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Abstract

Within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory, metaphor is considered not merely a
rhetorical device but a fundamental mechanism in human thought and perception, through which
abstract concepts, including illness, become comprehensible via more concrete domains. HIV/AIDS,
as a complex and multilayered phenomenon with biological and socio-cultural dimensions, is an
abstract concept whose public understanding is significantly influenced by metaphorical language.
This study, employing a cognitive semantics approach within cognitive linguistics, analyzes conceptual
metaphors related to HIV/AIDS in Persian-language media discourse. The data comprise 2700
metaphorical expressions extracted from Jame Jam and Hamshahri newspapers (2006-2023).
Qualitative data analysis was conducted using Lakoft and Johnson's (1980) Conceptual Metaphor
Theory, Kovecses's (2005) views on metaphor in culture, universals, and variations, and Sontag's
(1989) critical approach to illness-related metaphors like those for cancer and AIDS. Findings indicate
that this illness is primarily conceptualized through ontological metaphors, which constitute the
highest frequency (74%, 1987 instances) among the three types of conceptual metaphors based on
their cognitive function: ontological, structural, and orientational. Additionally, six macro-metaphors
with source domains "Human," "Object," "Property," "Force," "Phenomenon," and "Mythical
Creature" were identified, among which the macro-metaphor "Phenomenon" holds the highest
frequency (45.93%, 1240 instances). Persian-language media have often presented threatening images
of HIV/AIDS, playing a significant role in reproducing negative stereotypes and contributing to stigma
and discrimination. Reviewing the metaphorical language used in the media can be effective in
reducing social stigma, enhancing public awareness, and providing a more realistic portrayal.
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1. Introduction

Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Acquired Immunodeficiency Syndrome (HIV/AIDS)
have long been recognized not only as major public health concerns but also as complex social
and cultural phenomena. Beyond their biomedical dimensions, HIV/AIDS has been persistently
associated with fear, stigma, discrimination, and moral judgment, making public perceptions of
the disease as influential as its medical characteristics. These perceptions are largely shaped
through language, particularly through metaphorical expressions that structure how individuals
conceptualize illness and those who live with it. Since mass media constitutes one of the primary
sources through which societies acquire knowledge about diseases, the linguistic framing adopted
by news organizations plays a crucial role in constructing public understanding and influencing
attitudes toward HIV/AIDS.

According to Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980),
metaphor is not merely a rhetorical ornament but a fundamental cognitive mechanism through
which abstract concepts are understood in terms of more concrete and embodied experiences.
Consequently, the metaphors employed in media discourse do not simply describe HIV/AIDS;
they actively shape the conceptual frameworks through which the disease is interpreted. Different
source domains foreground different aspects of illness while simultaneously backgrounding others,

thereby influencing emotional responses, public policies, and social behavior toward people living
with HIV.

To address this gap, the present study investigates the conceptual metaphors underlying the
representation of HIV/AIDS in two major Persian newspapers, Hamshahri Online and Jam-e Jam
Online, published between 2006 and 2023. Drawing upon Conceptual Metaphor Theory and
subsequent developments in cognitive linguistics, the study aims to identify the dominant
metaphorical mappings employed in media discourse and to examine how these mappings

contribute to the construction of social perceptions, stigma, and cultural understandings of

HIV/AIDS.
Accordingly, the study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What are the most frequent conceptual metaphors used in the conceptualization of
HIV/AIDS in Persian media discourse?

2. Based on the classification of the conceptual mappings, which megametaphor(s) best

reflect the contemporary Persian-speaking community's perception of HIV/AIDS?

2. Literature Review

Previous studies have consistently demonstrated that metaphorical framing aftects both the lived
experience of illness and broader public discourse. Research has examined metaphor use in

healthcare communication, patients' narratives, and media representations of infectious diseases
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such as SARS and COVID-19. Within HIV/AIDS discourse, military metaphors, contamination
metaphors, and moralizing narratives have repeatedly been shown to reinforce fear and social
stigma. Although several Persian-language studies have explored metaphorical conceptualizations
of diseases such as COVID-19, comprehensive investigations focusing specifically on HIV/AIDS
in Persian media discourse remain limited. This gap highlights the need for a systematic analysis
of the conceptual metaphors through which HIV/AIDS is represented in contemporary Persian

