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The study of death metaphors represents one of the most profound intersections of linguistics, psychology, and
cultural anthropology. As a universal human experience, death is inevitably shrouded in taboo, leading languages
across the globe to develop complex systems of euphemism and metaphorical mapping. Within the framework of
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), pioneered by Lakoff and Johnson, metaphors are not merely stylistic
flourishes but cognitive tools that allow us to understand abstract, complex concepts (the target domain) through
more concrete, tangible experiences (the source domain). In the case of human mortality, the target domain of
DEATH is mapped onto source domains such as JOURNEY, SLEEP, REST, or A RETURN.

This technical analysis delves into a contrastive study of death metaphors in English and Chinese, examining how
cultural scaffolds, philosophical underpinnings, and linguistic structures dictate the way these two major language
groups perceive the end of life. By analyzing the semantic primitives and the cognitive mappings inherent in these
languages, we can uncover the underlying values that differentiate Western individualism and linear time from
Eastern collectivism and cyclical continuity.

The Theoretical Framework: Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT)

To understand the divergence between English and Chinese death metaphors, one must first master the
mechanics of Conceptual Metaphor Theory. CMT posits that our conceptual system is grounded in bodily
experience and cultural context. The mapping process follows a specific formulaic structure:

Target Domain (A) is Source Domain (B)

In this relationship, features from the source domain are projected onto the target domain. For instance, in the
metaphor DEATH IS A JOURNEY, the deceased is the traveler, the act of dying is the departure, and the afterlife
is the destination. This mapping allows the speaker to navigate the harsh reality of mortality by framing it within the
familiar logic of physical movement.

The Semantic Primitive and Core Meaning

A crucial aspect of this contrastive study involves the semantic primitive. Unlike the core meaning of a word,

which might be descriptive, a semantic primitive represents an irreducible conceptual building block. In the analysis
of the Chinese character "SHENG" (u Jepresenting life or birth, and its opposite "SI" (k{) representing death, we
find that these are not merely biological markers but are deeply embedded with cultural values. In Chinese
linguistics, "SHENG" encompasses growth, vitality, and the cyclical nature of the universe, which directly influences
how its opposite, "Sl," is metaphorized.

Technical Analysis of Core Metaphorical Mappings

While both English and Chinese share certain universal metaphors, the specific execution and frequency of these
mappings vary significantly based on cultural scaffolding.



1. Death is a Journey (The Cross-Linguistic Universal)

Research across linguistic groups indicates that DEATH IS A JOURNEYis perhaps the most common metaphor
for mortality. However, the nature of the journey differs:

e English Perspective: Often emphasizes a one-way trip or a transition to a final destination (e.g., "passed
away," "departed,” "gone to a better place"). This aligns with a linear perception of time and a Christian-centric view
of a definitive afterlife (Heaven/Hell).
» Chinese Perspective: Frequently utilizes the concept of "returning" (_R - gu #a The metaphor DEATH IS A
RETURN HOME suggests that life is a temporary stay and death is the process of returning to one's ancestral
roots or the cosmic origin. Common expressions include "_RY)" (returning to heaven) or "Vb_R<&g6" (returning to nature).

2. Death is Sleep or Rest

The metaphor DEATH IS SLEEP/RESTserves a primary function of mitigation—reducing the fear associated with
the cessation of consciousness. By mapping the state of death onto the temporary and peaceful state of sleep, the
finality of the event is cognitively softened.

In English, we see "eternal rest," "to sleep with the angels," or "put to sleep” (in veterinary contexts). In Chinese,
the metaphor "DEATH IS REST" is often found in eulogistic idioms (e.g., "[%. 0" - ¢e+, meaning to rest in peace). This
specific mapping scaffolds reasoning by suggesting that the deceased is in a state of potentiality or peace rather

than non-existence.

Comparison Matrix: English vs. Chinese Metaphorical Source Domains

The following table provides a structured comparison of the primary source domains used in both languages and
their underlying cultural justifications.



Source Domain

Journey/Departure

Sleep/Rest

Biological/Nature

Home/Return

Loss/Void

English Examples

Passed away, Departed,
Gone

Eternal sleep, Rest in
peace

Withered, Bitten the dust

Going home (to God)

Lost a loved one

Chinese Examples

«N (Shishi), spNt (Z 'V/ER.

[%070 ( go+), *sw (Changmién)

Cultural/Cognitive
Underpinning

Universal movement from
one state to another; linear
vs. cyclical travel.

Mitigating fear; framing
death as a temporary or
peaceful state.

QEE" (Di &xié - withering), —h,=Connection to the natural

(Y FeC_" O “alling star)

cycle; Chinese often uses
high-literary floral
metaphors.

_R[T(Gu 1), € Nt (L @64£R O Brglisbidihdividual return to

returned)

NNt (Di 1£R O £+7Be

The "Kiss of Death" and Cultural Idiosyncrasies

a creator; Chinese:
Collective return to
ancestors/roots.

Focus on the impact on the
survivors rather than the
state of the deceased.

One of the most fascinating aspects of contrastive linguistics is the divergence of specific idioms that use the word
"death" without referring to biological mortality. A prime example is the phrase "A Kiss of Death."

In Western contexts, this usually refers to something that appears friendly or beneficial but actually leads to failure
or ruin (rooted in the biblical betrayal of Judas). However, in Chinese culture, the interaction with the concept of
"death" in idioms often carries different baggage. Traditional Chinese culture, influenced by Confucianism and
Taoism, views certain behaviors as "deadly" in a social sense. For instance, causing someone to "lose face" can be

metaphorically equated to a social death.

