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MeTtadopuyHe KOHCTPYIOBAHHSA COLiaJIbHUX Mepeik
(na marepiani kopmycy COCA)

Summary. The article aims to examine verbalisation of social networks,
drawing on metaphorical mappings represented in contemporary American
English, which is triggered by the rapid and extensive integration of social
networks into modern life, necessitating an increased understanding of how they
are linguistically constructed. This study uses corpus-linguistic methodology
grounded in cognitive metaphor theory to analyse the metaphorical uses of ‘social
networks’ (namely Facebook and Instagram) in the Corpus of Contemporary
American English (COCA). Data was collected through targeted keyword
searches, and then concordance lines were submitted to intensive qualitative
analysis for identifying metaphors and source-to-target domain mapping. The
data were systematically searched and categorised into structural, ontological,
and orientational types of metaphors. The empirical evidence reveals a distinct
pattern of metaphorical usage: the most frequent type was structural metaphors
(48%), followed by ontological metaphors (34%), and the remaining 18% consisted
of orientational metaphors. Structural metaphors, such as SOCIAL NETWORK
is COUNTRY, PLACE, CONTENT, or TOOL, characterise these places primarily
in terms of structure, spatial characteristics, and tool functions. Metaphors of an
ontological nature, in particular SOCIAL NETWORK is HUMAN, are important
in attributing agency, human-like qualities, and relational aspects to networks.
The implications underscore the fundamental role of metaphor in understanding
complex, abstract digital phenomena. Structural and ontological metaphors are
particularly useful in allowing society to understand, think through, and converse
persuasively about this emergent entity. This research uncovers the underlying
cognitive processes that accompany our dealings with and discourse about
social networks and how spaces familiar to us are employed to assimilate new
technological realities.

Key words: social networks, metaphorical constructions, corpus linguistics,
COCA Corpus, verbalisation.
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Anomauin. Memoro cmammi € 0ocnioxcenHs eepoanizayii coyianvHux Me-
Pedc, Cnupaioyucb Ha mMemagopuyti 8i0oOpadicenHs, NpedCmasieni 6 CyHacHill
AMEPUKAHCHKI AHTIUCOLKILL MOBI, WO 3YMOGIEHO WEUOKOIO MA WUPOKOK [HMme-
payielo CoyianbHux Mepedc y CydacHe JHCUMMms, Wo 6UMAazac 2iubuioco posy-
MiHHAL MO020, AK GOHU JiHegicmuuHo nobyooeawi. Lle Oocniodicenns euxopucmo-
8y€ Memooonoei0 KOPNYCHOL JNIHeGICMUKY, 3ACHOBAHY HA MEOPIl KOSHIMUBHUX
Memaghop, Ona amanizy MemagopuuHo20 SUKOPUCTAHHA ‘COYIanbHUX Mepec’
(a came Facebook ma Instagram) y Kopnyci cy4acHoi amepukancoKoi aHeniticbkol
mosu (COCA). [ani 6ynu 3i6pani 3a 0OnomMo2oto yiib068020 NOULYKY KIHOUOBUX CII8,
a nomim JiHii KOHKOpOanyii Oy niOOaHi IKICHOMY aHAI3Y Nl BUAGTEHHS Memagop
ma 8i0obpadicenHs domeHie Odxcepena ma domenis yini. Jlami 6ynu Knacugikosawi Ha
CMPYKNYPHI, OHMONO2IYHE Ma opieHmayitini munu mMemagop. Emnipuuni oani eu-
AGTAIOMYb YIMKY 3AKOHOMIPHICIG BUKOPUCIAHHA MemAadop: HAHACIIWUM TUNOM
suABUIUCA cPYKMYpHI memaghopu (48%), oani — onmonoeiuni memacghopu (34%), a
pewma 18% cxnadanucs 3 opicumayiiinux memagop. Cmpyxmypni memagopu, maxi
sax COLIAJIBHA MEPE)KA —ye KPAIHA, MICLJE, KOHTEHT a6o IHCTPYMEHT,
XapaKmepusyromb yi Micysi NEPesadtiCHO 3 MOYKU 30py CHPYKNIYPU, NPOCIMOPOBUX Xd-
paxkmepucmux ma Qyuxyit incmpymenmis. Memaghopu onmono2iunoi’ npupoou, 30-
xkpema COL[IAJIPHA MEPE)KA — ye JIFOIJUHA, € sasiciusumu 0t npunucyéaHHs
MEPENHCAM A2eHMUBHOCI, TIOOCLKUX AKOCHel ma penayiiinux acnekmis. Lli Hacnioku
NIOKpecionnb GYHOAMEHMATbHY POilb Memaghopu 6 PO3YMIHHI CKILAOHUX, AOCMPaK-
mHux yugposux asuwj. CmpyKmypHi ma OHmMoa02iuHi Mmemagopu 0cooUe0 KOpUcHi,
0036071A104U CYCHITLCMBY PO3YMIMU, OOMIPKOGYBAMU MA NEPEKOHIUBO OUCKYMYBAMIL
npo yio emepoxceHmmuy cymHicmo. Le 00CnioHcents po3KpUusae KocHIMusHi npoyecu,
WO CYNPOBOONCYIONb HAULL MINCOCOOUCMICHT 63AEMOOIL, a4 MAKOXHC me, 5K 3HAUOMI
npoOCMOopU BUKOPUCIIOBYIOMbCS OIS 3ACEOEHHS HOBUX EXHONOTUHUX Peatill.

