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Abstract. This study explores the use of metaphors in the naming of human 
diseases in the Indonesian language. By examining common disease names and 
their metaphorical meanings, this research identifies patterns in how Indonesians 
conceptualize illnesses through metaphorical frameworks. The findings reveal 
that disease names often draw from animal and plant elements, symbolically 
representing symptoms, causes, or effects of diseases. These metaphors not only 
simplify complex medical conditions but also provide insights into societal 
perceptions of health, illness, and the human body. Understanding these 
metaphorical constructions enriches our comprehension of the interplay between 
language and health discourse in Indonesian society.
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1. Introduction

In general, disease names are based body parts that are affected and its causes. 
Furthermore, a disease can be named based on its cause such as a fungal, bacterial, or 
viral infection. In addition, there are some names of diseases that are created due to 
unintentional elements such as work accidents and physical activities consciously or 
unconsciously. With these basics and what they see and understand, humans can name 
a disease. 

At one time, there were some things that could not be expressed through simple 
names or terms that were easily understood by the local community. This could happen 
because of differences in knowledge in the midst of society life. Therefore, gifted with 
knowledge from the surrounding environment, humans can create expressions or terms 
included in language styles that can describe, characterize, or define events or 
phenomena. One kind of language styles is metaphor (Afriansyah et al., 2022). For 
example, in the case of disease name in Indonesian, kutu air ‘athlete's foot’ is a 
contagious fungal infection that infects the skin, especially the feet. The name of the 
disease is a metaphorical term because it takes the source domain from an animal called 
a tick. Furthermore, the physical characteristics of a tick are the same as the appearance 
of the skin disease so that people call it by that name. 

Seeing the linguistic phenomenon, it shows that humans live in a jungle of metaphor 
(Arimi, 2015). In addition, metaphor is seen as a form of creativity in the use of 
language for its speakers (Subroto, 2018). Besides, metaphor is a linguistic 
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phenomenon to express symbols and thoughts (Knowles & Moon, 2006). As a result, 

we decided to analyse metaphors in the human disease names in Indonesian. 

2. Literature Review 

Several studies of Indonesian language metaphors have been conducted by several 

researchers. For instance, Ardianto (2020), Lapasau & Othman (2022), and Wijana 

(2018) had analysed metaphors of animal names in Indonesian. Furthermore, Sanjoko 

(2022) discusses the body parts of living things as the source of metaphors. After that, 

Wijana (2015, 2016, 2023) studied metaphors of colours, plant names, and orchid 

names, all of which were studied in Indonesian. Besides, from the cognitive semantic 

aspect, Prayogi (2013) and Suryani (2024) discussed the conceptual metaphors of time 

and books for Indonesian society. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

Several linguists have expressed their thoughts about metaphors. For example, 

Wahab (1990) divides metaphors syntactically into 3 types, namely nominative 

metaphors, predicative metaphors, and sentence metaphors. Nominative metaphors can 

be words or phrases that are positioned as subjects or objects in sentences. Predicative 

metaphors are in the form of verbs that occupy the predicate in sentences. A sentence 

metaphor takes the form of a sentence whose parts are related to each other to form 

metaphorical meaning. Thereafter, Ullmann (2007) stated that there are four types of 

metaphors, namely anthropomorphic, animalistic, abstraction, and synesthetic 

metaphors. Anthropomorphic metaphors are the expressions that refer to inanimate 

objects which are carried out by removal from the human body or its organs from 

human senses and feelings. Animalistic metaphors use animals, their body parts, or 

things related to them to depict something else. Abstraction metaphors can be stated as 

the opposite of abstract things to be treated as something that is alive so that it can do 

concrete things. Synesthetic metaphor is a transfer from one sensory experience to 

another. Afterwards, Lakoff and Johnson (1980) said that a metaphor consists of three 

elements, namely the source domain, the target domain, and mapping. The source 

domain is concrete things that are used to explain the abstract target domain. Mapping 

is a conceptualization between the source domain and the target domain. 

4. Research Method 

We collected Indonesian disease names from books and dictionaries such as Kapita 

Selekta Kedokteran ‘Selected Topics on Medicine’, Kamus Besar Bahasa Indonesia 

‘Great Dictionary of the Indonesian Language’ and Ensiklopedia Penyakit 

‘Encyclopedia of Diseases’. Afterwards, we analysed it based on the source domain and 

explained it descriptively in the research results. 
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5. Research Results

From the data collection conducted, we found several metaphorical disease names 

along with their explanations which are explained below, namely kaki gajah ‘filariasis’, 

darah tinggi ‘hypertension’, darah rendah ‘hypotension’, kencing manis ‘diabetes’, 

anjing gila ‘rabies’, sapi gila ‘bovine spongiform’, jamur kuku ‘onychomycosis’, kutu 

air ‘athlete's foot’, mata ikan ‘clavus’, raja singa ‘syphilis’, and demam berdarah 

‘dengue fever’. 

a. Kaki gajah ‘filariasis’

The disease is caused by infection of filarial worms in the lymphatic and blood

vessels. These worms can be transmitted between humans through the bite of 

mosquitoes of the Culex, Aedes, Anopheles, and Mansonia types. The resulting effect 

is that the feet swell like an elephant. This physiological appearance makes gajah 

‘elephant’ as the animal that is the source domain of this metaphorical disease name. 

b. Darah tinggi and darah rendah ‘hypertension and hypotension’

