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ABSTRACT

Pashto folk poetry is an important part of Afghanistan’s intangible cultural heritage, preserving collective experiences,
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beliefs, emotions, and cultural values. This study examines conceptual metaphors in a purposively selected corpus of
Nangarhar folk poetry using Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT). A qualitative descriptive-
interpretive design was employed, drawing on published collections, literary and research sources, and selected oral
materials. Examples were coded by source domain, target domain, mapping, metaphor type, and cultural interpretation.
The findings identify orientational, ontological, and personification patterns, including container structures and
metaphors in blessings and curses. Abstract concepts such as honor, suffering, knowledge, love, moral transformation,
and social evaluation are conceptualized through spatial relations, bodily experience, objects, substances, and human
agency. The findings suggest that these mappings are cognitively motivated and culturally situated. While not
representative of all Nangarhar folk poetry, the corpus reveals recurring relationships among metaphor, cognition, and

Pashtun cultural experience, contributing to cognitive linguistics, Pashto literary studies, and folklore research.

KEYWORDS: Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Cognitive Linguistics, Pashto Folk Poetry, Nangarhar,
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Introduction

Language is not only a means of communication but also a reflection of human cognition, culture, and
collective experience. Among the linguistic devices that shape human thought, metaphor plays a
fundamental role in conceptualizing abstract ideas through concrete experiences. Since Lakoff and
Johnson’s Metaphors We Live By (1980), metaphor has been understood as a cognitive mechanism
rather than merely a rhetorical device. Within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT),
metaphor is viewed as a systematic mapping between a concrete source domain and an abstract target
domain, enabling individuals to interpret and communicate complex experiences.

Pashto folk poetry represents an important component of Afghanistan’s oral heritage and
serves as a repository of the historical experiences, social values, emotions, and cultural beliefs of the
Pashtun community. Its figurative language reflects the cognitive patterns through which speakers
perceive and interpret their world. Therefore, examining conceptual metaphors in this poetic tradition
provides valuable insights into the interaction between language, cognition, and culture.
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Although conceptual metaphor has been widely studied across languages and literary
traditions, research on Pashto folk poetry remains limited. Previous studies have primarily emphasized
literary, historical, and cultural aspects of Pashto folklore, while the cognitive structures underlying
metaphorical expressions have received little attention. In particular, no comprehensive study has
systematically investigated conceptual metaphors in the folk poetry of Nangarhar from a cognitive
linguistic perspective.

Although conceptual metaphor has been widely studied across languages and literary traditions,
research on Pashto folk poetry remains limited from a cognitive-linguistic perspective. Previous studies have
emphasized literary, historical, and cultural dimensions of Pashto folklore, while the underlying conceptual
mappings of metaphorical expressions have received less systematic attention. In particular, the present review
did not identify a focused study that systematically applies CMT to selected folk poetry from Nangarhar and
examines orientational, ontological, and personification patterns together with metaphorical expressions
occurring in blessings and curses.

Literature Review

This study addresses this gap by analyzing selected Nangarhar folk poems through Conceptual
Metaphor Theory. It uses a qualitative descriptive-interpretive approach to identify metaphorical
linguistic expressions, reconstruct their source-target domain mappings, examine the cognitive
motivation of those mappings, and interpret their cultural significance. The study therefore makes a
focused contribution rather than claiming exhaustive coverage of Nangarhar folk poetry.

Contemporary studies have extended CMT by emphasizing the cognitive, cultural, and
contextual dimensions of metaphor. Rather than treating metaphor solely as a linguistic phenomenon,
recent scholarship demonstrates that metaphor is grounded in embodied experience and shaped by
cultural knowledge, enabling people to conceptualize emotions, morality, identity, and other abstract
concepts through everyday experience. These developments have broadened the application of CMT
to literary, cultural, and multimodal discourse.

Within literary studies, poetry has become a major focus of cognitive linguistic research
because it provides rich evidence of conceptual metaphor. Empirical studies indicate that readers
interpret poetic language by activating underlying conceptual mappings, suggesting that literary
creativity relies on the same cognitive processes used in everyday thinking. Similarly, research on
folklore shows that conceptual metaphors preserve collective knowledge, cultural values, and social
experience while reflecting both universal cognitive patterns and culture-specific worldviews.

