(Semino 2010, 4).  Furthermore, in a BNC search for the word ‘pain,’ Semino found 8 expressions that 

can be listed under the source domain CAUSES OF PHYSICAAL DAMGE: seared, burning, sharp, 

stabbing, lanced, stabbed, and stinging, (rearrangement of terms is mine). Semino comes to the 

conclusion that metaphorical uses account for 85% of the examples of these collocates vs. 15% of 

metonymical uses. Relevant to the current study, it can be noticed that the first two terms correspond to 

the category of PAIN IS FIRE and the last six terms belong to the PAIN IS A SHARP OBJECT 

conceptual metaphors. 

The studies of Kovecses and Semino approach the issue of metaphoric expressions from two 

different vantages, but they agree on the essential issues that metaphoric utterance is cause-based. 

Similarly, the Arabic expressions discussed in this study portray the concept of pain through cause-based 

metaphoric mediation. The English expressions listed above under the source domain of Semino’s 

CAUSES OF PHYSIACAL DAMAGE and Kovecses’ pain as an immediate response prototype (2006,  

9) are echoed in the Arabic utterances. The adjective ‘sharp’ in Kovecses’ metaphor PAIN IS SHARP 

OBJECT and the Arabic expressions denote Semino’s definition of the term above. 

Here are examples of Arabic metaphoric utterances of pain resulting from different illnesses 

adopting Kovecses’ metaphor PAIN IS SHARP OBJECT. These expressions were either repeated 

verbatim or in similar phrases that signify the same meaning by 70% of the sample members.  

 14."حاسة سكاكين بتقطع بمعدتي"

Lit. I feel knives are cutting my stomach. The patient describes stomach pain resulting from food 

poisoning.  

مسامير"رجلي كأنك داعس على "  .15  

Lit.My foot as if stepping on nails. This is a description of foot pain; being tired after long walks, running, 

etc. 

  16."جلدي بلسع مثل الدبابيس"

Lit.My skin is as it is stung with pins. This is a description of Allergic skin rash, especially after 

swimming. 

 17." جلدي بهرش نفسي اقطعه واكبه"



Al-Abdullah 

350  
 

Lit. My skin is scratching; I wish I could cut it and throw it away. 

This is a symptom of allergic skin rash; Urticaria.  

  18." فيه نغزة بصدري "

Lit. There is stinging in my chest. This is a description of a heart problem or stress. Along with the main 

metaphor, there is the subsidiary metaphor of CHEST IS A CONTAINER. 

All these metaphors belong to the prototype of pain as an immediate response in which the “body 

responds to some immediate painful stimulus” (Kovecses 2006, 9). The main feature of this sort of pain is 

the multi-faceted reactions of the body to it. These reactions serve as conceptual metonymies, according 

to Kovecses (2006, 9). In this prototype the cause of pain is usually physical: stabbing, cutting, wounding, 

and so on (Kovecses 2006, 9). Metaphoric structuring in this prototype, argues Kovecses, is mainly 

metonymic because of its association with the physical stimulus, a conclusion that differs from Semino’s 

BNC study discussed above. 

5.4 Container Metaphors  

Another important metaphor is structured around the idea that the body or any part of it (head, eye, 

knee, etc.) is conceptualized as a container. This container has dynamic components within it which are 

pressuring that container to explode, breach, or crack. This source domain of the container under pressure 

justifies Koveses’ formulation of the force-dynamic metaphor of PAIN IS PRESSURE IN A 

CONTAINER (2006, 10). Interestingly, that source domain can help conceptualize not only pain, but also 

other emotions like happiness and anger (Kovecses 2006; and Al-abed Al-haq & El-Sharif  2008). 

 Here are examples of these utterances in English: 

 He is full of joy. (Happiness) 

 She was full of happiness. (Happiness) 

 The loser exploded with rage. (Anger) 

 He exploded with anger and then regretted it. (Anger) 

 She can’t control her exploding pain. (Pain) 

 His head is exploding with pain. (pain) 

So this source domain in the metaphorical structure provides mapping of CONTAINER metaphors, 

which serves to conceptualize a variety of emotions in excess, such as pain. 

