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I. Choice of research subject 

Closely related with marriage, ethics and morality, family has long been an intriguing 

topic for academic research, with hundreds of research papers published worldwide each year. 

As the most basic social unit, the institution of family remains at the center of social life and 

has a range of vital social functions. Moreover, family has been recognized as a key 

component of the Chinese civilization, and numerous sociological studies have both revealed 

the distinct features of the institution of family in Chinese society and confirmed that the 

Chinese concept of FAMILY (JIA) is a key socio-cultural concept permeated with ancestral 

Chinese philosophical and cultural traditions. The significance and centrality of the family can 

be observed in nearly every aspect of Chinese life, since the family in China functions as the 

strategic core of the social order and forms the foundations of all social organizations by 

extending family relations to human interactions in social life, providing not only support, 

moral discipline and personal identity for its members but also the most important human 

relationships for individuals within and outside the realms of family. Therefore, a thorough 

investigation of the Chinese concept of FAMILY can certainly reveal the characteristics of the 

Chinese ethical rules and cultural beliefs as well as the importance of FAMILY in understanding 

the Chinese culture. 

II. Dissertation objectives and structure 

The present linguistic research about the Chinese concept of FAMILY aims to present a 

more comprehensive description about the figurative conceptualizations of FAMILY in modern 

Mandarin Chinese with empirical evidence and two working hypotheses listed as follows: 1) 

The concept of FAMILY is conceptualized through metaphors (and metonymies) in Chinese, 

and 2) some of the conceptual metaphors (and metonymies) in Chinese used in the early 

twenty-first century for the concept of FAMILY are different from the conceptual metaphors 

(and metonymies) used previously in the twentieth century. It is also intended to discover how 

the Chinese cultural context may affect the choices of source domains for metaphorical 

comprehension of the FAMILY concept. The Chinese character 家(jiā) has been chosen as the 

key research word because the concept of FAMILY is linguistically expressed by 家(jiā) in 

modern Mandarin Chinese. 

The present dissertation consists of ten chapters. Following the first introductory chapter 

where the research topic and the research word 家(jiā) are introduced, the second chapter is 

the literature review of the previous research about family. Chapter three and chapter four 

introduce the theoretical framework and the research methodology respectively. Chapter five 

starts analytical discussions about the research results with a focus on the examination of the 

Chinese compounds with 家(jiā), and chapter six mainly deals with the metaphors of FAMILY 

identified exhaustively from the Chinese language corpus. Chapter seven concentrates on 
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what concepts are metaphorically understood through FAMILY in Chinese, and a small-scoped 

comparative study is added to discuss the adoption of Lakoff’s (1996) family models and 

cultural differences in the application of FAMILY metaphors in politics. Chapter eight and nine 

are dedicated to the exploration of the possible changes in the Chinese people’s figurative 

conceptualizations of FAMILY. These two chapters describe a questionnaire study and an 

interviewing study conducted respectively in mainland China among young people and in 

Hungary among Chinese immigrants living in Budapest, with analytical comparisons of 

research findings with those of the Chinese language corpus. The last chapter is a short, 

general conclusion where the major research discoveries are summarized and the limitations 

of the present research and possible future studies about the concept of FAMILY are indicated. 

III. Theoretical framework and research methodology 

The theoretical framework of cognitive linguistics has been adopted to conduct the 

present research about the FAMILY concept in modern Mandarin Chinese, since ancient 

Chinese philosophy underlying Chinese socio-cultural concepts is characterized by a holistic, 

embodied model of cognition and the prevalence of metaphor in philosophical reasoning, and 

cognitive linguistics also holds the view that the human mind is holistic and embodied, with 

metaphor, metonymy, categorization, framing and image schema regarded as important 

cognitive mechanisms for people to make sense of their interactions with the world.  

The official, non-specialized Modern Chinese Corpus with more than 110 million 

Chinese characters from linguistic materials of the twentieth century has been introduced as 

the source of naturally occurring linguistic data for the sake of carrying out a bottom-up, 

corpus-based empirical linguistic research about the concept of FAMILY in Mandarin Chinese. 

