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Introduction 

Metaphor and simile are widely recognized figures of speech that enrich linguistic expression 

and facilitate comprehension. Although both involve the comparison of two distinct concepts, they 

possess structural and functional differences. This study employs the framework of cognitive 

linguistics, an interdisciplinary field, to explore these dissimilarities and similarities by examining 

the cognitive processes underlying the use and interpretation of metaphor and simile (Gibbs, 2006). 

 

Metaphor and Simile: Definitions and Examples 

Metaphor, as defined by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), is a figure of speech in which a word or 

phrase is applied to an object or action that is not literally applicable. For instance, the metaphorical 

expression “Time is a thief” emphasizes how time deprives us of experiences and opportunities by 

drawing a comparison between time and a thief. On the other hand, a simile is a figure of speech 

that directly compares two different things using “like” or “as” to establish the comparison 

(Glucksberg, 2008). For example, the simile “Time flies like an arrow” evokes the idea of time 

passing swiftly, drawing a comparison between the passage of time and the flight of an arrow. 

 

Cognitive Linguistics: A Theoretical Framework 

Cognitive linguistics offers an ideal theoretical framework for comprehending metaphor and 

simile. It is an interdisciplinary approach that seeks to understand linguistic phenomena by 

examining the underlying cognitive processes (Evans & Green, 2006). Within this framework, both 

metaphor and simile are considered cognitive processes involving conceptual mapping between 

two distinct mental domains: the source domain and the target domain (Lakoff, 1993). 

 

Parallels between Metaphor and Simile 

Conceptual Mapping 
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Both metaphor and simile involve the cognitive process of conceptual mapping between the 

source and target domains. In the metaphor “The city is a jungle” the concept of “jungle” is 

metaphorically mapped onto the concept of “city” emphasizing the idea of a bustling and chaotic 

urban environment. Similarly, in the simile “Her smile is like sunshine” the concept of “sunshine” 

is employed to create a comparison with the concept of “smile” conveying the notion of a radiant 

and cheerful expression (Gibbs, 2006). In both cases, the figurative language operates by 

establishing a conceptual connection between the two domains, allowing for enhanced 

understanding and communication. 

Cognitive Processing 

Studies on the cognitive processing of metaphors and similes reveal intriguing parallels. 

Bowdle and Gentner (2005) conducted a study focusing on the aptness of metaphors and similes, 

wherein participants were asked to evaluate the appropriateness of these figurative expressions. The 

results indicated that both metaphors and similes are processed using a shared cognitive mechanism 

termed “alignable comparison”. This cognitive process refers to the evaluation and alignment of 

shared attributes or characteristics between two distinct concepts (Bowdle & Gentner, 2005). When 

encountering a metaphor or simile, the cognitive system identifies relevant features in the source 

domain and aligns them with corresponding features in the target domain (Latipov&Kosimov, 

2023). Thus, despite their structural differences, metaphors, and similes engage similar cognitive 

processes to facilitate comprehension and meaning construction. 

For example, in the metaphor “Her voice is velvet” the cognitive process of alignable 

comparison identifies shared qualities between the softness and smoothness of velvet and the 

richness and velvety quality of the person’s voice (Isakovna&Kosimov, 2023). Similarly, in the 

simile “His eyes sparkled like diamonds” alignable comparison links the brilliance and sparkle 

associated with diamonds to the brightness and shine observed in the person’s eyes. 

This alignable comparison mechanism allows individuals to make meaningful connections 

between domains, facilitating the comprehension and interpretation of metaphorical and simile 

expressions. It suggests that despite the structural differences between metaphors and similes, they 

share a common cognitive process in terms of aligning relevant attributes for understanding and 

interpretation. 

Structural Differences 

One notable distinction between metaphor and simile lies in their structural composition. 

Specifically, they differ in their utilization of comparative words such as “like” or “as”. Similes 

explicitly indicate the comparison between two concepts by employing these comparative markers, 

while metaphors typically lack such explicit signals (Glucksberg, 2008). Consequently, similes 

overtly highlight the relationship between the compared elements, whereas metaphors rely on 

contextual interpretation to establish the intended comparison. 

Degree of Abstractness 

Metaphors and similes also diverge in terms of the degree of abstract meaning conveyed. 

Metaphors often convey more abstract notions compared to similes (Kosimov, 2023). For instance, 

consider the metaphor “Time is a thief” which symbolically expresses the concept of time taking 

away experiences and opportunities (Kosimov, 2023). In contrast, the simile “Time flies like an 
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arrow” emphasizes the swift passage of time (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). Here, the metaphor 

operates on a more conceptual level, delving into the abstract implications of time’s actions, while 

the simile primarily focuses on the perceptual aspect of time’s passage. By examining these 

structural and semantic disparities, we can gain a deeper understanding of the distinctions between 

metaphor and simile within the realm of cognitive linguistics. 

 

Cognitive Processing and Comprehension 

Although metaphors and similes exhibit some similarities in cognitive processing, evidence 

suggests that their comprehension can differ. Ortony et al. (1978) conducted a study in which 

participants rated the meaningfulness of metaphors and similes. The results indicated that 

metaphors were generally perceived as more meaningful than similes, suggesting differences in the 

cognitive processes underlying their comprehension. 

Cognitive Processing and Neural Mechanisms 

One area of interest is to examine the cognitive processing and neural mechanisms involved 

in the comprehension and production of metaphor and simile. Advances in cognitive neuroscience, 

such as functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) and electroencephalography (EEG), provide 

opportunities to investigate the neural correlates associated with the understanding and generation 

of these figures of speech. By studying the brain regions and networks engaged during metaphor 

and simile processing, researchers can uncover valuable insights into how conceptual blending and 

mapping occur at a neurocognitive level. 

Developmental Perspectives 

Understanding the development of metaphor and simile comprehension is another significant 

avenue for exploration. Research on language acquisition and development suggests that children's 

understanding and use of these figurative expressions undergo developmental stages. Investigating 

the cognitive processes underlying the acquisition and mastery of metaphor and simile can shed 

light on the role of cognitive development, language proficiency, and socio-cultural factors in 

shaping individuals' figurative language abilities. 

Cross-Cultural and Cross-Linguistic Studies 

Exploring metaphor and simile across different cultures and languages can provide valuable 

insights into the universality or cultural specificity of these figurative forms. Cross-cultural studies 

can examine how metaphorical and simile expressions vary across diverse linguistic and cultural 

contexts, uncovering the influence of cultural conceptualizations and linguistic structures on their 

usage and interpretation. Comparative analyses of metaphor and simile across languages can 

further highlight language-specific patterns and variations in their form and function. 

Cognitive Effects and Applications 

Investigating the cognitive effects and applications of metaphor and simile extends the 

research beyond linguistic analysis. Metaphorical and simile-based reasoning and problem-solving 

strategies have been observed in various domains, including education, psychology, marketing, and 

creativity. Understanding how these figures of speech shape our thinking processes, facilitate 

knowledge transfer, and influence decision-making can have implications for educational practices, 

therapeutic interventions, and persuasive communication strategies. 
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Conclusion 

This study has explored the parallels and distinctions between metaphor and simile from a 

cognitive linguistic perspective. While both involve conceptual mapping and share some 

similarities in cognitive processing, they differ in terms of structure, degree of abstractness, and 

comprehension. Further research is required to delve into these differences and their implications 

for a broader understanding of figurative language within the realm of cognitive linguistics. 
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