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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to describe how functions of metaphors relate to translation strategies 

in a translation of a popular scientific article from English to Swedish. The investigation is 

based on a close reading of the source and target texts which identifies metaphors of four 

different functions: pedagogical, theory-constitutive, decorative and narrative. The method 

for metaphor identification is adapted from Merakchi and Rogers (2013) while the translation 

strategies discussed have been borrowed from Toury (2012). These strategies reflect real 

translator behaviour and take into account source and target texts equally. 

The investigation starts with a quantitative summary of translation strategies which shows 

that in the vast majority of cases metaphors exist simultaneously in the source and target 

texts, whether it is as ―the same‖ or a ―different‖ metaphor. The qualitative analysis brings 

forward that metaphors in general have a narrative function, sometimes in addition to a 

different function. It goes on to show that narrative themes are important to create links i) 

within the text, ii) to the scientific community and iii) within a wider cultural context, and 

that this works for both source and target text independently. 

Keywords: Translation strategies, metaphor functions, narrative themes, conceptual metaphor  
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1. Introduction 

Scientific writing is closely linked to metaphor usage. In their influential work George Lakoff 

and Mark Johnson (2003:18-19) go so far as to claim that ―So called purely intellectual 

concepts e.g., the concepts in a scientific theory, are often – perhaps always – based on 

metaphors that have a physical and/or cultural basis.‖ This bold statement will form a 

rationale for this paper as it seeks to investigate how metaphors can affect the translation of 

popular scientific text. 

Metaphors have often been described as the ultimate translation problem. In this 

paper, however, metaphors will be considered from many more angles and specifically as a 

translation solution. There is no direct correspondence between instances of metaphor in the 

source text (ST) and in the target text (TT), as a realistic look at possible translation strategies 

will quickly reveal. By looking at metaphors in the source and target texts separately and 

together, this paper will show not only what strategies are suitable for the translation of 

metaphors, but also to what different ends metaphors may be used in the target text. 

The functions of metaphors will be considered in depth, as will how specific functions 

correspond with specific translation strategies. The functions identified in this study are 

Pedagogical (which explain concept to the readers), Theory-Constitutive (which name things 

within the scientific community), Decorative (which make the text more ―colourful‖) and 

Narrative. It will be argued that most metaphors have a narrative function and that these 

metaphors create coherence both intra- and intertextually and serve as a narrative backdrop to 

both ST and TT. One example of a recurrent narrative metaphor is that SPACE IS AN 

OCEAN. This and other narrative metaphors, in addition to setting a narrative context, also 

serve other primary functions. Because of the prevalence of narrative metaphors, the most 

important narrative themes will be discussed in detail in the analysis. 

Part 1 of this paper will present the aim, method and material used, while part 2 will 

present the relevant background theory. Firstly, in part 2.1 a method for identifying 

metaphors will be outlined followed by a summary in 2.2 of theory relating to the translation 

of metaphors, specifically in scientific text. In part 2.3 the four metaphorical functions will be 

presented in detail and in part 2.4 the six strategies involved in translation of metaphor will 

be dealt with. In part 2.5 the functions and strategies will be brought together in an attempt to 

form a hypothesis about their interrelation. 



 

 

2 

 

Part 3 of the paper is the analysis, which starts with a quantitative summary in part 

3.1. Part 3.2 will then discuss in detail examples of metaphors with different functions, 

including the strategies involved in their translation. 

In part 4, I will attempt to draw some conclusions from the analysis and present some 

areas of further research. 

1.1 Aim 

The aim of the present paper is to discuss how the function of a metaphor affects the 

strategies used in its translation from English to Swedish. The metaphorical functions that 

will be dealt with are: 

(i) Narrative metaphors 

(ii) Pedagogical metaphors 

(iii) Theory-constitutive metaphors 

(iv) Decorative metaphors 

The paper aims to test the following hypotheses about the connections between 

metaphor functions and translation strategies: 

Strategy 1 – metaphor into ‗the same‘ metaphor – is the most common translation 

strategy in the sample, since the source and target culture overlap and share a great deal of 

images.  

Strategy 2 – metaphor into ‗different‘ metaphor – is also common, and is used for 

metaphors in a decorative and pedagogical function where there is divergence between 

cultures. 

Strategy 3 – metaphor into non-metaphor – is not a likely option for decorative or 

pedagogical metaphors. 

Strategy 4 – metaphor into 0 – should not be common as far as metaphors have a 

function at all. 

Strategies 5 and 6 – non-metaphor into metaphor and 0 into metaphor – could be 

motivated by a narrative strategy and a reasonable prediction is that metaphors in this group 

have a narrative function which is linked to themes which exist in the text(s) as a whole. 

These hypotheses are discussed in greater detail in section 2.5.  
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1.2 Method 

To obtain data for this study I translated a popular scientific text from English to Swedish. In 

this process I made use of various aids and tools, such as dictionaries, encyclopaedias, 

parallel texts, Internet sources and thesauruses. For a full list of parallel texts consulted, 

please see section 5: References. 

The first stage of the analysis involved identifying all instances of metaphor in both 

source and target text. Since metaphors rarely contain distinctive markers (Wikberg 

2004:246) a different method needed to be defined in order to do this. Indeed, only a handful 

of the metaphorical instances in the ST and TT are similes with markers such as ―like‖ or 

―as‖. 

The method for metaphor identification has been adapted from Merakchi and Rogers 

(2013) and involves close reading of both the ST and the TT with the use of monolingual 

dictionaries. A more detailed description of the process of metaphor identification is outlined 

under 2.1: Identification of Metaphors. 

After identifying all the instances of metaphorical language in the ST and the TT, it 

was determined whether it was used in one or more of the four main functions: Narrative, 

Pedagogical, Theory-Constitutive and Decorative. A detailed description of the functions is 

found under 2.3: Functions of Metaphors. 

Metaphors that served the different functions were then connected to the translation 

strategies presented by Toury (2012:208-9) as detailed in 2.4: Translation Strategies. 

1.3 Material 

The source text used in this case study is an article from the magazine Intelligent Life, written 

by George Pendle. It is a popular scientific article on the topic of astronomy, and it is written 

for a general interest magazine which contains articles on an array of subjects, not just 

science. As such, the target readers of the ST have no prerequisite interest in astronomy or 

science, nor can they be expected to have any previous knowledge of the topic. The style of 

the ST reflects this, as it is explanatory and pedagogical as well as entertaining. It is aimed at 

catching the readers‘ interest, whether they knew they were interested in the topic or not. The 

language used is at times poetic and at times sarcastically casual. There are direct quotes from 

scientists which give another voice from the author‘s, and these voices are authoritative and 

knowledgeable. The article is written in British English for an international audience. 
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The target text (TT) is intended for publication in a popular scientific magazine in 

Sweden, such as Forskning & Framsteg
1
 or Illustrerad Vetenskap

2
 (magazines which 

furthermore acted as important parallel texts in the course of this study). The target audience 

will be Swedish readers, which will slightly alter the cultural context of the TT, and some 

adaptations are made in the translation to reflect this fact. The tone of the ST is maintained as 

much as possible, and the translation tries not to lose any poetic or humorous undertones, 

with specific attention being paid to those instances caused by metaphor. 

2. Background Theory 

2.1 Identification of Metaphors 

A metaphor is an instance of language in which one descriptive word or phrase is taken to 

stand for another different, but analogous object or concept. In other words, a concept from 

the source domain is used to refer to a concept in the target domain (Köveces 2008). 