Contemporary developmentsin CMT have also emphasized embodiment, context, and culture.
Conceptual metaphors are not simply decorative substitutions between words; they are systematic
correspondences between conceptual domains that allow speakers to structure one kind of experience
in terms of another. In literary and folkloric discourse, the same underlying mappings may be realized
through different metaphorical linguistic expressions, while particular cultural contexts can
strengthen, elaborate, or constrain the interpretation of a mapping. This distinction between a
conceptual metaphor and an individual metaphorical expression is important for the present analysis.

Within literary studies, poetry provides rich evidence for investigating how conceptual
mappings are activated and extended. Folk poetry is especially useful because recurring expressions
can preserve shared cultural knowledge, social values, and embodied experience. At the same time, a
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poetic expression should not automatically be classified as a conceptual metaphor simply because it is
figurative. The present study therefore treats an expression as evidence for a conceptual metaphor only
when a systematic source-target relation can be identified from the textual and cultural context.

Research Gap

Previous studies on Pashto folk poetry have primarily examined its literary, historical, and cultural
dimensions, with limited attention to the cognitive mechanisms underlying metaphorical expressions.
While these studies have explored themes, aesthetics, and folklore, they have rarely applied Conceptual
Metaphor Theory (CMT) to explain how metaphor structures thought and meaning in Pashto oral
literature. In particular, no comprehensive study has systematically investigated conceptual metaphors
in the folk poetry of Nangarhar.

Moreover, the metaphorical conceptualization of abstract notions such as emotions, social
values, morality, blessings, and curses through embodied source domains remains largely unexplored.
Consequently, the relationship between metaphor, cognition, and cultural worldview in Pashto folk
poetry has not been adequately addressed.

Moreover, the conceptualization of emotions, social values, morality, blessings, and curses
through embodied source domains remains insufficiently documented in Nangarhar folk poetry. The
present study therefore focuses on a manageable, purposively selected corpus and asks how recurring
metaphorical mappings organize meaning. Its contribution lies not in statistical generalization to every
Nangarhar poem, but in providing a transparent qualitative account of patterns that are visible in the
selected corpus.

Research Questions
This study addresses the following research questions:
1. What conceptual metaphors are found in selected folk poems of Nangarhar?

2. How are orientational, ontological, and personification metaphors represented in Pashto folk
poetry?

3. How do conceptual metaphors express abstract concepts, emotions, and cultural values,
particularly in blessings and curses?

4. How do these metaphors reflect the relationship between language, cognition, and Pashtun
cultural experience?

Research Objectives

The main objective of this study is to examine conceptual metaphors in selected folk poems of
Nangarhar from a Cognitive Linguistics perspective and explore their role in meaning construction
and cultural expression.

The specific objectives are:
1. To identify and classify conceptual metaphors in Nangarhar folk poetry.
2. Toanalyze the functions of orientational, ontological, and personification metaphors.

3. Toexamine how abstract concepts are expressed through embodied experience.
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4. To investigate the metaphorical structures of blessings and curses and their cultural
significance.

5. To demonstrate metaphor as a cognitive and cultural mechanism rather than merely a
rhetorical device.

Significance of the Study

This study provides a cognitive linguistic analysis of Nangarhar folk poetry by examining the role of
conceptual metaphors in meaning construction, cultural representation, and human cognition. Unlike
traditional literary approaches that treat metaphor primarily as a rhetorical device, it demonstrates that
metaphor is a fundamental cognitive mechanism for understanding abstract experiences, emotions,
social relations, and cultural values.

The study contributes to Pashto literary and linguistic scholarship by applying Conceptual
Metaphor Theory to the analysis of folk poetry. Through the examination of orientational,
ontological, and personification metaphors, it explains how embodied experiences and concrete
domains are used to conceptualize abstract ideas, including dignity, suffering, morality, love, conflict,
blessings, and curses.

In addition, the research highlights the relationship between language, cognition, and culture
in Pashtun society, showing how metaphorical expressions reflect collective beliefs, emotional
experiences, social norms, and traditional worldviews. By extending Pashto folklore studies beyond
thematic and aesthetic analysis to a cognitive perspective, this study also provides a foundation for
future interdisciplinary research in cognitive linguistics, literary studies, and cultural analysis.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative descriptive-interpretive research design within Cognitive Linguistics
and Folklore Studies. The design was selected because the research questions concern the
identification, classification, interpretation, and cultural contextualization of metaphorical meanings
rather than numerical measurement. The unit of analysis is the metaphorical linguistic expression as
it occurs in a poetic line or passage; the analytical target, however, is the conceptual mapping that the
expression instantiates.

