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1. Introduction 

 

1.1  Background 

The work presented in this C-essay has been carried out as part of the project “Linguistics in 

the Midnight Sun” at the department of Language and Culture, Luleå University of 

Technology. My field of research is that of possession and transaction, involving a study of 

the verbs borrow and lend.  

 

Acquisition of a native language happens subconsciously. We are born with a need to talk and 

to make ourselves understood and therefore we learn a language without being aware of it 

ourselves. It is the most natural thing to be able to communicate, but what do the words we 

use really mean? A word can be analysed as far as the imagination allows us to. It is not often, 

however, that we take the opportunity of reflecting on the meaning of a particular word.  

The English language has two verbs, borrow and lend, which may be said to roughly 

represent the same kind of event. The verbs describe two actions that are each other’s 

converses, that is, they take place in the opposite direction in relation to each other. 

‘Borrowing’ refers to something being given to someone, and ‘lending’ is something being 

given from someone. Thus, the words borrow and lend simply express two different 

perspectives of the same event (Cf. figure 1). 

 

 
 

(Fig. 1 Two perspectives of the transaction event) 

 

1.2  Aim 

The purpose of this paper was to find out what differences there are between the words 

borrow and lend, regarding meaning, usage and what grammatical forms of the verbs are most 

common. What are their semantic properties?  

BORROW LEND 
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1.3  Method and material 

My research is based on the A file of the British National Corpus and I used a computer 

search program called MP2.2 to collect my data. In addition, I also used Norstedts Stora 

Engelsk-Svenska Ordbok as well as Norstedts Stora Svensk-Engelska Ordbok. I used several 

different English-English dictionaries as well. Background literature on semantics and 

cognitive linguistics was also studied.  

 

1.4 List of abbreviations 

BNC  = British National Corpus 

COD  = The Concise Oxford Dictionary 

LCE  = Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English 

LPV = Longman Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs 

NESO = Norstedts Stora Engelsk-Svenska Ordbok 

NSEO = Norstedts Stora Svensk-Engelska Ordbok 

OGEL  = The Oxford Guide to the English Language 

WDT  = Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus 

 

1.5 List of figures, diagrams and tables 

Figure 1 Two perspectives of the transaction event 

Figure 2 A frame semantics of borrow and lend 

Figure 3 The conversion of the participant roles into thematic roles 

 

Diagram 1 Frequency list of borrow arranged in order of frequency 

Diagram 2 Frequency list of collocates surrounding borrow 

Diagram 3 Frequency list of lend 

Diagram 4 Frequency list of collocates surrounding lend 

Diagram 5 Overview of borrow and lend 

 

Table 1 Criteria of literal or non-literal sentences with borrow 

Table 2 Criteria of literal or non-literal sentences with lend 
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2. Presentation and Analysis 

 
2.1 What are semantics and lexical semantics? 

WDT gives the following definition of the word semantics: “The study of the meanings of 

speech forms, especially of the development and changes in meaning of words and word 

groups” (WDT, 1999). In order to understand a language, it is essential that we know the 

meanings of words and how those words can combine into sentences. Semantics describes 

meanings of morphemes, words, phrases, sentences and texts. Lexical semantics is a subfield 

of semantics, which deals with the meanings of words and how the words are related to each 

other. Speakers of a certain language share the same vocabulary. They know the rules for how 

speech sounds are combined, and they also have the knowledge of how it is possible to 

combine these units into different words depending on what the purpose is and what meaning 

the speaker wants to convey (Cf. Fromkin and Rodman, 2003). Combinations of sounds into 

words carry meaning that is conventional in each culture. It is therefore impossible to add a 

new meaning to a word if the purpose is for the listener to understand what has been said. 

There are, however, exceptions to this rule. Sometimes, new expressions are spontaneously 

created which do not exist officially when the desire is to reinforce something. In occasions 

like this, the listener has no trouble in understanding what the speaker wants to convey. An 

example of this could be something like: 

 

(1) The dentist who fixed my tooth was a real killer 

 

The speaker is of course not trying to say that the dentist is an actual killer. He simply wants 

to emphasise the fact that the dentist really hurt him when fixing his tooth and that if felt like 

he was being murdered. These kinds of metaphors are not officially recognized, but even so, 

they are used in everyday talk when trying to explain to the listener how a particular 

experience felt.  

 

Everyone who knows how to speak and understand a language also has a knowledge of 

thousands of words, what they mean and how they can be used to express thoughts. The 

information about words, morphemes and semantic properties that we carry around is called 

the mental lexicon (Cf. Fromkin and Rodman, 2003). Take sentence (2) as an example: 
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(2) The father borrowed ten pounds from his son, without telling him about it. 

