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English Language Through Principles of 
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Introduction

Many of us feel that English is a crazy language where noses run and 
feet smell. We are told that the term ‘a person with disability’ is more 
preferable to ‘a disabled person’ but not why. We wonder why money 
and time are talked about in similar terms (e.g. spend money, spend time). 
Many teachers and educators feel that prepositions and phrasal verbs 
are one of the most idiosyncratic aspects of the language. The source 
of all these (mis)conceptions seems to be the dominance of structural 
approaches to the study and teaching-learning of English language. In 
the structural paradigm, only those elements that have ‘constant and 
definite’ meanings (Bloomfield, 1933, p. 158) are discussed. Following 
this, a rigid dichotomy is maintained between ‘grammar’ (no definite 
meaning and serves only structural purposes) and ‘vocabulary’ (with 
definable meanings). Because ‘grammar’ is considered ‘meaningless’, at 
the sentence level, meaning is assumed to be the sum of its constituent 
parts. Idioms, phrasal verbs and other multiword expressions—where 
the meaning of the whole expression is not equal to the sum of its 
constituent parts—are simply labelled ‘figurative’ and left with little 
explanation. Polysemy and meaning extensions are completely ignored.

In this paper, we argue that principles of Cognitive Semantics, a 
functional approach to language inspired by the works of Langacker 
(Langacker, 2008), Lakoff (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 1987), and 
Talmy (Talmy, 2000a; 2000b), among others, can help understand 
several phenomena that have been considered idiomatic or structural 
in traditional grammar books and pedagogies. In particular, we explore 
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principles of embodiment, construal, image schemas and iconicity with 
reference to figurative language, phrasal verbs, lexical and structural 
choice, spatial and temporal prepositions, and various discourse options 
(such as foregrounding/backgrounding) among others. This exercise 
has significant implications for the ESL pedagogy: since many of these 
principles align with those of current teaching methods, teachers can 
design form-focussed tasks based on Cognitive semantics to make 
teaching-learning of English more meaningful.

Embodiment and Conceptual Metaphor

One of the principal claims of Cognitive semantics has been that grammar 
is meaningful (Langacker, 2008) and that the bases of this meaning 
are sensorimotor experiences—how we perceive the world around us 
through our senses. This is known as ‘embodiment’. For instance, we 
talk about the movement of a car as ‘forward’ and ‘reverse’ based on our 
visual field: our eyes are located in the front of our head, and we only 
have a forward vision and what is opposite of it is ‘reverse’. Similarly, 
we hear prices, stocks or costs ‘going up’. This is based on our experience 
with substances and liquids being poured into a container: when more 
and more of that material is added, the levels go up (e.g. filling a bucket 
with water). Such frames based on our bodily experiences are known as 
‘Conceptual metaphors’ (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Lakoff, 1987). In the 
example above, the metaphor may be expressed as MORE IS UP. 

If we look at language more carefully, we can, in fact, observe that we 
tend to talk about abstract domains (e.g. in the example above prices, 
stocks, costs) in terms of concrete domains (e.g. actual increase in the 
quantity of a substance). For instance, we talk about time as money 
(spend quality time with family), arguments as war (win an argument), 
emotions as liquids (boil with rage), computer viruses as human viruses 
(computers infected with virus), life as a journey (make a wrong decision 
and go off track), and time as space among others. Now, let’s look at 
examples that illustrate the metaphor TIME IS SPACE. In each pair 
below, the first sentence is from the domain of SPACE whereas the 
second one is from TIME. A brief interpretation is given in brackets.

1.	 (a) Mary has travelled over the mountains. (covering a range)
	 (b) Mary has matured over the years. 
2.	 (a) If you look out of the window, you will see that we are approaching 
the airport. (a goal on a path)
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	 (b) Since we are approaching lunchtime, I will stop here and resume 
my presentation later.
3.	 (a) How soon you reach your office depends on how quickly you get 
through traffic. (successfully dealing with a difficulty)
	 (b) Nobody can understand how Rihana got through the first few 
months after losing her husband. 
4.	 (a) The anthropologist spent a whole year travelling back and forth 
between her hometown and the research site. (repeated movements 
between two points)
	 (b) In the story, the children travel back and forth in time using a time 
travel machine.
5.	 (a) Sri Lanka is strategically located at the crossroads of major ship 
routes. (a junction where multiple options come together)
	 (b) With the old government ousted in a coup and no certainty about 
the new one, the country is at the crossroads.
Studies have explored conceptual metaphors in various domains such 
as business studies (Boers, 2000), political discourse (Charteris-Black, 
2006), idioms of emotions (Upadhaya & Sudharshana, 2021), educational 
philosophy (de Guerrero & Villamil, 2002), religion (DesCamp & 
Sweetser, 2005), and phrasal verbs (Yasuda, 2010) among others. Some 
of these studies also discuss pedagogic implications. Some scholars (e.g. 
Littlemore & Low, 2006), further, argue that metaphoric competence 
(ability to understand and interpret conceptual metaphors) is necessary 
to achieve communicative competence in ESL/EFL contexts. This marks 
a significant departure from traditional grammar books that view 
metaphor as an embellishment not necessary for ESL learners.