This study employs a qualitative and descriptive-analytical research methodology within the
interdisciplinary framework of Cognitive Linguistics and Folklore Studies. The primary purpose of this
approach is to examine how conceptual metaphors are constructed, represented, and interpreted in
selected folk poems of Nangarhar.

The research corpus was purposively selected from published collections of Pashto folk poetry,
academic and literary sources, and selected oral material. Selection followed three substantive criteria:
(1) the poem or expression had to be attributable to Nangarhar or its folk-poetry tradition; (2) the
passage had to contain an interpretable metaphorical expression relevant to the study; and (3) the
example had to provide sufficient contextual information for identifying a plausible source domain,
target domain, and mapping. Examples were selected for analytical relevance, not for statistical
representativeness. The corpus therefore should be understood as a focused qualitative sample rather
than an exhaustive inventory of all Nangarhar folk poetry.
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The data for this research have been collected from various sources, including published
collections of Pashto folk poetry, academic books, research articles, literary works, and oral sources.
Selected folk poems from Nangarhar were carefully chosen based on their richness in metaphorical
expressions and their relevance to the objectives of the study. In addition, examples related to prayers
and curses were selected to explore the relationship between metaphorical language and cultural
meaning.

The theoretical framework is primarily Lakoff and Johnson’s Conceptual Metaphor Theory
(CMT). CMT distinguishes between a conceptual metaphor, such as a systematic relation between two
conceptual domains, and the individual linguistic expressions through which that relation is realized.
In the present study, the source domain is the relatively concrete or experientially grounded domain
used to structure another domain, while the target domain is the concept being understood through
that source. For example, spatial experience may structure social evaluation, while a bounded physical
space may structure an abstract state. This domain-based distinction prevents the analysis from
treating every figurative word or image as a separate conceptual metaphor.

The study is based on Conceptual Metaphor Theory, primarily developed by George Lakoff
and Mark Johnson in their influential work Metaphors We Live By. According to this theory, metaphor
is not limited to poetic language but represents a fundamental process of human cognition through
which abstract concepts are understood in terms of concrete experiences.

Data Analysis Procedure

The analysis proceeded in five stages. First, potentially metaphorical expressions were identified in the
selected poems. Second, each expression was interpreted in its immediate poetic context and, where
necessary, in relation to the cultural meaning indicated by the source material. Third, the source
domain and target domain were identified and the principal cross-domain mapping was formulated.
Fourth, each example was assigned to the dominant CMT category used in this study orientational,
ontological, or personification—with container structures treated as a subtype of ontological metaphor
and with overlapping cases classified according to their dominant mapping. Fifth, the cognitive
motivation and cultural significance of each mapping were explained. This procedure was applied
consistently across the examples rather than assigning categories solely on the basis of isolated words.

The collected poetic data were analyzed through qualitative textual analysis. The selected verses
were examined to identify different conceptual metaphor structures and their cognitive and cultural
implications. The analysis focused mainly on three major categories of conceptual metaphors:

1. Orientational Metaphors:
These metaphors were analyzed to explore how spatial experiences such as up/down,
high/low, forward/backward, and inside/outside are used to conceptualize abstract ideas such
as social position, success, failure, honor, and suffering.

2. Ontological Metaphors:
These metaphors were examined to investigate how abstract concepts, emotions, and
experiences are represented as concrete entities, substances, objects, or containers.

3. Personification Metaphors:
These metaphors were analyzed to identify cases where non-human entities, objects, and
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abstract concepts are assigned human characteristics such as speech, emotion, intention, and
action.

Additionally, metaphorical expressions related to blessings and curses were analyzed to determine how
cultural beliefs, emotional states, and social relationships are linguistically represented through
metaphor.

The research follows a descriptive-interpretive design and does not make frequency-based or
population-level claims. The credibility of the interpretation rests on contextual reading, explicit
source-target mapping, repeated comparison of examples, and close alignment between the evidence
and the claims made from it. Because the corpus is purposive and qualitative, the findings are
analytically transferable to comparable cases rather than statistically generalizable to all Nangarhar folk
poetry. This limitation is stated explicitly to avoid overstating the scope of the findings.

