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TALKING ABOUT DEPRESSION:
EXPERIENCE AND FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE

This paper analyzes the metaphors and metonymies of depression in a personal
account written in Modern Greek describing the experience in retrospect which
is drawn from a corpus of similar accounts published online. Its main aim is to
check how the figurative expressions are distributed in a single narrative, thus
exploring their function in emotional discourse. Furthermore, this study broadens
the scope of the analysis, as it investigates the role of metonymy in the production
of this discourse. The results suggest that metonymy plays an instrumental role in
showcasing the day-to-day experience of depression by highlighting the symptoms.
They also suggest that the emotional involvement of the subject stimulates the use
of figurative language.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In this paper | examine the conceptualisation of depression in a single
narrative in Modern Greek. | present and analyse 39 figurative instantiations
that were found in a personal account written by an individual who suffered
depression in the past and is describing his experience in retrospect. | will analyse
the metaphors and metonymies in text, as I’'m interested to see how the two
mechanisms develop in the course of the narrative and how they interact in the
talk about the experience of depression. This patterning is important for research
on the interaction of metaphor and metonymy (see Goossens 1990), and also
sheds light on the role of figurative language in expressing intense emotion
(Theodoropoulou 2012; Foolen 2012). Furthermore, it will contribute to research
on depression as it is the first attempt at studying metonymy, alongside metaphor,
on naturally occurring discourse, the only other —non-empirical- study being
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Barcelona (1986). Lastly, drawing from my MA thesis (Amokatavidou 2022), itis a
first attempt on the figurative language of depression in Modern Greek.

2. EMOTION AND FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE IN COGNITIVE LINGUISTICS

This paper follows the discussion on the relationship between language and
emotion via the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff & Johnson 1980). Contrary
to the traditional view on metaphor as an ornamental linguistic device, this
theory postulates that metaphor and metonymy are in fact cognitive mechanisms
through which we understand/conceptualize abstract concepts in terms of
concrete concepts. In this process, information from a concrete conceptual domain
(source) is mapped to a less concrete conceptual domain (target). Emotions and
emotional states are considered such abstract conceptual entities that can only
be conceptualized through metaphor and metonymy (Koévecses 1990, 2000).
For example, we talk about sadness in terms of a downward orientation; this
instantiates the metaphorical mapping SADNESS IS DOWN, which is proposed as
a major conceptual metaphor from Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 15-18) and is also
listed in KOvecses (2000: 25-26). We use the knowledge we have about downward
orientation (source domain) to talk about feelings of sadness (target domain), as
illustrated in the following expression: I'm feeling down. In the case of metonymy,
a mental entity provides access to another one, but, different to metaphor, the
metonymic mapping takes place within the same conceptual domain. The most
prominent metonymic principle for emotion concepts is, according to Kévecses
(1990: 70), the metonymy THE (PHYSIOLOGICAL/BEHAVIOURAL) REACTION FOR
EMOTION, as is indicated by the expression: he was shaking with fear (PHYSICAL
AGITATION FOR FEAR).

Critical to this approach to emotions are other studies from the cognitive
paradigm itself (Foolen 2012; Theodoropoulou 2012), and from neuroscience
(see LeDoux 1998). These studies propose a different approach, one that doesn’t
equate emotion with cognition disregarding its experiential aspect. This paper
is in line with these approaches that postulate that metaphor and metonymy
in emotion discourse are motivated by the need for expressing aspects of the
emotional experience (@godwpomolAou 2004; Theodoropoulou 2012; Foolen
2012: 360). Following Theodoropoulou (2012: 457), focus is placed on the word
choice as a marker of the subject’s emotional involvement. This notion brings into
mind the recent view on metaphor as a secondary construal of reality, according
to which all linguistic expression, including figurative language, is inherently
viewpointed (Dancygier & Sweetser 2014: 3). In this context, the various linguistic
choices directly correlate with the subject’s beliefs, attitudes, and emotions.
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2.1. Figurative language and depression

The literature on the figurative language of depression has focused primarily
on metaphor, with the exception of Barcelona (1986). Though not an empirical
study, Barcelona managed to trace the conventional ways in which English speakers
talk about depression. Regarding the role of metonymy, he found the EFFECT
FOR CAUSE metonymy to be the most prevalent, where the CAUSE is depression,
and the EFFECTS are the various physiological and behavioural responses. As
for metaphor, depression is conceptualised as a FORCE (physical or violent), a
BURDEN or NUISANCE, a LIVING ORGANISM (among which a monster), an ENEMY
and a BOUNDED SPACE (generally a container). Regarding the last source domain,
there is a further conceptualisation in which the person suffering from depression
is the container and depression is the substance it contains. These findings were
confirmed by later empirical studies, which have mostly focused on English, and
to a lesser extent on Chinese (Pritzker 2007), Spanish (Reali, Soriano & Rodriguez
2016) and Catalan (Coll-Florit et al. 2021). In addition, other source-domains were
established as conventional, namely DESCENT, DARKNESS, CAPTOR.

