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Abstract: This article explores the pervasive use of metaphors and similes in English-
speaking cultures to conceptualize and communicate about health and illness. Drawing
upon cognitive linguistic and cultural studies, it examines how these figures of speech shape
our understanding of the body, disease, and the healing process. The article has
demonstrated how such metaphors and similes related to health and illness reflect the
underlying cultural beliefs, values, and experiences by analyzing some of the most common
metaphors and similes. It also discusses implications for patient-provider communication,
health education, and public health campaigns.
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Introduction

Language is not a passive vehicle of information but is itself an active way of thinking.1
Metaphors and similes are those tropes of speech which explicitly or implicitly make
comparisons and thereby facilitate conceptualizations of complex experiences such as health
and disease. The aim of this paper is to discuss the ways in which Anglophone cultures
create meaning through the use of such tropes around these core experiences of being
human.

1. Metaphors as Conceptual Frameworks

Metaphors are not just figures of speech but are instead embedded in the way we think.
According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) claim that an
abstract concept is understood in terms of a more concrete one. For example, the "body as a
machine" metaphor is a very common one in Western societies and reflects how we think
about health and illness.2 We talk about "tuning up" our bodies, "lubricating™ joints, and
"recharging" our batteries. This mechanistic way of thinking has implications for how we
think about healthcare, emphasizing technological interventions and emphasizing the
importance of efficiency and repair.

Other common metaphors include:
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» The body as a battleground: This metaphor is reflected in notions of "fighting" cancer,
"pattling” infections, "defeating™ diseases.3 It suggests for the individual that they may be
thought of as having greater control but can create emotions of guilt or failure if the "battle"
is not "won".

* The body is a garden: It emphasizes how health is to be nurtured and tended with good
habits and lifestyle. Health, in such a case, is the work of careful cultivation; ill health is a
form of neglect.

» The body as a temple: This is a metaphor usually used to bring about an entity of a
sacred body by religious contexts to take care of oneself, not to impair or hurt it in any form.

2. Similes are Comparison Devices

Similes-comparisons between two unlike things using "like™ or "as-explicitly bring life
and color to the ways people describe health and illness. For example, "as strong as an ox"
is an image of healthy robustness and vigor. The phrase "feeling under the weather"
conjures an impression of general malaise and discomfort. Similarly, one can describe
specific symptoms by remarking that one's cough "sounds like a foghorn™ or one's headache
"feels like a vice is squeezing my head."

3. Cultural Influences on Metaphorical Usage

The metaphors and similes to describe health and illness are not the same but vary
according to cultural beliefs, values, and experiences. For example, in those cultures that
emphasize harmony with nature, metaphors dealing with natural forces, such as "flowing
energy" or "blocked channels," may be more common. In cultures that emphasize individual
achievement and control, metaphors related to warfare or competition may be more
common.

4. The Effect of Metaphors and Similes in Health Communication

Metaphors and similes thus have an important place in how health information is
presented to the general public. Public health campaigns will often compare health risks
metaphorically, such as a "war on drugs” or "fight against obesity." However, some
metaphors have clearly unintended outcomes. For example, the "battle against cancer"
metaphor can result in feelings of guilt and hopelessness for patients whose cancers are not
in remission.

5. Implications for Patient-Provider Communication

The best health outcomes depend on effective communication between patients and
healthcare providers. Metaphors and similes can be powerful tools for improving patient-
provider communication. Knowing the metaphors that patients use to describe their
experiences can provide a deeper understanding of their patients' perspectives and concerns.
Moreover, healthcare providers can use metaphors and similes to explain complex medical
concepts in a more accessible and engaging way.

Conclusion

Metaphors and similes are integral to how English-speaking cultures conceptualize,
communicate, and experience health and illness. These figures of speech reflect deeper
cultural beliefs, values, and experiences that influence our perceptions of the body, disease,
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and the healing process.15 In fact, awareness of such linguistic devices will lead to a deeper
appreciation for the complex interplay between language, culture, and health. By choosing
and wusing our metaphors and similes more judiciously in healthcare contexts,
communication between patients and caregivers can be facilitated, and eventually proper
health outcomes improved.
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