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Svi radovi objavljeni u Zborniku radova sa 

 anonimno su recenzirani i dobili su po dve pozitivne recenzije.



METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS 

 AND IN ENGLISH AND SERBIAN1

ABSTRACT

two most basic colour terms,  and , in Serbian and English. These two terms have been 

 most basic ones, since they were found to exist even in languages which have only 

two names for colours. In our analysis, metaphorical extensions were isolated after comparing 

several Serbian and English dictionaries, and attempts were made at making hypotheses about 

how these extensions came into being. The study shows that there is a relatively high degree of 

correspondence between the two compared languages in terms of the existence of underlying 

conceptual metaphors with  and  serving as source domains.

Key words

Serbian.

1. INTRODUCTION

Colour terms have been studied in a number of different ways and from many different 

perspectives, especially in relation to linguistic relativity. In this paper, we decided 

to take a look at the most basic colour terms (  and 

some speculations as to how they came into existence over the years. Almost every study 

concerned with colours and colour terms has Berlin and Kay’s famous book 

 and  as the most basic of 

the basic colour terms, occurring as they do in all languages before any other colour term. 

1 
Mechanical Engineering, and supported by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological 
Development of the Republic of Serbia.
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In a broader sense these two terms refer to light and darkness. As for the explanation of the 

variety of their metaphorical extensions, we can refer back to the cognitive linguistic view, 

of the most common source domains, corresponding to life and death as one of the most 

A number of authors have dealt with the semantic development of these two terms 

related to the metaphorical extensions these words have in modern Serbian and English. 

 in English descended from  

in Old English, which means , and that it also had the conventional 

hue sense of 

 in Serbian, which has a synonym 

vran (almost exclusively related to 

 in Serbian has retained the aspect of its 

original meaning which has to do with sheen, and this fact may account for  having a 

metaphorical extension related to temperature, which is not the case with . Referring 

with  (beside comprising the 

brightness to hue, saying that 
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switch from brightness to hue, white in English has retained its relation to temperature, 

We certainly cannot completely rely on the semantic development of the terms through 

history to explain their metaphorical extensions, but it can help us make certain assumptions 

based on this development (e.g. the notion of clarity as a meaning component of  in 

both languages may be the reason behind the extension of the meaning of  to morally 

There is a number of conceptual metaphors involving  and  which can be 

we will present the matching metaphors that  and  have in these two languages 

by comparing the corpus extracted from  to the corpus extracted from (other 

as the starting point, is necessary for a complete insight into the similarity of underlying 

2. 

2.1. 

The book entitled 

can serve as an introduction to this most basic metaphorical extension of , standing in 

opposition to  and pointing to the general positive connotations 

METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS  AND  IN ENGLISH AND ...
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 (life forms thrive in environments 

The examples from  and 

, 

 (where 

money is associated with white as something that can potentially help in times of need, 

whereas the 

on the one 

hand and on the other  In Christianity,  refers to a 

which used the colour term  in relation to agriculture in order to describe particularly 

, etc. This basic metaphor, together with the components 

, 

and scorching, burning, etc. for 

terms (i.e. clear as a synonym for 

the starting point for the derivation of other metaphors which relate white to phenomena 

perceived as having generally positive connotations2.

2.2. 

This particular metaphorical extension is probably derived from the more literal 

association of black with dirt, out of which by contrast we associate white with clean, 

unsoiled. 

An interesting study was conducted by these two psychologists, who examined automatic 

associations between words with moral and immoral meanings and the colours black 

2 There are exceptions to this general rule, though, as we can see in  which presents us with the 
meaning of 
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and white. 

 with immorality, i.e.  

with moral purity. Appropriate illustrations were also found in  and 

, and It is I 

, coupled with the appropriate 

 and 

 

, which is a collocation used to describe the kind of lie which aims to avoid hurting the 

person it is intended for in English. 

2.3. 

as the source and peaceful as the target domain, as in times of war soldiers guaranteed with 

heralds bore white wands, prisoners or hostages captured in battle would attach a piece of 

white paper to their hat or helmet, and garrisons that had surrendered and been promised 

safe passage to safety would carry white batons. In 1625, Hugo Grotius described the white 

 and  

 and 

, with offering some additional 

adjectives for this meaning, such as  and .

2.4. 