Analytical Coding Framework

For transparency, the study used the following coding logic for each analytical example: metaphorical
expression > immediate contextual meaning > source domain > target domain - principal mapping
> CMT category > cognitive motivation - cultural interpretation. The following examples summarize
the coding framework applied in the analysis.

Cultural Cognitive Category Mapping Target domain Source domain Poetic expression /
interpretation motivation image
Social honor and Vertical bodily Orientational LOW > Humiliationand | DOWN / low SIS G/ A
status are experience HUMILIATION | low social status | position
conceptualized structures social /LOW STATUS
through vertical evaluation
position.
Knowledge is Elevation is Orientational UP > Knowledge, UP / sky ol 43, 43 JA ale
framed as rising associated with KNOWLEDGE/ | progress,
above ignorance. advancement PROGRESS development
The heart is Bodily space Ontological- LOVEISIN A Love CONTAINER/ | Ghe pubigde,yj4d
culturally salient provides a container CONTAINER heart
as the locus of bounded
love and feeling. location for an
abstract emotion
Moral awakening | A bounded Ontological- IGNORANCE/ | Ignorance and CONTAINER/ | & s58 3 AL 9l A gl
is represented as space makes an container MORAL moral state darkness
emerging from abstract state ERRORIS A
darkness. enterable and CONTAINER
escapable
Objects become Human agency Personification OBJECTS ARE Inanimate HUMAN ISR 9 Oagl L g/
social actors provides PEOPLE objects AGENT Sia
through a intention,
culturally familiar | speech, and
moral dialogue. emotion

The analysis of the selected corpus identified recurring conceptual mappings in three principal
categories: orientational, ontological, and personification metaphors. Container structures occurred
within the ontological category, while some examples showed overlap between spatial and ontological
organization. The findings below are therefore reported as qualitative patterns supported by specific
textual examples, not as quantitative frequencies for the whole tradition.

Orientational metaphors map bodily and spatial experience onto abstract evaluation. In the
selected poems, UP/HIGH is associated with knowledge, progress, dignity, and elevated status, while
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DOWN/LOW is associated with humiliation, weakness, or decline. These mappings are visible in
expressions involving “khwar” (L)s), rising toward the sky through knowledge, and other spatial
contrasts. The pattern supports the interpretation that vertical orientation provides a recurring
cognitive structure for social and moral evaluation in the selected corpus.

Ontological metaphors make abstract experiences more readily conceptualized as entities,
substances, or bounded spaces. The selected examples include the heart as a container for love,
darkness and ignorance as a bounded state from which the poet can emerge, and moral experience as
something that can be submerged. These cases demonstrate that the analysis is based on identifiable
mappings rather than on figurative vocabulary alone.

Personification is especially visible in “Hikal and Longin,” where non-human entities are given
speech, intention, emotion, conflict, movement, and the capacity to seek resolution. Because
personification is conventionally treated as a subtype of ontological metaphor, these examples are
reported separately for analytical clarity while remaining theoretically nested within the ontological
category.

The selected blessings and curses provide an additional culturally salient set of metaphorical
expressions. “May your face become black” maps physical discoloration onto social disgrace, while
“dust on your head” maps a concrete physical image onto ruin, deprivation, and loss of dignity. These
expressions illustrate how embodied experience and culturally shared evaluation interact in
metaphorical meaning. They are not treated as a separate fourth CMT category; rather, they are
analyzed according to the underlying orientational or ontological mapping they instantiate.

Ontological metaphors represent abstract concepts as concrete entities or containers.
Emotions, morality, ignorance, and spiritual states are expressed through physical objects and spatial
images, enabling intangible experiences to be understood in concrete terms.

Personification metaphors are also widespread, assigning human qualities such as speech,
emotion, and intention to non-human entities. The folk poem “Hikal and Longin™ illustrates how
inanimate objects become symbolic participants in dialogue, expressing values such as honesty,
conflict, and morality.

The analysis further shows that blessings and curses rely on conventional conceptual
metaphors. Expressions such as “may your face become black” metaphorically represent disgrace and
suffering, while blessings symbolize prosperity, protection, and well-being.