According to Lakoff and Johnson (2003:3) ―metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just 

in language but in thought and action.‖ In this view, metaphors are not only a way of 

―decorating‖ a text, but they are an essential part of ordinary communication. Similes are 

metaphoric expressions that are introduced by a word such as ―like‖ or ―as‖. For the purpose 

of this paper, similes and metaphors will be treated in the same way. 

One challenge encountered in this study was the identification of metaphors in the ST 

and TT. While similes can be identified by the appearance of certain words, other metaphors 

have no such markers and have to be found by qualitative analysis. While there were a few 

instances of similes in the sample, looking for markers was not a fruitful way of identifying 

metaphors. Because of the limited size of the sample, however, the ST and the TT were able 

to be processed manually and separately using an adaptation of the method presented by 

Merakchi and Rogers (2013:353-5). They (2013:353) state that a word is said to be 

incongruent when its basic meaning is different to its contextual meaning. Thus, the texts 

were read carefully and scanned for words incongruent to the context. The ST is written in 

British English, but for an international audience, so the dictionary used to identify the ―basic 

meaning‖ of the words was the Oxford English Dictionary (OED). When this incongruence 

                                                 
1
 http://fof.se/ 

2
 http://illvet.se/ 
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could be derived from a cross-domain mapping the word was marked as metaphorical. Using 

this process, an exact number of metaphors were found. 

As an example of the above procedure the first sentence of the ST contains the 

metaphorical noun ―breakthrough‖. 

(1) The science of exoplanets has just had its biggest breakthrough[…] (ST, sec.1)  

In the OED the meaning of ―breakthrough‖ is described as follows: ―To penetrate (a barrier 

of any kind) by breaking it; to force one's way through.‖ The basic meaning of the word, 

then, is to physically break a barrier of some kind. The source domain is a physical barrier 

while the target domain is the limits of our knowledge of the world. Hence a cross-domain 

mapping takes place. 

While several of the metaphorical instances in the TT were coherent with 

metaphorical instances in the ST, this was not always the case. For this study, the TT was 

read as an independent text and analysed using the same process as for the ST. Instead of the 

OED, Svenska Akademiens Ordbok was used for the target text. 

2.2 Metaphors, Translation and Science 

Translating metaphors has often been a matter of separating each expression from the rest of 

the text, as if the metaphor is an entity in itself, only by proxy related to the context (see for 

instance Newmark‘s famous work on translating metaphors (1988)). Instead I will show how 

metaphors are linked to overarching narrative themes that are a means to creating coherence 

both within a text and within a cultural framework. By incorporating Lakoff and Johnson‘s 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) Schäffner (2004:1258) claims, ―Translatability is no 

longer a question of the individual metaphorical expression, as identified in the ST, but it 

becomes linked to the level of conceptual systems in source and target culture.‖ In other 

words, the span of a metaphor is wider than the simple word or phrase of which it consists 

and this awareness can greatly help the translator in his/her pursuit. 

Niklas Pramling and Roger Säljö (2007:283) show in their paper that metaphors ―are 

part of a consistent rhetorical strategy shared by most authors when narrating.‖
 
They claim 

that the construction of a plot or narrative is something a culture requires in order to make 

sense of certain phenomena, and science is one area in which this is obvious. Scientific 

concepts are often metaphorical, and the consistency with which these metaphorical concepts 

are used is essential to the understanding of the science behind the concept. 
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For instance, environmentalists consistently refer to our carbon ―footprint‖ which can 

be ―large‖ or ―small‖ or creatively transformed into a concept like a carbon ―toe-print‖
3
. The 

important aspect of these metaphorical concepts is that they remain consistent with the 

original metaphor. Thus, we can say that a carbon footprint is ―large‖ or ―deep‖, because 

footprints have size and depth, but not that it is ―green‖, because footprints do not have a 

colour. This would then lead to mixing of metaphors, and it would detract from the appeal of 

the metaphor. 

2.3 Functions of Metaphors 

Before analysing the sample article, I identified four main functions of metaphors, combining 

categories from different authors. The first two functions have been adopted from Boyd 

(1993). These are the pedagogical metaphor, which is used by an author in order to explain a 

concept to the readers, and the theory-constitutive metaphor, which is used by scientists in a 

field in order to name things for which there is not yet a name. Both of these functions ought 

to be common in a popular scientific text as it aims to explain phenomena pedagogically and 

also must use scientific terminology. Further, there is the decorative metaphor (Wikberg 

2004:259), which is used for no other reason than to make the text more ―colourful‖ or 

entertaining. Under this heading we find instances of humour, sarcasm, hyperbole etc., which 

are common features in any article written for entertainment.
 

Lastly, and most importantly, there is what I will call the narrative metaphor
4
, which 

is used by the author/translator to create coherence within the text as well as coherence within 

the framework of the entire culture in which the text appears. This narrative function of 

metaphor is the most prominent since it overlaps with all of the other categories. For instance, 

decorative metaphors within a paragraph are often related by a narrative theme which gives 

that paragraph coherence and entertainment value. They can also work as a rhetorical tool, by 

bringing back an earlier introduced metaphor in a later section. Similarly theory-constitutive 

metaphors are by nature narrative, because they form part of the narrative framework of a 

scientific field or culture. As mentioned above, in order for a scientific theory to be appealing 

its language has to be consistent (Lakoff and Johnson, 2003:19). Finally, using a predictable 

pattern of pedagogical metaphors further enhances how easily they can be understood by the 

readers and thus underpins their pedagogical nature. 

                                                 
3
 See for instance http://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2010/jun/04/carbon-footprint-definition 

4
 Wikberg (2004:258) uses the term ―discursive‖ to describe a similar function. 
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Because of their importance narrative metaphors will be presented first. 

2.3.1 Narrative Metaphors 

As mentioned above, narrative metaphors are a means of providing coherence, both within a 

certain text and within the culture in which that text occurs. While some choices are free to 

the author to make, the text‘s culture will dictate certain metaphors with a narrative function. 

Pramling and Säljö (2007:219) explain that ―In order to communicate scientific knowledge, 

both within and outside the scientific community, narratives of some sort have to be 

constructed, and these inevitably will rely on metaphorical constructions.‖ This takes place 

both within the text and on an intra-textual level. In the sample texts this occurs specifically 

on three different leves: i) within the text, ii) within the scientific community and iii) within a 

wider cultural context. The example below shows a culture-wide metaphor with a narrative 

function, based on the theme SCIENCE IS A PERSON. 

(2) The science of exoplanets was born. (ST, sec.3) 

The basic meaning of ―to be born‖ according to the OED is: ―To be brought forth as 

offspring, to come into the world.‖ This is a cross domain mapping of an indirect metaphor 

which assumes that the subject (the science of exoplanets) has human qualities and can be 

born as a living thing is born. There is also a second meaning in the dictionary entry: ―fig. Of 

things: To come into existence (chiefly poet. and rhetorical).‖ This shows that the 

metaphorical usage of ―to be born‖ can be said to have an accepted place in Anglosaxon 

culture. 

We call this a type of metaphor ontological (or existential), and this is specifically an 

instance of personification (Lakoff and Johnson 2003:26). According to Lakoff and Johnson 

(2003:27) ontological metaphors are an important part of cultural narratives as they ―are 

necessary for even attempting to deal rationally with our experiences.‖ As such we would 

expect them to exist within any rational culture.  

