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Abstract

This article explores the metaphorical conceptualization of the
concept “labor” in the English language. Through cognitive
linguistic analysis, the study examines how labor is represented
metaphorically, revealing underlying cultural values and social
attitudes. The paper discusses common metaphors related to labor,
such as labor as a journey, labor as a commodity, and labor as a
force or energy, highlighting their role in shaping our
understanding of work and effort.
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Introduction

Language reflects human cognition and cultural values, and metaphors play a crucial role in
shaping abstract concepts through concrete experiences. One such concept is labor, which, beyond
its literal meaning of work or effort, carries a variety of metaphorical connotations in English.
Understanding these metaphors provides insight into how labor is perceived and valued in English-
speaking cultures.

The aim of this article is to analyze metaphorical expressions related to labor in English, identify
major conceptual metaphors, and explain their significance within cognitive linguistics.

The foundation of this research lies in the theory of conceptual metaphor proposed by Lakoff and
Johnson [1], which argues that metaphors are not just linguistic expressions but cognitive tools
that structure thought. According to this theory, abstract domains (such as labor) are understood
in terms of more concrete domains (such as journeys, commodities, or forces).

Previous studies on metaphors of work and labor [2-4] have identified common themes in
metaphorical conceptualizations, which this study further explores with a focus on English.

here are various definitions that are provided from different English Dictionaries: for
example: According to CollinsDictionary. Com “Labour”is 1. very hard work, usually physical
work. (n). 2. omeone who labours works hard using their hands.Another dictionary called “Oxford
Languages” dictionary defines labour in this way: “work, especially physical work.” (n), // “work
hard; make great effort.” (v) .We can continue this line, but let us compare the concepts “labour”
and “work”. Actually, they are considered to be very close in meaning. In the
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Marxisttradition, the word labour has been associated with alienated and exploited
work, a historical category, as opposed to work, an anthropological category, quintessential
to the human species.

According to Cambridge Advanced Dictionary there are a numerous notions that “labour” mean.
For example:

- practical work, especially that which involves physical effort (noun)

- orkers, especially people who do practical work with their hands (noun)

- all the effort and hard work that have been involved in doing a particular piece of work
Labour is BIRTH:

The last stage of pregnancy from the time when the muscles of the womb start to push the baby
out of the body until the baby appears.

- to do hard physical work (v)

-to do something slowly with great physical or mental effort (v)

The study employs a qualitative analysis of metaphorical expressions related to labor from various
sources, including everyday speech, literature, media, and business discourse. The analysis
identifies recurring metaphorical patterns and classifies them according to their conceptual source
domains.

One of the most pervasive metaphors conceptualizes labor as a journey or path. Expressions such
as:

«climbing the career ladder»

«reaching the top of the profession»

«a stepping stone to success» reflect the idea that labor involves progress, challenges, and
movement towards goals.

This metaphor highlights notions of effort, persistence, and development. The journey metaphor
implies that labor is a process rather than a static state, involving obstacles and milestones.

Labor is often conceptualized as a commodity or resource that can be bought, sold, and traded:
«selling one’s labor»

«labor market»

«labor costs»

This metaphor reflects economic and capitalist views on work, emphasizing the transactional and
economic aspects of labor. It frames workers as suppliers of labor power, which is a resource to
be valued and managed.

Labor is also metaphorically understood as a source of energy or force:

«exerting effort»

«pumping out work»

«powering through the tasks»

This conceptualization connects labor with physical strength and dynamism, underscoring the
intensity and physicality often associated with work.

Expressions such as «building a career», «constructing a future,» or «crafting a masterpiece»
conceptualize labor as an act of creation or construction, linking work to creativity and the
production of tangible outcomes.

The metaphorical conceptualizations of labor reflect various cultural attitudes towards work. The
journey metaphor emphasizes personal growth and ambition, while the commodity metaphor
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foregrounds economic value and transactional nature. The force metaphor relates labor to physical
exertion and productivity, and the construction metaphor connects work to creativity and legacy.
These metaphors influence how people think about labor, shaping their motivation and behavior
in professional contexts.

The study reveals that labor in English is metaphorically conceptualized through multiple
domains, reflecting its complexity as a human experience. Understanding these metaphors
enriches our comprehension of labor beyond its literal meaning and offers valuable perspectives
for cross-cultural communication, labor relations, and cognitive linguistic research.
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