Knrouosi cnosa: coyianvhi mepedici, memapopuyni KOHCMpPYKYii, KopnycHa
ainegicmuka, kopnyc COCA, sepbanizayisi.

Introduction. Communication is a natural element of human exist-
ence, the principal means of transmitting thoughts, feelings, and infor-
mation exchange. Over recent decades, this fundamental human need
has revolutionised the global environment by introducing the concept of
‘social networks’ in nearly all domains of modern life, impacting adults
and children alike. Beyond their utility, social networks possess structural
features that encourage interactive user engagement and shape public
opinions. Understanding the complex nature of such platforms, therefore,
involves a deep linguistic investigation, particularly into how their often
abstracted functionalities are conceived and communicated.

Existing research has examined various aspects of computer-mediated
communication and the social impact of social networks [4; 1]. How-
ever, an in-depth linguistic analysis of the conceptualisation of ‘social
networks’ has a tendency to overlook the invaluable role of metaphor.
The groundbreaking work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson trans-
formed linguistic and cognitive research by establishing that metaphor is
not a rhetorical embellishment but a basic mechanism of human thought,
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reasoning, and action, which deeply influences our understanding of the
world [6]. They contend that our comprehension of abstract ideas is very
often framed by more concrete, physical experiences. This conceptual
theory of metaphor was concisely articulated by Zoltan Kovecses as
“understanding one conceptual domain from the point of view of another
conceptual domain” [7, p. 4]. Scholars like Alice Deignan also build upon
the principles of cognitive metaphor, emphasising its role in structur-
ing thought, grounding abstract language in the body, and shaping ideas
[2, p. 14]. Some recent studies also attempt to examine the functionality
of metaphors utilising a corpus-based approach. For instance, D.B. Le
Roux and D.A. Parry directly explore metaphors for social media (“The
town square in your pocket” [10]). J. Foley [5] investigates the metaphor-
ical conceptualisation of social media in a specialised corpus. While its
focus is on mental health blogs, it uses corpus linguistics to explore how
social media is framed through metaphors (e.g., DRUGS, PLACE, PATH,
FOOD source domains), which directly aligns with our study’s core aim
of identifying conceptual metaphors for social networks. M. Di Cristo-
faro [3] specifically addresses the methodology of using corpus linguis-
tics to analyse language in social media. Additionally, research published
in the renowned journal Language & Cognition (Cambridge University
Press) and conducted by Karolina Krawczak [8] is an excellent example
of recent corpus-based quantitative and qualitative research on metaphor-
ical conceptualisation, demonstrating rigorous methodology for identify-
ing metaphor distribution across registers.

Nevertheless, despite recognition of the pervasive influence of meta-
phor on language and thought, close attention to the metaphorical land-
scape of social networks remains largely absent.

This article is dedicated to solving previously unexplored parts by
examining the metaphorical patterns employed in an effort to verbalise
the concept of ‘social networks’ in contemporary English, making use of
corpus-based research. A linguistic corpus, as a “substantial amount, in
machine-readable form, unified, structured, divided, philologically qual-
ified set of linguistic data, prepared for solving specific linguistic prob-
lems” [11, p. 7], constitutes an empirical framework for testing hypoth-
eses about language. Corpora allow researchers to provide quantifiable
data on lexical items, typical contexts, collocations, grammatical patterns,
and the semantic and pragmatic properties of language items. The Corpus
of Contemporary American English (COCA), housing its vast and diverse
collection of texts, is a valuable resource in this study.

The objective of this article is to identify, examine, and categorise the
primary conceptual metaphors employed in the verbalisation of ‘social
networks’ in the COCA corpus. This involves: 1) identifying recurring
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metaphorical words for social networks; 2) identifying the source and tar-
get domains of these metaphors; 3) categorising metaphors following the
pre-existing typologies of cognitive metaphors (structural, ontological,
orientational); 4) analysing societal understanding of social networks,
drawing on the examined metaphorical patterns.

