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Abstract. This article examines how the elements of water, sky, and earth are metaphorically
employed in English and Uzbek idioms and proverbs. Using a cross-cultural semantic approach, it
demonstrates the role of metaphor in expressing ecological awareness, emotional states, and moral
teachings within each language community. By identifying shared conceptual metaphors and
culturally unique variations, the study uncovers the deep-seated influence of environment, tradition,
and worldview on metaphorical language.
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Introduction. Metaphors grounded in nature form an essential part of linguistic expression. They do
more than describe the natural world - they shape how we think, behave, and communicate. This
paper explores the metaphorical usage of three elemental categories - water, sky, and earth - in English
and Uzbek idioms and proverbs.

While Conceptual Metaphor Theory suggests common experiential metaphors across cultures, this
research probes the nuanced ways culture reshapes these metaphors, focusing on idioms as culturally
embedded expressions. This study investigates how English and Uzbek speakers metaphorically
conceptualize the three fundamental elements of nature - water, sky, and earth - through idioms and
proverbs. While Conceptual Metaphor Theory posits that many metaphors stem from shared human
experiences (e.g., EMOTIONS ARE FLUIDS), this paper argues that cultural context significantly
influences the way metaphors are formed, understood, and used. Through a comparative semantic
and cultural analysis, the paper aims to reveal the deeper linguacultural meanings behind seemingly
universal metaphorical expressions.

Methodology Data was collected from idiomatic dictionaries, folklore compilations, and electronic
corpora in both languages. A total of 80 metaphors (40 from each language) were selected and
categorized.

The analysis applied semantic field analysis and metaphorical mapping to identify source—target
relationships, such as LIFE IS WATER or POWER IS SKY. Ethnographic interpretations and
historical-cultural references were included to account for metaphor motivations and culturally
embedded values.
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Data Collection. The dataset comprises 120 idioms and proverbs (60 English, 60 Uzbek), sourced
from: English: Oxford Dictionary of Idioms, Cambridge Idioms Dictionary, and various online
corpora including the British National Corpus.

Uzbek: O‘zbek Tilining Frazeologik Lug‘ati, folk collections, paremiological databases, and online
Uzbek corpora (Tilshunoslik.uz).

Analytical Framework. The study integrates two complementary frameworks:

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980): to identify source-target domain
relationships such as “EMOTION IS WATER” or “AMBITION IS SKY.”

Cultural Linguistics (Sharifian, 2011): to interpret metaphors as reflections of cultural cognition,
religious values, historical experience, and ecological environments. Each idiom/proverb was:

Categorized under one of the three elements (Water, Sky, Earth). Analyzed for its metaphorical
structure (source and target domains). Contextualized culturally using secondary literature, religious
texts, and ethnographic observations.

The analysis focused on metaphorical mappings, frequency of themes, symbolic meanings, and the
socio-cultural motivations underlying each metaphor.

Results. Water Metaphors. English: “Like a fish out of water” — being uncomfortable or out of place.
“Come hell or high water” — persistence through hardship.

“Suvni ichgan joyingga tupurma” (“Don’t spit in the place you drank water””) — respect for origins
and gratitude.

“Suv bilan kelgan balo, loy bilan ketadi” — hardships come and go like muddy water.

Analysis: In Uzbek, water often symbolizes life, gratitude, and purity, consistent with the arid Central
Asian landscape where water is scarce and sacred. In contrast, English metaphors associate water
more with emotional flux, adversity, and adaptability, likely influenced by a maritime culture and
individualistic values. Sky Metaphors:

“The sky’s the limit” — boundless opportunity.
“Pie in the sky” — unrealistic hope.

“Ko‘kka sig‘magan yerga sig‘maydi” (“He who cannot fit in the sky will not fit on the earth”) —
arrogance leads to exclusion.

“Osmonga gqarab yurma, yerga ham garagin” — balance between ambition and realism.

