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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Researchers have explored metaphor across languages and cultures for decades; however, 

few have investigated the distribution of metaphor and source domain selection across registers 

within one language (Reijnerse et al., 2019; Charteris-Black and Ennis, 2001). The goal of this 

paper is to look at data from informal and formal English and consider these differences. I look 

specifically at writing about sex in these two registers, a fruitful area for metaphorical analysis. 

Although, as will be discussed shortly, metaphor is utilized pervasively in almost all contexts, it 

is particularly evident when discussing the abstract or the socioculturally taboo. I will look at 

both source and target domains (though the target domains will be limited in scope, whereas 

source domains will not be) and contrast them across the two registers, investigating frequency, 

method of realization, and type. Here, type refers to which source concepts (or domains) users 

tend to use to describe their target concepts (or domains) and whether or not there are any 

noticeable patterns across two genres, academic writing and writing from an anonymous, public 

forum. 

 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Though metaphor has been widely studied throughout literature, Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980) introduced the notion of metaphor as pervasive and inevitable. Instead of a creative 

choice, Lakoff and Johnson promoted the notion that metaphor is instead a staple of our human 

conceptual systems, without which we would be unable to have effective communication. In its 

most simple, yet comprehensive definition, metaphor is defined as figurative language in which 

we: “conceptualize one mental domain in terms of another” (Lakoff, 1992, p. 1). A complete 

metaphor traditionally consists of a “source” and a “target” domain. The domain which we are 
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attempting to describe is called the “target” domain whereas the domain we draw features from 

to describe the target is called the “source” domain (Kövecses, 2002, p. 4). In the sentence: “We 

decided to go our separate ways”, we map the source domain (JOURNEY, which is revealed 

through the use of “way”) onto the target domain (LIFE). In this metaphor, the people who have 

ended their relationship are representative of two people on a physical journey that have decided 

to take two different paths (Adapted from Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). Typically, the source 

domain will consist of more tangible content. Common source domains are: plants, food, body 

parts, fire, water, buildings, etc. Common target domains are: relationships, life, spirituality, 

arguments, etc. These persistent discrepancies in source and target domains corroborate Lakoff 

and Johnson’s claim that we use more tangible encounters to describe more abstract encounters 

and further push the idea that we would be unable to conceptualize these abstract experiences 

without understanding them in terms of tangible ones. For example, in the sentence ‘our 

relationship grew and blossomed’ the target domain, relationships, is described using 

terminology usually associated with the source domain, plants. This would typically be glossed 

as RELATIONSHIPS ARE PLANTS (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980).  

Entailment and mapping are two distinct features of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) 

that work together to construct complex metaphors and are important in CMT analysis. 

Entailment refers to the fact that any overarching metaphor may consist of multiple sub-

metaphors; if we look at the RELATIONSHIPS ARE PLANTS metaphor above, we can see this 

clearly. Consider the example: we planted the seeds a few years ago, but our relationship is 

finally budding. Here, we see that we still have the overarching metaphor RELATIONSHIPS 

ARE PLANTS, but we also see that this is depicted through a number of entailed metaphors; 

referring to the relationship as “budding” indicates that NEW RELATIONSHIPS ARE 
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FLOWERS and referring to the initiation of the relationship as “planting the seeds” tells us that 

SEEDS ARE POTENTIAL RELATIONSHIPS is another entailed metaphor. The concept of 

mapping refers to the fact that when a language user constructs a metaphor, they tend to map 

specific features of the source domain onto specific features of the target domain (as revealed 

through these entailments) in a way that is frequently intuitive or enlightening to the 

listener/reader. A great example of this is referring to a woman’s body as an “hourglass”. Here, 

the user is mapping the shape of the glass sections of the hourglass to the similar shape of a 

woman’s body. The listener/reader must interpret that calling a woman’s body an hourglass does 

not mean she is filled with sand and must instead realize the user is mapping only a specific 

feature of the hourglass, i.e. the shape. This can either be intuitively interpreted, especially as 

metaphors become conventionalized in a language, or enlightening, as the user may be more 

explicit in mapping in order to share new information with the listener/reader. This would be the 

case if metaphor was consciously being used to help explain something new and abstract. 

However, the interpretation of mapping and metaphors can be difficult interculturally.  

  
Experientialist Disagreements 
 
Though not the primary focus of this research, it is important to highlight some criticisms 

or disagreements in the discourse surrounding conceptual metaphor theory (CMT). Lakoff and 

Johnson’s original work not only promotes the notion that we are forced to conceptualize 

abstract events/feelings/concepts in terms of more tangible ones, but also suggests metaphor 

makes “changes in our conceptual system….change what is real for us and affect(s) how we 

perceive the world and act upon those perceptions” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 132). Though 

they specify here that “words alone do not create reality”, the authors do suggest that persistent 

metaphorical conceptualizations across cultures will impact how we perceive those abstract 
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experiences. Many other theorists still feel there is not enough adequate empirical evidence to 

support this theory and suggest that other alternatives may be able to explain why figurative 

language functions the way it does. One notable criticism of the theory states: “CMT comes 

across as theoretically isolated...because it rarely considers alternative explanations for its 

findings” (Gibbs, 2009, p. 32). As explained in the following section, there are several 

investigative tools (etymology, COCA, and other contextual information throughout the data) 

that I will use to justify whether specific language involves a conceptual metaphor (which I will 

occasionally argue is specifically deliberate). 

 

 When a Metaphor is a Metaphor 

Metaphors are generally conceptualizations of ideas that are described using features of 

other ideas/objects/events, for the purpose of either emphasis or clarity. Thus, a metaphor is 

coded in this paper when language is used figuratively (excluding idioms and metonymy). For 

the purposes of this paper, a highly conventionalized phrase (though not necessarily an idiom) 

was coded as a metaphor if there was evidence of entailment or synonymous usages that 

indicated the user was implementing more features of the source domain. This distinction 

between metaphor and conventionalized phrases is important in the discussion of “come” and 

“turn on”, since those phrases occur extremely frequently in the data and constitute a large 

portion of their respective source domains. Here, I made decisions for analysis based on other 

language within the context that alludes to entailed metaphors (turn on was occasionally 

accompanied by “pushing buttons”), the historical context of the word or phrase (and how it is 

listed in the Oxford English Dictionary), and, when still unclear, using COCA to see what 

concepts are most prevalently associated with the word or phrase. 
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Though there are many examples of figurative language throughout the data, only 

“metaphors” were coded. Metonymy was used frequently (particularly “bed” or “bedroom” in 

lieu of “sex”) as a means of talking around a topic that may be considered socially taboo as a 

king of euphemism, but was not included in the accounts of metaphor. This is because the 

metonymy found in the sex-related data seems to function solely as a means of truncating the 

phrase “our sexual relationship” in a socially acceptable (less taboo) way, and does not serve to 

illuminate any specific feature of the sexual relationship or provide any information into how the 

concept of a sexual relationship is understood by the user. Metonymy involves an assumed 

association between related referents in order to convey a literal meaning in a non-literal way, 

whereas metaphor works to create a mapping between two unlike concepts.  

