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Abstract 

This article investigates the conceptual system associated with brotherhood as a 

structured cognitive domain encoding male solidarity, kinship, and moral obligation 

across cultures. Drawing on conceptual metaphor theory, cognitive semantics, and 

frame-semantic analysis, the study maps the nuclear, peripheral, and extended 

conceptual zones of brotherhood and examines the cultural and linguistic mechanisms 

through which this concept is organised and elaborated. The analysis reveals that 

brotherhood is not a simple bilateral kinship term but a multi-layered conceptual system 

comprising frames of origin-based solidarity, purpose-based alliance, spiritual duty, and 

political fraternity. Universal features include the semes [+human], [+male], [+bond], 

and [+solidarity], while culture-specific elaborations encode age hierarchy, theological 

obligation, and ideological appropriation. The findings carry implications for cognitive 

linguistics, translation studies, and cross-cultural communication research. 
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1. Introduction 

The concept of brotherhood occupies a singular position within the human 

conceptual repertoire. Universally attested across known languages and cultures, it 

encodes not merely a biological relationship but a dense cluster of social, moral, 

spiritual, and ideological meanings that extend far beyond the literal fact of shared 
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parentage. As Wierzbicka (1992, p. 11) observes, kinship terms constitute 'cultural 

scripts' that reflect and reproduce the values of the communities that employ them; 

brotherhood, in this regard, is among the most semantically rich and culturally variable 

of all kinship concepts. 

Contemporary cognitive linguistics, and in particular the frameworks of conceptual 

metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980), frame semantics (Fillmore, 1982), and 

prototype theory (Rosch, 1978), provides powerful tools for analysing how abstract 

social concepts such as brotherhood are structured, motivated, and extended. Rather than 

treating brotherhood as a discrete lexical item with a fixed meaning, these approaches 

invite an account of it as a dynamic conceptual system – a structured network of 

interrelated frames, image schemas, and metaphorical projections that together 

constitute the full cognitive representation of the concept. 

Despite the centrality of brotherhood in social discourse, systematic cognitive-

linguistic accounts of its full conceptual architecture remain scarce. Existing scholarship 

has addressed kinship terminology in individual languages (Murdock, 1949; 

Kronenfeld, 2009), metaphorical extensions of fraternal concepts in political and 

religious discourse (Turner, 1996; Zuckermann, 2020), and cross-cultural variation in 

the semantic field of brotherhood (Hasanov, 2018; Normatov, 2021), but no 

comprehensive mapping of brotherhood as an integrated conceptual system has been 

undertaken. This article addresses that gap. 

The present study pursues three interrelated objectives: first, to identify the nuclear 

semantic content and defining conceptual frames of brotherhood; second, to chart the 

metaphorical and metonymic extensions through which the concept is elaborated in 

cultural and political discourse; and third, to examine the cross-cultural variability of the 

conceptual system, with attention to both universal and language-specific dimensions. 

The broader aim is to demonstrate that brotherhood constitutes a prototype-structured 
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conceptual system with a stable core and a richly variable periphery shaped by historical, 

religious, and ideological factors. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1 Theoretical Framework 

The analysis is grounded in three complementary theoretical frameworks. 

Conceptual metaphor theory (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Kövecses, 2002) provides the 

apparatus for identifying systematic cross-domain mappings through which abstract 

aspects of brotherhood – spiritual solidarity, political alliance, moral duty – are 

understood in terms of more concrete source domains. Frame semantics (Fillmore, 1982; 

Fillmore & Atkins, 1992) supplies the methodology for reconstructing the background 

knowledge structures, or frames, that are evoked by brotherhood-related expressions and 

that organise the concept's internal architecture. Prototype theory (Rosch, 1978; Taylor, 

2003) guides the analysis of the concept's radial structure, distinguishing prototypical 

from peripheral instances and accounting for the graded membership characteristic of 

natural conceptual categories. 

