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METAPHORS FOR MARRUGE I N OUR CULTURE 

Naomi Qulnn 

Duka University 

Lakof f  an d Johnson ,  I n Mecaphor s We Liv e B y 
(1980) ,  frequentl y allud e t o metaphor s "i n ou r 
culture."  Thi s pape r  explore s th e wa y i n whic h 
cultur e ca n b e sai d t o constrai n metaphorica l 
thinkin g i n on e domain ,  tha t  o f  America n marriage . 
I t  undertake s systemati c analysi s o f  a .  sampl e o f 
metaphor s use d b y 2 2 America n interviewees ,  spouse s 
i n 1 1 marriages ,  ove r  a n averag e o f  15-1 6 hour-lon g 
Interview s pe r  individual .  Superficially ,  th e 
particula r  metaphorica l  expression s use d b y a  give n 
individua l  woul d see m t o var y widely .  Bu t  thes e 
expression s ca n b e show n t o cluste r  aroun d on e o r 
anothe r  o f  a  smal l  numbe r  o f  underlyin g metaphori -
ca l  model s t o whic h tha t  Individua l  consistentl y 
returns .  Thu s a  husban d wh o conceptualize s hi s 
marriag e a s BUILDIN G A  DURABLE PRODUCT i s abl e t o 
expres s thi s underlyin g metaphorica l  mode l  i n term s 
of  a  numbe r  o f  differen t  concret e product s o r 
genera l  type s o f  products ,  sometime s switchin g fro m 
produc t  t o produc t  i n a  singl e utterance :  a  meta l 
i n "w e forge d a  lifetim e proposition, "  a n 
unspecifie d constructio n o f  th e sor t  on e migh t 
buil d i n one' s hom e worksho p i n "marriag e i s a  do -
it-yoursel f  project, "  somethin g capabl e o f 
structura l  improvemen t  i n "ou r  marriag e wa s 
strengthened, "  a n edific e i n "w e mad e tha t  th e 
cornerstone, "  onc e agai n a n edific e an d the n some -
thin g mad e ou t  o f  a  malleabl e material ,  perhap s 
clay .  I n "the y ha d a  basi c soli d foundatio n i n 
thei r  marriage s tha t  coul d b e shape d int o somethin g 
good, "  an d somethin g lik e a  ca r  buil t  ou t  o f 
cannibalize d parts ,  whic h the n take s o n th e 
propertie s o f  a .  chemica l  suc h a s epox y glu e i n "w e 
hav e bot h looke d int o th e othe r  perso n an d foun d 
thei r  bes t  part s an d use d thes e part s t o mak e th e 
relationshi p gel. "  Anothe r  husban d wh o conceptu -
alize s marriag e a s TRAVEL sometime s speak s o f  th e 
marriag e a s a  trai n o r  trolle y capabl e o f  "gettin g 
of f  th e track, "  othe r  time s a s foo t  trave l  i n "he' s 
runnin g th e sam e pat h I  wa s befor e I  go t  married. " 
and "I f  I  weren' t  marrie d I' d b e runnin g dow n th e 
san e line, "  an d stil l  elsewher e a s som e kin d o f 
maneuverabl e vehicl e i n " I  Jus t  observ e others ' 
marriage s an d tr y t o ru n min e dow n th e middle. " 
Moreover, analysis reveals that the vast 
majorit y o f  thes e stabl e metaphorica l  model s them -
selve s fal l  int o tw o broa d classes :  metaphor s o f 
marriag e a s som e kin d o f  effortfu l  activity—e.g. , 
WORK,  BUILDIN G A  DURABLE PRODUCT,  A  QUEST,  A H 
INVESTMENT,  GROWTH,  A  STRUGGLE,  A  JOURNEY,  TRAVEL 
— or  marriag e a s som e kin d o f  dua l  relationship — 
e.g. ,  A  PARTNERSHIP,  TWO PATHS CROSSING,  MUTUAL PAR-
ENTING,  BEIN G A  UNITE D FRONT,  BEIN G A  PAIR ,  BEIN G 
ONE PERSON,  BEIN G A  COUPLE,  A  SPATIA L RELATIONSHIP . 
Thus th e superficiall y  variabl e metaphor s whic h 
Interviewee s emplo y ca n b e see n t o b e highl y con -
strained .  What  constrain s the m i s apparentl y som e 
kin d o f  (stil l  deeper )  underlyin g fol k theor y abou t 
th e natur e o f  th e marita l  relationship ,  whic h say s 
tha t  suc h a n endurin g attachmen t  betwee n tw o peopl e 
take s effor t  t o achiev e o r  insure . 
Individuals are free to conceptualize their 
marriage s i n term s o f  an y kin d o f  experienc e draw n 
fro m eithe r  o r  bot h o f  th e tw o classes ,  dua l  rela -
tionshi p an d effortfu l  activity .  The y may als o 
choos e t o foregroun d metapho r  fro m on e o f  thes e 
t o th e neglec t  o f  th e other—understandin g thei r marriag e primaril y o r  entirel y i n term s o f  th e 