The studies drew their data from different types of corpora, like therapy
session recordings (McMullen et al. 2002), interviews with patients (Charteris-
Black 2012), reporting data mostly from the perspective of the people who
experienced the disorder, but also from the press (Reali, Soriano & Rodriguez
2016) and from radio broadcasts of depression (Semino 2008). The latter included
metaphors from people other than patients like family members, friends, and
therapists. Other studies focused on books, both fiction and non-fiction (Demjén
2011; Schoeneman, Schoeneman & Stallings 2004). This paper follows Coll-Florit
et al. (2021) who focused on first-person accounts but differs from them by
examining the role of metonymy alongside metaphor.

3. DATA AND METHOD

The present study seeks to investigate the figurative language in usage
(Stefanowitsch 2006), and so the data under study is drawn from naturally
occurring discourse. Specifically, the linguistic instantiations that will be presented
were drawn from a small corpus of written natural discourse, that was constructed
for the purposes of my MA thesis. This corpus consists of three such accounts
published in online blogs describing the individuals’ experience with the disorder
in retrospect. The collection of the data was made through a Google search of
the phrase “depression and me” in Modern Greek, so that | could find personal
accounts of depression from Greek speakers; all data is accessible online without
the need of authorized entry. From the original three accounts, | selected one
because my aim was to examine the distribution of figurative language in a single
narrative. The identification of the metaphorical and metonymic instantiations
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was made word-by-word with the use of MIPVU (Steen et al. 2010). | utilize a
lexical method because | search for and examine any qualitative differences
between different linguistic instantiations of the same source-domain. Since
I’'m examining the metaphors and metonymies in context, particular attention is
placed on the various patterns in which they manifest in text (for metaphor, see
Semino 2008; for metonymy, see Denroche 2018). Due to space limitations, only
a sample of the narrative is presented here. The narrative in its entirety can be
found in Apokatanidou (Amokatavidou 2022).

4. RESULTS

In the sample presented in this section, 39 figurative instantiations were
identified. These include 23 metaphorical and 11 metonymic instantiations; the
remaining five are cases of interaction. | call these metaphorical-metonymic
because | think both mechanisms are at play. The results will be presented in
small extracts so we can better trace any patterns in text. The linguistic metaphors
are marked with bold characters and the metonymies are underlined. Whenever
an expression is both bold and underlined, it is a case of interaction. This first
extract shows three such cases.

(1)
a. Nviysoai, aduvateic va avaoaivelg, viwdeic Tnv kapdia oou va FéAeL

va Byet ééw,
‘You’re drowning, unable to breathe, you feel your heart wanting to
come out’

b. uouvdialelc kat 0Ao aUTO TO OKNVIKO €ival KaONUEPIVO akouo Kot

JIEPLOOOTEPO ATTO ULA POPU.
‘you’re numb and all of this is happening multiple times a day’

c. Aev os vowalel timota, adLta@opeic yio 0OAoUC Kol OAaL.
‘You don’t care about anything, nothing and no one matters’

In this section, the individual is describing his experience at the onset of the
depressive episode. He’s addressing people who haven’t experienced depression
before, as is also indicated by the title of the narrative (‘No, you don’t know
what depression is’). In a series of three consecutive metonymies, which form
a metonymy cluster (Denroche 2018: 9), the individual reports physiological and
psychological symptoms of depression, i.e., inability to breathe, increase in heart
rate and loss of interest. These symptoms are seen as more elaborated versions
of the metonymy THE PHYSIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL EFFECTS FOR
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DEPRESSION. The first two also instantiate the metonymy THE PHYSIOLOGICAL
EFFECTS FOR ANXIETY. Furthermore, these metonymic expressions can also
be seen as metaphorical. This could be an instance of the ‘metaphor within
metonymy’ pattern documented in Theodoropoulou (Ggobdwpomoviou 2004).
In this pattern, metonymy highlights the body, and metaphor expresses the
emotional intensity. Specifically, in the expression nviyeoat ‘you’re drowning’ the
inability to breathe is further conceptualized as DROWNING, which highlights the
intensity of the experience.