The members of the sample of this study extensively used the expressions describing pain 

experiences through the CONTAINER metaphor PAIN IS PRESSURE IN A CONTAINER despite the 

differences in the source of pain experience they convey. Some of them conceptualize pain resulting from 

a severe headache, lack of fluid in the knee, an infection in the ear, or blood pressure in the eye. However, 

all of them express their experiences using the same metaphorical formation. The source domain in all 

examples below is the same and serves to conceptualize pain in force-dynamic metaphoric formulation. 

This source domain can also serve to conceptualize other emotions mainly anger and happiness.  
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  19."راسي بده يفقع كأنه شواكيش براسي"

Lit. My head is going to burst as if hammers [were beating] in my head. This is a description of a severity 

of headache. 

 20 ." راسي رح ينفجر"

Lit. Translation: my head is going to explode. 

This expression is a description of a severe headache, or migraine.  

 21 ." راسي بده يطق"

Lit. My head is going to crack. 

This is the pain of severe headache.  

 22 ." راسي بده يتكسر"

Lit. My head is going to break. 

Patient suffers from severe headache. 

راسي بده يفقع""  . 23 

Lit. My head is going to burst. 

This is another case on severe headache. 

 24." ركبتي فاقعة "

Lit. My knee is bursting. 

This is the pain resulting from deficiency in the knee fluid (knee osteoarthritis).  

 “ ركبتي بتطقطق25 .”

Lit. My knee is rattling. 

This is the pain resulting from deficiency in the knee fluid (knee osteoarthritis).  

 26 ." طبلة إذني رح تنفجر "

Lit. My ear’s drum is going to explode. 

This is a symptom of severe ear infection. 

 27 ."كأنه موج البحر جوا اذني "

Lit. [I feel] as if sea waves were inside my ear.  

This is a case of Menier’s disease; ringing or roaring noise known as tinnitus.  

This is a conceptual force-dynamic metaphor of PAIN IS A NATURAL FORCE which takes the 

form of roaring sea waves. The source domain, like others in this study, is inter-emotional, can serve to 

conceptualize more than one emotion even contradictory ones like pain and joy, as Kovecses points out 

(2006, 10). 



Al-Abdullah 

352  
 

 28."عيوني بدها تنفجر"

Lit. My eyes are about to explode. 

This is a case of high eye pressure or blood pressure. 

5.5 Animal Metaphors  

Pain in English is conceptualized as a captive animal and as a tormenting animal as in the following 

two examples from Kovecses (2006, 10) PAIN IS A CAPTIVE ANIMAL  

My pain got out of hand. 

This is a force dynamic metaphor  

It is also perceived as a tormenting animal: 

PAIN IS A TORMENTING ANIMAL A massive killing pain came over my right eye [...] I clawed 

at my head trying to uproot the fiendish talons from their iron grip. 

These metaphors express the experience of patients who suffer long-lasting or chronic pain that can 

result from a physical chronic illness. This type of pain is long-term and can recur of the following typical 

pain event for a long duration of time. The conceptual metaphors structured to describe this prototype of 

pain provide general force dynamic source domains that are found in other emotions as they express the 

intensity or long duration of pain and a control aspect (Kovecses 2006, 10). Arabic expressions use 

similar metaphors to express chronic or long-lasting pain. In the following expressions severe pain is 

perceived as a ferocious animal devouring the body and as a creeping insect. Here is a group of examples 

from the Arabic expressions that conceptualize the metaphor PAIN IS A TORMENTING ANIMAL 

which provides the phenomenological feature of pain:  

 29." الم بياكل جسمي أكل"

Lit. A pain that is eating my body. 

This is the case of a cancer patient conceptualizing pain as a ferocious animal devouring him/her. 