Moreover, other research methodologies such as questionnaire and interviewing have also 

been utilized as compromising solutions for data collection in consideration of the research 

feasibility and the lack of available comparative language corpora so as to continue the 

exploration about the changes in the Chinese people’s figurative conceptualizations of FAMILY 

in the early twenty-first century. Following the “metaphor identification procedure” (MIP) 

proposed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007), source domains used for conceptualizing FAMILY 

and metonymies of FAMILY have been manually identified as exhaustively as possible from the 

linguistic data of the Modern Chinese Corpus, the questionnaire and the interviewing research. 

Diagrams (or tables) and Chinese linguistic examples with English translation have been 

provided in systematic analyses and discussions. 

IV. Conclusions 

The detailed analyses of the research results have verified the first hypothesis of the 

present research because FAMILY as an abstract concept is truly understood through metaphors 

and metonymies in Mandarin Chinese. The Chinese concept of FAMILY has been based on the 
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deeply entrenched Chinese cognitive model of JIA and constructed primarily by several 

general metaphors of FAMILY such as FAMILY IS AN OBJECT, FAMILY IS A CONTAINER, FAMILY IS A 

PERSON, FAMILY IS A PLANT and FAMILY IS A BUILDING which may constitute the Chinese 

cultural model of FAMILY that has been embedded in the minds of native Chinese speakers. 

The mention of the key research word 家(jiā) may activate the Chinese cognitive model of 

JIA, and those abstract concepts used to conceptualize FAMILY are generally emotions or the 

key Chinese family values attached to the family that are components of the cognitive model 

of JIA and become the source domains for FAMILY with (or without) the help of metonymy. 

Thus, the Chinese cultural model of FAMILY is established upon the cognitive model of JIA and 

comprised of general metaphors of FAMILY along with the core Chinese family values and 

ideologies.  

Moreover, conventional generic-level metaphors of FAMILY are grounded in universal life 

experience and dominantly present in the research data while specific-level metaphors of 

FAMILY occur much less frequently but they are created out of individual experience and 

comparatively more novel with special rhetorical effects, especially those discovered from 

Chinese literature works in the Modern Chinese Corpus. Besides, metonymies of FAMILY 

including FAMILY FOR FAMILY PROPERTY, FAMILY FOR THE MEMBERS OF THE FAMILY, FAMILY FOR 

ANIMAL HUSBANDRY, FAMILY FOR THE ORIGIN OF THE FAMILY and RESIDENTIAL PLACE OF A 

FAMILY FOR THE FAMILY have also been identified in the research data. Different source 

domains underline different functions of the family, and metaphors and metonymies of 

FAMILY sometimes coexist in a single linguistic example to depict different aspects of FAMILY. 

Other similes, metaphors and metonymies also show up in linguistic examples with 

metaphors and metonymies of FAMILY, implying that a cluster of metaphors and metonymies 

can be applied in the Chinese language to construct abstract concepts and convey intended 

meanings. 

Meanwhile, the prototype effect in semantics and the crucial function of metaphor and 

metonymy in the semantic extension of the polysemous word 家(jiā) and in the formation 

and the meaning construction process of the disyllabic Chinese compounds with 家(jiā) have 

been demonstrated by corpus discoveries that 家 (jiā) has developed multiple 

non-prototypical meanings from its prototypical meaning of “family, home or household” 

through mechanisms of metaphor and metonymy, and the disyllabic compounds with 家(jiā) 

have also acquired their established meanings through various metaphors and metonymies 

that may act upon the head, the modifier, the compound as a whole and the relation between 

the compound components as inspected in the research of English compounds conducted by 

Benczes (2005). Furthermore, corpus data have shown that FAMILY and HOME are common 

source domains to conceptualize other abstract concepts in Mandarin Chinese. The source 

domain of FAMILY is employed to metaphorically comprehend target domains such as 

COUNTRY/STATE/NATION, SOCIETY, ETHNIC NATIONALITY, INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY and 
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social groups or institutions while a variety of working places are conceptualized through the 

source domain of HOME. Metaphors with FAMILY and HOME as source domains are capable of 

structuring interpersonal relations upon familial relations and cultivating people’s loyalty, 

devotion, emotions and responsibilities attached to their home (and family) for the protection 

of the collective interests and the achievement of harmony, unity and stability of a social 

community or a country/state/nation. 