Furthermore, as noted in the data, the avoidance of directly addressing mortality in Chinese culture indicates a
deep-seated fear of death (Thanatophobia) that elicits psychological, social, and religious interdictions. This leads

to an incredibly rich vocabulary of euphemisms used to bypass the linguistic taboo of the word "SI" (k{).

Step-by-Step Methodology for Contrastive Metaphor Analysis

For technical writers and linguists conducting research in this field, a systematic approach is required to ensure

data integrity and cultural accuracy. The following workflow is recommended:

1. Corpus Selection: Gather a balanced dataset of literary texts, obituaries, daily conversations, and news
media from both Target Language A (English) and Target Language B (Chinese).
2. ldentification of Metaphorical Expressions: Filter the corpus for keywords related to death (e.g., die, death,

dead; k{, Nj, *).

3. Domain Mapping: Categorize each expression based on its source domain (e.g., Is it a Journey? Is it a
Loss? Is it an End of a Machine?).
4. Frequency Analysis: Calculate the percentage of each source domain within the respective languages to



identify cultural preferences.

5. Contextual Evaluation: Analyze the pragmatic function—is the metaphor used for politeness (euphemism),
for poetic effect, or for technical precision?

6. Cross-Linguistic Synthesis: Determine if the variations are universal (shared human experience) or culture-
specific (rooted in local philosophy/religion).

How Linguistic Metaphor Scaffolds Reasoning

Metaphors are not just ways of speaking; they are ways of reasoning. When we use the metaphor DEATH IS A
JOURNEY, we subconsciously apply the logic of travel to the end of life. This has practical implications in several
fields:

Medical and Palliative Care

In medical humanities, the metaphor of life and death dictates how doctors communicate with patients. If death is
framed as a "battle” (a common Western metaphor: "fighting cancer"), then the end of life is seen as a "defeat." If
death is framed as a "journey" or "rest," the transition to palliative care becomes cognitively more acceptable and
less associated with failure.

Legal and Ethical Frameworks

Technical writing in legal contexts often struggles with the definition of death (e.g., brain death vs. cardiac death).
The metaphors used in these debates—such as the "extinction of the person" or the "unplugging of a machine"—
influence how policy is written. Mapping death to the CESSATION OF A FUNCTIONING MACHINEis a common
technical metaphor in modern secular societies, prioritizing biological mechanics over spiritual transitions.

Case Study: The "To Die, To Sleep" Contrastive Analysis

A notable study compared metaphors for death and dying in English and Spanish, which can be extended to our
English-Chinese analysis. The "To die, to sleep" metaphor (immortalized by Shakespeare) highlights a shared
Western-Eastern cognitive bridge. However, the Chinese execution of this metaphor often links it to "Changmian" (sew
- long sleep), which is frequently associated with the physical location of the burial (the tomb as a bed), whereas
the English "eternal rest" is more abstract and detached from the physical corpse.

Euphemistic Strategies in Taiwan and Mainland China

In Taiwan, Chinese eulogistic idioms often draw from a mixture of Buddhist and traditional folk religions. Terms like " €

u" (weeaewbe ng - going to be reborn) reflect the belief in reincarnation. In contrast, modern Mainland Chinese
metaphors may occasionally incorporate political or secular euphemisms, such as "S»%A3IQK™ " (going to see Marx), whic
serves as a humorous or culturally specific way to denote death among party members, illustrating how political
frameworks can provide new source domains for ancient target domains.

Technical Challenges and Solutions in Translation

Translating death metaphors requires more than linguistic equivalence; it requires conceptual alignment.
Translators often face failure modes when they ignore the cultural scaffolding of a metaphor.



Common Translation Error

Literal Translation

Category Mistake

Taboo Violation

Operational Challenge

Loss of euphemistic tone, potentially
causing offense.

Mapping a "Return” metaphor
(Chinese) to a "Final End" metaphor
(English).

Using direct terms in cultures where

Technical Solution

Identify the underlying Target Domain
and select a culturally appropriate
Source Domain in the target language.

Use Dynamic Equivalence to maintain
the sentiment of the original text.

Implement a Pragmatic Filter based

on the social distance between the
speaker and the deceased.

high-level euphemism is required.

Summary of Broader Implications

The contrastive study of death metaphors reveals that while the biological reality of death is a constant, the
linguistic and cognitive framing of that reality is highly variable. English metaphors tend to lean toward linear
journeys and individualized rest, reflecting a culture that values the distinct path of the soul or the individual.
Chinese metaphors, deeply rooted in the concepts of "returning” and the cyclical nature of life as seen in the
character "SHENG," reflect a worldview where death is not an absolute end but a repositioning within the family
and the cosmos.

For technical writers, SEO strategists, and linguists, understanding these mappings is essential for creating content
that is culturally resonant and cognitively accessible. Whether in medical communication, international relations, or
literary translation, the metaphors we choose to describe death do more than just hide a taboo; they reveal the very
architecture of our cultural minds. By mastering the source-to-target mapping of these complex domains, we gain a
clearer window into how different civilizations make sense of the ultimate mystery of human existence.

As we move further into a globalized digital age, we may see a convergence of these metaphors, influenced by
global media and medical standards. Yet, the foundational cognitive scaffolds—the journey, the sleep, and the
return home—remain the primary tools through which humanity navigates the inevitable transition from the domain
of the living to the domain of the dead.
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