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Abstract. The paper describes the method of basic definitions for emotion metaphors worked 

out on the basis of descriptor theory of metaphor and theory of semantic primes. The method 

allows to standardize and classify metaphors according to the user’s query in MS Office Ac-

cess. Assigning digital codes to metaphors allows to sort them according to source and target 

domains, as well as to find synonyms and equivalents in Belarusian and English. The query 

scheme and lists of basic definitions are provided. The method can be applied for metaphor 

dictionary software or other word processing systems linked to certain semantic or thematic 

groups within one ore more languages. 
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Contrastive study of emotion meta-

phors in Belarusian and English con-

ducted by the author shows that while 

the number of words and word combi-

nations that can be used metaphorical-

ly to describe feelings and mental acts 

is hardly limited, basic emotions, 

communicative behavioral patterns 

and human reactions can be described 

according to their type, duration and 

intensity by quite a short list of basic 

definitions representing a sort of natu-

ral semantic metalanguage. 

Semantic primes or semantic primi-

tives, as suggested by Anna 

Wierzbicka, are treated as concepts 

that are innately understood, but can-

not be expressed in simpler terms [2]. 

Recent studies of metaphor in lan-

guage [1] tend to analyse metaphors in 

syntactic framework mostly dealing 

with ‘traditional collocation challenge’ 

leading to metaphor identification. At 

the same time, for practical purpose, it 

is sometimes more important WHAT 

metaphors mean, not HOW they do it. 

That is why in this paper I will try to 

present an applied linguistics method 

of semantic priming implied for dic-

tionary database compilation. 

In the beginning of our practical re-

search aimed at creation of a bilingual 
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dictionary of metaphors, we consid-

ered two basic theories that were 

thought to be useful for classification 

and sorting of metaphors, the first one 

by Anna Wierzbicka and the second 

one, the descriptor theory of metaphor 

by Anatoly Baranov. The theory of 

semantic primes was of no use for our 

practical purpose as primes like <bad> 

<feel> <a short time> were too general 

for describing different hues of emo-

tion and their expression. Looking for 

a list of more precise semantic units 

for metaphor categorization, we turned 

to Baranov’s theory. 

According to Baranov’s descriptor 

theory of metaphor, each metaphor 

was indexed with a number of signifi-

cative (source domain) and denotative 

descriptors (target domain) [3], e. g., 

we assigned to metaphor dart (a sud-

den, intense pang of a particular emo-

tion, unexpectedly strong surge certain 

emotions) denotative descriptors <in-

tense>, <short>, <emotion> and sig-

nificative descriptors <object>, <mili-

tary and hunting>, <weapons and ac-

cessories>. Having assigned about 200 

descriptors to more than a thousand 

metaphors we faced up with failure of 

our database to sort metaphors within 

one language and within the pair of 

languages according to their true se-

mantic relations. 

This failure made us look for a se-

mantic unit for metaphors description 

that would be simple enough to be 

grouped with other units to build up 

the semantic structure, but at the same 

time it was expected to be something 

less general than semantic primes and 

more related to dictionary definitions, 

as the purpose of our research was to 

compile an electronic bilingual dic-

tionary of metaphors (the structure and 

interface describes in [4]). 

Thus we implemented the idea of 

semantic primes and metaphor de-

scriptors to our material and worked 

out a set of so called ‘basic definitions’ 

based on dictionary definitions (se-

mantic and connotative aspects) which 

were standardized. One basic defini-

tion is used to describe from 4 to 47 

separate metaphorical meanings, such 

as ‘bad mood, sadness’ (47 entries), ‘a 

large number of words, impressions, 

etc.’ (41), ‘affects’ (38), ‘a sudden un-

pleasant feeling’ (30), ‘unexpected ac-

tions that contradict the norms’ (12), 

etc. With regard to the source domain 

we worked out about 60 descriptors in 

relation to four semantic spheres – 

Human, Nature, Object, Processes and 

Relations with thematic grouping with-

in each sphere, e. g. ‘nature’, ‘wildlife’, 

‘plants and their parts’ (our classifica-

tion is described in detail in [5]). 