An important aspect of narrative metaphors is that they remain consistent with the 

context in which it exists. Wikberg (2004:262) notes: ―Once a lexical choice has been made, 

it may have repercussions elsewhere in the text.‖ I will show that this is true and how the 

narrative function of metaphors is further related to other functions of metaphors. 
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2.3.2 Pedagogical Metaphors 

Because an aim of popular scientific text is to explain scientific phenomena to the uninitiated 

reader, there is frequent use of metaphor in a pedagogical function in both source and target 

text. In these instances the author uses a metaphor with a physical or cultural basis to explain 

something abstract (Lakoff and Johnson 2003:19). 

(3) The search for exoplanets has become a detective story in reverse: instead of 

trying to find the cause of death, we are searching for signs of life. (ST, sec. 10) 

In this example the search for signs of life is likened to a detective story. For readers who 

might find it hard to picture looking for life in outer space, this metaphor connects the 

process to something they might do in their own home – read a detective story. The cross 

domain mapping is obvious, as domain A (a detective story) usually has no relation to 

domain B (outer space), and a common feature of pedagogical metaphors is indeed that they 

are often very original. 

According to Boyd (1993:485-6) this type of metaphor can be reformulated in 

translation as it does not, in contrast to the theory-constitutive metaphors below, play a role in 

the development of new scientific theories. However, I would like to propose that these 

metaphors also form part of the narrative framework which connects them to other parts of 

the text as well as to culture-wide narratives. 

2.3.3 Theory-Constitutive Metaphors 

According to Boyd (1993:482) ―There exists an important class of metaphors which play a 

role in the development and articulation of theories in relatively mature sciences.‖ These are 

what he calls theory-constitutive metaphors, and they are sources of new terminology in a 

scientific field, and even create whole models of thought. 

(4) …this filtered light carries with it the fingerprint of that planet‘s atmospheric 

composition… (ST, sec. 10) 

The basic meaning of ―fingerprint‖ according to OED is: ―the mark left upon a surface where 

the finger has touched it‖, and although the dictionary states ―also fig.‖, it provides us with no 

figurative meaning of the word. In order to find a figurative meaning we have to look to 

specialist sources, which show that the metaphorical ―fingerprint‖ is the common term used 
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by scientists to refer to the properties of atmospheric composition that are carried with the 

light.
5
  

This type of metaphor can be contrasted with the ―detective story‖ above, which is 

only used in this particular article, and would not be understood as a concept by any 

astronomer or exoplanet scientist. 

2.3.4 Decorative Metaphors 

Another common function of metaphors is what Wikberg (2004:260) refers to as ―decoration, 

disguise and hyperbole‖ or ―vivid description‖. These are metaphors with no other apparent 

function than to make the text more entertaining. In a popular scientific article written to 

entertain as well as to inform readers, this decorative function is common. Within this 

category there will be metaphors of varying originality, depending on the author of the 

article. Below is an example of an original decorative metaphor. 

(5) For centuries scientists had been wallflowers at the Alien World Ball; now they 

could finally down their drinks and hit the dance floor. (ST, sec. 4) 

The metaphorical description of planetary discovery as a party is not made to clarify anything 

to the reader but rather to add to the entertainment value of the article by integrating a 

humorous image of scientists at a party. I want to show that the decorative metaphor is also 

often narrative by function, as in this example where at least four separate metaphors 

(―wallflowers‖, ―Alien World Ball‖, ―down their drinks‖, and ―dance floor‖) are closely 

linked by a common narrative theme (the party), which also appears later on in the article. 

2.4 Translation Strategies 

When it comes to translation strategies, metaphors have been discussed in many different 

ways.   

As Schäffner (2004:1267) points out ―One of the consequences of [a cognitive view 

of metaphor] is that the translation procedures that are traditionally suggested in the literature 

would need to be reconsidered as regards their validity for dealing with conceptual 

metaphors.‖ 

                                                 
5
 See for instance http://www.ipac.caltech.edu/outreach/Edu/Spectra/spec.html 
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Scholars like Newmark (1988), Dagut (1978) and van der Broeck (1981) have all 

provided lists of prescriptive strategies to choose from, which according to Toury (2012:208) 

all essentially boil down to the following three: 

1 – metaphor into „same‘ metaphor 

2 – metaphor into ‗different‘ metaphor 

3 – metaphor into non-metaphor. 

Advising a new model for translation studies, Toury (2012:208-9) suggests a more 

descriptive approach which would also include at least three further alternatives which more 

closely reflect actual translator behaviour, instead of a normative ideal.  

4 – metaphor into 0 (zero) (that is, complete omission) 

5 – non-metaphor into metaphor 

6 – 0 (zero) into metaphor (addition with no linguistic motivation in the source text). 

Schäffner (2004:1254) points out that metaphor has long been seen as a translation 

problem: ―The phenomenon of metaphor has regularly been of concern to translation scholars 

who have argued about problems of transferring metaphors from one language and culture to 

another.‖ By opening up alternatives 5 and 6, we also see metaphor as a possible translation 

solution, bringing into focus not only the source text but also the target text and the 

relationship between the two. Toury (2012:109) explains: ―the adoption of a target-oriented 

approach leads to an extension rather than reduction of scope, in keeping with actual reality.‖ 

We will then be able to see metaphors in the target text as contributors to textual cohesion as 

well as solutions to translation problems. 

2.5 The Relationship between Functions and Strategies 

If the purpose of translating is to create a narratively coherent text then all six strategies could 

potentially be of use. Using the theories in the previous two sections I was able to form the 

following hypotheses connecting functions to strategies: 

Strategy 1 would be fairly common for all functions in as far as the Swedish and 

English languages overlap. In addition, all theory-constitutive metaphors should be translated 

using this strategy since ―any paraphrase of the theory-constitutive metaphor will […] 
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inevitably result in a loss of meaning in relation to the ‗model‘‖(Merakchi and Rogers 

2013:347). 

Strategy 2 seems a likely option for decorative metaphors, when the purpose of the 

metaphor is to ―add colour‖ to the text, and when Swedish and English cultures provide 

different experiential backgrounds. It should also be a common strategy for pedagogical 

metaphors where Swedish and English cultures do not provide the same experiential 

background. 

Strategy 3 seems unlikely to be used for decorative metaphors for the same reason as 

above. If the function of the metaphor is to ―add colour‖ removing the metaphor could dull 

the colour. It should also be uncommon for pedagogical metaphors, since explanations often 

have to be made using metaphorical means. 

Strategy 4 would perhaps be motivated by a lack of function in the ST metaphor. I 

would expect that to the extent the ST metaphor can be assigned any function at all, this 

strategy would not be used. 

Strategy 5 and 6 could occur as a result of a narrative strategy, where added intra-

cultural or intra-textual coherence could be brought to the TT. 

In conclusion, my expectations for the results of the analysis are as follows: 

Strategy 1 is most common and theory-constitutive metaphors are only translated 

using this strategy. Strategy 2 is also commonly used for metaphors in a decorative and 

pedagogical function while strategy 3 is not a likely option for decorative metaphors or 

pedagogical metaphors. Strategy 4 is not common at all, as far as metaphors have a function. 

Strategy 5 and 6 are possibly motivated by a narrative strategy, and the metaphors in this 

group have a narrative function. 

