African Journal in Advanced Arts and Humanities

African Journal
of Adh rts and Humanities

L))

Check for
updates

Open Access

A UESL BUIE A Section: Literature and Cognitive Linguistics

Conceptual Metaphor “THE EARTH IS MOTHER” in Vietnamese

Viet Hung Pham' & Long Viet Nguyen?

'Dong A University, Danang, Vietnam
2Hai Duong University, Hai Phong, Vietnam
Correspondence: vietpham1504@gmail.com

Abstract

This paper explores the conceptual metaphor “THE EARTH IS
MOTHER” in Vietnamese, within the framework of cognitive
linguistics. By applying the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP)
developed by the Pragglejaz Group, the study identifies metaphorical
cues and expressions that conceptualize the Earth as a nurturing mother.
The analysis demonstrates systematic mappings between the source
domain (MOTHER) and the target domain (EARTH), highlighting
attributes such as giving birth, nurturing, vulnerability, and the need for
care. The metaphor not only reflects cultural perceptions of nature but
also emphasizes environmental responsibility. Comparative discussion
with the English metaphor “Mother Earth” reveals both universal and

culture-specific aspects of environmental conceptualization.
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1. Introduction

Cognitive linguistics in general, and conceptual metaphor in particular, represent a relatively new direction in
linguistic research, offering many insights into how people in different cultures perceive the world and familiar
phenomena in everyday life. In Vietnam, linguists over the past few decades have paid special attention to
this approach. Several pioneering works by scholars such as Ly Toan Thang [4,5] and Tran Van Co [1] laid
the foundation for applying cognitive linguistic theory to Vietnamese studies. Subsequently, other researchers
and graduate students have conducted specific projects on cognitive linguistics, especially on conceptual
metaphors (CMs) in familiar domains of life, providing new and multidimensional perspectives.

Existing studies mainly focus on conceptual metaphors in specific fields such as political language,
economics, advertising, love and marriage, financial markets, and literature. Notably, in Vietnam there is
still a lack of in-depth research on ecological linguistics, environmental language in general, and conceptual
metaphors in the environmental domain in particular. Meanwhile, metaphorical expressions about the
environment are widely used in books, newspapers, and mass media every day. Expressions such as “the war
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against climate change,” “the Earth is heating up,” or “nature is angry” clearly demonstrate that conceptual

metaphorical thinking has deeply penetrated the way Vietnamese people talk about the environment. The
absence of systematic and specialized analyses of environmental metaphors in Vietnamese creates a research
gap that deserves attention.

Within the scope of this paper, we focus on analyzing environmental conceptual metaphors with the target
domain EARTH, specifically the conceptual metaphor THE EARTH IS MOTHER in Vietnamese.

2. Method

This study employs a qualitative approach within the framework of cognitive linguistics to analyze the
conceptual metaphor “THE EARTH IS MOTHER” in Vietnamese. The methodology consists of three main
stages:

2.1. Data Collection
- Corpus sources: The data were collected from Vietnamese literary works, newspapers, online articles,
educational materials, and song lyrics that explicitly or implicitly employ metaphorical expressions about the

Earth.

- Selection criteria: Expressions were included if they contained metaphorical cues linking the Earth to maternal
attributes (e.g., “Mother Earth is crying,” “The Earth nurtures us,” “Mother Earth gave birth to all species”).

- Scope: The corpus comprises both historical texts (e.g., early 20th-century poetry) and contemporary media
(e.g., online news, educational websites, social networks).

2.2. Metaphor Identification
- The Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP) developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007) was applied.
- Key steps included:

+ Identifying metaphorically-expressed words (cues).

+ Determining metaphorical expressions formed by these cues and their collocations.

+ Establishing systematic mappings between the source domain (MOTHER) and the target domain
(EARTH).
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2.3. Analytical Framework
- Source domain attributes (MOTHER): giving birth, nurturing, vulnerability, need for love.

- Target domain attributes (EARTH): generating species, sustaining life, susceptibility to harm, need for
care.

- Mapping model: Attributes of the source domain were systematically mapped onto the target domain to
construct the conceptual metaphor.

- Comparative dimension: The Vietnamese metaphor “Trai Dat 1d Me¢” was compared with the English
expression “Mother Earth” to highlight universal and culture-specific features.

2.4. Reliability and Validity
- Multiple sources were triangulated to ensure the reliability of metaphor identification.

- Interpretations were cross-checked against existing literature in cognitive linguistics and environmental
communication to validate the analytical framework.