 Idioms were not coded as metaphors in the data because the conceptual basis of the 

idioms could not be determined by inspection. Essentially, in the data, no idioms were found to 

have closely related entailed mappings or specific etymology that would typically reveal a 

specific relation between the source and target domain. 

  

 Sex and Metaphor 
  
 Research into CMT related to sex is not new.  In his 2015 text, Sex in Language: 

Euphemistic and Dysphemistic Metaphors in Internet Forums, Eliecer Crespo-Fernández 

explores a variety of sex-related Internet forums, written in English, to find metaphors used 

throughout this discourse community. The metaphors he found were numerous, but the most 

pervasive was the use of SEX IS A JOURNEY. When looking at this metaphor and its entailed 

metaphor ORGASM IS DESTINATION, Crespo-Fernández discovered that the variety of 

realizations for JOURNEY itself was fairly limited, while the variety of realizations for 
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ORGASM was significant. There were three different metaphorical expressions for SEX IS A 

JOURNEY; there were 13 metaphorical expressions to describe the entailed metaphor ORGASM 

IS DESTINATION (Crespo-Fernández, 2015).  

In 2016, researchers Anita Yen Chiang and Wen-yu Chiang published an article entitled: 

“Behold, I am Coming Soon! A Study on the Conceptualization of Sexual Orgasm in 27 

Languages”; they conducted an analysis of metaphors for sex (focusing specifically on sexual 

orgasms) across a number of typologically diverse langauges. Though interesting, I want to focus 

on an important detail: this research relies on the proposed metonymy: ORGASM FOR SEX. 

Essentially, sex and orgasm are conflated. Though the authors justify this proposal, stating: 

“...we view orgasm as one of the most essential and representative elements in human sexual 

behavior” the substitution of the concept “orgasm” for the concept of “sex” as a whole is relevant 

and interesting (132)(Gramlich, 2018). By conducting their research on sex metaphors solely 

through the lens of the sexual orgasm, they constructed a conceptual metonymy (ORGASM FOR 

SEX) that is itself, a metaphor, simultaneously revealing the prevalence of the metaphor SEX IS 

A JOURNEY across cultures and languages (Kovecses, 2010). Since this research describes the 

ORGASM as the ideal goal of a sexual interaction, the DESTINATION (and consequently 

“journey”) domain is activated.  

Not only does this illuminate the social prioritization of sexual climax, but it also 

suggests that the conceptual metaphor SEX IS A JOURNEY has become a “template” that 

participants tend to adhere to. Other major findings across languages are SEX IS REBELLION 

(dirty, naughty, etc.), particularly in Chinese culture (Tsang, 2009) and SEX IS UTILITARIAN 

(tool, machine, object, etc.), amongst young people in Malawi (Undie, 2008). The idea of sex 

being rebellious/dirty or body parts being considered objects is not uncommon in American 
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English either, but the selection of JOURNEY as source domain still occurs at a much more 

frequent rate. 

 
METHODS 
  
 The goal of this project was to document and contrast metaphors for sex in American 

English between writing in academia and writing on Internet forums. Reddit is a public forum 

website that is categorized by subforums (or ‘subreddit’s). These subforums range from 

discussions of plus-sized clothing to Corgi enthusiasts. For this project I followed Crespo-

Fernández’s approach by taking data from sex-related forums. For my project, reddit.com/r/sex, 

was used as a good source of informal language on the topic. This decision was made to ensure 

the data was as close to real speech as possible. The anonymity made possible by Reddit 

anonymity allows for the publicization of typically “private” speech and the forum genre allows 

for ‘unpolished’ writing. I chose this subforum because, unlike Crespo-Fernández’s research, the 

forum was not created strictly to discuss sexual encounters. Instead it covers a wide range of 

topics including sexual health, sexual advice, sexual relationships, sexual encounters, etc. I felt 

this wider range of topic would allow for a more comprehensive view of how sex is described 

amongst speakers of American English. The 30 most recent posts were selected, and while 

gender was not explicitly disclosed in most cases, references to the person’s own anatomy/sexual 

identity reveal that roughly half of the writers were men and half were women. While there is 

linguistic diversity on Reddit, a great majority of the users are English speakers from the United 

States and it is general convention to disclose if you are not a native English speaker. Several 

posts were skipped because the writer disclosed they are not a native English speaker, not from 

the United States, and/or had writing that contained orthographic information that revealed they 

were likely not speakers of American English (e.g. “colour”) (Sattelberg, 2021). 
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 For the academic American English data set, I took data from the “Psychology and 

Behavioral Sciences” database. Though many disciplines investigate sex and sexual relationships 

(literature, anthropology, etc.), I chose to focus on psychological research that observes sexual 

relationships and sexual identity. Future research may benefit from looking at conceptualizations 

of sex in other fields, as conventions and discipline-specific tenets vary greatly. Like the first 

data set, this data consisted of 20 single-spaced pages of data pulled from 11 academic articles. I 

attempted to pull data from the relevant sections of the articles (usually the results and/or 

discussion section(s)) in order to ensure the data had the most reference to sex itself rather than 

just providing hard data and numbers. The Reddit data set consisted of 13,186 words, whereas 

the academic data set consisted of 11,459 words.  

 I coded the data for both source and target domains. The target domains I looked for 

were: the activity of sex itself, the sexual body, sexuality, sexual interests, sexual relationships, 

sexual issues/roadblocks, and the orgasm (all of which are hereforafter referred to as sex). For 

each data set I sorted each instance of metaphor into a spreadsheet with target domains in column 

format and source domains in rows at the top, allowing me to have the entire gloss for each 

occurrence. Subsequently, I sorted the metaphors into overarching categories (event, spatial, and 

objects) and documented total occurrences of that overarching metaphor type (this will be 

demonstrated in the following section). It is worth noting that these were grouped by source 

domains, as I was much more interested in what terms were used to conceptualized sex than 

which aspects of sex were being conceptualized metaphorically most frequently. However, 

discrepancies between the two registers were sometimes found in which target domain was 

selected for a given metaphor rather than which source domain was selected. 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 

It seems most beneficial to start with the most general contrastive data and narrow down 

into specific areas of interest. The main data has been broken down into three tables for both 

logistic reasons (readability) and to demonstrate the data in a few different ways. Table 1 shows 

the main source domains found throughout the data and categorizes them into four major source 

domain groups: EVENT, OBJECT, SPATIAL, and MISCELLANEOUS. Although it is helpful 

to look at the miscellaneous source domains as well, the three major source domain groups 

provide the most helpful information throughout my analysis. Table 1 also shows the 

subdomains of each source domain (e.g. “dance” falling under “event”) and provides the count 

frequency of each.  