Construal

One of the pertinent questions in linguistic philosophy has been how 
the linguistic forms represent the outside world. Structuralists argue 
that this mapping is objective—what we see in the outside world is 
objectively mapped onto words and structures in a language. However, 
this does not seem to be the case: the same event may be represented in 
different ways in a language. Look at the sentence pairs in (6-12) below:
6.	 (a) The chief guest handed over the certificates to the participants at 
the end of the workshop.
	 (b) The certificates were handed over to the participants at the end 
of the workshop.
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7.	 (a) Because of his hard work, John was able to score well.
	 (b) John was able to score well because of his hard work.
8.	 (a) John gave a book to Mary.
	 (b) John gave Mary a book.
9.	 (a) The cat was under the shelf.
	 (b) The shelf was above the cat.
10.	 (a) Rohan stood in front of Rohini in the queue.
	 (b) Rohini stood behind Rohan in the queue.
11.	 (a) When asked about the money, John said, “I didn’t even know 
that money was there”. Would you believe him?
	 (b) When asked about the money, John said that he had not known 
that money was there. 
12.	 (a) I am shocked to hear that Mohan is no more! I just spoke to him 
two hours back.
	 (b) I am surprised to hear that I have been selected for ‘Best Employee 
of the Month’ award! 

Though both the pairs in each set above refer to the same event (barring 
12a-b), we use passive voice when we want to highlight the object or 
recipient and background details about doer (see Langacker, 1982 for a 
detailed analysis of the passive structure); (7a-b change in the order of a 
subordinate clause) the fronted subordinate clause stresses on the cause 
factor in the subordinate clause; (8a-b an alternation with a ditransitive 
verb) two objects placed one after the other highlight the beneficiary of the 
transfer whereas the sentence with the ‘to’ preposition phrase highlights 
the transferred object; (9a-b change in the background reference object) 
the Ground and Figure objects are chosen based on the focus; and (10a-
b alternations with projective prepositions) use of different projective 
prepositions (here ‘in front of’ and ‘behind’) indicate change in the 
speaker’s orientation and position; (11a-b direct-indirect speech) the 
direct speech adds dramatic effect and is more personal, whereas the 
indirect speech is more formal and less personal; (12a-b contrasts with 
synonyms) synonyms have positive, neutral, and negative connotations 
and depending on the intended meaning the choice is made. 

These examples illustrate that speakers of a language choose a specific 
structure depending on how they look at a situation, what they pay 
attention to and what they want to highlight. This kind of linguistic 
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representation is known as ‘construal’. The argument that speakers 
actually ‘construe an event’—and not map directly onto linguistic 
structures and vocabulary—has significant implications for language 
teaching-learning. Learners need to be made aware of rationales for 
choosing a particular structure or word over another to represent the 
same event and avoid mechanical sentence transformation exercises. 

Image Schemas and Polysemy

Cognitive Semantics argues that speakers of a language form image 
schemas out of sensorimotor experiences through the processes of 
profiling, abstraction and schematisation. ‘Profiling’ refers to attending 
to specific aspects of a situation for encoding in language. ‘Abstraction’ 
refers to selecting certain recurring configuration patterns from situations 
repeatedly encountered. ‘Schematisation’ refers to forming abstract 
metal images based on profiling and abstraction and such schemas form 
‘meaning’ of grammatical structures. Schema influences perception of 
similar scenes in future. These schemas are neutral in terms of size 
(small or big), shape (circular, rectangular, square etc.), state of closure 
(open, half-close, close), discontinuity (continuous or scattered), relative 
orientation (horizontal or vertical) and relative location (in the middle, 
at the periphery, etc.), and composition (solid, semi-solid, liquid, gas) of 
actual objects (Talmy, 2000a, p. 163). For instance, the preposition in is 
used with different kinds of objects: apple in a bowl, dog in a pool, ash 
in a volcano, bird in a cuckoo clock, moisture in air, water droplets in 
phone camera, and words in a sentence among others.