English sky metaphors focus on limitlessness, hope, and ambition, reflecting a culture of individual
aspiration and technological optimism. In contrast, Uzbek metaphors emphasize humility, fate, and
spiritual moderation, reflecting Islamic teachings and a collectivist worldview where divine order and
social balance are paramount. Earth Metaphors:

“Salt of the earth” — virtuous, humble person.

“Bring someone down to earth” — reconnecting with reality.

“Yerni quchgan odam yiqilmaydi” (“He who hugs the earth does not fall”) — safety in humility.
“Yer o‘ziga tortadi” — people are drawn to their homeland.

In both cultures, earth represents groundedness, but with different nuances. English uses it to express
honesty, simplicity, and realism. In Uzbek, earth metaphors reflect belonging, humility, and
rootedness, often invoking the spiritual bond between people and land.

Results. Water Metaphors: English: “Like a fish out of water” — being uncomfortable or out of place.
“Come hell or high water” — persistence through hardship. Uzbek: “Suvni ichgan joyingga tupurma”
(“Don’t spit in the place you drank water”) — respect for origins and gratitude. “Suv bilan kelgan
balo, loy bilan ketadi” — hardships come and go like muddy water.
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Sky Metaphors: English: “The sky’s the limit” — boundless opportunity.

“Pie in the sky” — unrealistic hope. Uzbek: “Ko‘kka sig‘magan yerga sig‘maydi” (“He who cannot
fit in the sky will not fit on the earth’”) — arrogance leads to exclusion. “Osmonga qarab yurma, yerga
ham garagin” — balance between ambition and realism.

Earth Metaphors: English: “Salt of the earth” — virtuous, humble person.

“Bring someone down to earth” — reconnecting with reality. Uzbek: “Yerni quchgan odam
yiqilmaydi” (“He who hugs the earth does not fall”) — safety in humility. “Yer o‘ziga tortadi” —
people are drawn to their homeland.

Discussion. The comparative analysis reveals the following key findings: Shared Cognitive
Structures. Despite cultural differences, both languages draw on embodied experiences to form nature
metaphors. Examples include:

Water = emotion or life
Sky = hope or ambition
Earth = stability or humility

These align with common human experiences such as thirst, looking upward to dream, and standing
on the ground. Cultural Specificity and Symbolic Nuance. While source domains are similar, target
domains and moral implications differ due to: Religion: Uzbek metaphors often reflect Islamic
teachings on modesty, fate, and divine will.

Ecology: Scarcity of water in Uzbekistan elevates its sacred status, while in English-speaking regions,
water's abundance leads to metaphors of overflow and challenge.

Philosophy: English tends to individualism and optimism (e.g., “sky’s the limit”), whereas Uzbek
emphasizes community, caution, and balance (e.g., “aspire, but stay grounded”).

Language and Cultural Cognition. These metaphors act as cultural schemata, shaping how speakers
perceive not only language but life itself. For instance:

An English speaker might view ambition as a personal right. An Uzbek speaker may interpret
unchecked ambition as a spiritual or social risk. Cross-cultural metaphor analysis reveals how cultural
cognition influences language:

Water metaphors reflect survival and purity in Uzbek (due to its preciousness), while English
metaphorizes water in terms of emotion and challenge (influenced by a seafaring history). Sky
metaphors in English lean toward hope and potential, mirroring a modernist, individualist worldview.
Uzbek sky metaphors stress modesty and spiritual control, rooted in Islamic values and collectivist
traditions. Earth in Uzbek is a metaphor for origin, safety, and honor, while in English it highlights
honesty and groundedness.

Such metaphorical contrasts illustrate how environmental conditions, religion, and social norms
shape language differently, even when drawing on the same natural imagery.

Conclusion. Nature metaphors are universal in form, yet culturally unique in meaning. English and
Uzbek both use water, sky, and earth in metaphorical expressions, but the emotional and moral
connotations differ sharply. This research underscores the importance of linguistic and cultural
knowledge in interpreting metaphorical language and offers practical insight for translation studies,
cross-cultural communication, and cognitive linguistics.

Further research could explore other natural domains such as fire, wind, or animals, or extend this
analysis to poetry and political discourse in both cultures.
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