This type of pain belongs to the second prototype of long-lasting or chronic pain listed in Kovecses 

(2006, 10) 

 30 .”أجري موتيتني وجع"

Lit. My leg is killing me with pain. 

The case is that of foot pain after a tiring exercise. 

People who suffer from such pain feel powerless and shattered. Their attitudes are unpleasant and 

have a pessimistic outlook and negative world view. They try to control, but sometimes you lose control 

and respond with crying, weeping, groaning, or even howling (Kovecses 2006, 11). 

5.6 Pain is a Creeping Insect 

There are cases when pain is not severe or chronic, but it is worrying like in cases of numbness. The 

Arabic expressions use animal metaphoric conceptualization to explain the experience. The researcher 
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suggests deriving a metaphor based on the conceptual theory of Lakoff and Johnson and Kovecses that is 

CHRONIC PAIN IS A CREEPING INSECT because it best accounts for the following examples:  

 31." حاس مثل النمل بمشي بإجري"

Lit. I feel like ants are creeping in my legs.  

The case describes the feeling of numbness as if ants were creeping in his legs. 

 32 ."حاسة مثل النمل بمشي بجسمي"

Lit. I feel like ants are creeping in my body. 

Similar is the following example: 

 33 ."في طنين بإذني"

Lit. There is buzzing in my ear. It is like a bee buzzing in my ear. Here is a metonymic conceptual 

structure of pain. 

5.7 Burden Metaphors 

PAIN IS A BURDEN is also a force dynamic conceptual metaphor that describes the nature of some 

types of pain, as in the example: Life is too short to carry pain around. However, there are some severe 

types of pain which better be described in a more accurate formulation, such as cardiac infraction, or 

massive stress. The researcher proposes the formation of the metonymy PAIN IS PRESSING WEIGHT 

to conceptualize such cases of pain as in the following examples from the data:   

  34." حاس كأنه بلوك كابس على نفسي"

Lit. I feel like bricks are pressing on my breath. 

This is a metaphoric expression of cardiac infarction, stress.  

 35 ." حاس كأنه صخرة بتضغط على صدري"

Lit. I feel like a rock pressing on my chest. 

The patient expresses experience of cardiac infarction, stress.  

5.8 Swing Metaphors 

In the Arabic expressions, the speakers composed a metaphoric structure with the source domain of a 

SWING, revolving swing gives the feeling of whirling, or swinging gives the sensation of losing balance 

and almost falling, a state which describes a patient suffering dizziness. This source domain structures the 

suggested conceptual metaphor PAIN IS A SWING. Here are two examples: 

يا بتلف فيي مش حاس باشي"" الدن .36 

Lit. The world is turning me round, I can’t feel anything  

The speaker feels dizzy. 
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 37." الدنيا بتاخدني يمين و شمال"

Lit. The world is taking me right and left. The speaker feels giddy and swaying out of dizziness. 

5.9 Physical Force Metaphors 

Another force-dynamic conceptual metaphor is the structure in which pain experience is perceived 

via a destructive physical force source domain that maps the metaphor PAIN IS A DESTRUCTIVE 

PHYSICAL FORCE. The researcher here suggests an adjustment on Kovecses’ metaphor PAIN IS A 

PHYSICAL FORCE (2006, 9) by adding the qualifying adjective DESTRUCTIVE to distinguish the 

concept of pain from other emotions. This metaphor describes severe pain of the prototype Kovecses 

(2006) calls “Long-lasting pain” (10).  In such a state the patient feels physically drained, unpleasant 

experience, and negative outlook to the world.  

The following Arabic expressions describe pain in a metaphoric construction that denotes 

correspond and map the metaphor PAIN IS A DESTRUCTIVE PHYSICAL FORCE. 

 

 38."جسمي مدقدق "

Lit. My body is crushed. 

 39."جسمي مطبش "

Lit. My body is wrecked 

 40."جسمي مكسر"

Lit. My body is broken down. 

 41." مهدود حيلي"

Lit. I am drained. 

The patient in all these cases is without energy and suffers from general weakness. 