3. Analysis 

3.1 Quantitative Summary 

In the ST, there were two instances of similes marked by ―as‖, four instances of similes 

marked by ―like‖ and four instances of metaphors marked by quotation marks. Looking for 

markers was thus not a fruitful method of identifying the metaphors in these texts, but a 

closer qualitative analysis was needed. According to Wikberg (2004:246): ―The nature of 
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metaphor is simply such that it invites much less to quantification than to qualitative 

analysis.‖ 

Using the method outlined in 2.1 above, 168 instances of metaphor were identified in 

the ST of which a handful were repetitions of the same one. By far the most frequently 

repeated single metaphor was ―hunt(er/s/ing)‖ to describe the search for planets. This 

significant metaphorical theme will be discussed in more detail in a separate section below.  

Some other repeated metaphors in the ST were ―biosignature(s)‖ (2 instances), 

breakthrough(s) (2), ―calling‖ (2), ―forefront‖ (2), ―frontier(s)‖ (2), ―quest(s)‖ (4) and 

―race(ing)‖ (2). 

The metaphors that were repeated in the ST generally had a corresponding metaphor 

in the TT, where they were then also repeated: ―biosignatur(er)‖ (2 instances), ―genombrott‖ 

(3), ―kall(et)‖ (2), ―täten‖ (3), ―gräns(en/erna)‖ (2). The most frequent metaphor appeared to 

be even more frequent in the TT: ―jakt(en)‖/ ―jäg(are/arna)‖ (14). 

In total, there were 156 instances of metaphor in the TT, 12 of which did not 

correspond to a metaphorical instance in the ST. Thus, there were 144 instances where the ST 

and TT had corresponding metaphors and 24 instances where the ST had a metaphor without 

an equivalent in the TT. Table 1 presents an overview of this division. 

 Table 1 Metaphors in the ST and TT. 

 ST metaphors TT metaphors 

with corresponding 

metaphor in ST/TT 

144 144 

without corresponding 

metaphor in ST/TT 

24 12 

TOTAL 168 156 

 

From Table 1 it can be deduced that there were 144 instances of translation strategies 1 or 2 – 

as in the vast majority of cases a metaphor had been translated into another metaphor. 

Whether it is ‗the same‘ or a ‗different‘ metaphor must be determined by closer analysis. The 

24 instances of an ST metaphor without a corresponding TT metaphor are examples of either 

translation strategy 3 or 4, and the 12 TT metaphors without corresponding ST metaphors are 

then cases of translation strategies 5 and 6. 
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Table 2 shows the frequency of each of the translation strategies used. 

 Table 2 Frequency of translation strategies used. 

Translation Strategy Total 

Instances 

ST 

Metaphors 

TT 

Metaphors 

1 – metaphor into ―same‖ metaphor 103 144 144 

2 – metaphor into ―different‖ metaphor 41 

3 – metaphor into non-metaphor  22 24 0 

4 – metaphor into 0 2 

5 – non-metaphor into metaphor 12 0 12 

6 – 0 into metaphor 0 

Total 180 168 156 

 

What we can immediately see from Table 2 is that the by far most common translation 

strategy was number 1, with 103 instances, and the only one that came close was number 2, 

with 41 instances. Stategies 3 and 5 were used on occasion whereas 4 and 6 were rare or non-

existent. This was all in accordance with my hypotheses, but it does not reveal some of the 

details regarding how the metaphorical functions are related to the strategies. This will 

instead be discussed further in the qualitative analysis below. 

This is a very limited study as the sample consists of only one source text and one 

translation and only a total of 180 instances of metaphor. As such, it will be hard to draw any 

general conclusions from this study, but I hope that by drawing attention to the metaphor 

translation procedure I will open up to discussion and further research regarding metaphor 

both as a problem and as a solution. 

3.2 Qualitative Analysis 

The quantitative overview revealed that all translation strategies apart from strategy 6 are 

represented in the case study. While it is possible to quantify the instances of each translation 

strategy, the function aspect proved to create too much overlap to be able to be contained in 

such an analysis. Instead, the following qualitative analysis will use examples to illustrate 

how these strategies correspond to the metaphorical functions described above. 
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One of the most striking discoveries regarding metaphor functionality was that many 

of the metaphors in the ST and TT were found to fit under certain narrative themes. As 

argued previously, a narrative composed to a great extent by metaphor is an essential way of 

communicating scientific findings. It is not surprising then, that the majority of the metaphors 

present in the ST and TT fall under certain narrative themes. These themes are part of i) 

culture-wide narratives, ii) narratives that exist within the astronomical community or iii) 

narratives originally created for the text by the author. In other words, they form part of 

discourses which ensure that the text makes sense both on an intra- and intertextual level. In 

many cases, metaphors with a pedagogical, decorative or theory-constitutive function are also 

related to one of these themes. Below follows a discussion of the most important themes in 

the texts and the different strategies used in translating them. 

3.2.1 Narrative Metaphors 

The main narrative themes of metaphors with a primarily narrative function are: SCIENCE IS 

RELIGION, SCIENCE IS A COMPETITION, SCIENCE IS A PERSON and EXOPLANET 

SCIENTISTS ARE HUNTERS. 

There were also themes which were closely linked to other functions, and a discussion 

of these will follow. However, first the translation strategies used for each of the above 

themes will be discussed in order. This will then be followed by a discussion of the narrative 

themes of metaphors of other primary functions. 

SCIENCE IS RELIGION 

The sample article is full of metaphors of a religious origin. Since one of the main themes of 

the article is the relationship between astronomy and Christianity this is hardly surprising. 

Below is a list of examples (in italics) of how religious metaphors are used to refer to 

scientists, their behaviours and their science. 

(6) It‘s no longer just a spiritual 

quest. 

Det är inte längre bara ett 

religiöst företagande. 

Sec.3 

(7) Seager describes the burgeoning 

interest in planet hunting as “the 

awakening”. 

Seager beskriver det växande 

intresset för planetjakt som 

“uppvaknandet”. 

Sec.18 
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(8) She has absolute faith in her 

calling, in the promise of her 

revelation… 

Hon har en absolut tro på sitt 

kall, på löftet i sin vision… 

Sec.25 

(9) …she has become the guiding 

spirit… 

…har hon blivit ledstjärna… Sec.36 

(10) …seem about as practical a 

technology for finding aliens as 

church spires are for discovering 

God. 

…lika praktiska för att hitta 

utomjordingar som kyrkspiror är 

för att hitta Gud. 

Sec.37 

(11) …SETI can seem like evangelical 

Christians… 

…SETI påminner lite om 

evangelister… 

Sec.38 

(12) …a Rapture in reverse. …en omvänd hänförelse. Sec.38 

(13) …a temple to false hopes and 

dreams. 

…ett tempel över falska 

förhoppningar och drömmar. 

Sec.40 

(14) …the endless evangelising… …det ändlösa missionerandet… Sec.41 

(15) …Seager spends her life 

proselytising… 

…Seager ägnar hela sitt liv åt att 

värva anhängare… 

Sec.42 

The repetition of the religious theme gives the reader a sense of familiarity with the text, and 

the function of this metaphorical theme is thus to create an intra-textual plot or a narrative. At 

the same time the theme fits well on a culture-wide level, since the culture in which it appears 

is Christian. 