Methodology/Methods. The present study adopts a mixed-methods
approach, corpus linguistics-oriented and theoretically grounded in the
cognitive metaphor theory (CMT) framework, to investigate the meta-
phorical concepts of social networks in an organised manner. There are
several steps: to identify, analyse, and categorise the conceptual meta-
phors employed to depict 'social networks, using the lexemes Facebook
and Instagram for the keyword search. This selection of representative
platforms is justified by their worldwide popularity and pervasive cultural
impact, so they are adequate surrogates for the way social networking is
commonly conceived in contemporary American English. For every one
of the keywords, topically pertinent concordance lines (approximately
200-300 per term, proportioned in respect of frequency and saturation)
were drawn out and closely read. Each concordance line drawn out was
read carefully in its broader context to determine the /iteral and figurative
sense of the language. For each metaphorical expression found, the target
domain (the idea which is being construed, e.g., 'FACEBOOK") and the
source domain (the idea in terms of which it is construed, 'PLACE') were
systematically mapped. These metaphors were classified according to the
types: structural, ontological, and orientational. Qualitative analysis was
employed to examine how the metaphors might influence users' percep-
tion, behaviour, and societal discourse on social media.

Results and Discussion. This section provides empirical findings, as
retrieved from the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA).
It indicates the main conceptual domains through which these platforms
are metaphorized. Metaphors possess the very real capability of con-
veying deep meaning beyond their literal surface, creating vivid mental
images that contribute significantly to greater understanding and better
retention of abstract ideas. This study applies attempts to illuminate the
metaphorisation of social networks.

After analysing the linguistic corpus material, it is immediately clear
that the concept of SOCIAL NETWORK acquires a specific metaphorical
embodiment.

Structural metaphors use conceptual projections between source and
target structures. This is what makes it possible to understand the target
concept through the knowledge structure provided by the source domain.
The first is the conceptual metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is GOVERN-
MENT. In this way, the source domain enables the target domain to have
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rulers who can prohibit or allow something, face criticism, and conduct
their own policies. These and other structural elements are verbalised by
the following collocates: have policies, be crowned the ruler, allow, face
criticism.

“That's in spite of the fact that social networks such as Facebook
and Instagram , as well as tween-popular mobile apps such as Snapchat,
have policies that prohibit users under the age of 13 from creating their
own profiles (COCA, Instagram, 69).”

“AllThingsD reports that smartphone users visited Instagram more
often and for longer periods of time that they did Twitter (COCA, Insta-
gram, 221).”

Another way of metaphorical representation is the structural metaphor
SOCIAL NETWORK is PLACE. In some cases, it can be seen that social
networks are directly called a place:

“Instagram once billed itself as a small intimate place for users to
share and filter pictures... (COCA, Instagram, 92)”

However, there are cases when some action occurs in relation to this
place, that is, an animate or inanimate object moves towards a certain
place. This example is verbalised by the following collocates: where we
go, move to, go back to, go onto, come onto:

“Facebook is a website where we go to be alone together (COCA,
Facebook, 128).”

Another way to metaphorise social networks is to compare them to a
container, through the boundaries of which movement occurs and within
which something is stored. Thus, one of the most commonly used struc-
tural metaphors is that SOCIAL NETWORK is CONTAINER, which has
its own size, in which something can be stored and within which a person
can be. This is expressed by the following collocates: size, be stored in,
be in:

“Somewhat surprisingly, the easiest information to remove from the
Internet may be data stored in Facebook, and to a lesser extent in other
social networks (COCA, Facebook, 95).”

Another parameter of metaphorization of social networks is the imag-
inary comparison of them with certain tools that perform many functions,
are used for different purposes and help living objects achieve certain
goals. Thus, one can single out another structural metaphor, SOCIAL
NETWORK is TOOL. Sometimes social networks are directly called a
tool, source or resource that can be used: “First, many students perceive
Facebook purely as a social networking platform, not as an instructional
tool (COCA, Facebook, 244).”

Orientational metaphors are related to spatial orientations, such as
up-down, inside-out, and front-back. Therefore, orientational metaphors
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provide a concept of spatial orientation that is not arbitrary, but based on
our cultural and physical experience. The most famous orientation met-
aphors are MORE — UP, LESS — DOWN. It is worth noting that they are
also reflected in the context of social networks. Cases of using another
orientation metaphor in the context of social networks. When analysing
corpus information, it is worth paying attention to the fact that improving
social networks always means going upwards. Therefore, the metaphor
IMPROVEMENT - UP is always verbalised by the lexeme update:

“We're not just talking about being able to update Facebook — candi-
dates should understand how to use a range of media to build an audience
and further develop the reputation of a quality news publication (COCA,
Facebook, 206).”