 

Table 1 
Occurence of Source Domain between Genres 

REDDIT DATA ACADEMIC DATA 

EVENT  65 EVENT  30 

 DANCE 2  DANCE 3 

 ATTACK 2  ATTACK 14 

 GAME 3  GAME 1 

 SPORTS 3  SPORTS 3 

 PERFORMANCE 4  PERFORMANCE 7 

 OTHER 8  OTHER 2 

 WORK 5  WORK 0 

 JOURNEY 38  JOURNEY 0 

      

OBJECT  69 OBJECT  23 

 PRIZE 1  PRIZE 0 

 TOOL 1  TOOL 0 
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 DRUG 1  DRUG 1 

 MACHINE 25  MACHINE 0 

 OTHER 8  OTHER 5 

 FOOD 6  FOOD 0 

 POSSESSION 12  POSSESSION 16 

 GIFT 15  GIFT 1 

      

SPATIAL  33 SPATIAL  7 

 OTHER 2  OTHER 1 

 CONTAINER 3  CONTAINER 1 

 DIMENSIONAL 4  DIMENSIONAL 0 

 BUILDING 5  BUILDING 0 

 LOCATION 5  LOCATION 1 

 TERRAIN 6  TERRAIN 2 

 UP/DOWN 8  UP/DOWN 2 

      

MISC  25 MISC  25 

 ILLNESS 1  ILLNESS 8 

 RELIGION 2  RELIGION 0 

 RELIEF 4  RELIEF 0 

 LIVING ENTITY 5  LIVING ENTITY 9 

 STATE 6  STATE 1 

 DIRTY 7  DIRTY 3 

 IMAGE 0   IMAGE 4 

 OTHER 2  OTHER 15 

  194   100 
 

 

Table 2, instead, shows how frequently specific target domains occur throughout the data. 

The target domains found (referred to as “sex” throughout my analysis) were: the sexual body, 
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sexual relationships, sexual activity (e.g. intercourse), sexual interests, sexuality, orgasms, and 

sexual issues. This table shows count frequency as well as what proportion of the total number of 

metaphors used that target domain (you will notice that there is some overlap between target 

domains, so the target domains and occurrence of metaphor are not found at an exactly 1:1 ratio).  

 

Table 2 
Occurence of Target Domain between Genres 

REDDIT DATA ACADEMIC DATA 

TARGET FREQ. TARGET FREQ. 

BODY 27 (13.9%) BODY 2 (2.0%) 

RELATIONSHIP 39 (20.0%) RELATIONSHIP 9 (9.0%) 

ACTIVITY 79 (40.7%) ACTIVITY 38 (38.0%) 

INTERESTS 33 (17.0%) INTERESTS 28 (28.0%) 

SEXUALITY 5 (2.5%) SEXUALITY 13 (13.0%) 

ORGASM 40 (20.6%) ORGASM 6 (6.0%) 

PROBLEMS 7 (3.6%) PROBLEMS 4 (4.0%) 
 

Table 3 demonstrates a couple major points: firstly, the primary source domains found in 

the text and what percentage of total metaphor occurrence they constitute. Second, the proportion 

of metaphor relative to the total number of words. Note: many times the source and target 

domains consisted of multiple word phrases, were one metaphor with multiple entailments, or 

were repeated multiple times in the same construction but referencing one singular instance of 

sex. Consequently, the percentage of metaphors related to total word count appears much smaller 

than it actually is. 
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Table 3 
Most Frequent Source Domains Between Registers 

REDDIT DATA ACADEMIC DATA 

Source Domain Proportion Source Domain Proportion 

Event 33.5% Event 40.0% 

Object 25.8% Object 23.0% 

Spatial 17.0% Spatial 7.0% 

Misc 23.7% Misc 30.0% 

Total 194 Total 100 

Figurative Portion 1.4% Figurative Portion 0.8% 
 
 

The Journey Metaphor 
 

The most obvious contrast between the two sets of data is the more significant usage of 

metaphor at all in the Reddit data. The language found in the Reddit data uses metaphor at 

almost double the rate of the academic genre (this is mirrored in each sub section, which 

highlights a roughly 2:1 ratio throughout each source domain type). These results were 

unsurprising as academic writing tends to favor eliminating personal bias and the average 

American is less concerned with self-regulating their language use. It is also worth noting that 

the use of metaphor throughout the academic data was a bit less clear in itself, frequently 

functioning as a meta-commentary, theorizing how the average person might feel about sex 

(projecting the metaphor onto the participant rather than the author claiming the metaphor for 

themselves). The example “...partners are viewed as targets…” seems to suggest that the sexual 

participant may perceive their partner that way, but not necessarily that the writer themselves 

sees sexual participants as “targets”. Similar examples occurred a number of times in the 

academic data. In these cases, the metaphor was still coded as it was in the Reddit data, because 

it still reflected a conceptualization of sex that is prominent either within the writer themselves 
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(as the relevant source domains were used repeatedly throughout the text) or within the field of 

psychology as a whole. Coding metaphors for sex in a different academic discipline will likely 

yield different results.  

 This lack of clarity does not preclude us from being able to make some overarching 

observations about the pattern of metaphor use in both data sets. The most notable was the 

frequent usage of SEX IS A JOURNEY (38 times) in the American English data, compared to 

zero usages in academic English. Though the narrative function of the Reddit posts may elicit the 

journey metaphor more frequently, it was unexpected that the academic data would show no 

instances of the JOURNEY source domain at all. A few examples of the JOURNEY source 

domain occurring in the Reddit data are: 

1. “...it [the interaction] begins to go down a sexy path” 

2. “...I enjoy sex for the journey...” 

3. “...even the direction you go…” 

4. “...I need him to make me come...” 

Only one occurence of the JOURNEY domain is articulated explicitly through the word 

“journey”, in example 2, where the writer is referring to either the sexual relationship between 

themselves and their partner and/or a single instance of sexual intercourse (rather than the sexual 

body, the orgasm, etc.). This is particularly interesting because 76% (29/38) of the 

conceptualizations of SEX IS A JOURNEY entail the metaphor ORGASM IS DESTINATION 

(I will discuss “completion based” metaphors later). Here, the user is both adhering to and 

rejecting this template. Though the user explicitly removes the entailed ORGASM IS 

DESTINATION (saying she prefers sex for the “journey” or the interaction itself), the concept of 

ORGASM IS DESTINATION is still understood. Since journeys typically have a destination (in 
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this construction, the orgasm), and the user emphasizes the focus on the “journey” itself rather 

than the destination, the utterance still entails that this described destination (the orgasm) exists, 

but the poster makes a value statement by removing priority from the “completion” nature of the 

journey event. 

More commonly (every occurrence other than example 2), other language in the 

JOURNEY domain is used to highlight features of the sexual experience. In example 1, the 

writer is expressing that a specific sexual interaction (though not sexual intercourse itself) begins 

to go down a PATH that ends in sexual intercourse; here the JOURNEY metaphor is mapped 

slightly differently from example 2, where instead of sexual intercourse being described as a 

journey, the pre-intercourse interaction is depicted as a journey in which the act of sexual 

intercourse has now become the destination. In example 2 we see not only the JOURNEY 

(depicted by a pathway) and a DESTINATION (the described goal of sexual intercourse), but we 

also see the participants in the journey, walking along the “path” (the two sexual partners in this 

scenario).  This is also depicted in example 3, where the user is referring to how a potential 

sexual interaction may move in a particular “direction” that goes closer to and/or further away 

from the “destination” of sexual intercourse.  

