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Metaphorical walking: Russian идти as a generalized 
motion verb 
Tore Nesset, University of Tromsø1 

(1) ! "#$%#& шел ' ( ) *' *"* + , *& - "(' () . / , # Ñ  ' (  ) (01#+ , *& 2 "* 3/ 4)*, . *. [5 6*+ #]2 
(2) 7 %896 : / 6*) , # )*' 6(;(1  "<6=+)#", шедший / 8 5 1*44> % ?(3/ . [@#&$#, ] 

(3) Two questions: 
a. Why is / 1) /  used as the source domain in metaphorical examples of generalized 

motion like (1) and (2)? 
b. Why is generalized / 1) /  restricted to Ògoal-orientedÓ contexts, as observed by 

Rakhilina (2004:7)? 

(4) Proposal 
a. A1) /  is used metaphorically as a general motion verb because it represents a 

prototypical kind of motion. 
b. B etaphorical / 1) /  displays Ògoal biasÓ motion, because the unidirectionality 

component of the meaning of / 1) /  becomes more salient in metaphor. 
(5) Interest beyond Russian 

a. Use of verbs like / 1) /  as generealized motion verbs is wide-spread cross-linguistically 
(Majsak and Raxilina 2007:45). 

b. The proposed analysis lends support to key concepts in cognitive linguistics, viz: 
prototype, anthropocentrism, embodiment and metaphor. 

1. Introduction: Three Conceptual Layers 

(6) 7 ' / 6 3#&, # , # 3*"1#.  влетел #") / 66*"/ &4. / & 4, #"91. [@(%#9 0#8*)#] 
(7) A8 4(4*1, *& . ($ , #)> вылетела : (6C+ #9 )*$, #9 ' ) / D# /  ) / ;(, C. (  8#1*6# . "> 6($  

6>4/ , = : =E*)3/ . #. [F=60#. (%] 

 

Figure 1: The three conceptual layers of Russian verbs of motion 

                                                
1 Tore.nesset@hum.uit.no, http://uit.no/humfak/3345/78 
2 The majority of examples cited in this paper are from the Russian national corpus (http://www.ruscorpora.ru). 
The sourceÑ a journal or a writerÑ is given in square brackets. Examples with no source in square brackets are 
from Raxilina (2004). 
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Unidirectional verb: Non-directional verb: Gloss: 
: *G#)C : *0#)C ÔrunÕ 
%*4)/  %(1/ )C ÔleadÕ 
%*8)/  %(8/ )C Ôconvey, transportÕ 
0, #)C 0(, 9)C Ôdrive, chaseÕ 
*;#)C *81/ )C Ôtravel, rideÕ 
. #) / )C . #)#)C ÔrollÕ 
6*8)C 6#8/ )C (6#8#)C) ÔclimbÕ 
6*)*)C 6*)#)C ÔflyÕ 
, *4) /  , (4/ )C ÔcarryÕ 
' 6>)C ' 6#%#)C Ôswim, floatÕ 
' (68) /  ' (68#)C ÔcrawlÕ 
)#H/ )C )#4. #)C ÔdragÕ 
/ 1) /  ;(1 / )C Ôgo, walkÕ 

Table 1: Russian verbs of motion 

2. Prototypical Motion 

 

Figure 2: Идти/ходить representing prototypical motion 

(8) From prototype to metaphor: 
A1) /  is used metaphorically as a generalized motion verb because it is natural to take 
prototypical motion as a starting point and extend the use of / 1) /  to other types of 
motion by means of metaphor. 

(9) Theoretical implications 
a. The analysis demonstrates the need to recognize categories organized around 

prototypes. Prototypes enable us to capture generalizations about the relations between 
motion verbs; without prototypes these generalizations would not be accounted for. 

b. The analysis presented above offers a strong argument in favor of an anthropocentric 
and embodied perspective on language. 

3. Metaphorical Motion 

(10) - ("# : 6C идет/??плывет % ' (") .3 

                                                
3 The acceptability judgments in examples (10) through (16) are from Raxilina (2004). 
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(11) Плыла/*шла, . #3#6#4C 6(1(3. #. 

(12) Goal bias: Generalized / 1) /  is used in Ògoal-oriented contextsÓ like (10) (Raxilina 
2004). 