These frameworks are operationalised within the broader methodology of cognitive 

semantics (Croft & Cruse, 2004; Evans & Green, 2006), which treats meaning as 

encyclopaedic – inherently connected to world knowledge, embodied experience, and 

cultural context – rather than as a set of language-internal semantic features. This 

approach is especially apt for a concept as culturally embedded as brotherhood, where 

denotative content and connotative elaboration cannot be sharply separated. 

2.2 Data Sources and Analytical Procedures 

The corpus for this study comprises three layers of data. The primary layer consists 

of lexicographic sources: the Oxford English Dictionary (2023), Merriam-Webster 

(2023), and the five-volume Oʻzbek tilining izohli lugʻati (2006–2008), supplemented 

by etymological dictionaries and phraseological compendia for both English and Uzbek. 
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The secondary layer includes canonical literary and philosophical texts – among them 

works of Navoi, Qodiriy, Shakespeare, and Milton – in which brotherhood-related 

concepts are thematically foregrounded. The tertiary layer draws on previously 

published corpus and sociolinguistic studies of kinship discourse (Kronenfeld, 2009; 

Normatov, 2021). 

Three analytical procedures were applied in sequence. Componential analysis 

decomposed brotherhood-related lexemes into their constituent semes, enabling cross-

linguistic comparison of semantic structure. Conceptual metaphor analysis identified the 

source domains and structural correspondences underlying metaphorical extensions of 

the concept. Frame-semantic analysis reconstructed the cultural knowledge structures – 

including role participants, background conditions, and perspectival organisation – that 

constitute the concept's contextual architecture. Triangulation across all three corpus 

layers and all three analytical procedures was used to ensure descriptive validity and to 

guard against artefacts of any single data source or method. 

3. Results 

3.1 The Nuclear Conceptual Frame of Brotherhood 

Componential analysis of brotherhood-related lexemes across the corpus reveals a 

stable nuclear semantic content shared across the languages examined. The prototypical 

or nuclear instance of brotherhood is structured by the following defining semes: 

[+human], [+male], [+shared origin or commitment], [+solidarity], and [+mutual 

support]. These semes correspond to the central role relationships encoded in the basic 

kinship frame: a pair or group of males united by common descent (biological 

brotherhood) or common purpose and commitment (social brotherhood), who are bound 

by norms of solidarity, loyalty, and mutual aid. 

Frame-semantic analysis further reveals that the nuclear frame of brotherhood 

comprises four core role slots: the Brother participants (co-members of the fraternal 
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bond), the Basis of Bond (shared origin, shared experience, or shared commitment), the 

Obligations (mutual support, loyalty, deference), and the Community (the social or 

institutional context within which the bond is recognised and enforced). This frame 

structure is relatively stable across cultures, though the specification of each role – 

particularly the Basis of Bond and the nature of the Obligations – varies significantly as 

one moves from the nuclear to the peripheral zones of the conceptual system. 

3.2 Peripheral and Extended Conceptual Frames 

Beyond the nuclear frame, the conceptual system of brotherhood is organised into 

a series of peripheral and extended zones in which the core frame is elaborated through 

metaphorical projection, metonymic extension, and cultural specification. Four principal 

extended frames were identified in the corpus. 

The frame of Spiritual Brotherhood, most fully elaborated in Islamic and Christian 

discourse, projects the fraternal bond from the domain of kinship into the domain of 

religious community. In Islamic tradition, the Quranic concept of ummah construes the 

community of believers as a brotherhood of souls bound by divine covenant, elevating 

the obligations of fraternity from social norms to theological prescriptions (Hasanov, 

2018). The conceptual metaphor THE COMMUNITY OF BELIEVERS IS A FAMILY 

OF BROTHERS motivates such expressions as muslim birodarlik in Uzbek and 'the 

brotherhood of Islam' in English, extending the core frame's obligations of loyalty and 

mutual support to the entire community of co-religionists. The Spiritual Brotherhood 

frame encodes an additional seme, [+divine mandate], absent from the nuclear kinship 

frame, which transforms fraternal obligation from a moral expectation into a religious 

duty. 

