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The language of abuse: Distorting perceptions 
of reality through conceptual metaphors 

 
 
Couples in Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) contexts are in a process of understanding what it 
means to be in the dynamic of violence, and this meaning construction is embedded in how they 
conceptualize themselves, each other, and the relationship itself (Cavanagh, 2003; Chang, 1996; 
Denzin, 1984). The objective of this study is to describe and analyse how batterers and victims 
conceptualize violence and each other’s roles through metaphors found in interactive spoken 
speech, as there is a theoretical gap regarding the linguistic analysis of interactions in IPV 
contexts. The methodology is both quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative section  
identifies the most frequent metaphors through the Metaphor Identification Procedure Vrije 
Universiteit (MIPVU) (Steen et al., 2010) and through the Discourse Dynamics Approach  
(DDA) (Gibbs & Cameron, 2008; Cameron 2009). The qualitative section analyses through 
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) (Lakoff & Johnson, 1987) and through DDA how these 
metaphors help batterers conceptualize their roles and their victims’ roles, showing the 
movement of metaphors and the sharing of framings of metaphorical expressions. The data was 
taken from online support forums in which victims shared conversations in audio formats of 
arguments they had with their respective batterers. The results showed a total density of 21% 
(DDA) and 6% (MIPVU) and victims presented a lower use of metaphors in comparison to the 
batterers, with a 20% in the case of DDA and an 18% in the case of MIPVU. The most frequent 
metaphors (or labels) according to CMT were IDEAS ARE OBJECTS, VICTIM IS HURTFUL, 
VICTIM IS INCAPABLE and VICTIM IS WORTHLESS. It was concluded that the usage of 
metaphors reflected the batterers’ and victims’ strategies in IPV contexts. Furthermore, the 
metaphorical expressions used by batterers were tentatively coincidental with narcissistic 
profiles. These findings are useful to describe the psychological profiles and interactions in IPV 
from an interdisciplinary point of view. 
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