The ST author creates a coherence within the textual framework which can also be 

seen in the TT. In eight out of ten cases, translation strategy 1 has been used, and the ST 

metaphor has been translated into the ―same‖ metaphor in the TT. One exception is example 

(6) which uses strategy 3 – the metaphor has been translated into a non-metaphor. In this 

example the religious connotations of the ST at first seem to have been lost in order to give 

place to a more common expression in the target language. 

Here, the metaphorical word ―quest‖ has been translated with the Swedish 

―företagande‖. While OED provides several meanings for ―quest‖, one of the earlier basic 
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meanings is ―an expedition or search undertaken by a knight or group of knights to obtain 

some thing or achieve some exploit‖. The underlying connotations of a religious or holy 

pursuit undertaken by knights in the Middle Ages are used to contribute to the theme of the 

―religious‖ pursuit of searching for planets. 

The Swedish ―företagande‖, on the other hand, is a neutral noun which simply implies 

an activity of any kind. According to SAOB: ―det som man har för händer, som man har för 

sig‖ (the thing with which one is occupied). However, as mentioned earlier, metaphors should 

not be seen as isolated words without context and we only have to look at the determiner 

which precedes this noun to see that the loss of metaphor does not in fact lead to a loss of 

metaphorical theme. ―Spiritual quest‖ has become ―religiöst företagande‖, which despite not 

being metaphorical certainly fulfils the function of contributing to the religious theme. 

Another exception is example (9) which uses translation strategy 2. Here it is a simple 

case of a commonly accepted metaphor ―guiding spirit‖ being replaced with its common 

equivalent in the target language ―ledstjärna‖. Both these metaphors have religious 

connotations, and therefore the theme SCIENCE IS RELIGION is not interrupted by this 

change in metaphors. 

It is striking how dominant translation strategy 1 is within this metaphorical theme. 

This can probably be attributed to the fact that Swedish and English cultures share a common 

religion – Christianity. For this reason, the metaphors related to Christianity and religion can 

in most cases be kept in the target language, as there is a cultural overlap. For translations 

between cultures of different religious backgrounds this might not be the case however. To 

investigate the effect of different religions on the translation of such metaphors a much more 

extensive study would be needed. 

SCIENCE IS A COMPETITION 

Another theme of the article is that of the race to find exoplanets, which gives rise to the 

second set of metaphors with a narrative function: SCIENCE IS A COMPETITION. Below is 

a list of examples of metaphors which fall under this theme. 

(16) …it was a considerable coup. … så var det alltså en otrolig 

fullträff. 

Sec.5 
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(17) Rival groups of astronomers raced 

to discover the latest weird orb… 

Rivaliserande grupper av 

astronomer tävlade om vem som 

skulle hitta nästa märkliga 

klot… 

Sec.13 

(18) Once an outlier, she is now a 

figurehead… 

Hon som en gång låg i ytterfältet 

är nu i täten… 

Sec.16 

(19) …she has become a tireless 

champion of her science. 

…och är en outtröttlig förkämpe 

för sin vetenskap… 

Sec.20 

(20) 

 

Imagine the race to reach it… Föreställ dig racet för att 

komma dit… 

Sec.21 

(21) …a little closer to home. …lite närmre hemmaplan. Sec.22 

(22) …battling the innate optimism of 

Seager and her gang. 

…som står emot Seager och 

hennes gängs optimism. 

Sec.24 

 

The prevalence of recurring competition metaphors makes clear that this is also a theme of 

the text. By describing the search for planets as a competition or a race, the author of the ST 

creates an exciting plot in his text; one which is a common theme for any narrative. Out of 

the eight examples above, six use translation strategy 1 and maintains the same metaphor in 

the TT. Example (16) uses translation strategy 2 and the metaphor translates into a different 

metaphor.  

According to the OED, the most basic meaning of ―coup‖ is: ―A stroke, a move (that 

one makes); a successful move, a ‗hit‘.‖ There are a few different connotations to this word, 

however. One is of a ―coup d‘etat‖ which implies an overthrow of government, and another 

one is that of an extremely successful shot in billiards, where a ball is holed without striking 

another ball, thus occasioning forfeit (OED). When translating this word, it is not likely that 

one will find a Swedish equivalent with all of the same connotations, and the translator 

therefore has to make a choice. 

One option would be to translate ―coup‖ with a metaphor like ―revolution‖ which 

would keep the ST connotations of an overthrow of government. The choice made above, 

however, also takes into consideration the metaphorical theme, as the metaphor ―fullträff‖ has 

connotations of competitive shooting. According to SAOB, the basic meaning is: ―träff i 
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målet av en explosiv artilleriprojektil, innan denna kreverat‖ (hit on target by an explosive 

projectile before it explodes). 

Example (21) is an example of translation strategy 5 (non-metaphor into metaphor). 

Here the ST uses the general noun ―home‖ to refer to our planet, which is not strictly a 

metaphorical usage as we do live here. In the TT, however, this ―home‖ has become 

―hemmaplan‖, which is borrowed from the domain of sport. Overall, this addition of 

metaphor adds to the metaphorical theme of competition which is already present in the text. 

SCIENCE IS A PERSON 

There are some metaphors which connect the text to a grander narrative, i.e. that of the 

surrounding culture. One way of doing this is to anthropomorphise, or to give things or 

phenomena human properties. According to Pramling and Säljö (2007:283): ―To 

anthropomorphise implies transforming what is being attended to as an analytical object into 

a human-like agent that can choose, have secret information, decide, do evil and good, and so 

on. This mode of narrating is conducive to creating a plot[…]‖ One way in which the ST 

author creates this plot is by giving non-human entities human properties, and below is a list 

of examples where non-human subjects are attached to verbs which normally describe human 

activities. 

(23) The science of exoplanets was born. Så föddes vetenskapen om 

exoplaneter. 

Sec.2 

(24) …this discovery confounded –and 

threatened- contemporary scientific 

thinking. 

…den här upptäckten var 

förvirrande och hotfull för den 

tidens naturvetensakpliga 

tänkande. 

Sec.5 

(25) These new worlds had evaded 

detection… 

De nya världarna hade undgått 

upptäckt… 

Sec.5 

(26) …the science of exoplanets looks 

out into the galaxy, it forces us… 

…exoplanetforskningen stirrar 

ut i galaxen så tvingar den oss… 

Sec.22 
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(27) …when a scientific paper suggested 

that interstellar communication from 

superior extraterrestrial civilisations 

might be heard… 

… när det i en forskningsrapport 

föreslogs att interstellär 

kommunikation från överlägsna 

utomjordiska civilisationer 

skulle kunna höras… 

Sec.34 

All five examples above have in common that they give a non-human object or entity human 

properties. In (23), ―the science of exoplanets‖ is given the most human property of all as it is 

―born‖ as human beings are born. In (24), it is the object ―contemporary scientific thinking‖ 

which is given human properties as it is described as having the ability to feel ―confounded‖ 

and ―threatened‖. In (25) the ―new worlds‖ had ―evaded detections‖ as if they were not only 

persons, but criminals or spies trying to avoid getting caught. In (26) it is again ―the science 

of exoplanets‖ that conducts two very human actions in that it ―looks out‖ and ―forces us‖, 

and in (27) it is ―a scientific paper‖ which ―suggested‖, as if it had a human voice. In the first 

four cases translation strategy 1 has been used (translation into ―same‖ metaphor). This is not 

surprising given that Swedish and English use personalization similar ways and there are no 

textual reasons for not rendering the TT as the same as the ST. According to Lakoff and 

Johnson (2003:34) personification metaphors ―allow us to make sense of phenomena in the 

world in human terms – terms that we can understand on the basis of our own motivations, 

goals, actions and characteristics.‖ This is the case in all human cultures, albeit to different 

extents in different cultural contexts. 