In the sentences with the preposition in, the schema evoked is that 
of a CONTAINER and CONTAINMENT. In other words, with the 
preposition in, speakers perceive the scenes as a smaller object being 
contained (partially or fully) in a larger three-dimensional object. This 
CONTAINER - CONTAINMENT schema can be applied to new spatial 
configurations through metaphorical projections. Hence, we have 
expressions such as be in love, get in trouble, in a mess, etc. This shows 
that polysemy is not arbitrary, but it is very systematic: the basic image 
schema arises out of embodiment, and it is applied to abstract situations 
through metaphoric/metonymic extensions (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; 
Lakoff, 1987). 

Let’s look at the verb ‘run’. The basic schema could be summarised as 
‘a rapid spontaneous movement using legs through space’ (e.g. John ran 
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from the auditorium to the classroom) (Lindner, 1981). What ‘runs’ is 
usually human beings (as in the previous example) or other animals with 
legs (e.g. The dog ran very fast to catch the thief). By extension, it could be 
vehicles with wheels that move fast (e.g. Because of the cyclone, all trains 
are running late), liquids (e.g. The river runs through the mountains), 
electricity (e.g. Electricity is running through underground cables), and 
abstract emotions (e.g. A shiver ran through her body when she saw her 
husband’s name on the list of accident victims). Transformations and 
extensions of these basic image schemas are possible (Lakoff, 1987, pp. 
440-443). Drawing on vehicles ‘running’, in English the routes taken by 
these vehicles can also be perceived as ‘running’ (e.g. The scenic route 
runs through mountains and valleys). Because the liquids ‘run’ from a 
tap, by extension we say, ‘The tap is running hot’ (= hot water flowing 
through the tap). The movement of bodily fluids is encoded with the 
verb ‘run’ (e.g. I can feel sweat running down my back after the workout) 
and in a fashion similar to the tap example above, we say ‘nose runs’ (= 
liquid flowing down from the nose). 

Now, we illustrate the IN-OUT schema in English. This is encoded in 
the preposition/particle out—alone or in combination with a verb—as 
in the expressions given below:

13.	 (a) Rihana jumped out of the burning train coach and saved herself.

	 (b) The player’s injury has kept him out of action this whole season.

	 (c) When the bridge was finally completed, the cost was way out of 
early estimates.

	 (d) The left leaning party has been voted out in the recent elections.

	 (e) The doctor asked the child to stick her tongue out.

	 (f) The child cried out in pain when the doctor gave her an injection.

	 (g)	 “John and I are in love and we are gonna marry next month”,  
		  “Oh! Finally, the secret’s out!”

	 (h)	 Were you in a hurry this morning? You’re wearing your shirt  
		  inside out.

	 (i)	 John’s not at home. He’s out. 

	 (j)	 My parents don’t let me stay out late.

	 (k)	 We are eating out today to celebrate our anniversary.

The underlying schema for 13(a) may be represented as below:
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Figure 1. Basic Schema of the Particle ‘Out’

Here the box represents ‘the train’, which is a container with clear 
boundaries. The arrow represents Path from inside the container to 
outside. Here the focus is on the Path (shown with a bold arrow). From 
this basic schema, other uses are extended. 
For instance, in (13b), we can see a metonymic extension into an abstract 
domain: ‘action’ is part of ‘playing a game’ and thus here ‘a part’ stands 
for ‘the whole’. Here, the focus is on the end point which is located 
outside the container ‘action’. The Path (‘injury’ that was responsible for 
his not playing) is implicit. 

Figure 2. Image Schema of ‘Being Out of Action’

The underlying schema for the sentence (13c) is very similar to that of 
(13b): the Ground ‘estimates’ is viewed as a container and the actual 
cost (which is an abstract Figure) is located at a far away point from 
the Ground. In the sentence (13d), the phrase ‘vote out’ encodes several 
layers of conceptualisation: ‘power’ is perceived as a container and 
losing the power as moving out of that container. In addition, the act of 
voting against somebody is perceived as a physical action of pushing 
somebody out of a container. 
The sentences (13e-g) view the human body as a container in a metaphoric 
extension (HUMAN BODY IS A CONTAINER). In (13e), the Figure is 
a body part, which is forced to be outside this container. In (13f), the 
Figure is a human emotion (in a metaphoric extension EMOTIONS 
ARE LIQUIDS). The sentence (13g) is a further extension of this use: 
a group of people with close relations is perceived as a container and 
the secret as a Figure (in a metaphoric extension IDEAS ARE OBJECTS) 
which crosses this boundary into a public realm. The sentence (13h) has 
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the Figure ‘shirt’ is perceived as a container (because we fit ourselves 
in it). Therefore, as in the previous examples, it is seen having a clear 
boundary and an ‘inside’ and ‘outside’. See the image scheme below:

Figure 3. Image Schema of ‘Wearing Something Inside Out’

Here the bold line represents the ‘front’ (the part which is on the front of 
our body) part of the shirt that is focussed, and the dotted lines represent 
other parts that are not focussed in this conceptualisation. 