news media.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative content analysis approach to examine the conceptual metaphors
used in the representation of HIV/AIDS in Persian media discourse. The corpus consisted of news
reports, interviews, analytical articles, and feature stories published in Hamshahri Online and Jam-
e Jam Online between 2006 and 2023. To ensure a balanced representation of media discourse
over the eighteen-year period, data were systematically sampled from each year, with particular
attention given to reports published around World AIDS Day due to their thematic relevance and
increased media coverage. News items containing the keywords HIV and AIDS were manually
retrieved. Their full texts were subsequently screened, and metaphorical linguistic expressions
were identified and analyzed within the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory. The
identification and classification of conceptual mappings were further informed by Kovecses'
Metaphor in Culture: Universality and Variation (2005), Sontag's critical perspective on illness
metaphors, and subsequent developments in metaphor and health communication research. The
final corpus comprised approximately 2,700 metaphorical linguistic expressions, from which
conceptual mappings and their corresponding source domains were systematically identified and
categorized. The categorized conceptual mappings were further classified into higher-order

megametaphors representing broader conceptual patterns in the corpus.

4. Results

The analysis revealed a highly structured metaphorical system underlying the conceptualization of
HIV/AIDS in Persian media discourse. A total of 33 conceptual mappings were identified,
categorized, and subsequently classified into higher-order megametaphors. The findings are
presented under three major analytical categories: dominant source domains, stigma-reinforcing
metaphors, and culturally grounded metaphors. Ontological metaphors emerged as the most
frequent category, accounting for nearly three-quarters of all identified metaphorical expressions,
indicating a strong tendency to conceptualize HIV/AIDS as a concrete and autonomous entity
rather than an abstract medical condition. Among the dominant source domains, evil force,

enemy, and contamination occurred most frequently, portraying the disease as a hostile,
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threatening, and morally charged phenomenon. Among these, military metaphors, particularly
those portraying HIV/AIDS as an enemy to be fought, constituted one of the most productive

conceptual patterns throughout the corpus.

Further analysis demonstrated that the identified conceptual mappings could be grouped into
six megametaphors of Phenomenon, Human, Force, Object, Attribute, and Mythical Creature
with Phenomenon and Human emerging as the most prominent megametaphors. Beyond their
cognitive function, many of these metaphors also perpetuated social stigma by associating
HIV/AIDS with danger, impurity, punishment, foreignness, and moral deviance. In addition,
several culturally embedded metaphors reflected religious and sociocultural beliefs specific to the
Iranian context, illustrating how local cultural models interact with universal conceptual

mechanisms in shaping public perceptions of HIV/AIDS.

5. Discussion

The findings demonstrate that HIV/AIDS is conceptualized in Persian media through a
coherent and systematically organized metaphorical structure rather than through isolated
figurative expressions. The predominance of ontological metaphors suggests that abstract medical
realities are largely understood by transforming them into concrete entities that can be perceived,
evaluated, and socially negotiated. Among the identified conceptualizations, metaphors based on
war, hostile forces, contamination, and moral judgment occupy a particularly central position,
indicating that media discourse continues to frame HIV/AIDS primarily as a threatening and

socially undesirable phenomenon.

These findings are broadly consistent with previous studies reporting the prevalence of military
and stigmatizing metaphors in health communication. However, the present study extends earlier
research by demonstrating that these conceptualizations are organized within broader
megametaphorical structures rather than functioning as isolated metaphorical patterns.
Furthermore, the identification of culturally specific metaphors associated with religious beliefs
and local sociocultural values illustrates the interaction between universal cognitive mechanisms
and culture-dependent conceptual systems. This supports the central assumption of Conceptual
Metaphor Theory that although many conceptual metaphors arise from shared embodied
experiences, their linguistic realization and social significance remain strongly influenced by

cultural context.

6. Conclusion

The findings also have practical implications. Since media discourse plays a significant role in
influencing public perception, greater attention should be paid to the selection of metaphorical
frames in health communication. Replacing highly confrontational metaphors, particularly

military metaphors, with more supportive and experience-oriented alternatives, such as journey
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metaphors, may encourage greater empathy, reduce stigmatizing attitudes, and promote more
inclusive communication about HIV/AIDS. Future research may extend this line of inquiry by
comparing metaphorical patterns across different media platforms, investigating changes over
time, or examining the use of conceptual metaphors in the discourse of healthcare professionals

and people living with HIV.
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