The frame of Political Brotherhood, most extensively elaborated in Western secular 

discourse, projects fraternal solidarity onto relationships of ideological alliance and 

collective struggle. The conceptual metaphor POLITICAL SOLIDARITY IS 
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BROTHERHOOD – instantiated in expressions such as 'brothers in arms,' 'the 

brotherhood of labour,' and the revolutionary slogan fraternité – maps the core semes of 

[+solidarity] and [+mutual support] onto political actors united not by origin or faith but 

by shared ideological commitment (Turner, 1996; Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). This frame 

suppresses the seme [+shared origin] and foregrounds [+solidarity regardless of origin], 

enabling the rhetorical extension of fraternal language to universalist and emancipatory 

discourse. 

The frame of Communal Brotherhood is most fully articulated in Central Asian 

social contexts through the institution of the mahalla – the traditional neighbourhood 

community that extends quasi-familial obligations of solidarity and mutual care to non-

kin members of the same residential community (Normatov, 2021). This frame 

introduces the seme [+territorial co-residence] as an alternative basis for fraternal 

obligation, operating alongside and sometimes in tension with the biological and 

religious bases encoded in the nuclear and spiritual frames. 

The frame of Age-Differentiated Brotherhood, most systematically encoded in 

Uzbek through the lexical distinction between aka (elder brother) and uka (younger 

brother), maps the hierarchical dimension of seniority onto the fraternal bond. This 

frame encodes the additional semes [+relative age] and [+asymmetric deference], which 

are grammatically obligatory in Uzbek but absent from English, where the base lexeme 

brother is age-neutral. The linguistic encoding of age hierarchy in Uzbek reflects and 

reinforces broader cultural norms of gerontocratic deference grounded in Islamic ethics 

and patriarchal social organisation (Wierzbicka, 1992). 

3.3 Metaphorical Structure of the Conceptual System 

The extended frames identified above are motivated and structured by a small set 

of master conceptual metaphors that organise the peripheral zones of the brotherhood 

concept. The most productive of these are BROTHERHOOD IS UNITY (structuring 
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political and social solidarity discourse), BROTHERHOOD IS SPIRITUAL DUTY 

(structuring religious fraternal discourse), BROTHERHOOD IS COMMUNAL CARE 

(structuring neighbourhood and mahalla discourse), and BROTHERHOOD IS 

SHARED STRUGGLE (structuring ideological and military fraternal discourse). These 

metaphors are not independent but form a coherent metaphorical network, each 

foregrounding a different aspect of the nuclear frame – solidarity, obligation, care, and 

shared adversity, respectively – and projecting it onto a distinct target domain. 

The network structure of these metaphors reflects what Kövecses (2002, p. 67) 

terms 'the scope of metaphor': the capacity of a single source domain – here, the kinship 

domain of brotherhood – to structure multiple, distinct target domains through 

systematic variation in the aspects of the source domain that are highlighted and 

suppressed in each mapping. The relative productivity of different metaphors varies 

cross-culturally: English brotherhood exhibits particularly strong elaboration of the 

UNITY and SHARED STRUGGLE metaphors in secular and political discourse, while 

Uzbek birodarlik most richly develops the SPIRITUAL DUTY and COMMUNAL 

CARE metaphors, reflecting the different historical trajectories of Enlightenment 

secularism and Islamic communalism. 

4. Discussion 

The foregoing analysis demonstrates that brotherhood constitutes not a simple 

kinship term but a prototype-structured conceptual system with a stable nuclear frame 

and a richly variable extended periphery. The nuclear frame – characterised by the 

universal semes [+human], [+male], [+bond], and [+solidarity] – reflects what Murdock 

(1949) and Wierzbicka (1992) have independently argued: that the recognition and 

marking of male fraternal bonds constitutes a universal feature of human social 

organisation. The universality of the nuclear frame suggests that it is grounded in shared 
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human experience – the recurrent social significance of brotherly alliance – rather than 

in any particular cultural tradition. 