In example (27) the personalisation has been removed in the TT – and translation 

strategy 3 has been used (translation into non-metaphor). Here, the passive has been used in 

the target language instead of assigning the non-human subject (scientific paper) a verb 

which designates a typically human activity. According to Ingo (2007:108-9) it is relatively 

common that subjects in such constructions become adverbials (―i en forskningsrapport‖). 

We see then that personification is not always used equally in the source and target 

languages. 

EXOPLANET SCIENTISTS ARE HUNTERS 

As mentioned, the single most frequently used metaphor in the sample texts is that of the 

hunt. The word ―hunter/s‖ or ―hunting‖ is used no less than eight times in the ST, and 

―jägare/n/rna‖ or ―jakt‖ are used fourteen times in the TT. 
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The OED gives the primary definition of the noun ―hunt‖ as: ―The act of chasing wild 

animals for the purpose of catching or killing them; the chase.‖ In this case we can see a very 

clear cross-domain mapping as the act is not that of chasing animals but of chasing planets. 

Even though planets do not try to ―escape‖ the ―hunter‖ they are described in the article as 

―stubbornly hidden‖ (ST sec.42) and ―fiendishly hard to spot‖ (ST sec.7). They are thus 

assigned the qualities of a hunted animal, and this theme is prevalent throughout the text even 

in instances when the word ―hunt‖ is not spelled out. 

In the TT the theme is even more pronounced. Apart from the eight ―hunt‖ in the ST, 

which have all been translated using strategy 1, there are six additional instances where the 

words ―jägare‖ or ―jakt‖ have been used in the TT. Below is a list of examples of where this 

metaphor has been used in the TT, but not in the ST. 

(28) THE SEARCH FOR EARTH 2.0 JAKTEN PÅ JORDEN 

VERSION 2.0 

HL 

(29) The search for exoplanets has 

become a detective story in reverse 

[…] 

Jakten på exoplaneter har 

blivit en omvänd deckare[…] 

Sec.9 

(30) Why, then, is the Catholic church at 

the forefront of the search for 

exoplanets? 

Varför går då den katolska 

kyrkan i täten för 

exoplanetjakten? 

Sec.26 

(31) So says Jill Tarter, the public face 

of the search for extraterrestrial 

intelligence (SETI). 

Så säger Jill Tarter, ansikte 

utåt för jakten på utomjordisk 

intelligens (search for 

extraterrestrial intelligence - 

SETI). 

Sec.33 

(32) But when it comes to searching for 

life[...] 

Men när det kommer till 

jakten på liv[…] 

Sec.39 

(33) 

(34) 

The search for life on other planets 

is not just a quest for 

knowledge[…] 

Jakten på liv på andra 

planeter är inte bara en 

kunskapsjakt[…] 

Sec.39 

Apart from example (34) which represents translation strategy 2 – metaphor into ‗different‘ 

metaphor, the examples above all show instances of translation strategy 5 – non-metaphor 
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into metaphor. The reason for this seems to be the existence of the narrative theme in the ST 

as well as in the TT. Because this theme is so prevalent in both texts, the translation of non-

metaphor into metaphor is natural. Even though the direct translation to the noun ―sökande‖ 

or ―letande‖ would be possible for the ST ―search‖, the noun version of this verb in Swedish 

is more unusual and awkward than the commonly used metaphor ―jakt‖.  

3.2.2 Pedagogical Metaphors 

There are several pedagogical metaphors in the ST and the TT, and they are often organised 

around narrative themes. The function of a pedagogical metaphor in popular scientific 

writing, as mentioned above, is to illustrate to the reader a concept which might otherwise be 

hard to understand. By using narrative themes to organise the pedagogical metaphors the 

author/translator is able to make explanations more coherent and efficient. Below, two 

specific examples will be discussed, namely 51 PEGASI B IS A FIREFLY and SPACE IS 

AN OCEAN. 

51 PEGASI B IS A FIREFLY 

In paragraph 7, the author uses a pedagogical metaphor (or simile) to explain how hard it is to 

discover a planet like 51 Pegasi b. 

(35) On a dark night you can see 

the star around which 51 

Pegasi b revolves with the 

naked eye, but trying to see 

the planet itself would be like 

standing in London and 

looking for a firefly fluttering 

a foot away from a searchlight 

in Baghdad. With a powerful 

telescope, you might glimpse 

the glow of the firefly by itself, 

but next to the glare of the 

searchlight you wouldn‘t 

stand a chance.  

En mörk natt kan man se 

stjärnan som Pegasi b går i 

omlopp runt med bara ögat, 

men att försöka se själva 

planeten skulle vara som att 

stå i Stockholm och titta efter 

en eldfluga som surrar en 

halvmeter från en 

strålkastare i Baghdad. Med 

ett starkt teleskop skulle man 

möjligen kunna se eldflugans 

sken om den var ensam, men 

jämte det bländande ljuset 

från strålkastaren har man 

inte en chans.  

Sec.7 
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In this excerpt the planet 51 Pegasi b is likened to a firefly, while the star around which it 

orbits is likened to a searchlight, and the function of these two metaphors is to explain why 

the planet is so hard to find. In both ST and TT, the metaphor is introduced as a simile in the 

first sentence of the example and then reused as a metaphor in the second sentence to make 

the explanation clearer. The narrative thread that is thus created helps the reader understand 

the problem in spotting the planet. In this example both strategy 1 and strategy 2 have been 

used. In the first sentence, the metaphor in the ST has been replaced with a ―different‖ 

metaphor in the TT, as ―London‖ has been substituted for ―Stockholm‖. This cultural 

adaptation is reasonable since the difference in distance London-Baghdad and Stockholm-

Baghdad is negligible in the context, and the use of the Swedish city in the TT gives more 

familiarity to the Swedish reader, which aids the pedagogic function. Apart from that, both 

―firefly‖ – ―eldfluga‖ and ―searchlight‖ – ―strålkastare‖ have been translated with the ―same‖ 

metaphor. As Merakchi and Rogers (2013:360) point out, when ―specialized knowledge is 

shared between the two cultures […] the translation of the metaphors is direct.‖ 

We thus have two different cases within the same theme – one in which experience is 

shared between the source and target culture, as with ―firefly‖ and ―searchlight‖, and one in 

which experience is different, as in ―London‖ v. ―Stockholm‖. It is on the basis of 

shared/different experience that the choice between translation strategies 1 and 2 must be 

made. 

SPACE IS AN OCEAN 

There are two instances in which oceans are used as a pedagogical means to explain the 

vastness of space and the enormity of the task of finding something there. 

(36) …scientists trawling the oceans 

of Kepler data… 

…vetenskapsmännen som 

hade trålat igenom haven av 

data från Kepler… 

Sec.10 

(37) Of all those seas, she says, 

SETI has so far listened to the 

equivalent of a glassful. 

Av alla de haven, säger hon, 

har SETI lyssnat på 

motsvarigheten till ett 

vattenglas. 