Likewise, the increase in heart rate in the expression tnv kapdia cou va
el va Byel €w ‘your heart wanting to come out’ foregrounds a part of the
body, the heart, which then is personified as a MOVING ENTITY. In addition, the
body is conceptualized as a CONTAINER in the expression va Byet ééw ‘to come
out’. The personification highlights the loss of control from the subject; a bodily
reaction is seen as intended action of the body which is separated from the self.
The same interactive pattern is instantiated in the expression pouéialeic ‘you’re
numb’. The difference here is that a psychological symptom (loss of interest) is
metaphorized as PHYSICAL NUMBNESS.

(2)
a. Aev gysic koupaylo, VIWIELC TTOAU koUpaon A&C.
‘You don’t have the motivation, you say vou feel very tired’

b. Zav va kouBaAdg éva poBepa Bapu @oprtio.
‘It’s like you're carrying a very heavy load’

c. KatkouBaAdg ekeivo tnc appwoTtiag, ylati n katavAwyn eivat appwotia
Ko uaAtota coBapn.
‘And you’re carrying that of illness, because depression is an illness and
a serious one at that’

In the next extract, we have another example of the metonymy THE
PHYSIOLOGICAL EFFECT FOR DEPRESSION. This time the interaction occurs at the
textual level. This metonymy is immediately followed by an extended (direct?)
metaphor (Semino 2008: 25), which seems to serve an explanatory function. The
fatigue and the loss of energy come from a heavy burden that the individual feels
like he’s carrying in the expressions kouBaAdg ‘carry’ and Bapu @optio ‘heavy
load’ (DEPRESSION IS CARRYING WEIGHT). The metaphorization of depression as
a physical burden could be influenced by the general metaphor ILLNESS IS WEIGHT
instantiated in the expression kouBaAd¢ ekeivo tn¢ appwotiag ‘you're carrying

2 Direct metaphors are the ones that are signalled by metaphor markers like oav ‘like’.
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that of iliness’. The use of both literal and figurative language in this section could
be indicative of the expressive function of metaphor. The individual knows that
depression is anillness, yet at the same time he chooses to portray it as a physical
burden. Moreover, he uses multiple source domains to describe it, as we can see
in the extract (3):

(3)
a. Tnv BAénelg oav éva TEpag Le TeEpdoTia Suvaun
‘You see her® as a monster with enormous power’

b. mmou 600 kat av mpoonaBeic va To KATAMOAEUNOELS, AUTO YIVETAL AKOUA
TTLO LOYUPO.
‘that no matter how hard you try to fight it, it gets even stronger’

c. Nwdeig nwe dev a nouxdoet av dev oe kartaonapdaéel, av dev oou
kayetl to owdika.
‘You feel that it won’t rest until it devours you whole, until it burns your
insides’

Depression is now a fire-breathing monster threatening the individual, as is
instantiated from the expressions tépac¢ ‘monster’, nouyaoet ‘rest’, kataonapaéet
‘devour’ and kayet ‘burn’” (DEPRESSION IS A FIRE-BREATHING MONSTER). The
use of multiple words from the same source domain of MONSTER showcases the
sizeable difference in strength in this uneven confrontation between a human
and a beast growing stronger by the minute. This direct metaphor highlights the
futility in fighting an all-empowering enemy. It’s interesting to see how the two
direct metaphors function in context (DEPRESSION IS CARRYING WEIGHT/ A FIRE-
BREATHING MONSTER). We could argue that the first one serves an explanatory
function elaborating on the reasons behind the feelings of tiredness of the
individual, while the second one highlights his feelings of powerlessness.

(4)

a. KAaic moAu, cuyva, Evtova omapayxTikd ue AUyuoUc mou Sev Unopeic va

OTQUATAOELC.
‘You cry a lot, often, intensely heartbreakingly sobbing and unable to

stop’

3 The pronoun her is influenced by the grammatical gender of the words ‘depression’ and ‘iliness’ in
Modern Greek, both of which are feminine (e.g., n katadAwn, n appwotia).
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b. Zav va éxelc moAAd kat peyalda napanova, oav va EXeL; mévaog.
‘As if you have many and big complaints, as if you’re mourning’

c. Kat otnv ouoia éxelg, yavels ecéva, to 9npio os karamivel, Budileoal
0Ao Kat rtLo oAU oTo oKoTdbL.
‘In fact, you are, you’re losing yourself, the beast swallows you whole,
you’re sinking deeper and deeper in the darkness’