The sentences (13i-k) make a distinction between ‘home’ and ‘outside 
home’ and view them as containers. Here ‘home’ has clear boundaries, 
whereas ‘not home’ does not. Hence, when not at home, you are ‘out’, 
you ‘eat out’ or ‘stay out’. This may be represented in the diagram below:

Figure 4. Image Schema of ‘Being Out’

See Lindner (1981), and Johnson (1987) for more details on ‘out’ schema 
and its extensions.

Iconicity 

The principle of iconicity means that the phonological, morphological 
and syntactic arrangements closely resemble conceptualisation and 
relative importance given to different components. This means that there 
are ‘form-form’, ‘form-meaning’ and ‘meaning-meaning’ connections 
in the language. For instance, most English verbs about sudden and 
strong movements start with the letter ‘sp’: splash, split, spit, splutter, 
spring, spike, splurge, spank, and spat among others. Morphologically, 
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suffixes and prefixes have meaning: the suffix ‘-al’ is usually added to 
nouns of Latin origin to turn them into adjectives with the meaning 
of ‘relating to that specific object/ person/ concept’: nation-national, 
tribe-tribal, season-seasonal, remedy-remedial, notion-notional, and provision-
provisional. Phrasal verbs with ‘at’ indicate a sense of tentativeness/ 
incompleteness/ indirectness:
14. (a) John shot Mary. (the bullet hit Mary)
	 (b) John shot at Mary. (the bullet may or may not have hit Mary)
Similarly, distinctions are made in terms of ‘come-come at’, ‘get-get 
at’, ‘mock-mock at’, ‘hint-hint at’, and ‘drive-drive at’ among others. 
There is also a distinction between the prepositions ‘to’ and ‘with’ when 
combined with some verbs: the former indicates a more direct contact/ 
association while the latter indicates an indirect effect/ contact:
15. (a) I want to talk to someone about my feelings for free. (more 
personal)
	 (b) Here are some fun topics to talk about with co-workers. (less 
personal)
This sense of ‘indirectness’ encoded by the preposition ‘with’ is extended 
to expressions such as ‘a person with disability’, which is less direct than 
‘a disabled person’. An adjective in the prenominal predicate position 
(e.g. a disabled person) usually indicates a stable quality and may be 
considered ‘judgmental’. In contrast, a post-nominal predicate adjective 
indicates a temporary attribute (e.g. a person disabled in the war).
Syntactically, when adjectives are stacked one after the other before a 
noun in a predicate position, the attributes perceived to be the most 
important/ most inherent are placed closest to the noun:
16. A beautiful black wooden box
Here ‘beautiful’ is a subjective interpretation and not perceived as an 
inherent characteristic and hence placed farthest from the noun. In 
contrast, ‘black’ refers to the colour which is relatively more inherent 
and ‘wooden’ represents the composition and the most inherent 
characteristic of the box. Changing the colour of a box is relatively more 
difficult and the composition probably the most difficult. Hence, these 
adjectives are placed closer to the noun.

Pedagogical Implications

We have discussed in the previous sections how principles of cognitive 
semantics can help us better understand linguistic structures and 
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disambiguate several aspects of language that are traditionally considered 
unexplainable. This exercise has significant implications for language 
teaching. In the classroom, the meaning dimension of language has to be 
emphasised over structural aspects. Teachers need to present grammar 
as a set of choices available to speakers to talk about a particular situation 
and explain the rationale for the choice of a particular word or structure. 
In other words, we move towards ‘describing’ language use rather than 
‘prescribing’ grammar rules. In the ESL classroom, teachers can also 
help learners make connections between their L1 and L2 English and 
eventually build language awareness.

It may also be noted that Cognitive Semantics emphasises meaning, 
language use in real life, and raising consciousness about language and 
that these principles are in fact in sync with those of task-based language 
teaching (TBLT), a method that also emphasises meaning making and 
problem solving. Therefore, these two can be blended in a form-focussed 
framework to design different kinds of tasks. However, discussing such 
pedagogical options in detail is beyond the scope of this paper and 
one may refer to Achard and Niemeier (2004), Kristiansen et al. (2006), 
Robinson and Ellis (2008), Bielak and Pawlak (2013), Sudharshana 
(2021), and Upadhaya and Sudharshana (2021), among others, for the 
pedagogical applications of Cognitive Semantics. 
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