(13) @* %(6, =&)*4C, 8# , #$/  % #I "(' (")  =G* идет/??едет $#+ / , #. 
(14) ?$() "/ , 8# , #$/  едет/??идет . #. #9-) ( $#+ / , #. 
(15) ?(6, D* $*16*, , ( шло/*летело .  8*, / )=. 
(16) J #4)(3. # 4 %*4, (K  % 4*, /  .  , #$ летит/*идет. 

Motion in one direction towards a goal: 

(17) 2 (I ) ($ = (,  бежит % . / , ( , 3) (: > % )*$, () * ( )1>+ #)C49. [A8$#&6(%.] 
(18) - (4)9 /  @K"# идут .  : #: =+. *. [L=: (%] 
(19) J / 4# ползла .  , / $ 4 ' (1%*)"* , , ( & 4)("(, >. [B #$/ , -?/ : / "9. .] 

ÒMotion round aboutÓ: 

(20) 5 ,  ходит, ) (3 , (  летает; *0(  : =1)( . ) ( -) ( носит ' (  . ($ , #)*. [M( , 3#"(%.] 
(21) A8%*4), (,  3) ( (,  $, ( 0( ездил ' ( N%"(' * /  ' (: >%#6 1#G* % <$*" / . *. [O(44/ &4. #9 

$=8>. #6C, #9 0#8*)#] 

ÒMovement back and forthÓ: 

(22) F("/ 4K.  ездил % <%4)"#6/ K? [< "0=$*, )> /  E#. )>] 
(23) P3*"# (,  ходил % . / , ( /  1(6G*,  : >6 ' (. #8#)C $*4) , >$, . #.  (1*%#K)49 

, ("$ #6C, >* 6K1/ . [F(6$#)] 
(24) NH* : =1=3/  , # 0#4)"(6 9; % O/ 0* %*4, (& 1959 0( 1#, 9 летал % B (4. %=, 01* 

"* ' *) / "(%#6 % "?(%"* $*, , / . *" ' *"%=K 4%(K  "( 6C % 4' *. )#. 6* "P86($ H/ . /  
) / + / , >" 5 . [- (8#. (%] 

ÒAbilityÓ to carry out action: 

(25) 5 ,  8#: >6, 3)( , * =$**)  плавать, / , *4)*4)%*, , (,  =)(, =6. [<$="4. / & B *"/ 1/ #, ] 
(26) <  $(/  1*) / , ! / + # /  ! ( + #, %4K1= %$*4)*, (1 / ,  *H* ползает, # 1"=0( & =G* ходит. 

[2 *)"=+ *%4. #9] 
(27) P/ 1(" , #=3/ 649 летать ' ( -, #4)(9H*$=. [?*$C9] 

(28) The meaning of / 1) / : 
a. Motion on foot at normal speed. 
b. Motion in one direction towards a goal. 

(29) P()  идет ' (* 81 Ñ  , ("$ #6C, (,  ' (  "* 6C4#$. [Q =. + / , ] 

(30) Why goal bias in metaphor? 
a. Motion on foot does not map onto the target domain. 
b. Unidirectionality becomes more salient in the target domain since this component does 

not have to compete for attention with the foot-based motion component. 
c. Prediction: Since unidirectionality is more salient in the target domain, we expect goal 

bias when / 1) /  is used metaphorically as a generalized motion verb. 
d. This prediction is borne out by the facts: 

(31) - ("# : 6C идет/??плывет % ' (") . 



 - 4 - 

4. Conclusion 
¥ A1)/  is used metaphorically as generalized motion verb because it represents 

prototypical motion. 
¥ Generalized / 1) /  dispalys a goal bias because Òmotion on footÓ does not map onto 

target domain of metaphor. 
¥ The analysis offers support to key concepts in cognitive linguistics: 

¥ Prototype: We need prototypes in order to explain why / 1) /  is used as a 
generalized motion verb. 

¥ Anthropocentrism: A1) /  is only prototypical from a human perspective. 
¥ Embodiment: A1) /  is a central subcategory because it is a prototypical way to 

interact with our bodies. 
¥ Metaphor: We need metaphor to explain why generalized / 1) /  displays a 

goal bias. 
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