For metaphors processing we creat-

ed a database in the Microsoft Office 

Access 2007. As computer data pro-

cessing involves the establishment of 

correlation between a linguistic sign 

(in this case, a basic definition) and a 

mathematical sign, we assigned certain 

numeric code to every definition. In 

addition to the basic definition codes 

(the set of assigned codes included 

those of source and target domain) we 

used the language code (Belarusian or 

English). Thus, metaphors with match-

ing basic definitions and language 

codes were identified as synonyms 

(within one language) and metaphors 

with language mismatch – as equiva-

lents. If one word had several different 

metaphorical meanings, we used num-

bers 1 to 4 (column 2: word sense 
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number) to differentiate metaphors. 

This is an excerpt from the main data-

base (desfinition codes excluded): 

 

 
 

WordID WordSensNum WordName WordDefinition WordExample WordLang 

693 1 TSUNAMI 

a sudden in-

crease in inten-

sity (of an emo-

tion, phenome-

non, etc.).  

[A voter revolution] 

sweeping all before 

it in a tsunami of 

voter rage. (M. 

Kelly). 

1 

799 1 АРЭЛІ* 

1) пра ўзвыша-

ныя, раман-

тычныя па-

чуцці.  

Арэлі хмельнае ра-

дасці – Узлятаюць, 

Узлятаюць, Узля-

таюць. (Т. Мушын-

ская). 

2 

800 2 АРЭЛІ* 

2) пра пера-

менлівыя, 

супярэчлівыя 

пачуцці.  

Ўсё спакойней па-

чуццяў арэлі. Пас-

тарэў сад, што быў 

малады. Неўпрык-

метку, нябачна 

аселі Белым снегам 

на скроні гады. 

(Ул. Гетманчук). 

2 

 

 
 

For the database, we used the fol-

lowing denotative descriptors (trans-

lated from Belarusian): deceptive ap-

pearance; a sudden intense feeling; re-

straint; incomplete thoughts; the emer-

gence of feelings, qualities; the return 

of consciousness, activity; something 

that hinders the development; eyes 

shine as a reflection of the state; en-

thusiasm; loneliness; friendliness; a 

subtle difference in the manifestation 

of feelings; a large number, the inten-

sity of something; feigned courtesy; 

unpleasant memories; unexpected un-

pleasant feeling; active position in a 

dispute; insult; etc. 

The set of significative descriptors 

included: OBJECT: food, utensils, 

clothing, fabric, lighting devices, har-

nesses, mechanisms, ammunition, 

weapons and tools, structures and lo-

cally confined spaces, paths and roads, 

part of the subject matter; NATURE: 

nature objects: the celestial bodies, the 

elements of the earth’s surface and 

landscape, natural formations, plants 

and their parts, animals, body parts 

and tissues, animals and their dwell-

ings, sounds and actions produced by 

animals; weather: the atmosphere and 

the movement of air, clouds and pre-

cipitation, weather and natural phe-

nomena; fire, water; HUMAN: tactile 

perception, thermal perception, taste 

perception, visual perception, auditory 

perception, illness and recovery, poli-

tics and war; PROCESSES AND RE-

LATIONS: the processes occurring in 

materials or substances (objects), types 

of energy and physical phenomena, 
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interaction between the objects and the 

results of subjective action, spatial and 

parametric relationships. 

The method of basic definitions as 

a type of semantic priming does not 

only help to categorize and classify 

emotion metaphors with reference to 

source or target domain, but also it can 

be used for simplifying the process of 

compiling dictionaries. The method 

enables multiple sorting based on cor-

relation of semantic and connotation 

components of any set of words – be it 

one language (synonyms and anto-

nyms) or two or more languages 

(equivalents). 

In the database, the data processing 

is carried out by queries that reflect the 

links between sets of different basic 

definitions. According to the query, 

the user can get a list of metaphors re-

lating to fire or mental illness, as well 

as to compare metaphors of the two 

languages referring to any source and 

target domain. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

In the result of the described meth-

od application, we obtained quite a 

relevant metaphors processing out-

comes, though proofreading and minor 

changes were still necessary as some-

times complete basic definitions match 

does not mean the match of words va-

lence – collocations. 

The possibility to work out a set of 

basic definitions for a certain semantic 

group and further sorting of the words 

according to the user’s query provides 

a good base for an easier definitions 

processing for dictionary compilation. 

We consider the described method of 

basic definitions based on semantic 

priming theory to be of use for compu-

tational linguistics, dictionary software 

management, as well as for the theo-
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retical study of metaphorical univer-

sals in different languages. 
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