 JOURNEY is an extremely common source domain, and the prevalence of this domain 

impacts speakers’ ability to articulate and conceptualize many lived experiences. Though the 

metaphors LIFE IS A JOURNEY and RELATIONSHIPS ARE JOURNEYS seem neutral, they 

inherently entail a correspondence point (“destination”) that shifts JOURNEY from merely being 

a “description” to being an expectation. It shifts from being descriptive of some experiences to 

becoming the template by which sex (and other target domains) is considered “good” or “bad”. 
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This is further supported in later sections, which investigate the ways that “orgasm” and 

“completion” are conceptualized and valued amongst language users. 

Cumming and Coming 

 An important point of inquiry when investigating the metaphors used to describe sex in 

American English is the assessment of how we analyze the term “come”, as in example 4 (“I 

need him to make me come”). Though this was exclusively relevant to the Reddit data, it is 

clearly a term inextricable from sexual conversation in American English.  The etymology of 

“cum/come” is a bit unclear. The Oxford English Dictionary cites the oldest usage of “come” 

that linguists have speculated may be the inspiration for the current usage. Alcohol producers in 

the 1400s occasionally had instances where grain would cause the malt at the top of product to 

shoot off and this was referred to as “the come”. However, the usage of similarly constructed 

phrases in reference to a sexual orgasm can be found in other languages. For example, Persian 

uses “Āmadan” (“to come”) as well. In Dutch, we find “klaarkomen”, which literally translates 

to “finish coming”, but is interpreted by speakers as “cum”. In Japanese we have “iku”, which 

translates to “to go”, but a native speaking consultant has informed me it can mean “to come” 

depending on context, and is used in reference to the sexual orgasm. Either way, the Japanese 

language describes the sexual orgasm as the arrival/departure from a particular location. 

 Ultimately, the use of “come” across languages as a term used for the sexual orgasm 

seems to lend credence to the origin of “come” as referencing the physical act of arriving at a 

location. There are also other pieces of literature, for example a song “Walking in a Meadowe 

Greene” from 1650, that indicate other early usage of the term “come”. In this song, the writer 

says “then off he came & blusht for shame” (Anonymous, 1620-1650). Because of this, I 

consider “cum”/“come” a part of the journey/completion metaphor as it involves a metaphorical 
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arrival to a specific destination (the orgasm). Frequently, the data demonstrates language users’ 

tendency to use “come” in a way that is contextualized by ability (ability to reach orgasm or 

ability for a sexual partner to help them reach orgasm). Example 4, demonstrates this relationship 

between the sexual partner, sexual intercourse, and the sexual orgasm clearly. In this “journey” 

conceptualization, one’s sexual partner is usually responsible for assistance in reaching a specific 

destination (and failure to assist in reaching the destination is considered a failure in the sexual 

relationship). Anything that prevents the “arrival” to the “destination” (orgasm), could be 

considered a hurdle on this metaphorical journey. 

 

Events and Event Completion 

 A large portion of the metaphors used in both the Reddit and academic data 

conceptualized sex as an event (here, journey is entailed by event). While the Reddit data had 

quite different proportional uses of the event source domain (33.5% of the metaphors in the 

Reddit data had event domains and 15% of the metaphors in the academic data had event 

domains), discrepancies between the two usages still existed beyond quantity. The data revealed 

that the Reddit users tended to use completion-based metaphors to discuss a sexual relationship 

or sexual interaction, whereas if academic writing described sex as an event, the event was less 

frequently “completion” based. Looking at the data, 10 out of 30 (33%)  event metaphors in 

academic writing were completion oriented, 40 out of 65 (61.5%) of the event metaphors in the 

Reddit data were completion oriented. This discrepancy indicates there is likely some 

prioritization of the “completion” of a sexual act (typically signaled by the arrival to an orgasm, 

as discussed in the previous section). The following examples highlight the use of completion 

and non-completion event metaphor in both data sets. 
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 Reddit examples: 

5. “...he needed to make me finish...” 

6. “...my feelings of being dissatisfied...” 

7. “...he kissed me during a...scene...” 

Academic examples: 

8. “...the competition between men is more direct...” 

9. “...partners are viewed as targets...” 

Again, the Reddit data frequently refers to “finishing” (a direct establishment of completion) and 

also heavily refers to the idea of “satisfaction”.  

 Satisfaction is analyzed as “completion based” for a number of historical reasons. The 

origin of satis in Latin translates to “enough”. In the 14th and 15th century the word “satisfen” 

and “satisfier” in Old English and Old French was used to refer to the act of making amends, 

paying dues, finishing atonement, etc. Each of these involves having completed the action of 

financial or spiritual atonement, to quite literally “do enough”. The word satisfy tends to refer to 

having completed an act. To satisfy requirements is to complete their fulfillment. To satisfy 

hunger means to “eat” enough that you are no longer hungry (to complete the act of relieving 

hunger or filling your stomach). Satisfaction also carries a connotation of positivity, because 

typically to satisfy something is to complete it necessarily. Though satisfaction is not exclusively 

used to refer to positive events, it still tends to refer to the completion of some positive or 

necessary goal; for example, one can be satisfied that a murderer is sent to prison and still not 

joyful about the occasion. Essentially, it tends to refer to the completion of something quite 

necessary (or providing closure).  
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There are no occurrences in the data where a poster uses satisfaction to refer to the 

completion of a negative event. This typically occurs because we have the converse 

“dissatisfaction” to fulfill the need for a negative of the same concept. Because of this, “satisfy” 

tends to have this positive connotation. Further, we see this confirmed in the data as users tended 

to frame being “satisfied” sexually as positive and necessary and being “dissatisfied” as a source 

of sexual unhappiness. Thus, the idea of “completion” begins to come across as an important 

feature of sexual interaction. This is further supported by the context around claims of 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction in the Reddit data. Example 6 in context is written as, “...he kinda 

understood my feelings of being dissatisfied (I didn’t cum from PIV…)” (here PIV references 

heterosexual pentrative intercourse). There is an immediate association between 

dissatisfaction/non-completion with a lack of sexual orgasm.  

 The other, more blatant example of a “completion” event is the pervasive “journey” 

metaphor. Aside from the earlier mentioned example (example 2) of a user specifically using the 

“journey” metaphor to subvert the idea of completion, every usage of the “journey” source 

domain entails a “destination” (or a point in which the journey will be completed/over). This 

“destination” could be: a relationship, a sexual interaction, and most frequently, an orgasm. 

Though a journey metaphor does not inherently require an implication of completion (or desire 

for completion), it is almost exclusively used in relation to completionist language (e.g. 

finishing/coming) and is commonly framed as a ‘means to an end’ (to reach a specific, desired 

goal).  