On the other hand, the second hypothesis of the present research has not been fully 

supported by the research data, since the comparison of the research results from the Modern 

Chinese Corpus, the questionnaire and the interviews has indicated that no dramatic changes 

have occurred in the Chinese metaphorical comprehension of FAMILY, and the majority of the 

metaphors of FAMILY used in the twentieth century in the language corpus are still in use in the 

early twenty-first century. Such discoveries may confirm the strong influence of the Chinese 

cultural model of FAMILY in shaping the metaphorical conceptualizations of FAMILY nowadays 

despite the fact that most of the questionnaire participants in China and the Chinese 

immigrants in Hungary have been in full complete awareness of the structural and ideological 

changes in the institution of family that have been brought by the economic, political and 

social reforms in the past four decades. The powerful hold of the cultural model of FAMILY can 

override the contextual effects of age, gender, profession, educational background, family 

origin and income, family structure, parenting styles, modes of family education and even the 

difference of the immediate social, physical and communicative environment. Thus, the 

questionnaire participants and the immigrant interviewees have shared many metaphors of 

FAMILY and a tendency of applying specific-level metaphors to express their individual 

conceptualizations of FAMILY in their replies to the question what family is but relying on 

generic-level metaphors that constitute the Chinese cultural model of FAMILY to interpret the 

impact of social changes resulting from the development of commodity economy upon 

people’s conception of FAMILY at the present time. 

Nevertheless, within-culture variation of metaphor use can be observed from the 

employment of specific-level metaphors of FAMILY due to the difference in individual life 

experience and the alteration of the immediate socio-cultural, physical and communicative 

settings. Compared with the findings in the Modern Chinese Corpus, more comparatively 

novel, specific-level metaphors of FAMILY have been identified in the linguistic data of the 

questionnaire and the interviews. The shared situation of having satisfaction with family life 

and managing life’s hardships and obstacles in order to survive in a new living environment 

underlies the salience of the idea of SAFE PLACE and the mutual preference for the source 

domain of HARBOR in the metaphorical conceptualizations of FAMILY among the majority of 

the questionnaire participants and the immigrant interviewees. Therefore, the FAMILY IS A SAFE 

PLACE and FAMILY IS A HARBOR metaphors can be considered as “context-induced metaphors” 

(Kövecses 2015) which do not occur in the Modern Chinese Corpus but appear frequently in 
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the research data of the questionnaire and the interviews to emphasize the family’s essential 

functions of providing help, safety, protection and place for rest. Since context and bodily 

experience are believed to be two sources for people to obtain meanings in the views of 

cognitive linguistics, the present research also confirms the importance of context because 

context not only helps to determine the on-line meaning of the polysemous research word 家

(jiā) in the research data but also motivates context-induced metaphors that express individual 

understanding of the FAMILY concept. 

In addition, the present research has testified the significant function of culture as a 

contextual factor in shaping the figurative conceptualizations of FAMILY in Mandarin Chinese. 

The salience of the FAMILY concept in the Chinese culture and the centrality of the family in 

Chinese society have found expression in the Chinese language, and the dominant Chinese 

cultural values and family ethics have been deeply rooted in the minds of native Chinese 

speakers and explicitly reflected in their metaphorical understanding of FAMILY. The heritage 

of the Chinese feudal traditions and the Confucian family values and morality have been 

preserved and sustained in Mandarin Chinese, especially in those Chinese compounds with 

家(jiā) used as honorific titles, self-depreciatory expressions or names of academic subjects. 