Sec.37 

The pedagogical strategy here is to liken space to something which every reader is familiar 

with – an ocean. By revisiting a metaphor introduced already in paragraph 10 as late as in 
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paragraph 37, the reader will have a sense of recognition which will arguably further help 

his/her understanding of the concept. The translation strategy used in the above examples is 

strategy 1. Oceans exist all over the world, and for that reason the experience of them will be 

shared between almost any cultures – they are vast, and searching for something in them is an 

incredibly large task. 

In accordance with my predictions strategy 3 and 4 were not found to be used with 

any pedagogical metaphors. However, because of the limited scope of this study further 

research would be needed in order to draw any general conclusions about this fact. 

3.2.3 Theory-Constitutive Metaphors 

According to Boyd (1993) theory-constitutive metaphors are limited in their translation, as in 

his view only translation strategy 1 is suitable for them. The most important thing in terms of 

their translation is that they are in line with the narratives that are created within the scientific 

community. Since the metaphorical usage of these metaphors does not appear in general 

dictionaries, secondary sources and parallel texts confirm that these metaphors are indeed 

accepted by the Swedish scientific community. Here we will discuss two such metaphors, 

namely LIFE LEAVES FINGERPRINTS and PLANET EARTH HAS A FAMILY. 

LIFE LEAVES FINGERPRINTS/SIGNATURES 

In the following three examples of theory-constitutive metaphors, the translation is straight-

forward: 

(38) …this filtered light carries with 

it the fingerprint of that planet‘s 

atmospheric composition… 

…det ger ett fingeravtryck 

av planetens atmosfäriska 

komposition... 

Sec.9 

(39) …we can look for 

biosignatures, evidence of 

gases such as oxygen or 

methane that accompany living 

organisms. 

…man kan leta efter 

tänkbara biosignaturer – 

gaser som syre och metan 

som finns där det finns 

levande organismer. 

Sec.9 
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(40) Seager developed the 

techniques for finding the 

biosignatures of other 

worlds —and thus their 

chances of holding life… 

Seager utvecklade metoder för 

att hitta biosignaturer och 

tecken på liv i andra världar… 

Sec.13 

―Biosignatures‖-―biosignaturer‖ are also known as ―fingerprints‖-―fingeravtryck‖
6
. In these 

cases Boyd‘s statement that strategy 1 is the only suitable strategy for theory-constitutive 

metaphors is supported. The sample text did not contain a large enough number of theory-

constitutive metaphors to draw any firm conclusions about this, but further research could be 

done where theory-constitutive metaphors would be singled out of popular scientific writing. 

PLANET EARTH HAS A FAMILY 

Another narrative theme which supports a set of theory-constitutive metaphors is PLANET 

EARTH HAS A FAMILY. As this example illustrates there is a fine line between theory-

constitutive and pedagogical metaphors, as the same metaphor (―cousin‖-―kusin‖) is used in 

the same paragraph both as theory-constitutive and in the next sentence as pedagogical. 

(41) Known as Kepler-186f, this 

Earth-cousin (as distinct from 

an Earth-twin)...  

Den heter Kepler-186f och är 

en ‖jordkusin‖ snarare än en 

jordtvilling. 

Sec.10 

(42) Unfortunately Kepler-186f is 

one of those distant cousins 

you‘re unlikely to visit, being 

2.9 quadrillion miles removed. 

Tyvärr är Kepler-186f som 

sådana där avlägsna kusiner 

som man inte brukar besöka, 

eftersom de bor 4 700 

biljoner kilometer bort. 

Sec.10 

In (41), the terms ―Earth-cousin‖ and ―Earth-twin‖ are used in a theory-constitutive function. 

These terms are used because they are the ones used by scientists
7
. In accordance with Boyd 

(1993), these metaphors are also translated using strategy 1 – translation into ‗the same‘ 

metaphor, as this is the only way to translate theory-constitutive metaphors. 

                                                 
6
 See for instance: http://www.svt.se/nyheter/vetenskap/jordskenet-avslojar-livet-pa-var-planet, 

http://www.eso.org/public/sweden/news/eso1210/ 
7
 See for instance :http://natgeo.se/vetenskap/rymden/kepler-22b-fynd-av-jordliknande-planet-bekraftat, 

http://www.peterlinde.net/index.php/sv/vad-vet-vi-om-exoplaneter-3/155-jordkusin-hittad.html 



 

 

25 

 

Example (42) is interesting since it shows that because of the consistency that the 

narrative theme provides, the author/translator are able to make use of the metaphor for 

further explanation. Since the theme is consistent between the ST and the TT, the first part of 

the pedagogical metaphor is also translated using strategy 1. The final aspect of the 

pedagogical metaphor in (42), however, (―2.9 quadrillion miles removed‖) has been 

translated using strategy 2 – metaphor into ‗different‘ metaphor. Here the author uses a play 

on words in order to make another reference to the ―cousin‖-theme, and this turn of phrase 

cannot be translated literally to Swedish. Instead, to emulate the metaphoric usage in the ST, 

the TT uses the verb ―bor‖ to go with ―kusiner‖ instead of ―ligger‖ which would ordinarily be 

used for a ―planet‖.  

It is worth emphasising that when strategy 2 is used the metaphor has a pedagogical 

function which only plays on the theory-constitutive metaphor. Hence, Boyd‘s theory is not 

contradicted by this example. 

3.2.4 Decorative Metaphors 

Decorative metaphors also play an important part in the sample article, as it is written to 

entertain as well as to inform the reader. The author of the ST often makes use of humorous 

imagery and hyperbole in order to capture and keep the readers‘ attention. This effect is 

replicated in the TT. As Merakchi and Rogers (2013:360) point out, in cases where the same 

image is shared between the source and target culture, the translation tends to be strategy 1, 

and the same image is kept in the TT. 

As with metaphors with other functions, the decorative metaphors in the sample text 

are often arranged around a narrative theme, and once that theme has been established, there 

are a few metaphorical instances to underpin it. Two examples of such themes are SCIENCE 

IS A LOTTERY and SCIENCE IS A PARTY, the examples of which will be discussed 

below. 

SCIENCE IS A LOTTERY 

In this metaphor, science is likened to a lottery which can be played, lost or won. Related 

metaphors are ―jackpot‖, ―bust‖ ―win‖, ―play‖, ―prize‖ and ―odds‖. 

(43) …SETI is still going for the 

extraterrestrial jackpot: 

intelligent life or bust! 

…så satsar SETI fortfarande 

på jackpotten: intelligent liv 

eller ingenting. 

Sec.35 
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In contrast to the narrative metaphor of the ―hunt‖ above, this decorative metaphor of the 

lottery is more indirect, and the many references to the lottery are made using different lottery 

related vocabulary rather than by repeating the same word. (For this reason this theme does 

not appear in the list of repeated metaphors in the quantitative summary above.) In all cases 

but one, the translation strategy used is number one. There is one instance of translation 

strategy 3 – metaphor into non-metaphor, where the word ―bust‖ in the ST is translated to the 

non-metaphorical ―ingenting‖ in the TT. The reason for this is the lack of an equivalent term 

in the TT, and because of the many different references to the theme over a short space, the 

failure to replicate the metaphor in the TT does not lead to a loss of image. 

SCIENCE IS A PARTY 

One paragraph of the ST describes the search for other planets as a party. In the same 

sentence there are four indirect and direct references to a party – ―wallflowers‖, ―Alien World 

Ball‖, ―down their drinks‖ and ―hit the dance floor‖. 

