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Abstract

This paper investigates the semantic features of taste-related expressions used in
English proverbs. By examining lexical units associated with sensory taste—such
as sweetness, bitterness, sourness, saltiness, and sharpness—the study reveals how
these expressions extend beyond literal meanings to convey moral evaluations,
emotional states, and cultural values. Using a corpus of 120 proverbs and applying
cognitive-semantic analysis, the research identifies recurring conceptual metaphors
including Good Is Sweet, Bad Is Bitter, and Wisdom Is Salt. The findings
demonstrate that taste vocabulary functions as a powerful semantic and cultural
tool for shaping worldview through proverbs.
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Introduction

This article examines the semantic nature of taste-related lexical units found in
English proverbs, exploring how expressions associated with flavor, pleasantness,
and sensory evaluation develop rich figurative meanings across different
communicative contexts. Although taste is one of the most basic human senses, its
metaphorical extension into moral, emotional, social, and evaluative domains
makes it a particularly productive source of idiomatic structures within English
paremiology. Because proverbs encapsulate collective experience and cultural
wisdom, taste vocabulary within them often reflects deeply rooted
conceptualizations shaped by tradition, value systems, and everyday human
interactions. The research therefore focuses on identifying and classifying the
semantic categories of taste-expressing units in English proverbs, such as those
referring to sweetness, bitterness, sourness, saltiness, sharpness, and overall flavor-
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based judgment. It further analyzes the metaphorical mechanisms through which
these sensory terms shift from literal gustatory meanings to abstract moral and
cultural interpretations. Special attention is given to the role of conceptual
metaphors that structure human thinking—for instance, mappings like Good Is
Sweet, Bad IS Bitter, Or Wisdom Is Salty/Savorous, which frequently appear in
proverbial expressions and guide the reader’s understanding. In addition, the article
investigates how taste-related expressions function pragmatically within proverbs
to convey culturally specific attitudes, social expectations, moral evaluations, and
emotional states. By examining these semantic and cognitive patterns, the study
demonstrates that taste vocabulary serves not only as descriptive language but also
as a symbolic tool for shaping cultural worldview. Ultimately, the expanded
metaphorical use of taste terms illustrates the interconnectedness between human
sensory experience and abstract conceptualization, showing how English proverbs
use flavor-based imagery to articulate complex moral lessons and social insights.

Methods

To conduct a comprehensive semantic and cognitive analysis of taste-related
expressions in English proverbs, a specialized corpus consisting of 120 authentic
proverb units was compiled. The material was collected from a range of
authoritative and widely recognized paremiological sources, including the Oxford
Dictionary of English Proverbs, Proverbium: Yearbook of International Proverb
Scholarship, as well as several reputable digital proverb databases. In order to
maintain the accuracy and relevance of the data, only those proverbs that contained
direct or indirect references to taste and flavor were selected. These references
included both literal sensory descriptions and metaphorical extensions related to
evaluative, emotional, or cultural meanings.

The research employed a combination of semantic, contextual, and cognitive-
linguistic methods. The analytical procedure unfolded in several systematic stages:
1. Identification of Core Taste-Related Lexical Units. At the initial stage, all key
lexemes explicitly associated with gustatory perception—such as sweet, bitter,
sour, salty, sharp, and other descriptive terms—were extracted. These lexemes
were treated as fundamental elements of the taste domain in English.
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2. Classification According to Basic Taste Categories and Metaphorical
Extensions. Each identified lexeme was categorized based on its literal taste group
(sweetness, bitterness, sourness, saltiness, sharpness). Additionally, attention was
given to how these sensory terms develop secondary figurative meanings, such
as moral judgment, emotional evaluation, or social commentary.

3. Contextual Interpretation of Proverbs. Every proverb was analyzed within its
cultural and linguistic context to determine how taste vocabulary is used to express
broader meanings. This stage aimed to reveal how sensory experience becomes a
source of conceptualization for moral values, life lessons, interpersonal relations,
and emotional states in English-speaking culture.

4. Cross-Comparison and Identification of Conceptual Metaphors.

By comparing patterns across multiple proverbs, the study identified recurrent
conceptual metaphors—such as Good Is Sweet, Bad Is Bitter, Or Wisdom Is
Salt—which illustrate how taste-related concepts structure human understanding
of abstract phenomena. This comparison helped uncover universal and culture-
specific tendencies in the metaphorization of taste.

The methodological framework is grounded in the principles of cognitive
semantics, which emphasize that human cognition frequently relies on sensory
experience as a foundation for abstract reasoning. Taste, being one of the most
immediate and emotionally charged senses, provides a rich conceptual basis for
developing figurative language. Therefore, the analysis not only highlights the
semantic features of taste-related lexemes but also demonstrates how these lexical
items participate in the broader cognitive mechanisms of metaphor and
conceptualization.

Results

The semantic analysis of the 120 English proverbs demonstrated that taste-related
vocabulary is used not only descriptively but also symbolically, forming stable
patterns of figurative meaning. These patterns reveal how English-speaking
communities employ sensory taste as a metaphorical lens for interpreting human
behavior, emotional states, and social norms. Several major semantic groups
emerged from the data, each reflecting a particular conceptual association.
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1. Sweetness as a Symbol of Pleasantness, Virtue, and Reward

Lexemes such as sweet, honey, and sugar frequently appear in proverbs to denote
positive experiences, moral goodness, or desirable outcomes. Sweetness, being one
of the most universally pleasant tastes, becomes a natural metaphor for satisfaction,
harmony, and emotional warmth.