What’s more, the vital importance and the high value attached to the institution of family in 

the Chinese culture may underlie both the productivity of metaphors with FAMILY and HOME 

as source domains in the Modern Chinese Corpus and the particular prominence of the 

COUNTRY/STATE/NATION AS FAMILY metaphor in Chinese political discourse. It is a Chinese 

cultural tradition to model interpersonal relations and social, political activities through the 

medium of the family and kinship relations, so FAMILY metaphors are often used to understand 

human relations in collective communities or associations. The frequent use of the WORKING 

PLACE IS HOME metaphor with its varied specifications in the language corpus may blur the 

boundary between work and private life, which is a phenomenon rarely seen in English due to 

the emphasis on individuality and the lack of strong sense of community affiliation in Western 

cultures. The more appearances of the COUNTRY/STATE/NATION AS FAMILY metaphor in the 

Chinese annual government work reports may reveal that the cultural emphasis on the value 

of family and the prevailing Confucian values and ideology in relation to family harmony, 

unity and stability in the Chinese political reasoning might not be shared in American and 

Hungarian culture.  

With respect of the two family models proposed by Lakoff (1996), the present research 

has proved that both models of morality exist in the Chinese minds and the Chinese political 

reasoning, but the adoption or the dominance of either model of morality is not necessarily 

indicated explicitly by the application of FAMILY metaphors only. The morality traits of these 

two family models have been observed more frequently from parenting styles, intrafamilial 

relations and the roles a government or a country/state/nation can play to deal with political 

issues, but the Nurturant Parent model of morality tends to be more preferred than the Strict 
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Father model of morality both in the sphere of Chinese domestic life and in contemporary 

Chinese political discourse, since the nurturing and supportive roles of the 

country/state/nation have been greatly highlighted in the Chinese annual government work 

reports from the year 2004 to 2012. Lakoff’s two models of morality can be detected in the 

political reasoning of American and Hungarian political leaders as well. The nine years of 

American State of the Union Addresses (2004-2012) have testified Lakoff’s (1996) claim that 

the conservative Republicans are keen on the Strict Father model of morality to express their 

political views while the liberal Democrats pay less attention to the application of the 

Nurturant Parent model of morality to enhance the effectiveness of their political arguments. 

However, no clear-cut dominance of either model has been visible in the twelve years of 

Hungarian government reports (1999-2010) because Hungarian political parties do not 

correspond with the conservative versus liberal distinction as in America and usually exhibit 

“the Hungarian twist” (Kövecses 2009b) in terms of the features of their respective political 

measures. These research findings have further demonstrated that Lakoff’s two models of 

morality are largely present in political argumentation but not directly signaled by FAMILY 

metaphors.  

It is necessary to point out that the information contained in the linguistic data of the 

present research may echo the sociological findings about the changes in the institution of 

family and women’s social roles in contemporary China. Research data have indicated the 

decline of the traditional extended family and parental authority, the erosion of the traditional 

Confucian family values and family ideal, the reduced emphasis on family loyalty and kinship 

obligations, the dominance of the nuclear family and conjugal relation as well as the rise of 

individuality in domestic life. Moreover, gender equality has been written in legislations and 

regulations, and working wives can obtain economic independence from their jobs outside 

their families, enjoy increasing decision-making power within the family circle and shoulder 

up family responsibilities equally with their husbands. Family structure, family ideal and 

people’s attitudes and perceptions towards the family have been changed profoundly due to 

the rapid economic growth and widespread materialism and consumerism that encourage the 

pursuit for individual needs and happiness and enable people to redefine their social status in 

terms of consumption, life style and material wealth instead of traditional kinship system. 

However, the traditional Chinese family values may not be abandoned completely though 

they are less respected nowadays than before, since the key cultural values on family harmony, 

unity and stability as well as the importance of family have been embedded in the Chinese 

language and cultural routines and may remain relatively stable in the minds of native 

Chinese speakers. 
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