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Summary

Asymmetry in Recognizing Direction and Multiplying Word
Meaning—With Interest Centered on the Concept of Front/Forwards

Chiharu NARAWA

A human being uses the body as a reference point to specify space. The
front of the body is the side where most of the sensory organs are. The space
adjoining to this side of the body is referred to as being in front of him, and it is
also the space he walks into. Therefore, the concept of FRONT/FORWARDS is
more important for human beings than BACK(WARDS). There is asymmetry in
recognizing the two directions.

Asymmetry in recognizing directions plays an important role in multiplying
word meaning. This study examines Japanese spatial words, such as mae and
sakt, which also have temporal meaning. In spatial expressions, mae and saki
mean ‘front/forwards’. However, in temporal expressions, while mae indicates the
direction towards the past on the time axis, saki indicates the directions of both
the past and the future.

This is a very curious phenomenon because human beings seem to understand
the concept of time using a spatial metaphor: time is a line on which one stands
facing the future. Then, there are the following two problems: 1) Why does mae,
which translates into English with words like front/forwards/before, indicate the
direction of the past, i.e. that which is behind the man facing the future on the
time line? 2) Why does saki indicate both the past and the future directions while
indicating only the direction forward of a reference point in spatial expressions?

This study proposes an improved model of the spatial metaphor used for under-
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standing the concept of time. It then tries to resolve the two questions using the
proposed model and the image-schema theory in cognitive linguistics.

Through the study of the use of mae and saki, this study shows how asym-
metry in recognizing directions, along with the strong human feeling of continuous
movement towards the future, play an important role in multiplying Japanese word

meaning.