6. Conclusion, Implications, and Recommendations 

6.1 Conclusion 

The researcher found that the concept of pain is one of the most intricate concepts to define, and 

clearly there is no sign in the horizon to find a conclusive definition and understanding of this universal 

and human experience. Despite all the ink that has been spilt in trying to understand the phenomenon of 

pain since the Greeks, the heaping scholarship indicates that full understanding is not yet in sight. What 

increases the doubt of finding a conclusive definition is the fact that specialists from different disciplines 

tackle the issue from their different vantages. These scholastic endeavors enrich knowledge, but lead to 

divergence in discoveries and distance and a holistic vision of this human concept. What complicates the 

matter is the metaphoric dimension which is wrought inseparably in the very fabric of the process of 

knowing the concept. If metaphor is the medium to convey the message about the essence and experience 
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of pain, then clearly the medium is taking the place of the message or blurring the message. Neilson 

(2016) evaluates that the negative and neurological metaphors used to describe pain help to a certain 

degree, but they are not enough. There should be other metaphors than those of damage, weaponry, and 

wires. These metaphors lead to the loss of the emotional dimension to pain, and the ever changing 

understanding provided by science, contends Neilson (2016). She emphasizes that other considerations 

are to be taken into account such as the narration of pain, and the context in which we feel pain. “Pain is 

what we say it is over time. Pain is also the context in which we feel pain, and that context need not be a 

clinic-apocalyptical one of damage, weaponry or live wires,” concludes Neilson (2016, 8). 

The study investigated how Jordanians employ metaphors in their expression of the experience of 

pain and whether these expressions have counterparts in English. The researcher found that Arabic 

expressions of pain heavily and consistently articulate this negative and aggravating experience by using 

metaphors pervasively, and metonymies and similes occasionally. Analyzing these figurative forms in 

light of the conceptual theory as in Kovecses, and Lakoff and Johnson, the researcher isolated four 

generic conceptual metaphors: PAIN IS DOWN, SICKNESS IS DOWN, PAIN IS DARK, and PAIN IS 

HEAVY. The first two are evaluative conceptual metaphors according to Kovecses and spatially vertical 

orientational metaphors, in Lakoff’s and Johnson’s terminology. The last two metaphors are generic, but 

are not spatially oriented; they are merely evaluative conceptual metaphors. All Arabic expressions 

denote the downward drooping orientation. They also imply the connotations of darkness and negative 

attitude. The metaphor PAIN IS HEAVY is explicitly conveyed in expressions (1-4) and they correspond 

to similar English metaphors, as explained above.  

The researcher also found out that the expressions in Arabic include three force-dynamic conceptual 

metaphors that indicate the phenomenological character of pain: PAIN IS FIRE (in Arabic expressions 5-

13), PAIN A SHARP OBJECT (expressions 14-18). These metaphors are structured on etiological basis 

related to the cause of pain they describe. The Arabic expressions have their counterparts in the English 

examples extracted from Kovecses and other sources. Thus, the Arabic utterances conform to the 

universal trend of describing pain in terms of fire and sharp objects, or weapons and damage, in Scarry’s 

words (1985). 5 The analysis showed that All Arabic expressions have equivalent English expressions.  

The force dynamic metaphor PAIN IS A TORMENTING ANIMAL was identified in expressions 

(29 and 30) and in the corresponding English example extracted from Kovecses, but no Arabic 

expressions were found to correspond to the metaphor PAIN IS A CAPTIVE ANIMAL. 

The study also pointed out a number of force-dynamic conceptual metaphors in the Arabic 

expressions that have their counterparts in English: PAIN IS PRESURE IN A CONTAINER (expressions 

19-28), PAIN IS BURDEN (34 and 35), and PAIN IS A DESTRUCTIVE PHYSICAL FORCE (38-41). 