The variability of the extended frames, by contrast, reflects the profound shaping 

influence of cultural history on conceptual elaboration. The Age-Differentiated 

Brotherhood frame of Uzbek, absent from English, reflects the Islamic reinforcement of 

gerontocratic hierarchy and its institutionalisation in patriarchal family structures – 

confirming Wierzbicka's (1992, p. 54) argument that kinship terminological systems are 

'culturally self-contained' in the sense that their internal differentiation reflects the 

culturally specific values of the communities that employ them. The Political 

Brotherhood frame of English, by contrast, reflects the Enlightenment detachment of 

fraternal discourse from religious grounding and its subsequent appropriation by 

socialist, nationalist, and civil rights movements – a trajectory that has no direct 

equivalent in the Uzbek conceptual tradition. 

These findings have significant implications for translation and cross-cultural 

communication. When the Uzbek expression jon birodar ('soul-brother') is rendered as 

'close friend' in English, the spiritual and moral depth encoded in the Spiritual 

Brotherhood frame is lost; conversely, when the English term brotherhood is translated 

as birodarlik in a political text, the secular and universalist connotations of the Political 

Brotherhood frame risk importing unintended religious meaning (Yusupov, 2013). Such 

mismatches cannot be resolved by lexical substitution alone; they require what 

Zuckermann (2020, p. 89) terms 'conceptual transposition' – a translation strategy that 

attends to the full frame-semantic architecture of the source-language expression. 

The present analysis also contributes to the theoretical understanding of conceptual 

systems in cognitive linguistics. The brotherhood system exemplifies the general 

principle, articulated by Evans and Green (2006, p. 230), that 'concepts are not atomic 

but structured': their internal organisation reflects experiential, cultural, and 
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metaphorical pressures that produce prototype effects, radial extension, and cross-

domain mapping. The metaphorical network identified here – BROTHERHOOD IS 

UNITY, BROTHERHOOD IS SPIRITUAL DUTY, BROTHERHOOD IS 

COMMUNAL CARE, BROTHERHOOD IS SHARED STRUGGLE – illustrates how 

a single conceptual domain can simultaneously motivate and constrain multiple cross-

domain projections, producing a coherent yet flexible system of meaning. 

5. Conclusion 

This study has demonstrated that brotherhood constitutes a rich and internally 

structured conceptual system comprising a universal nuclear frame of male solidarity 

and a set of culturally variable extended frames encoding spiritual duty, political 

alliance, communal care, and age-differentiated hierarchy. The nuclear frame is 

motivated by pan-human social experience and characterised by the stable semes 

[+human], [+male], [+bond], and [+solidarity]; the extended frames are shaped by 

historical, religious, and ideological factors specific to particular cultural traditions. The 

metaphorical network organising the system's peripheral zones – BROTHERHOOD IS 

UNITY, BROTHERHOOD IS SPIRITUAL DUTY, BROTHERHOOD IS 

COMMUNAL CARE, and BROTHERHOOD IS SHARED STRUGGLE – reflects the 

capacity of the fraternal kinship domain to structure diverse social and political target 

domains through systematic cross-domain mapping. 

These findings carry both theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, they 

support the prototype-based, encyclopaedic account of conceptual structure advanced 

by cognitive semantics and extend it to the domain of kinship concepts, which have 

historically been analysed primarily through componential and typological rather than 

cognitive-linguistic frameworks. Practically, they highlight the inadequacy of lexical 

equivalence as a translation strategy for culturally embedded conceptual systems and 
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underscore the need for frame-aware, culturally sensitive approaches to cross-linguistic 

mediation. 

Future research should extend the corpus to spoken and digital registers, where 

brotherhood discourse is increasingly shaped by social media, political rhetoric, and 

transnational religious communication. A wider typological scope – incorporating 

Turkic, Semitic, Romance, and Slavic languages – would enable more robust 

generalisations about the universal and culture-specific dimensions of the brotherhood 

conceptual system and illuminate the relationship between linguistic structure, cultural 

memory, and conceptual organisation. 
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