 There were a number of event metaphors in the Reddit data that did not entail a specific 

end-point or completion aspect as well. Example 7 (“he kissed me during a scene”, referring to 

sex as a “scene”) demonstrates a “performance” domain that was used multiple times throughout 
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the data in both Reddit and academic writing (SEX AS PERFORMANCE); though performances 

do have an end, the metaphor is about the performance itself and is not about movement toward a 

specific ending in which the ending is the goal (thus it is not analyzed as a completion-based 

event). The idea of  “roleplaying” and “scenes” were used to convey the idea of sexual 

interaction as a type of performance. A number of similar examples occurred in the Reddit data: 

10. “...the tempo, rhythm…” 

11. “...he trained me too well…” 

12. “...we both realized we were each other’s best…” 

These unique source domains exemplify non-completion based activities. SEX AS 

DANCING is seen in example 10 where intercourse and body movements are described as 

having rhythm. Music would also be an acceptable source domain, but because of the specific 

interaction between two bodies, dancing seems to be more specific and appropriate for that 

particular context. The notion of “training” in example 11 could evoke a few source domains 

(exercise, education, etc.) but most generally we can conceptualize it as “practice”. Since there is 

rarely one end goal in mind for practicing at anything (generally the expectation is improvement 

over time), this was analyzed as a non-completion event. The source domain COMPETITION 

was also used twice in the Reddit data, both times to refer to a user describing their sexual 

partner as the “best” sexual partner they have ever had, illustrating an implied ranking system of 

sexual partners, and evaluating performance. 

  These non-completion cases occurred in unique instances and were instrumental to users 

attempting to describe their experiences to readers in a clear and precise manner. However, these 

“miscellaneous” event metaphors were much less likely to occur than completion based 

metaphors (38.5% of event metaphors in the Reddit data were not completion oriented) and the 
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specific domain for each occurrence varied (there were a few instances of the metaphor SEX AS 

PERFORMANCE, but they only constituted 6% of the event metaphors; the other non-

completion event domains only occurred once or twice each throughout the data, each 

constituting 1-2% of the event metaphors). This demonstrated that conceptualizing sex as a non-

completion based event was entirely possible (occuring 38.5% of the time), but these 

conceptualizations were not as pervasive as the completion-based events (e.g. “journey”).  

 In the academic examples, we see a number of other event metaphors used to describe 

sex that were not necessarily always completion based; these were much more common in the 

academic data than in the Reddit data. The domains of “competition” and “hunting” were fairly 

prevalent in the academic data. Example 8, “the competition between men is more direct”, is a 

very simple demonstration of the way that competition was used to describe sexual interactions. 

Sometimes these dynamics are referred to specifically as competition and sometimes other 

entailed mappings were used as well (the idea of sexual rivals and sexual victory were used, 

which also draws in the idea of animals and naturalism in sex and sexual relationships). The idea 

of competition centers on the nature of the interaction between participants in a sexual 

relationship (or a sexual dynamic that invovles people outside the relationship, as per the 

discussion of male sexual rivals), rather than the end result of a given event. This idea of 

competition was used almost exclusively in the academic data (though it occurred once in the 

Reddit data) and occurred twice as much as SEX AS PERFORMANCE, the second dominating 

(non-completion) event metaphor. Here, the MATING AS COMPETITION metaphor appears to 

also entail the idea that potential sexual partners for a woman are competitors and the woman 

(particularly the possibility to have sex with the woman) is considered the prize. If we were 
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analyzing beyond sex, we would potentially see the analysis of WOMAN AS OBJECT/PRIZE 

here.  

The academic data did utilize some completion-based event metaphors, but did not use 

“journey”, and instead used other variations. For example, the description of potential female 

partners as “targets” evokes the metaphor SEX AS HUNTING. Here, the male is the “hunter”, 

the female (desired sexual partner) is the “target”, and the attempt(s) of this male to initiate or 

engage in that relationship is “the hunt”. Depending on the nature of the interaction between the 

two people, this predatory description can be more or less accurate. In lay English, we would 

typically use this HUNTING event domain to describe someone who is attempting to create a 

sexual relationship with a vulnerable person (“sexual predator”, “preying on children”, etc.). It is 

worth noting that this domain is also frequently associated with nature and animals and further 

strengthens the relationship between academic writing and the tendency to conceptualize humans 

in very animalistic ways.  

 

Sex as Object 

 The next prevalent source domain used throughout both genres of writing was OBJECT. 

Table 4 demonstrates the number of object source domains in each data set and how much of 

each sub-domain constitutes the total OBJECT domain occurrences. In the Reddit data, the 

OBJECT source domain makes up 35.6% of the total metaphors. In the academic data, the 

OBJECT source domain makes up 23% of the total metaphors.  
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Table 4 
Sex as Object 
REDDIT DATA ACADEMIC DATA 

OBJECT  69 OBJECT  23 

 PRIZE 1.4%  PRIZE 0.0% 

 TOOL 1.4%  TOOL 0.0% 

 DRUG 1.4%  DRUG 4.3% 

 MACHINE 36.2%  MACHINE 0.0% 

 OTHER 11.6%  OTHER 21.7% 

 FOOD 5.7%  FOOD 0.0% 

 POSSESSION 17.4%  POSSESSION 69.6% 

 GIFT 21.8%  GIFT 4.3% 
 

 The data comparing the conceptualizations of SEX AS OBJECT between the two genres 

gives us three major insights: firstly, it demonstrates the quantitative difference in metaphor 

usage; second, it demonstrates the range of sub-domain variety across the two genres; third, it 

illuminates unique and unexpected areas of overlap that warrant further inspection.  

 

Sex as Possession/Gift 

 The two most notable source domains across both the Reddit data and academic data 

were gift and non-gift possessions. The academic data did disproportionately refer to the idea of 

sexual acts and sexual desires as non-gift possessions, demonstrating that these target domains 

are still characterized as objects. An object source domain was coded as a gift if it involved an 

active or passive recipient and was coded as a non-gift possession if there was no recipient; 

typically, someone was described as “having” something.  
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Reddit data: 

13. “...barely have any sexual fantasies…” 

14. “...give a blowjob with enthusiasm…” 

15. “...she usually offers a handjob…” 

Academic data: 

16. “...the...desires, and sexual behaviors of U.S. adults…” 

17. “...intercourse is offered…” 

18. “...failed sexual longings of…” 

The possession and gift source domains are different from the other source domains in that 

they tend to be realized similarly in both the Reddit and academic data; they also frequently 

mapped onto the same target domains. As we will see in the discussion of other domain-target 

mappings, typically the two registers differ at least in the targets they are attempting to describe, 

even when the source domain is similar. Examples 13 and 16 demonstrate the idea that SEXUAL 

FANTASIES ARE POSSESSIONS (not coded as gifts because there is no recipient, and instead 

the fantasy is described as belonging to a single person). This is reflected in the academic data 

(examples 13 and 16), which also tend to refer to the target domain “sexual fantasies” and tend to 

describe them as belonging to an individual. Both sets of data frequently refer to people as 

