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Signed Language researchers have applied the principles of cognitive linguistics to various signed languages and are finding what appear to be universal metaphors, such as mind is a container and ideas are objects. However, research is exemplifying differences that reflect the cultural realities of their respective countries. This study focuses on signed languages of Tunisia, France, Switzerland, Japan, Catalan, Italy, Britain, and the United States, and explores similarities and differences of metaphorical domains of thought and communication through cognitive frameworks set up by Lakoff & Johnson (1980, 1999), Langacker (1985) and Fouconnier & Turner (1999). The paper will also demonstrate iconic and metaphorical correspondences between the course and the target domains. The work is an extension and a continuation of previous studies dealing with these cultural metaphors.

Culture can impact language production and word formation through metaphorical conceptualization. As Langacker (1985: 110) notes, “Meaning is not determined in any direct way by objective reality–instead it is a matter of how we construe or structure a situation in our cognitive representation of it”. While there are metaphorical similarities to be acknowledged and examined, there are also differences to be recognized.

For example, in Catalan Sign Language (LSC) food and nourishment, which play such a central role in Catalan society, is deeply reflected in their signed language usage. One such metaphor in LSC that is not prevalent in other signed languages is ideas are liquid (Jarque & Wilcox 2000). The metaphorical theme of knowledge providing nourishment, especially in liquid form, is exemplified in numerous LSC instantiations referring to education and to the acquisition of information. Italian Sign Language (LIS) traces many signs to root metaphors that can be found in both signed and spoken communities, but has words metaphorically manipulated in ways not found in some other signed languages. 

British Sign Language uses a metaphor that is found in many spoken languages (including English) and in some signed languages: understanding is grasping. However, American Sign Language (ASL) does not metaphorically ‘grasp’ understanding. In ASL the verb grasp means only the physical act of receiving and it does not take on the metaphorical meaning of understanding. Instead, an idea will suddenly “appear” into consciousness in much the same way that people or objects appear within the limited range that makes up a deaf person’s receptive environment (Wilcox 2000: 131). The abrupt manner in which everyday objects–vehicles, birds, household pets, skateboarders–project themselves onto the awareness of a deaf person’s world maps correspondingly onto the target domain of an idea that is suddenly understood. Thus, ASL construes understanding as part of the metaphor ideas in existence are straight.

French Sign Language is the precursor of ASL, thus the similarities and differences found between these two signed languages reveal interesting patterns of grammaticalization.

Cross-cultural examination of signed languages shows that culture plays a central role in the understanding of deaf people around the world. Speakers of a language must be able to comprehend the metaphorical representations of the language through cultural experience or the signers will not have the same image-schema needed to understand each other. Comprehending the differences and similarities between signed languages will help deaf people to capture existing frames of references as they communicate with one another. The cross-linguistic analysis of these metaphorical mappings of thought and communication in various signed languages will lead to a deeper understanding of language and how cultural differences affect our conceptual systems.
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