natur e o f  th e relationshi p the y have ,  o r  alterna -
tively ,  i n term s o f  th e effor t  involve d i n 
sustainin g tha t  relationship .  However ,  give n 
individual s ar e ver y likel y t o emplo y metaphorica l 
model s o f  bot h classes .  When thi s i s done ,  th e 
metaphorica l  mode l  selecte d fro m th e clas s o f 
effortfu l  activitie s matche s a n entailmen t  o f  th e 
metaphorica l  mode l  whic h characterize s th e natur e 
of  th e relationship .  Th e mappin g I s on e o f  goa l 
implementation :  tha t  is ,  give n som e entailmen t  o f 
th e relationshi p conveye d i n on e metaphorica l  model , 
how ca n suc h a n entailmen t  plausibl y b e implemented ? 
Thus ,  fo r  example ,  th e husban d wit h th e mode l  o f 
marriag e a s BUILDIN G A  DURABLE PRODUCT (a n effortfu l 
activity )  i s  implementing ,  i n thi s enterprise ,  th e 
goa l  o f  makin g a  permanen t  marriage .  Permanenc e i s 
entaile d b y BEIN G A  COUPLE ( a dua l  relationship) , 
a metaphorica l  mode l  centra l  i n hi s thinkin g abou t 
th e natur e o f  hi s marriag e an d other s h e know s 
(Quln n 1981) .  Fo r  thi s husband ,  bein g a  coupl e 
entail s bein g permanentl y couple d together ,  henc e 
"durabl y built. " 

The husband who regards marriage as TRAVEL (an 
effortfu l  activity )  means ,  b y keepin g hi s marriag e 
on th e trac k an d runnin g i t  dow n th e middle ,  tha t 
he regulate s th e proportio n o f  tim e h e an d hi s wif e 
spen d togethe r  an d apart ,  o r  a s h e put s it ,  th e 
proportio n o f  tim e thei r  "path s ru n together "  an d 
"ru n apart. "  Hl a metaphorica l  mode l  fo r  thei r 
marita l  relationshi p i s on e o f  TWO PATHS CROSSING 
( a dua l  relationship) .  Achievin g a  balanc e betwee n 
"crossed "  tim e an d separat e time ,  whic h h e view s a s 
th e centra l  entailmen t  o f  marriag e a s TWO PATHS 
CROSSING,  h e the n conceptualize s i n term s o f  th e 
necessit y t o sta y o n th e path ,  kee p o n th e track , 
and stee r  a  correc t  course . 

Still another husband views his marriage as a 
SPATIAL RELATIONSHI P ( a dua l  relationship )  i n whic h 
spouse s mus t  b e "prett y clea r  wher e eac h o f  u s are " 
i n som e kin d o f  uncharte d territory ,  an d "tr y t o 
get  a  goo d sens e o f  wher e w e are "  o r  els e "w e migh t 
satellit e fa r  enoug h awa y s o we'r e no t  sur e what' s 
i n betwee n us "  i n wha t  appear s t o b e oute r  space . 
I f  tw o peopl e ar e constantl y shiftin g positio n 
vis-a-vi s on e another ,  a s i n thi s SPATIA L RELATION-
SHIP mode l  o f  marriage ,  th e overridin g concer n i s 
t o kee p i n contact .  Thi s i s met ,  b y thi s husband , 
wit h a n INQUIR Y mode l  (effortfu l  activity) ,  whic h 
involve s "spac e t o kin d o f  wor k ou t  wher e eac h o f 
us were, "  " a lo t  o f  searching, "  "mile s o f  talking, " 