The first three in this group map across the emotion of happiness despite the contrary nature of the 

emotions of pain and happiness as in Kovecses. The author modified the fourth metaphor to better 

analyze the Arabic expressions (38-41) in light of other studies.6 It was found that Arabic expressions 

match up with English utterances that conceptualize the given metaphors.  
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The following three metaphors are of the same category of force-dynamic conceptual metaphors, and 

they are not available in Kovecses or Lakoff and Johnson, or other studies for that matter: CHRONIC 

PAIN IS A CREEPING INSECT, PAIN IS WEIRLING FORCE, and PAIN IS A SWING. The 

researcher structured these metaphors along the lines of Kovecses’ study on happiness and pain to 

correspond to the metaphors formulated in the Arabic expressions (31/32, 36, and 37 respectively). There 

are no counterpart English phrases or expressions to the Arabic ones in the studies on which this paper is 

based. The expression of “my head is spinning,” and “my head is whirling” are common in English when 

describing dizziness and this corresponds with the Arabic expression (36). With regard to expression (37): 

“The world is taking me right and left,” there is no idiomatically identical expression in English to that 

expression. This justifies the construction of the metaphor PAIN IS A SWING. With regard to the Arabic 

utterances (31) and (32) that describe numbness (“I feel like ants creeping in my legs” and “I feel like 

ants creeping in my body”), they have an English equivalent in the expression, I feel insects or bugs 

crawling on my skin. But these expressions are not identical in the sense that bugs are crawling outside 

the body in the English expression, whereas ants creep inside the legs or the whole body in the Arabic 

utterances. This is why the writer chose to structure the metaphors CHRONIC PAIN IS A CREEPING 

INSECT or CHRONIC PAIN IS A CRAWLING INSECT and both can apply to the English and Arabic 

expressions.   

In light of the foregoing discussion, the study demonstrated that speakers of the Arabic language 

conceptualize their experience of pain via etiologically based metaphoric structures. This indicates that 

Arabic conforms to world traditions in describing pain as an essential phenomenon that does not know 

ethnic origin, color, religion, or nationality. It is one of those phenomena that is experienced at a level 

where all humans meet on one basic ground. I could not find a new distinctive feature of pain that is 

ethnic bound to differentiate Arabs from others, thanks to the studies of renowned scholars who have 

inspired this study. There might be a distinctive feature which is managing, acceptance, and treatment of 

pain that can distinguish one culture from the other. 

6.2 Research Implications 

The study is probably the first to address the metaphorical conceptualization of pain in Jordanian 

Arabic. As per the conclusion of the study, it is clear that Jordanians use almost the same equivalent 

phrases to those in English. The study shows that practicing doctors and others who deal with patients can 

benefit from it in improving their communicative strategies in diagnosis and treatment sessions. 

Furthermore, the elements of the cultural, mainly religious, reception and acceptance of sickness 

have not been tackled in this study. It is hoped that this study triggers the interest of researchers in going 

beyond the metaphoric method of describing pain to study the elements of reception and acceptance of 

pain, and how Islamic culture provides a consoling factor that helps in recovery.  

6.3 Recommendations 

In light of the foregoing discussion, the researcher would like to make the following 

recommendations for future research to develop on the findings of this study by: 
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 Writing further research on other metaphoric expressions of pain in Arabic; 

 Replicating this study on the speakers of languages other than Arabic and English;  

 Conducting comparative studies of metaphorical expressions of pain versus other emotions, such as 

happiness, anger, hatred, jealousy, and love; and  

 Studying the cultural dimension of reception and acceptance of pain.  

 

 

 

ة عن األلم في األردن من منظور علم اللغويات المعرفيالتعبيرات المجازي 

  مرام العبداهللا
  مركز اللغات، جامعة اليرموك، األردن

  الملخص

تهدف هذه الدراسة إلى تحليل التعبيرات العربية التي يسستعملها المرضى في األردن لوصف ما يعانون من أمراض. 