In extract (4) we notice the same level of density in figurative expressions and
the same interactive pattern at the textual level. (4a) marks another psychological
response with the extended metonymy (Denroche 2018: 15) DEPRESSED MOOD
FOR DEPRESSION. The extension pattern highlights the escalating aspect of this
emotional outburst. And at this point, come two more direct metaphors, like
the ones mentioned above, instantiating the metaphor DEPRESSION IS LOSS OF
THE SELF. The expressions oav va gxelg mévidoc ‘like you're mourning’ and yaveig
eoéva ‘you’re losing yourself’ both mark the death of the self, elaborating on the
previous metonymy; the uncontrollable sobbing is grief for the lost self.

Interestingly, the LOSS OF SELF metaphor is part of another textual pattern,
a metaphor cluster (Semino 2008: 25), instantiating the metaphors DEPRESSION
IS AMONSTER/SLOW DESCENT INTO DARKNESS. The combined use of these three
metaphors highlights an opposition of power; one is powerful, the other is lost. In
addition, in just a single expression Budileoat 6Ao kat rtio oAU oto okotadt ‘you’re
sinking deeper and deeper into darkness’ we have three overlapping metaphors.
Specifically, the word Budileoat ‘to sink’ instantiates the CONTAINER and DESCENT
metaphors and the word okotadt ‘darkness’ the DARKNESS and CONTAINER
respectively. This overlap between the domains DESCENT and DARKNESS is very
common in the literature (McMullen et al. 2002). What is notable in Modern
Greek is that the verb Budileoat ‘to sink’ also adds the element of water, perhaps
to capture a sense of drowning and to highlight the feeling of helplessness that is
already present in the narrative. The case of a single expression simultaneously
instantiating multiple metaphors is a phenomenon also documented in Dancygier
and Sweetser (compositionally complex metaphors 2014: 47-48).

(5)
a. Aev BAEmeic va UndpyEL Yla OEVA OUTE TTAPOV, OUTE UEAAOV.
‘You don’t see a present, nor a future available for you’

b. Xaveoai, BouAlaleig, putolwei.
‘You're lost, you're sinking, you’re barely existing’
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Another instance of interaction at the phrasal level isillustrated in (5a). Here
the DEPRESSED MOOD FOR DEPRESSION metonymy is further conceptualized as
INTERFERENCE WITH ACCURATE PERCEPTION, a metaphor that highlights the
difficulty of the depressive experience as it distorts the sufferer’s perception of
reality. In (5b) we spot another metaphor cluster consisting of three metaphorical
expressions instantiating three metaphors. Two have depression as their target
domain, namely DEPRESSION IS LOSS OF SELF/SINKING, and one has the depressed
person as target, namely THE DEPRESSED PERSON IS A RUDIMENTARY EXISTENCE.
This density in metaphor clusters serves specific purposes according to the genre.
In a similar example on a personal account on depression, Semino (2008: 179)
addresses this issue suggesting that in this type of emotional discourse clusters
are common (130 per 1.000 words). She attributes this to the particularly complex
nature of the disease which is difficult to express in non-figurative language.

(6)
a. Aev Asiroupyeic puaotodoyika, Sev UTOPEiC va OKEPTEIC, Sev umopeic va

dcic kaBapa,
‘You don’t function normally, you can’t think straight, you can’t see

clearly’

b. timota 9etiko kot ouopepo.
‘nothing positive or pretty’

c. To okotddi rmov Exeic emAé€el va Ueivels bev oe a@nVeL, QUOLKO Sev
eival;
‘The darkness you’ve chosen to inhabit doesn’t let you go, isn’t it
normal?’

This inability for accurate perception is reiterated in (6a) to portray the
individual as a MALFUNCTIONING MACHINE (Semino 2008). What is striking in
this segment is the way the individual uses the DARKNESS metaphor in (6c). It is
instantiated as a PLACE one can inhabit by choice, as shown in the expression to
okotadt mou Exelq emiAééel va ueivelc ‘the darkness you’ve chosen to inhabit’;
and as a PHYSICAL ENTITY that keeps the individual trapped. It is both sentient
and non-sentient. This incongruence highlights the helplessness than can arise
from such a challenging mental experience.