In English literal meaning, darah tinggi means high blood and darah rendah means

low blood. Both terms are disease names related to the cardiovascular system. Humans 

can be diagnosed with high or low blood pressure if the pressure of the blood circulation 

increases or decreases from the normal limit in healthy conditions, namely systolic 

pressure of 100-140 mmHg and diastolic pressure of 60-90 mmHg. The terms high 

'high' and low 'low' are used as metaphorical sources to describe the flow of blood from 

the heart to all parts of the body and vice versa through the blood vessels. 

c. Kencing manis ‘diabetes’

In English literal meaning, kencing manis means sweet pee. This health problem is

a chronic disease characterized by high blood sugar levels. Glucose is the main source 

of energy for human body cells. However, in people with diabetes, glucose cannot be 

used by the body because the pancreas is unable to produce insulin according to the 

body's needs. Without insulin, body cells cannot absorb and process glucose into 

energy. Some Indonesians think that diabetes can occur because they cannot control 

glucose consumption, some of which comes from sweet foods. Therefore, the word 

manis 'sweet' as a term of taste becomes the source domain of this disease name. 

d. Anjing gila ‘rabies’

In English literal meaning, anjing gila means mad dog. This disease is a viral

infection of the brain and nervous system. The virus that causes rabies is generally 

transmitted to humans through the bite, scratch, or saliva of dogs. Dogs that are at high 

risk of transmitting rabies are generally stray dogs or pet dogs that have not received 
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the rabies vaccine. Hence, some Indonesians consider the name anjing gila ‘mad dog’ 

appropriate to define the disease and dog becomes the source domain of the 

metaphorical disease name. 

e. Sapi gila ‘bovine spongiform’ 

In English literal meaning, sapi gila means mad cow. This disease is a brain disorder 

caused by consuming beef infected with BSE (bovine spongiform encephalopathy) and 

is characterized by emotional disturbances followed by a gradual decline in nerve 

function until it is fatal. Besides, the disease is called sapi gila 'bovine spongiform' 

because cows affected by this disease tend to be aggressive and rampage. As a result, 

the word sapi 'cow' as a name of animal becomes the source domain of this disease 

name. 

f. Jamur kuku ‘onychomycosis’ 

This disease is a dermatophyte fungal infection that occurs in the fingernails or 

toenails. This condition, also known as tinea unguium, can be experienced by anyone, 

especially the elderly. In the understanding of some people, the term jamur ‘fungi or 

mushroom’ is known as a plant so that it can be the source domain for the metaphorical 

disease name. 

g. Kutu air ‘athlete's foot’ 

In English literal meaning, kutu air means water tick. This disease called tinea pedis 

is caused by the dermatophyte fungal infections such as Trichophyton rubrum, 

Trichophyton interdigitale, and Epidermophyton floccosum. In addition, it is a 

contagious disease that can occur through direct contact with sufferers or with objects 

contaminated with the fungus, such as towels, floors, shoes, or clothing. Indonesian 

people think that this infectious disease is the same as ticks which can easily move from 

place to place. Therefore, the word kutu 'tick' as a name of animal becomes the source 

domain of this disease name. 

h. Mata ikan ‘clavus’ 

In English literal meaning, mata ikan means eye of fish. This disease is a thickening 

of the skin due to pressure and friction that occurs repeatedly during physical activity. 

Besides, it can appear on any part of the body, but most often occur on the hands, feet 

and fingers. In addition, clavus is usually round. Because of its shape, some people call 

it mata ikan because its shape is like the eyes of fish. 

i. raja singa ‘syphilis’ 

In English literal meaning, raja singa means lion king. The disease is a sexually 

transmitted disease caused by the bacteria Treponema pallidum which is spread through 

sexual contact with an infected person. The bacteria can also spread through physical 
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contact with wounds on the patient's body. In Indonesian, it is called raja singa because 

it refers to the lion. Some people know that the lion is a fierce animal and top predator. 

The metaphorical depiction is in accordance with the nature of the transmission of the 

disease which is secretly dangerous. 

j. demam berdarah ‘dengue fever’ 

In English literal meaning, demam berdarah means bloody fever. This disease is an 

infectious disease caused by the Dengue virus which is transmitted through the bite of 

the Aedes aegypti mosquito. Besides, this disease causes symptoms of high fever, 

headache, and bone and muscle pain. Furthermore, the disease is called demam 

berdarah because the sufferers feel weak and helpless. This feeling is true because the 

platelets or thrombocytes in their body have decreased. 

6. Discussion 

After data analysis before, it can be determined that there are some metaphorical 

human disease names based on visual aspect such as kaki gajah ‘filariasis’, jamur kuku 

‘onychomycosis’, kutu air ‘athlete's foot’, and mata ikan ‘clavus’. Besides, most of the 

source domains used are animals. It can happen because animals are one of the concrete 

objects that humans can easily use to explain phenomena that are difficult to 

understand. In addition, plant can be used as source domain of metaphorical disease 

names. Hence, the findings have a relationship with previous researches that animals 

and plants can be used as both the source and target domains of metaphors. 

7. Conclusion 

This paper aims to analyze metaphors in Indonesian human disease names. The 

results reveal that animals and plants became the source domain of metaphors. 

Furthermore, metaphors can be created through the visual appearance of a disease. As 

the result, metaphor opens people's perspective in naming a disease. This study can be 

used as health knowledge for the community. However, cognitive aspects have not been 

discussed further in this study so that the development of this study can be continued 

and accompanied by other approaches. This can contribute to the development of 

metaphor studies with diverse linguistic objects. 
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