3 The Stroop task demonstrates the cognitive interference that occurs when a person is instructed to name 

METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS  AND  IN ENGLISH AND ...
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by the colour of clothes worn on certain occasions, particularly weddings and funerals. In 

the western world it is customary for brides to wear white, whereas in China this colour, 

together with black, is more appropriate for funerals (even though recent years have seen 

persists in some parts of Hungary as well. In Serbian and English, however, we have a 

matching opposition of metaphorical extensions  and 

, which is supported by examples from  and 

, and 

svetao and , respectively.

2.5. 

Several factors could have played a part in the origin of this metaphor. There is a certain 

possibility that it has sun as the source of light (which acts as a synonym of white, as 

sun also provides heat, so this can be one possible explanation for this extension. Another 

explanation could be the physical perception of objects made of metal glowing white when 

heated to extremely high temperatures. Both languages have examples of this metaphorical 

 in  and 

 in , as well as the 

examples of  (

(

rage.

3. 

3.1. 

The conceptual metaphor linking  to  (and  to 

in those metaphors involving the colour . It is somewhat less metaphorical as 

realm (

 in 
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by examples such as the one coming from the proverbial rhyme 

. The phrase 

 in the rhyme obviously refers to soiled hands, which were clearly engaged in 

some kind of work. Similarly,  includes 

 and the 

concept of .

3.2. 

This metaphor operates as the counterpart of the metaphor 

, which was dubbed the most basic of all mentioned in the previous section dealing 

with . It is the most basic in the same sense as its counterpart as it deals with a 

domain which is includes various elements of ,  or  and other abstract 

domains described by means of the colour  and 

crno in 

and . 

The examples from English which support this metaphor include I 

 as well as 

Other examples from spoken English which can be added to the list 

, 

market, 

 In the listed examples, 

 is used to modify the noun  (  in English and

which speaks enough of its negative connotations. 

 We also have a number of examples with colour coming from Serbian epic 

 is used to amplify the 

 and 

. 

3.3. 

The following metaphor, can be considered 

a variation of It, however, has a set of meanings which are 

METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS  AND  IN ENGLISH AND ...
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 and found in the dictionaries of English and Serbian. One of 

 describes it as 

, 

. There 

elements. provides us with 

,  , 

and 

, whereas  offers  

, which also supports the previous metaphor, Furthermore, 

for the purpose of stressing 

the sinister and ominous nature of the news received.  

3.4. 

A further step towards the realm of abstraction can be found in the conceptual metaphor 

relating the colour  to 

 we can learn that black is  

. We may say that, linguistically speaking, the direct links connecting black to sad 

but culturally speaking, the links between  and 

(where  refers to sadness, depression and ill 

 and it is supported by 

 and  

3.5. 

Finally, in both English and Serbian  is used to symbolize  or . 
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, whereas 

however, the example  

supports it well enough. Moreover, examples of symbolising sin are found in Serbian 

 is richer in examples which support the conceptual metaphor 

 and 

. On the whole, we might conclude that this metaphor has a better 

grounding in English than it does in Serbian. 

4. CONCLUSIONS

Having in mind that the analysis of the researched corpus was performed in one 

direction, we can say that there is a relatively high degree of correspondence between the 

two compared languages in terms of the existence of underlying conceptual metaphors 

with  and  serving as source domains. Pairs such as 

 can be supported by 

which accompany them. We have seen that some of these meanings and uses are obsolete, 

of view, it is very important that even those obsolete existed, as it might also imply that 

they can ‘reactivate’ at some point in the future, having in mind the systematic nature of 

other languages would be crucial in the process of revealing how important colour terms 

tend to be in the process of conceptualization. Using native speakers as respondents could 

give us additional material for analyses of this kind.
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METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS  AND  

IN ENGLISH AND SERBIAN

Summary

The aim of this paper was to explore the metaphorical extensions of the basic colour 

terms  and 

dictionaries, the most important of which were RMS and OED. The paper offers some 

METAPHORICAL EXTENSIONS OF THE COLOUR TERMS  AND  IN ENGLISH AND ...



558

hypotheses concerning the meaning development of  and  metaphors over time. 

Ten metaphors in total were singled out and analysed. Even though we can conclude that 

there is a relatively high degree of correspondence between the two compared languages in 

terms of the existence of underlying conceptual metaphors with  and serving as 

source domains, it has to be stressed that further research in the opposite direction (English 

them.

 I  

U ENGLESKOM I SRPSKOM JEZIKU

pojmova  i  bojeu engleskom i srpskom jeziku. Radilo se o relativno malom, 

postojanja pojmovnih metafora u kojima i 
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