In the last segment of the sample, the metaphoric activity is more sparce
while the metonymies are absent. At this point in the narrative, the individual
reaches the end in his retelling, consequently leaving the here-and-now of the
depressive experience. Since metonymies were used to convey the symptoms of
depression, their absence is expected.
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(7)

a. Ouwg Bata uéoa oou, EEpelg mwc umapyxel AUon, nwc givat Evog
ermipovoc aywvag,
‘But deep down, you know there is a solution, it is a persistent struggle’

b. mou Ja oe yovarioel, Ya os parwoet aAda av to Ye¢ Sa Byeig anod avto
10 adiE€odo.
‘that will get you to your knees, bleeding but if you want you’ll come
out of this dead-end’

c. Mrmopei n katadAupn va unv nadevetal, ouws to oiyoupo eivat ot
Jepamnevetal.
‘Depression may be hard to battle, but it can surely be cured’

In the end, depression is conceptualized as a DIFFICULT STRUGGLE. This
metaphor signifies a shift in perspective. The person here is not lost, nor is he
fighting a mighty monster. Here, in (7b) he is portrayed as struggling yet capable
to win the battle (A BEATEN DOWN WINNER). In particular, the change from
figurativity to literality is striking in (7c). It highlights the traumatic experience
while also leaving room for hope. This could be seen as a prime example of the
expressive function of metaphor in emotional discourse.

5. CONCLUSION

To conclude, the above data showed dense metaphorical and metonymic
activity as well as a great deal of interaction between the two mechanisms at
the level of the word/phrase and at the textual level. Most of the activity was
located at the centre of the narrative with the use of multiple and overlapping
metaphors, where the subject was in the here-and-now of his retelling and
dispersed towards the end of the narrative. A shift in perspective was also noticed
in the metaphors used, with depression at first being presented as a powerful
FIRE-BREATHING MONSTER and a LIVING DARKNESS to a STRUGGLE one can and
will eventually surpass. Additionally, the depressed person went from a LOST
SELF to a BEATEN DOWN WINNER of the fight. This interpretation is in line with
Dancygier and Sweetser (2014: 187) who postulate that perspectivisation could
even be the primary function of figurative mechanisms. In fact, the distribution
of figurative activity could be seen as confirmation of the expressive function
of metaphor in emotional discourse with emotion stimulating the metaphor/
metonymy production. Regarding the different patterns of interaction, | speculate
that the cases occurring at the phrasal level could be special instances of the
pattern ‘metaphor within metonymy’ documented in other emotions in Modern
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Greek (0eobwpomnoulou 2004; Theodoropoulou 2012; Xioufis 2017). In the case
of depression, metonymy highlights the symptom (instead of the body), and
metaphor intensifies how the symptom feels like to the individual. Although
the metaphors found were mostly elaborations of the ones established in the
literature, these results go one step further. Regarding metonymy, the EFFECT
FOR CAUSE principle appears to serve an instrumental part in showcasing the
day-to-day experience of depression, confirming Barcelona (1986). Future studies
could further explore the role of metonymy in providing a better understanding
of how the symptoms affect the individual.
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MINQNTAZ TIA THN KATAGAIWH: BIQMA KAl MH KYPIOAEKTIKH FAQ2zA

MepiAnyin

To apBpo autd e€etdlel TIC peTtadOpPEG KAl TG UETWVUUIEG TNG KataBAubng oe
duoLko ypamto Aoyo otn Néa EAAnVIKN Le BAGN TNV TPOCWTTLIKA LaPTUPLA. ZUYKEKPLUEVQ,
e€etaletal pla €K TWV UOTEPWVY adrynon Tou KATaBAUTTIKOU BLWUOTOC SNUOCLEUUEVN
oto SLadiktuo, n omoia avrtAsital amo éva CWHO KEWWEVWY avTioTowVv adpnynoswy.
EldkdTEp, SlepeuvATaL N KATAVOUN TNG LETOPOPLKAC KOl LETWVUULKAG §paoTnpLlotnTag
KaBwe Kal 0 pOAOC TwWV SUO UNXAVIOUWY 0TV MAALGIWoN Tou BLwUaTog TNE KaTtddAwWNG.
Mapatnpeltal eKTETAUEVN XPHON TNG LETWVUHIAG Kal peyalog Babudg Siemidpaong pe
™ uetadopd oe eninedo AéEng/dppdong kot o eminedo kelpévou. Ta amoteAéopata
UTIOSEIKVUOUV TN OUVALCONUATIK €EUTAOKN TOU UTIOKELUEVOU WG Ttapdyovta Tou
EMNPEATEL TNV TTOPAYWYH TNG KN KUPLOAEKTLKAC YAWOOAG.

NE€erg-KAeLdLA: KataBALN, petadopd, HeTwVUHLa, LN KUPLOAEKTIKH YAwooo
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