Examples:

« “Sweet are the uses of adversity.”

« “You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.”

These examples show how sweetness suggests reward even in difficult situations,
highlighting the idea that kindness and gentle persuasion are more effective than
aggression. In many cases, the metaphor extends to ethical behavior, meaning that
morally “sweet” actions produce beneficial results. This aligns with the conceptual
metaphor Good Is Sweet, which is deeply rooted in embodied cognition.

2. Bitterness as a Symbol of Hardship, Truth, or Disappointment
Taste units like bitter, gall, and wormwood are consistently associated with
suffering, misfortune, or unpleasant truths. Bitterness, as one of the least pleasant
natural tastes, metaphorically represents emotional pain or moral harshness.
Examples:

o “Truth is bitter.”

« “A bitter pill to swallow.”
These proverbs demonstrate the cognitively grounded metaphor Bitterness Is
Suffering. Bitterness in the sensory domain is extended to describe the emotional
impact of honesty, life challenges, or personal losses. The figurative meaning
emphasizes that although truth or responsibility may be unpleasant, they carry
moral necessity.

3. Sourness Associated with Jealousy, Regret, or Devaluation

Although less frequent than sweetness or bitterness, sourness plays a distinct
semantic role. Lexemes like sour and vinegar symbolize emotional negativity,
envy, or a sense of dissatisfaction.

Examples:

 “Sour grapes.”

« “A sour look makes a sour day.”
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In these cases, sourness marks emotional tension or an attempt to downplay
something unattainable. The metaphor Negative Emotion Is Sour reveals how
sensory unpleasantness mirrors the internal discomfort caused by jealousy, regret,
or irritability. This group shows that even secondary taste categories hold strong
evaluative power in English cultural conceptualization.

4. Salt as a Symbol of Wisdom, Worth, and Practicality

Salt carries a unique dual meaning: it signifies both necessity and liveliness. In
English proverbs, it appears as a marker of value, sincerity, and experience.
Examples:

o “Salt of the earth.”

o “Take it with a grain of salt.”

Salt symbolizes moral integrity, reliability, and common sense—traits traditionally
esteemed in English-speaking societies. It also expresses humor and critical
thinking: to take something “with a grain of salt” implies skepticism or practical
judgment. This reflects the conceptual metaphor Wisdom Is Salt, where salt
embodies essential, life-preserving knowledge.

5. Spicy or Sharp Tastes as Indicators of Intelligence, Courage, or Verbal
Power

Although comparatively rare, metaphors based on spicy, hot, or sharp tastes appear
in idioms describing mental acuity or expressive force.

Examples:

o “A sharp tongue cuts deeper than a knife.”

« “He has a spicy wit.”

Here, sensory sharpness maps onto intellectual sharpness or emotional intensity.
The metaphor Intelligence Is Sharpness emphasizes quick thinking, bravery, or
strong verbal expression. These figurative uses show how taste descriptors can
extend into abstract domains such as intellect and rhetorical skill.

Discussion

The results demonstrate that taste-related expressions in English proverbs operate
far beyond their literal sensory meanings. Their metaphorical applications align
with well-established cognitive-linguistic theories, particularly those discussed by
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Lakoff and Johnson (1980), where sensory experience forms conceptual
foundations for abstract reasoning.

The following conceptual metaphors were identified:

« Good Is Sweet

« Bad Is Bitter

« Negative Emotion Is Sour

« Wisdom Is Salt

« Intelligence Is Sharpness

These metaphors reflect the universal human tendency to interpret emotional and
moral phenomena through bodily experience. Taste vocabulary functions as a
semantic tool that encodes cultural norms, social judgments, and ethical values
within a compact, memorable proverbial form.

Culturally, the findings suggest that English-speaking communities emphasize
traits such as kindness (sweetness), honesty (bitterness), moderation of emotions
(sourness), reliability (salt), and intellectual sharpness (spiciness). These values
become embedded and transmitted across generations through proverbial
expressions.

Furthermore, the data indicate that taste metaphors serve an evaluative function:
they praise desired behaviors while warning against undesirable qualities such as
jealousy, impatience, or reckless speech.

Conclusion

This study expanded the semantic examination of taste-related lexical units in
English proverbs within the imrad framework. The analysis revealed that English
proverbs systematically employ taste vocabulary to express complex moral,
emotional, and social meanings.

« Sweetness represents positivity, virtue, and reward.

« Bitterness conveys hardship, truth, or harsh lessons.

« Sourness signals jealousy, negativity, or emotional discomfort.

o Salt reflects wisdom, moral worth, and critical thinking.

« Sharp or spicy tastes denote intelligence, courage, or expressive strength.
These metaphorical patterns confirm that the human sense of taste is a powerful
conceptual source for figurative language. The study contributes to a better
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understanding of how sensory perception shapes the worldview encoded in English
proverbs.

Future research may expand the analysis through cross-linguistic comparison with
Uzbek, Russian, or other cultural traditions to explore both universal conceptual
metaphors and culturally specific variations in taste symbolism.
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