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Introduction: Proverbs as Hidden Maps of Thought

Many people think that metaphors are only sophisticated language
employed by poets. However, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) [2] contend that
metaphors are essential to how our brains perceive complicated concepts. We
understand abstract concepts (like life or death) by connecting them to concrete
experiences (like a travel or a game). For instance, when we say, “You attacked
my argument,” we are employing the underlying metaphor ARGUMENT IS
WAR.

Lakoff and Turner (1989) [3] extended this concept to proverbs. They
argued that proverbs are more than mere bits of advice. Rather, they serve as
brief guides that inform our perspectives on life. For example, “The early bird
catches the worm” is not truly about birds. It conveys the metaphor SUCCESS
MEANS ACTING FASTER THAN OTHERS.

But what happens when a proverb spreads from one culture to another? A
proverb from England might not lose its essential picture but change its
meaning when translated into Russian. An Uzbek proverb might include the
same concept of a “journey” but refer to “fate” rather than “life”. This paper
examines three outcomes that can occur when proverbs travel: (1) the metaphor
remains unchanged, (2) the metaphor switches to something similar but
different, or (3) the metaphor is radically reinterpreted. I utilise examples from
English, Russian, and Uzbek, focusing on minor grammar words (such as “up,”
“over,” or Uzbek ends) that convey hidden meaning.

Basic Ideas: What Everyone Shares vs. What Changes by Culture

Lakoff and Turner [3] claim that all people share certain fundamental
experiences. We all have bodies. We all go through space. We all become older
and die. That is why simple metaphors like TIME IS SPACE (e.g., “looking
forward to the weekend”) and LIFE IS A JOURNEY (e.g., “He’s at a
crossroads”) are found in every language.

However, a scholar named Kdvecses (2005) [1] noted that civilisations
can take the same underlying metaphor and alter it. They may maintain the
structure but alter the emotion or moral lesson. When proverbs travel, three
things are possible:

1. Preservation (stays the same): The source (e.g., SLEEP) and the target
(e.g., DEATH) are identical in both cultures.
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2. Shift (changes a little): The same source (e.g., JOURNEY) is used for a
different target (e.g., FATE instead of LIFE).

Reinterpretation (changes completely): The words look the same, but
the underlying meaning is totally different because of cultural beliefs.

Furthermore, each language has subtle grammatical tools that influence
how metaphors feel. English utilises short words such as “up,” “down,” “out,
and “over” (known as particles). Prefixes are added to verbs in Russian (for
example, pere- means “across” and “vy-" means “out”). Uzbek utilises helper
verbs following the main verb (such as -ib ketmoq, which means “went away”).
These small chunks of syntax reveal a lot about how each culture perceives the
world.

3. Comparing Three Key Metaphors Across Cultures

3.1 When Metaphors Stay the Same: DEATH IS A JOURNEY

The idea that DEATH IS A DEPARTURE is found everywhere. But the
direction and who is in control can differ slightly.

* English: “He passed away.” The verb “pass” plus “away” suggests
moving sideways to a distant, unknown place.

* Russian: On ymén u3 xus3nu (On ushdl iz zhizni — “He left life”). The
prefix “u-” means “away,” just like in English. Another Russian saying: On
oromién B BeuHocTh (He stepped aside into eternity), using oto- (aside). [5]

* Uzbek: U dunyodan o’tdi (“He passed from this world”). The verb
o‘tmoq means “to pass through” or “to cross.” Uzbeks also say Ko‘z yumdi
(“He closed his eyes”), which uses the metaphor DEATH IS SLEEP, which is
also widespread. [4]

What we’re seeing here: All three cultural groups maintain the
fundamental belief that death involves leaving or travelling. However, Uzbek
frequently incorporates a feeling of fate (taqdir). In Uzbek sayings, death
appears to be something that happens to you rather than an action you take
because it was predetermined.

3.2 When Metaphors Shift: From GAMBLING to CROSSING A FIELD

The English proverb “Life is a gamble” sees existence as a game of
chance. When this idea travels to Russia, it changes into something about
struggle and endurance.

* English: “You win some, lose some.” This person sees life as a game.
You are active. You have chosen to play.

* In Russian, living life means not crossing a field. The word pereyti (to
cross over, prefix pere- = across) shifts the context from GAMBLING to
CROSSING A DANGEROUS LAND. There is no victory. There is only
survival. [5] According to a Russian adage, “God is not short-sighted — he sees
everything”. This implies that LIFE IS AN AUDIT, not a game.

» Uzbek saying: Hayot - bir 0‘yin, ammo qat’iy qoidalar bilan (“Life is a
game, but with strict rules”). Uzbeks also say: O‘yinga kelding, yolg’onga
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kelding (“Come to play, but not to lie”). This keeps the GAME idea but adds a
strong focus on honesty and rules. [4]

What we see here: English uses GAMING to talk about uncertainty.
Russian shifts to CROSSING or ACCOUNTING to talk about suffering and
divine watching. Uzbek keeps GAMING but makes it about following moral
rules. The same starting idea (game/play) shifts into three different life lessons.