“having” sexual fantasies, desired, and behaviors; in the academic data, however, it is also 

frequently realized as “the desires of ____”. This can likely be attributed to the higher frequency 

of passive voice in academic writing than in Reddit writing (both because of field-specific 

conventions and because the Reddit writers are typically recounting firsthand experiences 

whereas academic writers are not).  
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 Similarly, when describing the metaphor SEXUAL ACT AS GIFT, both registers use the 

same target domain (sexual act) and much of the same language. Here, in the field of sex, only 

sexual acts are described as gifts in either of the data sets (with the exception of two references to 

the body itself as a gift in the Reddit data), demonstrating that there is an apparent tie between 

source and target domain that transcends register. The two most common realizations of this 

metaphor used the language of “giving” and “offering”, which was also the same across both sets 

of data. Examples 14 and 15 (to “give” or to “offer” a sexual act) in the Reddit data exemplify 

this idea that a sexual act is seen as something that can be “given” to someone else. Here, we can 

look further at the contexts in which the writers chose to use “offer” and “given”. In example 14, 

the sexual act is described as being participated in by the “giver” in an “enthusiastic” way, 

implying sexual enjoyment on the end of the giver and associating a sense of positivity with the 

gift. However, examples 15 and 17 seem to highlight another potential connotation of the “gift” 

domain, which can consist of “offering” someone a sexual act. Here, the object transferred 

between people could be considered some tool of negotiation or of tradition and routine. This 

realization could also exemplify the traditional notion of a gift, which is symbolic and usually 

happens at specific points in some kind of ritual interaction between people (the description of a 

sexual interaction in terms of a chronological order of events: I do X, then she usually does Y, 

demonstrates that some ritual or convention is occurring that does not necessarily carry the same 

emotional connotation as just “giving” someone something).  

 

Sex as Mechanism/Machine 

 The most common realizations of SEX AS MECHANISM/MACHINE in the Reddit data 

were  
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19. Turn on/Turn off 

20. Hook up 

In these two phrasings, the metaphors refer to different target domains. Example 19 refers to the 

sexual body as a machine and example 20 refers to the act of sexual intercourse as a sexual 

machine and the sexual body as a machine. Example 20 can map the idea of bodies as pieces of 

machinery that can be conjoined through the act of sexual intercourse. In other uses, example 20 

might refer to a sexual partner as a “hook up,” where the idea of the body as a machine persists 

but additionally alludes to the fact that there are multiple potential parts (people) to be conjoined 

or attached to one another physically. Example 19, instead of referring to the relationship 

between sexual bodies as parts of a mechanism/machine that may be attached to one another or 

operate together, seems to refer to the body as an autonomous mechanism/machine that may be 

“operated” by a sexual partner. The usage of “turn on” and “turn off” to refer to sexual arousal 

raised questions about the origin of the phrase. While contemporarily it evokes thoughts of 

electricity, the usage extends beyond electricity and can refer to an act that begins the operation 

of any device/machine/mechanism (for example turning on water). This phrase was originally 

used for this purpose in the 1800’s, specifically to refer to “activating a mechanism”. There were 

a handful of entailed metaphors (e.g. “pushing all the right buttons”) which mapped actual parts 

of the machine onto the sexual body, but the most comonly used phrasing was “turn on” and/or 

“turn off”. This could arguably be considered a conventionalized phrase that no longer serves as 

a metaphor, but the occasional entailed mapping (and the knowledge as a native speaker that 

these entailments, like “pushing buttons”, occur in other media) along with the occasional 

diversity in phrasing (e.g. “he got me going”) support the idea that there may be deliberate 

mapping happening when talking about the sexual body as a machine in this way. 
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 The description of a body being “wet” or “lubricated” in terms of sexual arousal also 

exemplifies this idea of the body as a machine or of two bodies as parts of a machine that may 

work together.  

Reddit data: 

21. “...their vagina is not wet/prepared for sex…” 

22. “...I used tons of lube...before insertion…” 

These examples reflect the two distinct mechanism/machine mappings mentioned above. In 

example 19, the female body is a mechanism that can be turned on (made “wet”). Though 

“wetness” was not coded as a metaphor since the body does physically become wet, the direct 

association of this wetness as a result of the “turn on” metaphor (and the subsequent declaration 

in the data that being wet equals being prepared for sexual intercourse) is important to 

acknowledge. This is compounded by example 21, which describes the lubrication of the body 

before sexual intercourse. Example 19 reflects the idea of the body as an operable 

machine/mechanism that can be “turned on”/“turned off” and achieve a tangible result 

(becoming “wet”). Example 20, “hook up”,  reflects the idea of sexual interaction as the 

attachment of sexual bodies into a single “machine” (frequently machine parts will need to be 

lubricated for ideal operation).  

It was slightly unexpected that there were no references to SEX AS MACHINE in the 

academic data, since the data seemed to appear to refer to sex in a much more clinical and 

technical way than the data from the Reddit forum, but this “clinical” nature ended up leaning a 

lot more toward naturalistic and animal source domains than object source domains.   
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Sex as Spatial 
  
 The concept of “sex” occupying or constructing a spatial domain is also prevalent 

throughout the data. Table 5 demonstrates how many times the spatial source domain was used 

across both data sets and what percentage of the source domain was made up of each sub-domain 

analyzed. 

 
Table 5 
Sex as Spatial 

REDDIT DATA ACADEMIC DATA 

SPATIAL  33 SPATIAL  7 

 OTHER 6.0%  OTHER 14.3% 

 CONTAINER 9.0%  CONTAINER 14.3% 

 DIMENSIONAL 12.1%  DIMENSIONAL 0.0% 

 BUILDING 15.1%  BUILDING 0.0% 

 LOCATION 15.1%  LOCATION 14.3% 

 TERRAIN 18.1%  TERRAIN 28.6% 

 UP/DOWN 21.2%  UP/DOWN 28.6% 
 

 One of the more complex pieces of data was the conceptualization of sex as spatial. This 

is because it consists of a number of diverse metaphors that could arguably be categorized and 

sorted into other source domains. For example, SEX AS BUILDING (building is a verb here) 

could arguably be categorized into object, but it was exclusively used in such a way that referred 

to intercourse or a relationship as “building upward.” Frequently speakers of American English 

referred to sexual interest as going “up” or “down”, sex as having a “climax”, and sexuality as 

being a terrain for exploration. This subset of data boasted particularly more metaphor from 

Reddit data than from academic data (17% of the metaphors in the Reddit data had spatial 

domain, whereas 7% of the metaphors in the academic data utilized spatial domains). This was 
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surprising, considering spatial metaphors appear to be much less conscious in nature (UP IS 

GOOD and DOWN IS BAD being much more culturally ingrained than “SEX IS SPICY 

FOOD”, for example) and I had anticipated earlier they would be about equal in occurrence. 

Both were used a significant amount, but neither boasted as much of a proportion of the overall 

metaphor usage as the other two primary domains (event and object). 

 For a source domain to be coded as “spatial”, the metaphor must describe sex as existing 

in some kind of physical location or as being oriented around a deictic center, using direction as 

reference.  

 Reddit data: 

23. “...my sex drive has dropped...” 

24. “...we’re building up to it...” 

25. “...searching for ways to keep the momentum...” 