-an d "communicating. "  Thes e husband s al l  see m t o 
agre e tha t  marriag e require s som e effortfu l  activity . 
The particula r  effor t  require d depend s upo n a  prio r 
conceptualizatio n o f  th e nati-r e o f  th e relationshi p 
itself .  I n eac h case ,  th e metaphorica l  mode l  o f  th e 
relationahi p i s problemati c i n som e entailment ,  th e 
proble m solutio n become s a  goa l  o f  th e marriage ,  an d 
a solutio n fo r  thi s marita l  goa l  i s  couche d i n a 
furthe r  metaphorica l  model .  Whethe r  thi s vie w o f 
marriag e a a proble m an d solutio n i s universa l  cross -
culturally ,  o r  whethe r  i t  i s  a  distinctivel y Ameri -
can wa y o f  viewin g marriage ,  perhap s certai n othe r 
relationships ,  an d eve n othe r  aspect s o f  life ,  I 
ca n onl y speculate . 

What do these observations suggest for a theory 
of  metaphorica l  understanding ? First ,  ongoin g 
metaphorica l  understanding s ar e relativel y stabl e 16 



and ches e stabl e uaderscanding s ar e baae d i n under -
lyin g metaphorica l  models .  Metaphorica l  expression s 
whic h instantiat e a  give n mode l  ca n b e varie d a t 
wil l  t o tak e advantag e o f  differen t  propertie s o f 
concret e object s o r  events .  Thu s MARRIAGE I S 
BUILDIN G A  DURABLE PRODUCT allow s it s use r  t o 
understan d hi s marita l  axperienc e i n term s o f 
conemstones ,  reassemble d parts ,  an d th e gellin g 
proces s wit h equa l  facility . 
Second, these underlying metaphorical models 
themselve s canno t  b e anythin g a t  all .  The y ar e 
constraine d t o member s o f  thos e classe s whic h ar e 
culturall y appropriat e sourc e domain s fo r  th e targe t 
experienc e (t o us e Carbonell' s  [1981 ]  terms) . 
Members o f  a  cultur e shar e knowledg e o f  thes e 
appropriat e sourc e domains .  A  considerabl e 
economy o f  learnin g an d memor y i s achieve d i n thi s 
organizatio n o f  cultura l  knowledg e b y metaphorica l 
clas s tha t  woul d b e los t  i f  targe t  experience s wer e 
assigne d directl y t o culturall y permissibl e 
metaphor s o r  metaphorica l  models .  Withi n classes , 
an Individua l  ha s latitud e i n selectin g whateve r 
metaphorica l  mode l  doe s th e bes t  Jo b o f  character -
izing ,  fo r  tha t  person ,  th e targe t  experience . 

Third, underlying metaphorical models cannot 
be studie d i n isolatio n fro m on e another .  I n ongoin g 
understanding ,  the y frequentl y bea r  relationship s t o 
one another .  Her e I  hav e give n a n exampl e o f 
metaphorica l  model s whic h ar e mappe d ont o entail -
ment s o f  othe r  metaphorica l  model s b y wa y o f  goa l 
implementation .  Elsewhere ,  Johnso n (1982 )  ha s 
provide d a  hypothetica l  exampl e o f  a  differen t  kin d 
of  mapping ,  whic h w e migh t  distinguis h a s substitu -
tion .  Whil e metaphorica l  models ,  a s I  hav e claime d 
here ,  ar e relativel y stabl e understanding s o f 
experience ,  i t  ofte n happen s tha t  on e suc h moda l 
cease s t o adequatel y captur e experienc e fo r  it s 
user .  Anothe r  mode l  whic h share s multipl e entail -
ment s wit h th e earlie r  on e ma y the n b e substitute d 
fo r  it ;  th e share d entailment s serv e a s bridges . 
I f  tim e allowed ,  I  woul d giv e additiona l  example s 
of  suc h substitutio n fro a my material .  Fo r 
instance ,  th e husban d wh o conceptualize d marriag e 
as BEIN G A  COOPLE fel t  tha t  h e an d bi s wif e wer e 
growin g close r  ove r  time ,  an d spok e o f  hi s mor e 
recen t  marita l  experienc e a s BEIN G ONE PERSON. 
Give n goa l  impleaentatlon ,  substitution ,  an d othe r 
possibl e relationship s betwee n metaphorica l  models , 
i t  become s critica l  t o stud y th e vinderstandin g 
proces s i n th e contex t  o f  lif e stor y discourse . 
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