Finally, it is worth paying attention to the implementation of the met-
aphor when it is mentioned that people upload certain information to a
social network. However, according to the corpus data, we can conclude
that in the English-speaking context, the metaphor DOWNLOADING
ONLINE — UP, which is represented by the lexemes upload, arises:

“Not if you ask fans to upload photos directly to Facebook (COCA,
Facebook, 223).”

Ontological metaphors are a source of perception of abstract events,
emotions, and ideas from the perspective of actual objects and substances.
They help us understand and perceive the essence of abstract concepts
through actual, understandable objects. The most obvious case of the
embodiment of an ontological metaphor is personification.

The most striking metaphorical representation is the comparison of
the social networks to a person. In this case, the source domain transfers
human features and the ability to perform human activities to the target
domain. The ontological metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is a PERSON
arises, which is primarily conveyed by lexemes denoting the ability to
speak (tell, promise, apologise, and announce):

“The FTC also found that Facebook shared personal information with
advertisers despite promising not to do so (COCA, Facebook, 161).”

Another way of conveying the metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK —
HUMAN is expressed by the ability of social networks to perform some
socially significant actions and contribute to society, which is verbalised
by the words create, make contributions, institute, help, save, and rescue:

“On the technology side, Facebook has created innovative systems
to reliably handle their phenomenal amounts of very rich data, and has
made many contributions to the open-source community (COCA, Face-
book, 28).”

Another embodiment of the ontological metaphor SOCIAL NET-
WORK is HUMAN occurs through the endowment of social networks
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with such human feelings as desire, hope, suffering, temptation, and fear,
which are respectively realised by the verbs want, hope, suffer, tempt, and
Sear:

“Instagram hopes that allowing people to complete their purchases
inside the app will inspire them to shop more — and to create a big new
business for parent company Facebook, which has recently signaled that
it expects commerce and payments to represent the future of the company
(COCA, Instagram, 212).”

Discussion. Our analysis of the metaphorical language of social net-
works from the COCA corpus reveals a definite hierarchy in their use.
Structural metaphors were used most by the speakers (48%). A significant
portion of the fragments under analysis comprised ontological metaphors
(34%), whereas orientational metaphors took the last position (18%).

The predominance of structural metaphors underscores a fundamen-
tal cognitive strategy whereby social networks are thought of in terms of
well-defined, spatially or functionally organised structures [3]. Specific
metaphoric mappings address to certain social patterns in making sense
of social networks in human life:

— The metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK IS COUNTRY provides the
target domain with properties such as the presence of governing bodies, a
‘population’ of users, and the potential for a range of actions and activities
within a defined boundary.

— The metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is PLACE highlights the idea
of social networks as a space that can be navigated, wherein animate enti-
ties (users) and inanimate objects (content, data) can ‘move towards’ or
be placed in.

— The metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is CONTENT, which has
the properties of objects: it is measurable, has size, and can hold various
objects (information, media).

— The metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is TOOL emphasises the
instrumental function of social networks, conceptualising them as a
means to an end, whether communication, information seeking, or other
personal and professional goals.

Orientational metaphors, rooted in socio-cultural consciousness, draw
on spatial orientations to convey status, quantity, or motion. In social net-
works, some of the most familiar examples are: MORE — UP, LESS —
DOWN, ONLINE - INSIDE, OFFLINE — OUTSIDE and DOWNLOAD
ONLINE — UP. These correspondences reflect a broad human tendency
to represent abstract states and processes in terms of vertical and spatial
dimensions [8; 9].

The ontological metaphor SOCIAL NETWORK is HUMAN, which
essentially represents the overarching understanding of social networks
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as an acting agent. This metaphor allows social networks to acquire
human-like powers, ascribing agency and similarity to them. Instances
of this metaphor give social networks abilities such as speaking, creating,
assisting, feeling, managing, being in relationships, struggling, transmit-
ting information, and competing. Through anthropomorphism in social
networks, society learns better about something that was previously new
and abstract [6; 10].

Conclusions. The presented study identified that social network
knowledge and its transmission, a very new and abstract concept, are
greatly affected by various metaphorical mappings. Social network met-
aphorization is essential in order for society to understand, interpret, and
realistically portray information about this abstract entity. It facilitates
cognition and communication by organising thought and discourse using
known objects and phenomena in language, with structural and ontolog-
ical metaphors functioning optimally in such cognition and communica-
tion.

Research on the pragmatic effects of such metaphors on user activ-
ity, policymaking, and public discourse could serve as a prospect for
further investigation. Understanding how specific metaphorical framing
influences user participation and privacy concerns could have real-world
effects on platform architecture, communication strategies, and digital lit-
eracy education.
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