درست الباحثة في هذه الدراسة إن كان األردنيون يستخدمون اللغة المجازية وفيما إذا كانت تعبيراتهم عن المرض تقابل 

لتعبيرات اإلنجليزية معتمدة بهذا الشأن في تحليلها للمصطلحات على نظرية التصور المجازي في علم اللغويات المعرفي في ا

  Johnson and Lakoffعن التصور المعرفي للتعبيرات المجازية لأللم، ونظرية الباحثين  Kovecses) 2006دراسة الباحث (

  لالستعماالت المجازية من منظور اللغويات المعرفية.) في نظريتهما المهمة 2003(

وتظهر الدراسة أن تعبيرات المرضى مليئة باالستعماالت المجازية في وصفهم لحاالت األلم التي يعانون منها والتي ال 

فهوم األلم عند يعرفون تشخيصها في غالب الحاالت. لقد استخدمت الدراسة كإطار نظري في تحليل التشكيالت المجازية في م

المرضى. كما وجدت الدراسة أن التعبيرات المجازية باللغة العربية تلتقي مع التوجهات اإلنسانية في التشكيالت المجازية لتصور 

  األلم في اللغة اإلنجليزية.

  التعبيرات العربية عن األلم.: األلم، االستعارة، نظرية التصور المجازي، علم اللغويات المعرفي، الكلمات المفتاحية
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Endnotes 
1Among the scholars that focus on metaphor as a dominant  figure of speech Al-Abed Al-Haq & El-Sharif 

(2008); Free (2002); Kirmayer  (2008); Lakoff and Johnson (2003); Richardson (2012); and Skelton 

et al. (2002). 
2 See also Gibbs (1944). 
3See Elos and Kyngäs (cited in Richardson 2012, 6). 
4 These studies include Ahmad, Fawaz, & Hssanien (2010); and Rassool (2015). 
5 For a similar view, see also Kovecses (2006); Melzack (1975); Neilson (2016); Semino (2010); and 

Skelton et al. (2002) 

6  See, for instance, Neilson (2016); Scarry (1985); and Semino (2010). 
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Appendix 1 
The metaphoric expressions of pain used in the study arranged according to their appearance in the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 1 على نفسي""حاس كأنه بلوك كابس  22  " راسي بده يتكسر"
 2 "حاس كأنه صخرة بتضغط على صدري 23 " راسي بده يفقع"
 3  “جسمي مكسر  ” 24 " ركبتي فاقعة "

 4   "جسمي مطبش "   25 "ركبتي بتطقطق25"
 5 " راسي بغلي مثل النار"  26 " طبلة إذني رح تنفجر "

 6  "حاسة كأنه سيخ نار بإجري " 27 "كأنه موج البحر جوا اذني "
 7  "كفات إجري مولعات "  28 "عيوني بدها تنفجر"

 8 " إصبع اجري الكبير مولع نار" 29 " الم بياكل جسمي أكل"
 9  "راس معدتي مولع " 30 "أجري موتيتني وجع"

 10 "معدتي مثل النار بتغلي غلي"  31 " حاس مثل النمل بمشي بإجري"
 11 "مثل سيخ نار بعيني"  32 "حاسة مثل النمل بمشي بجسمي"

 12 جسمي مثل النار بحرق حرق  33 "في طنين بإذني"
 13 "عندي حرقة بالبول  "  34 " حاس كأنه بلوك كابس على نفسي"

 14 "حاسة سكاكين بتقطع بمعدتي" 35 " حاس كأنه صخرة بتضغط على صدري"
 15  "مساميررجلي كأنك داعس على " 36 " الدنيا بتلف فيي مش حاس باشي"

 16 "جلدي بلسع مثل الدبابيس" 37 " الدنيا بتاخدني يمين و شمال"
 17 " جلدي بهرش نفسي اقطعه واكبه" 38 "جسمي مدقدق "
 18  "فيه نغزة بصدري   " 39 "جسمي مطبش "
 19 "راسي بده يفقع كأنه شواكيش براسي" 40 "جسمي مكسر"
 20 " راسي رح ينفجر" 41 " مهدود حيلي"

 21 " راسي بده يطق"