3.3 When Metaphors Get Completely Reinterpreted: TIME IS MONEY
vs. TIME IS BREATH

This 1s the clearest example of total reinterpretation. The English
metaphor TIME IS MONEY is famous.

* English: “Time is money” (quote from Benjamin Franklin). This views
time as a resource. You can spend, save, or waste it. Wasting time is a sign of
laziness. [2]

» Russian proverbs regularly contradict this concept. “Time is not money
— if you lose it, you won’t find it.” Russians say “Bpems - gyumiuii jekapn’
(“Time is the best healer”). Here, TIME is a PERSON (a healer), not a COIN.
[5]

« Uzbek has two distinct interpretations. First, vaqt - o‘tgan o‘q (“Time
is a shot arrow”). This views time as a FAST OBJECT that moves away from
you and cannot be stopped. Second, Vaqt - Nafas (“Time is Breath”). This maps
time to your own breathing. It is very personal and finite. The Uzbek grammar
reinforces this: Vaqt o‘tib ketdi (“Time passed AWAY from us”) uses the helper
-ib ketdi (went away completely), which makes time feel like a guest who has
left forever. [4]

What we see here: The English concept of time as money (a tradable
commodity) does not exist in Russian or Uzbek. Russians see time as a healer
(cyclical, natural). The Uzbeks present two radical images: time as a rushing
arrow (linear, unstoppable) and time as breath (bodily, restricted). For an Uzbek
speaker, squandering time is not as wasteful as losing money; rather, it is
equivalent to wasting your own breath, which feels far more intimate and
almost tragic.

4. How Small Grammar Words Change Big Meanings

Even minor linguistic problems might influence how a proverb feels.
Each language has its own tiny instruments for adding concealed meaning. In
English, small words such as “up,” “down,” “out,” and “over” are known as
particles. When an English speaker says “Time’s up” the word “up” transforms
time into a type of box or container. When the timer goes “up,” you’re out of
the box. There’s no more room. This makes time feel restricted and
quantifiable.

In Russian, particles are used differently. Instead, Russian inserts prefixes
to the beginnings of verbs. For instance, the prefix “pere-" indicates “across” or
“over.” The Russian proverb “XKuszup npoxuts - He nose nepeiitu’ (To live life
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is not to cross a field) uses the verb “nepetitu” (to cross) with “pere-". [5]

This little prefix adds a sense of difficulty. Crossing a field in Russian
means pushing against something. You must overcome hurdles. Life then feels
like hard struggle and perseverance, rather than an easy walk.

Uzbek employs still another technique: helper verbs that appear after the
primary verb. Two popular helpers are “-ib ketmoq” (meaning “went away”)
and “-ib qolmoq” (meaning “suddenly happened” or “unexpectedly finished”).
In the Uzbek adage “Vaqt o‘tib ketdi” (Time passed away from us), the helper
“ketdi” portrays time as a guest who has left the house and will not return. [4]
This creates a sorrowful, ending sensation. The other assistance, “-ib qolmoq”,
provides a surprise. For example, “-ib qoldi” indicates that something happened
unexpectedly. So when an Uzbek speaker mentions death or lost time, these
subtle assistants make the event feel like a peaceful goodbye or a startling
surprise.

In short, these minor grammar words aren’t meaningless. They express
the culture’s most profound feelings about time, life, and fate. To summarise,
English particles define limits (up/down = finished). Russian prefixes represent
pathways through a landscape (you must pass something). Uzbek aids instill
feelings of surprise or external fate. [1]

5. Conclusion: What We Learned About Proverbs and Metaphors

Looking at English, Russian, and Uzbek proverbs through the lens of
Conceptual Metaphor Theory [2, 3], we can make three main points:

1. While metaphors can persist, they are rarely commonly used. Because
human bodies are similar, fundamental concepts such as PATH, CONTAINER,
and SLEEP may be found everywhere. Nonetheless, Uzbek adds a sense of fate
(taqdir) [4], making death seem less like a decision than it does in English
proverbs.

2. Shifting is the most common event. When a metaphor like GAME
travels from England to Russia to Uzbekistan, each culture adapts it to reflect
local wvalues [1]. Englishmen enjoy danger and choice. Russians enjoy
perseverance and hardship. Uzbek likes rules and honesty. The same basic
word (such as “game”) can have three distinct meanings.

3. Conflicting core principles lead to complete reinterpretation. The
English were raised with capitalist values (time is money) [2]. Russia and
Uzbekistan didn’t. So the Russians converted time into a healer [5], while the
Uzbeks transformed it into a breath or an arrow [4]. “Time is Money” cannot
be translated into Uzbek without losing significance, because time was never a
coin there.

Finally, anyone studying proverbs from other cultures should pay
attention to tiny grammar words [1, 2, 3]. Prefixes like pere-, particles like “up,”
and helpers like -ib ket- do not occur at random. They represent the culture’s
visceral beliefs about whether life is a choice, a struggle, or a predetermined
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script. Proverbs don’t just “travel” from one language to another. They develop
new bodies with each new home’s grammar.
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