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The term “concept” was created in the domain of cognitive linguistics – the branch of knowledge aiming to study “how human emotions and mental representations are realised in language” [Moshnikova: 12]. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson state that “our concepts structure what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how we relate to other people” [Lakoff, Johnson: 19]. Being interconnected and interdependent, concepts create a conceptual system. One may speak about a conceptual system of an individual, of a literary work, of a language in general. 

When analyzing a conceptual system of a novel, we rely on the assumption that all concepts are metaphorical by nature. This approach, introduced by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, states that the way we think, what we experience, and what we do every day is very much a matter of metaphor – that is, we view one thing through another, usually a more complicated notion using a simpler one, and an abstract idea using material things. Naturally, one mental field can be viewed through several conceptual metaphors, and metaphorical structuring is always partial, not total. That is, a whole variety of aspects is connected with every concept. 

It is important to remember that the meaning of each concept varies from language to language, from culture to culture and from personality to personality. Therefore it may be assumed that a work of literature has a conceptual system of its own, and one can analyze manifestations of certain concepts in it. 

In the novel “The Blind Assassin” by Margaret Atwood, the universal concepts Life and Death are manifested through various aspects. As an example let us take the conceptual metaphor “Death is a sacrifice guarding life”. The novel consists of three strands – the life of Iris Chase, an old woman who reminisces upon her life, extracts from “The Blind Assassin”, the novel-within-a-novel, and science fiction stories that the character of this novel-within-a-novel tells his lover. It is mostly in these stories that the aspect “sacrifice” of the concept Death is expressed. 

This is an extract from the description of the city where one of the science fiction stories takes place: “At the city’s founding, so long ago it had passed into legend, nine devout fathers were said to have offered up their own children, to be buried as holy guardians under its nine gates”. So, the city with all the life taking place in it stands on the bones of the children sacrifices so that the city could be happy and prosperous. The prepositional adverb “up” is used with the verb “to offer” when referring to something offered to God, such as a prayer or a sacrifice. The idea is emphasized by the use of the adjective “holy”. The ‘voluntariness’ of those sacrificed is shown in the following phrase: “…their lives were to be given by them freely. Many believed what they were told: that the welfare of the entire kingdom depended on their selflessness”. The use of the noun “selflessness” makes the idea of sacrifice stand out more clearly.
This conceptual metaphor also manifests itself in the part of the novel connected with the history of the main character’s family. When her mother sees off her father, who is going to war, she thinks that “his body might perish, it might be torn apart; it might become part of the sacrifice that – it was now clear – would have to be made”. The actual use of the word “sacrifice” proves that the idea of death being something on which life itself depends is developed not only in the “science fiction” part of the novel, but also in the stratum having to do with “reality”, and so the conceptual field of the book is preserved. 

Thus by analyzing the linguistic manifestations of certain concepts in a work of verbal art, one can reach a more profound understanding of the book’s conceptual system and the author’s conceptual worldview in general. 
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