26. “...set sexual boundaries...” 

Academic data: 

27. “...boundary violations and subtle, violent betrayals…” 

28. “...female sexuality, a much neglected area…” 

Frequently someone’s sex drive and/or sexual relationship were described as moving “up/down” 

(example 23), here the concept of desire is being conceptualized as a point on a physical plane 

that can move in various direction (though this is unsurprising since up/down metaphors are used 

quite frequently in American English). This plays off of the traditional metaphor pair UP IS 

GOOD and DOWN IS BAD, since discussing a drop in sex drive (in either or both partners 

typically correlated to some expressed level of unhappiness or dissatisfaction in the sexual 

relationship). Users occasionally also discussed “compatibility” in terms of libido level and 
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tended to assign their interest in sex somewhere on a vertical scale (low, low-mid, average, high-

mid, high) and assess compatibility based on where they and their partner were on the scale 

(being closer to the same physical location on the scale would be described as making sexual 

partners more compatible, whereas being farther apart in physical location on the scale would 

make the partners less compatible. Either way, a metaphorical “increase” or “decrease” in sexual 

interest typically resulted in some sort of turmoil within the sexual relationship, as it nearly 

always resulted in a decrease in compatibility.  

 Example 24 (“building up to it”) is one that could fall under a couple of different source 

domains (journey, building, and spatial). First, though “building” here is used as a verb, we may 

be tempted to categorize the domain as OBJECT, since the sexual partners are building some 

metaphorical object that allows them to reach their goal. Here the domain would be physical 

scaffolding. However, because the example focuses on the process of creating and moving, it 

seems more useful to analyze the description as the process of building upward itself, rather than 

whatever physical byproduct may be a result of said building. The point of the metaphor is to 

describe the relationship moving upward toward some sort of end goal (the event they were 

building to). Consequently, both journey and a physically spatial source domain work here. 

JOURNEY works because the two sexual participants are moving toward an entailed destination 

(a sexual act); typically in the event of a journey source domain, however, the user does not 

specify a physical orientation and instead see them map other features of the JOURNEY domain 

onto the target domain (the fact that there is unspecified movement toward a destination being 

the most common). Since the example focuses more specifically on the idea of moving upward 

together, it would seem most useful to prioritize example 23 this into a spatial domain; UP IS 
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GOOD rings true again here as the user conceptualizes reaching the sexual act as the ideal goal 

of the process (GOAL IS UP).   

Example 25 (“searching for ways to…”) is representative of a number of instances in 

which users describe sexual relationships as terrains that require navigation and sexual successes 

are frequently objects that the user is looking for throughout this sexual terrain. Here the 

“spatial” element is less deictic and more physical (i.e instead of referring to conceptual points 

around the user, it refers to an archetypal physical space). In example 25, the user is not 

physically engaging in the act of searching, but is metaphorically “searching” some theoretical 

space for solutions to her sexual problems. 

A variation of the SEX AS SPATIAL metaphor in both the Reddit and academic data 

was the discussion of sexual boundaries. Here, a given participant in a sexual act or sexual 

relationship would draw figurative boundary lines (or “set” them, as described in example 26). 

Sexual events that fall within the confines of the boundary are considered appropriate whereas 

sexual events that fall outside of the boundary lines are inappropriate. It is considered a major 

social and interpersonal failure to attempt to bring sexual events across the boundary line that 

someone else has drawn. This is highlighted in example 27, which not only describes the 

crossing of a boundary as a “violation” of some kind, but also decides that it is to some degree 

“violent” and a “betrayal” of the trust built between two sexual partners. The frequent use of the 

“boundary” metaphor is often contextualized by a description of the user struggling to decide 

where/how to draw these lines and how to respond when someone moves outside of them. In the 

text, one user says “ofc [of course] we have boundaries so I mustn’t push too much” when 

talking about the sexual issues she has with her partner, outlining the importance of maintaining 

boundaries in any solution provided for their problems. Much like the terrain metaphor, the 
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“boundary” metaphor describes a physical and bound space that can be navigated, entered, and 

left and is constructed by one or both sexual participants.  

 

Sex as Image/Schema 

 A domain entirely unique to the academic data was IMAGE and SCHEMA. Academic 

writers occasionally conceptualized one’s understanding of sexuality as some visual task, which 

can either be straightforward (the projection of an image) or involve the metaphorical mapping 

of non-sexual features onto sexuality. 

Academic data: 

29. “...concerning the construct of sexual self-schema…” 

30. “...projected (their desires) onto others…” 

 While the realization “schema” could also accommodate the source domain “building”, 

the need to mentally map features onto a figure/schema makes the process a ‘visual’ one. Since 

sexuality tends to be ‘performed’ to the outside world (another domain prevalent in both the 

academic and Reddit data), the construction of this mapping/image will inevitably relate to how 

the person’s sexuality is “seen” or interpreted by the general population. Thus, the relevant 

feature of example 29 is not just the notion of “building” a sexual self-schema, but how that 

construction is conducted as a metaphorical visual mapping.   

 The second realization of SEX AS IMAGE/SCHEMA typically involved the idea of 

“projecting” sexuality and the relationship that one sexual being has with the world around them. 

The concept of “project” is a bit complicated from an etymological standpoint. Both Latin and 

Proto-Indo-European define “project” as something “being thrown forward”. The use of 

“project” to refer to images did not exist until the 1800’s, when the Magic Lantern (an early form 
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of the movie projector) was created and said to “throw” or “project” images against some kind of 

surface.  

 Looking through the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) demonstrated 

how the word “projected” (though originally referring to the idea of throwing an object) is 

actually used in context. The top three collocates (looking at one collocate to the right of 

“projected”) are: ONTO, IMAGE, and GROWTH. The collocate “image” most directly relates to 

the idea that the idea of “projection” is frequently associated with an image by native speakers of 

American English. Looking at the first ten occurrences of PROJECTED ONTO also 

demonstrates a tendency for for speakers to associate “projection” with an image; here, there 

were seven instances where PROJECTED ONTO was preceded by, or followed, the concept of 

an image or graph. Thus, even in contexts where the immediate collocate was not explicitly 

image related, the contexts still promoted the strong relationship between projection and image. 