(46) For centuries scientists had 

been wallflowers at the Alien 

World Ball; now they could 

finally down their drinks and 

hit the dance floor. 

I många århundraden hade 

vetenskapsmännen fått agera 

panelhönor på världens 

utomjordingsbal, men nu 

kunde de äntligen svepa sina 

glas och gå ut på dansgolvet. 

Sec.4 

    

In three examples out of four translation strategy number one is used. In the case of 

―wallflowers‖ – ―panelhönor‖ the translation strategy is 2 – metaphor into ‗different‘ 

metaphor. The reason for this strategy is that the source and target culture have different 

accepted images for the same concept. Using a translation like ―väggblommor‖ or similar, 

would not create the right image for the target reader. In the source culture, people who do 

(44) …a lottery mentality – you 

can‟t win if you don‟t play. 

…lottomentaliteten – man 

vinner inte om man inte 

spelar. 

Sec.39 

(45) ...the grand prize makes even 

the extremely long odds 

palatable. 

…storvinstens betydelse får 

till och med extremt låga 

odds att se attraktiva ut. 

Sec.39 
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not take part in a dance are likened to decorative flowers on a wall, whereas in the target 

culture they are likened to chickens in their nests lining the coop wall. There is a conceptual 

similarity between these images as they both describe something which exists in the 

periphery of a space. Using the widely accepted metaphor in the TT assures that the TT 

reader can identify the meaning of the metaphor. 

An example of how a decorative metaphorical theme can give coherence to the 

narrative of a whole article is that this theme (introduced as early as in paragraph 4) is 

revisited towards the end of the article in paragraph 38 – as was also seen in the example of 

the pedagogical metaphor SPACE IS AN OCEAN, above. 

(47) Tarter keeps champagne on 

ice at the SETI Institute in 

Mountain View, California, 

ready to be popped should 

contact be made… 

Tarter har champagnen på 

kylning på SETI-institutet i 

Mountain View i Kalifornien, 

så att hon kan korka upp den 

om de får kontakt… 

Sec.38 

It is not entirely clear whether this is in fact a metaphor or not, but it certainly draws the 

reader‘s mind back to the initial humorous image of an Alien World Ball, as Tarter appears to 

be waiting to join the party. The use of champagne for celebration is a shared experience 

between Swedish and English culture and therefore translation strategy 1 is used here as well. 

From the above examples we can conclude that decorative metaphors are often 

organised around themes, which, if they exist in both source and target culture can be 

replicated in the TT, using translation strategy 1. There might, however, be instances where a 

part of the image can be translated using a different strategy, since the image is still retained 

in the TT. The important thing in these instances is for the image to be consistent within the 

text. 

4. Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to discuss how the function of a metaphor affects the strategies 

used in its translation from English to Swedish, in terms of the following metaphorical 

functions: narrative metaphors, pedagogical metaphors, theory-constitutive metaphors and 

decorative metaphors. 
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It was thought that translation strategy 1 – metaphor into ‗the same‘ metaphor, would 

be the most common translation strategy in the sample, followed by strategy 2 – metaphor 

into ‗different‘ metaphor. The hypotheses further stated that strategy 3 – metaphor into non-

metaphor, would not be a likely option for decorative or pedagogical metaphors and that 

strategy 4 – metaphor into 0, should not be common at all. Strategies 5 and 6 – non-metaphor 

into metaphor and 0 into metaphor, were grouped together, and it was thought that they could 

be motivated by a narrative strategy. 

The initial analysis revealed that although strategies 1 and 2 were by far the most 

common, still five of the six translation strategies were used for metaphors in the sample 

text(s). Strategy 1 or 2 were used in 144 out of 180 cases, which shows that some metaphor is 

often kept in translation, whether it is the same one or a different one. The choice between 

translation strategies 1 and 2 was found to be dependent not on the function of the metaphor, 

but rather on the shared or different cultural experience of the source and target languages. In 

two such similar cultures as Anglosaxon and Swedish, strategy 1 is dominant and it was used 

more than twice as often as strategy 2 (103 instances compared to 41). In cultures with a 

greater divergence than the Swedish and the Anglosaxon we might expect to see a variation 

to this ratio. 

Also in accordance with the hypothesis, theory-constitutive metaphors in the sample 

text were always translated using strategy 1. However, to confirm this theory firmly, further 

study is needed. It was interesting to note that theory-constitutive metaphors can still provide 

the basis for narrative metaphors that can be e.g. pedagogical in function, as was the case 

with PLANET EARTH HAS A FAMILY, and that in such cases the metaphors do not need 

to be strictly limited to translation strategy 1. 

It was also revealed that strategy 4 and 6 were very rarely used. There were only two 

instances of strategy 4 and none of strategy 6. This indicates that only in exceptional 

circumstances are pure additions or omissions made when it comes to translation of 

metaphor. It is still important, however, to acknowledge these two options when analysing 

real translator behaviour and a study of a larger sample could corroborate these findings. 

Strategy 3 was the third most common strategy, with 22 instances. In accordance with 

my hypothesis this strategy was not used with any pedagogical metaphors, but it was 

however used with the decorative and narrative metaphors SCIENCE IS A LOTTERY and 

SCIENCE IS A PERSON. The reason behind this strategy in the examples analysed was the 
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lack of a certain word or the obscurity of a certain syntactic structure in the target language. 

In order not to create forced or foreign-sounding metaphors the translator may resort to 

strategy 3 and translate into a non-metaphor. 

While there were no instances of translation strategy 6 being used in the sample 

article, there were twelve instances of strategy number 5. Interestingly, six of these were all 

related to the theme EXOPLANET SCIENTISTS ARE HUNTERS, indicating support for the 

hypothesis that strategy 5 is likely to be motivated by a narrative theme.  

It was found that most metaphors fulfilled a narrative function, sometimes in addition 

to another function, as they were arranged around themes which were used to create a plot in 

the article. Often these themes spanned the whole article and were used to create coherence 

both within the present text and within a wider cultural perspective. This meant that both 

translation strategies 3 (where there is no metaphor in the TT) and 5 (where there is no 

metaphor in the ST) could be used without reference to the narrative theme being reduced in 

either ST or TT. Such was the case with for instance ―home‖-―hemmaplan‖ (sec.22) and 

―spiritual quest‖- ―religiöst företagande‖ (sec.3) where the themes of SCIENCE IS A 

COMPETITION and SCIENCE IS RELIGION were maintained. By looking outside each 

metaphorical word to the greater context, the narrative themes help make sense of the 

translation, as an added or omitted metaphor does necessarily interfere with the metaphorical 

theme. 

Narrative themes repeated early and late in the article greatly contributed to narrative 

coherence in both ST and TT. This was the case with the pedagogical SPACE IS AN 

OCEAN, the decorative SCIENCE IS A PARTY and the narrative SCIENCE IS A PERSON. 

In conclusion, the hypotheses formed in the beginning of this study proved to be 

largely accurate. However, because of the limited scope of this paper further research with a 

larger sample would provide greater evidence and should indeed be encouraged. Greater 

attention paid to narrative themes within a text can aid the translation of metaphors. Using the 

method outlined in this paper ensures that metaphors are treated less like a problem and more 

like a solution, which increases their usefulness for the translator. 
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