3. Analysis
3.1. Identification

A conceptual metaphor is the process of UNDERSTANDING one conceptual domain (the target domain)
through another conceptual domain (the source domain) by means of systematic mappings, in which elements/
attributes in the source domain are mapped onto elements/attributes in the target domain, thereby creating a
cognitive model that helps us grasp the target domain more clearly [2, pp. 8-9].

The metaphor THE EARTH IS MOTHER belongs to the category of conceptual metaphors, in which
an abstract concept (target domain — Earth) is understood through a familiar and intimate concept (source
domain — Mother).

To establish the CM THE EARTH IS MOTHER, we apply the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP)
developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007), which consists of four steps. Two important steps are identifying
metaphorically-expressed words (often translated as “cues”) and identifying metaphorical expressions formed
by these cues and other collocated words [3, p. 3].

Analyzing data from the corpus [7,8], we can identify cues and metaphorical expressions as follows:

3.2. Cues and metaphorical expressions

- Mother Expression: sharing one mother “Thiéu nhi thé gidi / Du khdc mau da / Vang hay den tring /
Van chung mot me /La trai dat / van chung mot ong / 1a mat troi” (Me trai dat. Ong mit troi, Tran Viét Binh,
2018). — “Children of the world / Though of different skin colors / Yellow or black or white / Still share one
mother / which is the Earth / Still share one father / which is the Sun.”

- Mother Nature Expression: Mother Nature “Trai Dat — mot hanh tinh trong Hé Mit Troi 13 noi su séng
da dugc danh thirc. Nguoi Me Thién Nhién ay di kién tao va nudi dudng su sdng trong hang triéu tridu nam,
trong d6 c6 ca su song cua loai ngudix. (https:/loigiaihay.com/van-ban-trai-d). — “The Earth — a planet in
the Solar System — is where life was awakened. That Mother Nature created and nurtured life for millions of
years, including human life.”

Pregnancy Expression: The Earth pregnant with water in its womb” Trai dat thai nghén nudc trong long
minh. Nudc bién xudt hién sém nhét trén trai dat 1a nudc duoc phun ra tir trong trai dét ra. Luong nudc bién do
dan dan tu lai ra bién ca” (Pham Van Binh, Nhirng diéu la em biét, Nxb, Phu nft, tr. 152). — “The Earth was
pregnant with water in its womb. The earliest seawater on Earth was expelled from within, gradually gathering
into the vast oceans.”
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Giving birth Expression: Mother Earth gave birth to all species “Me trai dat da sinh ra muon loai, tir nhitng
sinh vat don bao - anh ca cia sy tién héa, 16n tudi hon loai ngudi 3,5 ty ndm dén loai ngudi - ngudi em ut trong
ngdi nha xanh nho bé”. (https://vnexpress.net/me-trai-dat-dang-khoc-2394621.html) “Mother Earth gave birth
to all species, from single-celled organisms — the elder of evolution, older than humankind by 3.5 billion years
— to humans, the youngest sibling in the small green home.”

Child Expression: a spoiled child ... Hay dat cau hoi ré‘mg: Me trai dat s& chiu dung dugc bao lau voi
dtra con hu nay?”. (https://vnexpress.net/me-trai-dat-dang-khoc-2394621.html) — “Let us ask: How long can
Mother Earth endure this spoiled child?”

Nurturing Expression: The Earth as mother nurtures us “Nay ban oi hiy nhd dat mudn doi nudi
dudng v6i ngudn sudi nude 1a dong sira. Dat nhu me nudi ta c6 18 nao dé trai dat s& can kho”. (https:/
mncaominh.haiphong.edu.vn/ cac-bai-hat-cho-tre-mam-non/nhung-bai-hat-chu-de-moi-truong-cho-tre-mam-
non/ctmb/25992/317866). — “Dear friend, remember that the Earth has forever nurtured us, with springs as
her milk. The Earth, like a mother, nourishes us — how could she ever be left to dry out?”

- Nourishing Expression: nourishing life “Trai Dat — mot hanh tinh trong Hé Mat Troi 14 noi sy song
da dugc danh thirc. Nguoi Me Thién Nhién éy da kién tao va nudi dudng su séng trong hang tri€u triéu nam,
trong d6 co ca sy sdng cua loai nguoi”. (https:/loigiaihay.com/van-ban-trai-d) — “The Earth — a planet in the
Solar System — is where life was awakened. That Mother Nature created and nurtured life for millions of years,
including human existence.”