The findings support the central claim of Conceptual Metaphor Theory that metaphorical
language can reflect systematic conceptual mappings rather than functioning only as ornamental
rhetoric. In the selected Nangarhar corpus, recurring expressions connect spatial orientation, bodily
experience, physical objects, containers, and human agency with abstract domains such as knowledge,
social status, emotion, moral condition, and social evaluation. The evidence therefore supports a
relationship among language, embodied experience, cognition, and culture, while the purposive nature
of the corpus limits the scope of generalization.

Orientational metaphors reveal that spatial experience provides a recurring framework for
understanding abstract evaluation. UP/HIGH is associated in the selected examples with knowledge,
progress, dignity, and elevated status, whereas DOWN/LOW is associated with humiliation, weakness,

26



Rahimi & Rafiq https://nujah.org/en Vol.02; No.01; 2026

and decline. These associations may have an embodied basis, but the specific social meanings observed
in the poems are also culturally mediated. The analysis therefore distinguishes the cognitive motivation
of the mapping from the culturally specific interpretation attached to it.

Ontological metaphors show how abstract concepts are structured as entities, substances, or
bounded spaces. The heart as a container for love and darkness as a state from which the speaker can
emerge demonstrate that bodily and spatial experience supplies a concrete structure for otherwise
intangible experiences. These mappings make emotional and moral states describable in terms of
location, containment, movement, and change.

Personification demonstrates a further extension of ontological mapping by transferring
human agency to non-human entities. In “Hikal and Longin,” speech, intention, conflict, emotion, and
movement transform objects into social participants. The moral force of the poem is strengthened
because abstract social values are dramatized through a human-like interaction between non-human
figures. This is evidence for personification as a productive cognitive and poetic strategy, not merely
as a stylistic label.

The analysis of blessings and curses further shows how culturally familiar bodily images can
communicate social and moral evaluation. “Black face” is mapped onto disgrace, while dust on the
head is mapped onto ruin and deprivation. These examples demonstrate that conventional
metaphorical meanings are shaped by shared cultural knowledge. At the same time, the study does not
assume that all curses are metaphorical; each expression is examined for an identifiable source-target
relationship.

Taken together, the findings indicate that the selected Nangarhar folk poems provide useful
evidence for studying the interaction of metaphor, embodied experience, and cultural meaning. The
study’s contribution is therefore qualitative and interpretive: it documents and explains recurring
conceptual mappings in an underrepresented Pashto corpus. Because the sample is purposive, the
findings should be extended to other Nangarhar folk poetry only through further corpus-based
research.

The analysis of prayers and curses further highlights the close relationship between metaphor,
language, and culture. In Pashtun society, blessings and curses function not only as linguistic
expressions but also as reflections of emotional, moral, and social values. Metaphorical images such as
darkness, blackness, destruction, and dust symbolize dishonor, suffering, and social exclusion,
confirming that metaphor serves as a cultural model for interpreting human experience.

Overall, this study extends previous research on Pashto folk literature by showing that cognitive
linguistic analysis offers deeper insight into the relationship between poetic language, cultural identity,
and collective cognition. Nangarhar folk poetry should therefore be understood not only as a literary
tradition but also as a reflection of the cognitive and cultural worldview of the Pashtun community.

Types of Conceptual Metaphor

Conceptual metaphors are generally classified into three major categories: orientational, ontological,
and personification metaphors. The following examples from Nangarhar folk poetry illustrate how
these metaphorical structures function within the cognitive and cultural framework of Pashto folk
literature.
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Orientational Metaphors

In this verse, “khwar” (Ll 52) denotes humiliation, weakness, and low social standing. The curse “khwar
shé dada” therefore maps LOW/LOW STATUS onto HUMILIATION and POWERLESSNESS. The
contrast with “khani” (%), which denotes elevated social status, reinforces the vertical evaluative
schema. The underlying conceptual mapping can be represented as SOCIAL STATUS IS VERTICAL
POSITION: HIGH is associated with honor and elevated status, while LOW is associated with
humiliation and weakness.