While PROJECTED GROWTH (the thirdmost collocate) does not appear particularly 

enlightening, as it does not immediately bring to mind the idea of “throwing” a physical object or 

“projecting” an image, it is still worth noting that projections of growth in a business context are 

typically represented by the visualization of said growth onto a graph or chart. Growth may be 

“projected” because the image conceptualization of growth (which we know as ‘moving 

upward’) can be demonstrated visually. The historical usage of “projected” along with the 

examples from COCA demonstrate some socially understood tie between the concept of 

“projection” and the concept of “image”; this is why, in the data, PROJECTED ONTO was 

coded as visual/image-based.  
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Sex as Living Entity 

 A point of similarity across both data sets is the conceptualization of sexuality and sexual 

relationships as living entities or personified forces. This domain, “LIFE/LIVING ENTITY”, 

occurs more frequently and with more diverse realizations in the academic data than in the 

Reddit data. This domain was coded as miscellaneous (as opposed to falling into one of the three 

major domain categories: OBJECT, EVENT, SPATIAL). Out of the 194 metaphors found in the 

Reddit data, 46 were coded as miscellaneous (23.7%). Out of these 46 occurrences of 

miscellaneous domain usage, 5 of them (10.9%) used the metaphor SEX AS LIFE/LIVING 

ENTITY. Overall, SEX AS LIFE/LIVING ENTITY metaphors constituted 5 out of 194 (2.5%) 

of metaphors in the data.  In the academic data, miscellaneous source domains constituted 30 out 

of 100 of the metaphors found throughout the writing (30%). The metaphor SEX AS 

LIFE/LIVING ENTITY was found in 9 out of 30 of the miscellaneous domains (30%). Overall 

SEX AS LIFE/LIVING ENTITY metaphors constituted 9/100 (9% ) of metaphors in the data. 

Though the inclusion of the LIFE/LIVING ENTITY source domain is a point of commonality 

between the two sets of data, both the quantity (proportional occurrence) and quality (linguistic 

realization) of the metaphors differ between the Reddit and academic subjects. 

Reddit data: 

31. “...we have a limited sex life…” 

32. “...it’s been really dead in the bedroom…” 

Academic data: 

33. “...sensuality, self-growth, and enhancement…” 

34. “...notion of ferocious sexuality…” 

35. “...stimulating sexuality creates the life force…” 
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 The first notable difference between the two datasets was the choice of target domain. 

Whereas the Reddit data exclusively referred to the sexual relationship between two people as a 

living entity, the academic data referred to sexual relationships, self-sexuality, and sexuality as a 

concept disconnected from a specific person, as living entities.  

 In the Reddit data, the SEX AS LIFE/LIVING ENTITY metaphor almost exlusively 

referred to the concept of a sexual relationship between two people being described as a “sex 

life” (example 28). If it was not referred to as a “sex life”, there was some converse reference to 

the sexual relationship between two people as being “dead” (no longer sexually active). Thus, 

sexual relationships are able to live and die (example 29)(and grow, this is very similar to other 

conceptualizations of RELATIONSHIPS AS LIVING ENTITIES). Though the metaphor was 

used multiple times in the data (sex life being a staple term for sexual relationships), the Reddit 

data demonstrated that lay users stuck exclusively to the concept of a sexual relationship as 

something able to live and die.  

 The academic data utilized the source domain differently. Example 30 demonstrates a 

mapping of “growth” onto a person’s sexuality, implying that the sexuality and the person’s 

relationship to the sexuality can “grow” (i.e. is a living entity). We could be more specific and 

say SEXUALITY IS A PLANT (which would be a more accurate metaphor-hyponym), but 

would still fit the overarching source domain of “LIFE/LIVING ENTITY”.  The 

animalization/personification of the living entity also occurs occasionally in the academic data; 

this is demonstrated in example 31, which describes sexuality as being “ferocious”. On one hand, 

this characterization could be perceived as personification, as it assigns a sort of “attitude” and 

“personality” to the concept of sexuality. However, “ferocious” is more likely intended as an 

animalization of the sexuality. Latin (1600’s) used the word ferox to mean “fierce” and “wild-
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looking”, and even prior, the word ferocious is associated with the Proto-Indo-Europeans root 

word “ghwer-”, which is thought to have meant “wild beast”. We frequently find “ferocious” 

used to describe predators (lions, particularly). Because of this original usage, a tendency for 

native English speakers to use “ferocious” to animalize other concepts (people, storms, battles, 

arguments, etc.), and the tendency for the academic data to lean naturalistic/animalistic 

(mentioned previously), we are led to the conclusion that in example 31, sexuality is being 

conceptualized as an animal. More specifically, sexuality is conceptualized as an animal that 

may be temperamental, aggressive, and unpredictable.  

 Clearly both groups of native English speakers value, to some extent, the 

conceptualization of sex as a living entity. Proportionately, we see this source domain occur 

more frequently in the academic data, and in the Reddit data, the metaphor only occurs less 

frequently but is also more limited in scope. While the Reddit data exclusively focuses on the 

concept of a sexual relationship as a living entity that can either be alive or dead, the academic 

data spans a wider range of target domains (sexual relationships, self-sexuality, sexuality as an 

abstract concept) and a wider range of source domains (from general life, to animals and plants), 

demonstrating stark differences between the two.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 
General Thoughts & Future Research 
  
 The results of the data revealed a number of similarities and differences across both 

investigated registers (formal and informal) of American English. In general it was unsurprising 

that the Reddit data utilized disproportionately more metaphors than the academic data. It was, 

however, unexpected that academic English would lack the JOURNEY source domain entirely, 

as the domain is pervasive both within and without the English language. Much of this can be 
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explained by the narrative function of the “journey” domain, as it is much more conducive to 

first-person recollection. However, I still expected the source domain to occur at least a few 

times throughout both data sets. The largest discrepancy in domain usage lies in spatial source 

domains. Since those domains are generally considered the most unconsciously ingrained in 

native speakers (the association of up with “more”, for example), I initially expected less of a 

gap between the two genres. Ideal areas for future research may consist of considering the 

distribution of linguistic realizations of the same source domain/target domain across registers 

and comparing source domain usage across fields in academia. 

 Ultimately the results of the data were helpful in illuminating patterns of source domain 

selection and language choice between two starkly different genres and registers in English. The 

data reinforced some expected results (that metaphor use would be less frequent and less 

linguistically varied in academic language) and showed some unexpected findings as well (the 

entire lack of JOURNEY domain selection in academic English). It also allowed us to navigate 

more complex issues, such as the relationship between source and target domain. For example, 

while both the academic and Reddit data used the metaphor SEX IS A LIVING ENTITY, the 

academic data tended to map the features of “living entity” onto one’s sexuality or sexual 

identity, while Reddit users tended to map the features onto a sexual relationship. Consequently, 

even in situations where the two genres used the same source domains and proportional rates 

with one another, they frequently used them to describe different target domains.  

Though navigating the relationship between source and target domain is complex, it is 

still beneficial in terms of considering why a particular metaphor is being used. A psychologist 

(as were the writers in the academic data) may find more use in assigning a “living” quality to 

various sexual target domains, such as sexuality, because they tend to study these areas as if they 
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were living entities. Here, the psychologist could be likened to a biologist. The abstract issues 

these researchers study and consider may be more easy to navigate if they are considered living 

beings. On the other hand, a couple in a relationship might consider their relationship a living 

entity in order to conceptualize it as something that needs to be taken care of and will live or die 

based on the care provided. Though this is speculative of the thought process between both sets 

of users, the other features of metaphor use (e.g. Reddit users using “life” and “death” to convey 

their metaphor and academic users using “grow” and “move”) tend to reveal more specific 

mappings, which provide insight into why they chose to use those target-source combinations. 

Future research could benefit from further exploration into target-source relationships between 

genres, considering entailments and other contextual features to assess why users choose to 

construct the mappings that they do. 
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