- Life Expression: Mother gives us life “Vi sao chiing ta lai goi thién nhién hay trai dat 1a me? Bdng
dung minh nay ra cau hoi nay hom qua: Tai sao chiing ta lai goi thién nhién 1a me? Tai sao khong 1a b5?
Hoic tai sao khong 1a ban nhi? 1. Vi me 1a ngudi cho ta sy sdng (...) « https://www.facebook.com/watch/
?7v=1035925197923223) — “Why do we call nature or the Earth ‘mother’? This question suddenly came to
me yesterday: Why mother, not father? Why not friend? 1.Because mother is the one who gives us life (...)”

- Crying Expression: Mother Earth is crying. “ Me trai dat dang khoc. Me trai dt da sinh ra muon loai,
tir nhitng sinh vét don bao - anh ca cua sy tién hoa, 16n tudi hon loai ngudi 3,5 ty nam dén loai ngudi - nguoi
em Gt trong ngdi nha xanh nho bé. ... Hiy dit cau hoi rang: “Me trai dat s& chiu dung duoc bao lau véi dtra con
hu nay?” (https://vnexpress.net/me-trai-dat-dang-khoc-2394621.html) — “Mother Earth is crying. She gave
birth to all species, from single-celled organisms — the elder of evolution, older than humankind by 3.5 billion
years — to humans, the youngest sibling in the small green home. ... Let us ask: ‘How long can Mother Earth
endure this spoiled child?’”

- Care Expression: responsibility to care for Mother. “Trai D4t 1 ngoi nha va 1a Me cua chiing ta. Chung
ta can phai ton trong va co trach nhiém chim soc Me. (https://vuonhoaphatgiao.com/phat-phap/giao-phap/
nhan-cach-xa-hoi/hay-hanh-dong-de-bao-ve-me-trai-dat/) — “The Earth is our home and our Mother. We
must respect her and take responsibility for her care.”

- Living Expression: Mother Earth will live forever. “Dung phé tan rimg xanh nay / Pung d6t di dong
xanh d6 / Pung giét di bién xanh kia / Me Trai Dat s& song mai. (https://mncaominh.haiphong.edu.vn/cac-
bai-hat-cho-tre-mam-non/nhung-bai-hat-chu-de-moi-truong-cho-tre-mam-non/ctmb/25992/317866) — “Do
not destroy this green forest / Do not burn that green field / Do not kill that blue sea / Mother Earth will live
forever.”

3.3. Attributes of source and target domains
a- Source domain (MOTHER):
+ Gives birth to children
+ Nurtures children

+ Easily saddened

+ Needs love
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b- Target domain (EARTH):
+ Gives birth to all species
+ Nurtures life

+ Easily vulnerable
+ Needs care

3.4. Mapping model from source (MOTHER) to target (EARTH)

Source domain (MOTHER) > Target domain (EARTH)
Gives birth to children - | Gives birth to all species
Nurtures children — | Nurtures life
Easily saddened — | Easily vulnerable
Needs love - | Needs care

This mapping model is the basis for establishing the conceptual metaphor THE EARTH IS MOTHER.

4. Implications

The metaphor “THE EARTH IS MOTHER” carries significant implications beyond linguistic analysis. It
provides a powerful framework for environmental education, communication, and policy-making:

- Environmental Education: By presenting the Earth as a nurturing mother, educators can foster emotional
engagement among students. This metaphor encourages learners to perceive environmental protection not
merely as a technical issue but as a moral responsibility toward a family member.

- Public Communication: In media and social discourse, the metaphor offers a vivid and relatable image that
resonates with diverse audiences. Campaigns that frame environmental degradation as “hurting Mother Earth”
can mobilize empathy and collective action more effectively than abstract scientific data alone.

- Policy and Advocacy: Policymakers and activists can employ this metaphor to strengthen arguments
for sustainable development. Conceptualizing the Earth as a mother highlights the ethical dimension of
environmental stewardship, reinforcing the urgency of protecting ecosystems for future generations.

In sum, the metaphor “THE EARTH IS MOTHER” is not only a linguistic construct but also a cultural and
communicative resource. It enriches environmental discourse by linking scientific awareness with emotional
and ethical commitments, thereby contributing to sustainable practices at both local and global levels.

5. Conclusion

The conceptual metaphor THE EARTH IS MOTHER in Vietnamese is one of the most emotionally rich
and culturally profound images. It is not merely a figurative expression but a cognitive system that helps
humans understand, feel, and interact with the planet as with a mother — loving and in need of protection. This
metaphor allows us to perceive the Earth not as an inanimate object but as a living entity. It evokes gratitude,
responsibility, and a deep bond between humans and nature.
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