[sls &5&)\}5
43)‘}54.«5%5:)3@!5&5591}5 0y~
0= 45 )13y Ol 5 (S35 Gy Sls 05 (63 4 8 S0
(Bakhtani, 2012, p. 1895)

The expression “I will throw you into the fire” is better interpreted primarily through a forceful
spatial/physical image of movement toward a harmful state than as simple “downward movement.”
In the context of the poem, being thrown into fire structures suffering and hardship as an imposed
physical experience. The example therefore supports an embodied mapping in which
HARM/SUFFERING IS PHYSICAL EXPOSURE TO A DESTRUCTIVE FORCE, with the spatial
movement reinforcing the image.

sk g2 00 S (S Slozen oyl
Ggals 9544 Joibes o)
65,5 Lo sy g5 ! v KeSergfl
aj-u)&ttga,ujfj,uy%du
(Bakhtani, 2012, p. 1895)

In the final hemistich, the expression “I will throw you into the fire” employs a downward movement
to conceptualize suffering and hardship. The poet uses spatial orientation to express emotional
experience, illustrating the orientational metaphor in which DOWN is associated with suffering and

decline.

In this poem, movement upward toward the sky through knowledge provides a clear
orientational mapping: UP/ELEVATION IS KNOWLEDGE AND PROGRESS, while
SLEEP/INACTIVITY IS IGNORANCE OR STAGNATION. The mapping is supported by the
contrast between people who move in the “sky” of knowledge and those who remain asleep. The
example therefore links bodily orientation and states of wakefulness to intellectual and social

development.

S350 S5 ot 0kd 585 ‘n‘éwtﬁ:&kﬂn_;’ﬁ&"
L;.a)}wél,:gpsa)}fﬁﬁé))bgdléjc;éswudp
62084959 G5 Srn b33 S s i Y s oy 50
GO O giie 3 Sl Gy 4
éﬁ)jwd‘&bédﬂfdﬁb@:

(Malang Jan, 1335, p. 100)
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The phrase “; is by ,; & conceptualizes the heart as a bounded bodily container from

which love can be removed. The mapping can be formulated as THE HEART IS A CONTAINER FOR
LOVE. This is an ontological container metaphor because an abstract emotional experience is
structured as an entity located within a bounded bodily space.

Bog) s galis Ghe o 83 jopsn dlS Jis
“5%)“5;“‘4.3&3&%;:-‘5:;?%415&5.;
il 5SS Osme s S o 2 b5 30
% b Ol S b 51 (55 o o35 L5 S
= °J'°tig.sb‘JJ:>"‘=.’L‘s?r'-’b“:’”“~‘-"“%’
(Malang Jan, 1335, p. 100)

The heart is conceptualized as a container from which love can be removed. This spatial
representation illustrates a container metaphor, allowing emotional experience to be understood
through bodily and spatial experience.

Ontological Metaphors
Before discussing ontological metaphors, consider the following examples:

These examples illustrate a central feature of ontological metaphor: an abstract concept is
structured as an entity, substance, object, or container so that it can be described in terms of
boundaries, movement, possession, or physical interaction (Khakolay, 1401, p. 191). The present study
applies this principle to the poetic examples below.

My mind is not functioning properly.

The expression about acquiring wings “ s> 0lb 4 5,55 3 4z 57 uses a concrete bodily
image—wings—to conceptualize capability or power. The subsequent threat to cut them off gives the
imagined power a physical form that can be removed. The dominant mapping is therefore
POWER/ABILITY IS A PHYSICAL POSSESSION THAT CAN BE ACQUIRED AND REMOVED.
The example is treated as ontological because an abstract capacity is conceptualized as a concrete entity
or possession.

égtﬁ%;;%;);,oug&;ﬁ;
2Ol 20 p 350 4y 2 b S5 5
(Zahir, personal interview, 2025, October 26)

The expression “giving wings like an ant” gives concrete form to the enemy's power,
symbolizing its eventual destruction. Likewise, “the battlefield” is treated as an active entity, illustrating
how abstract concepts are represented as concrete realities through ontological metaphor.

In the verse “s o St 5 o) w4 Ol o7 €arth and sky organize a contrast in relative

position and authority. The primary mapping is SOCIAL/POWER STATUS IS VERTICAL
POSITION: one party is placed “below” as earth, while the speaker is positioned “above” as sky.
Because the mapping depends strongly on vertical orientation, this example is more precisely classified
as orientational rather than simply ontological.
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