
UC Merced
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science 
Society

Title
Evidence for Metaphoric Representation: Perspective in Space and Time

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3836n294

Journal
Proceedings of the Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society, 19(0)

Author
Boroditsky, Lera

Publication Date
1997
 
Peer reviewed

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/3836n294
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


Evidenc e fo r  Metaphori c Representation :  Perspectiv e i n Spac e an d T i m e 

Ler a Horoditsk y 
Psychology ,  BId g 42 0 

Stanfor d Universit y 
Stanford ,  C A 9430 5 

l e r a @ p s y c h . S t a n f o r d . e d u 

I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Lakof f  &  Johnso n (1980 )  claime d tha t  abstrac t  domain s ar e 
understoo d a s metaphor s fro m mor e concret e experientia l 
domains .  On e particula r  clai m i s  tha t  peopl e understan d 
statement s abou t  tim e a s spatia l  metaphors .  Thi s excitin g 
clai m deserve s empirica l  investigation . 

I n English ,  tw o differen t  spatia l  metaphor s ar e use d t o tal k 
about  time :  th e ego-movin g an d th e time-movin g metaphor s 
(Clark ,  1973) .  I n th e ego-movin g metaphor ,  tim e i s a 
stationar y pat h alon g whic h w e trave l  fro m th e pas t  t o th e 
futur e (e.g .  " W e ar e comin g u p o n th e exam") .  I n th e time -
movin g metaphor ,  w e ar e a  stationar y observer ,  an d tim e i s 
a strea m tha t  move s pas t  u s fro m th e futur e t o th e pas t  (e.g . 
"Th e exa m i s comin g up") . 

I n th e presen t  stud y I  identif y th e spatia l  analog s o f  th e 
ego-movin g an d time-movin g perspectives .  I  the n as k 
whethe r  th e cognitiv e task s o f  sequencin g event s i n tim e an d 
orderin g object s i n spac e ar e indee d accomplishe d b y usin g 
th e sam e relationa l  schemas .  I f  th e sam e schema s ar e 
reference d b y bot h domains ,  the n w e shoul d b e abl e t o prim e 
perspectiv e fro m th e domai n o f  spac e t o th e domai n o f  time . 

E x p e r i m e n t 

Method s 

63 Stanfor d student s participate d i n th e study .  First , 
participant s responde d t o 4  T R U E / F A L S E spatia l  prim e 
scenarios .  Scenario s use d eithe r  th e ego-movin g fram e o f 
referenc e show n i n Figur e 1  (predicte d t o m a p ont o th e ego -
movin g perspectiv e i n time) ,  o r  th e object-movin g fram e o f 
referenc e show n i n Figur e 2  (predicte d t o m a p ont o th e time -
movin g perspective) .  O n a  separat e page ,  participant s wer e 
aske d t o rea d a n ambiguou s tempora l  sentenc e (e.g .  "Nex t 
Wednesday' s meetin g ha s bee n move d forwar d tw o days." ) 
and repor t  o n whic h da y th e meetin g ha s bee n rescheduled .  I f 
th e abov e targe t  sentenc e i s  interprete d usin g th e ego -
movin g metaphor ,  ihe n forwar d i s i n th e directio n o f  motio n 
of  th e observer ,  an d th e meetin g shoul d n o w fal l  o n a 
Friday .  I n th e time-movin g interpretation ,  however ,  forwar d 
i s i n th e directio n o f  motio n o f  time ,  an d th e meetin g shoul d 
no w b e o n a  Monday .  Ther e wa s als o a  contro l  grou p whic h 
receive d n o prime . 

I f  th e domain s o f  tim e an d spac e d o indee d us e th e sam e 
perspectiv e .schemas ,  subject s prime d i n th e ego-movin g 
spatia l  fram e o f  reference  shoul d prefe r  th e ego-movin g 

perspectiv e fo r  time ,  an d shoul d thin k tha t  th e meetin g wil l 
be o n Friday .  Subject s prime d i n th e object-movin g frame 
of  referenc e shoul d prefe r  th e time-movin g interpretatio n an d 
thin k tha t  th e meetin g wil l  b e o n Monday . 

The dar k ca n i s i n fron t  o f  me . 

Figur e 1 :  Sampl e ego-movin g scenario . 
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The ligh t  widge t  i s i n fron t  o f  th e dar k widget . 

Figure 2: Sample object-moving scenario. 

Result s 

As predicted ,  participant s responde d i n a  prime-consisten t 
manner .  73 .3 % o f  th e participant s tha t  ha d bee n prime d i n 
th e ego-movin g fram e o f  referenc e though t  tha t  th e meetin g 
was no w o n Friday .  I n star k contrast ,  69 .2 % o f  th e 
participant s prime d i n th e object-movin g frame  o f  reference 
though t  tha t  th e meetin g wa s n o w o n Monday .  Contro l 
participant s wer e evenl y spli t  betwee n Monda y an d Friday . 
A confidenc e measur e confirme d th e larg e consistenc y effect . 
Thes e findings  demonstrat e a  cas e o f  cross-domai n primin g 
of  relationa l  information ,  an d sugges t  tha t  th e ego-movin g 
and time-movin g metaphor s ar e indee d psychologicall y rea l 
conceptua l  metaphors .  Mor e broadly ,  thi s i s  som e o f  th e 
first  empirica l  evidenc e fo r  metaphori c representation . 
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