 

If we have the word borrow in our mental lexicon, we would know that it means ‘taking 

something temporarily with the permission from the owner’. We know that in order to borrow 

something there must be some sort of agreement. However, by reading the second clause in 

the sentence we learn that the father took money from his son without asking for his son’s 

permission. In this sentence it is possible to extend the meaning of borrow and claim that in 

this context it is a nicer way of saying that the father actually stole his son’s money.  

It is possible to give the same verb different interpretations from the ones already 

mentioned above. Borrow immediately signals an action being performed in a certain 

direction. If the father had borrowed the money as it usually is borrowed, that is to say with 

the consent of his son, the money would have been handed from the son to the father. 

Therefore, it is possible to say that the verb borrow has the semantic property of motion, as 

well. A motion takes place in the performance of borrow. 

Knowing a word also includes knowledge of one or several definitions of a word. 

Father, for example, can be described as ‘male’, ‘adult’ and ‘parent’. Son, on the other hand 

is, ‘male’, ‘young’ and ‘child’. Both father and son have the definition of ‘human’. (See 

further Fromkin and Rodman, (2003:173-187).  

 
2.2 What is frame semantics? 

Frame semantics is used in order to be able to depict the semantic and syntactic properties of a 

word. Frame semantics is a way of representing a word and how that word relates to other 

participants, also called frame elements.1 In other words, and I quote from 

(http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/ (FAQs));  

 

Semantic frames are schematic representations of situation types (eating, spying, 
removing, classifying, etc.) together with lists of the kinds of participants, props, and 
other conceptual roles that are seen as components of such situations.  

 
 

                                                 
1 (http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/papers/crj_cjf2000.pdf) 

http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu
http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/papers/crj_cjf2000.pdf
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 A basic frame of where borrow and lend fit in semantically could look like this: 

 
 

(Fig. 2 A frame semantics of borrow and lend) 

 

The semantic frame of borrow and lend involves four different participants; the possessor, the 

receiver, the possession and sometimes the receiver’s offer. An object may be borrowed from 

the possessor, or the possessor can lend the object to someone. The receiver may offer 

something in return, but then the terms borrow and lend are replaced by rent, let, lease, buy 

etc. Borrow and lend describe the same action, but the two verbs put either the possessor or 

the receiver in focus. It is possible to say “I borrowed a car” where the receiver is the subject. 

The receiver is the one who does something actively and the possessor is the indirect object. 

“I lent him my car” on the other hand focuses on the possessor which is the subjective I and 

here the receiver is the indirect object. The choice between borrow or lend is a matter of what 

the purpose is for saying either of these two sentences above.  

Usually when talking about participants taking part in an event, other terms are used. 

The participants mentioned above take different thematic roles. Saeed defines the different 

thematic roles as follows (quoted from Saeed, 2003: 149-150): 

 

Agent: the initiator of some action, capable of acting with volition 

Patient: the entity undergoing the effect of some action, often undergoing 

some change in state 

Beneficiary: the entity for whose benefit the action was performed 

 

The possession 

(The receiver’s offer) 

The possessor/ 
Prepositional object  

The receiver/ 
Subject 

The receiver/ 
Prepositional object 

The  possessor/ 
Subject 

Lend 

Borrow 
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Thus, the terms first mentioned (Possessor, Possession, Receiver, Receiver’s offer) can be 

replaced by the standard terms Agent, Patient, Beneficiary. The conversion of terms is shown 

in figure 3: 

 

 
(Fig. 3 The conversion of the participant roles into thematic roles (Thorgren, 2005:5) 

 

As is illustrated in figure 3, the Possessor and the Receiver can be referred to as different 

thematic roles depending on the situation. When using the verb lend in a sentence, the 

Possessor becomes the Agent and the Receiver becomes the Beneficiary. The opposite is true 

in a sentence with the verb borrow. Consider sentences (3) and (4): 

 

(3) Tom lent a pencil to Lisa 

 

(4) Lisa borrowed a pencil from Tom 

 

In sentence (3), Tom is the Agent/Possessor and Lisa is the Beneficiary/Receiver. In sentence 

(4), Lisa is the Agent/Receiver and Tom is the Beneficiary/Possessor. Lisa and Tom continue 

to have the role of Possessor and Receiver respectively, but their thematic roles change. 

 

2.3 Borrow and lend 

The English language tends to have two opposite words describing different directions of the 

same action. The word-pair come and get shows precisely this, where it is possible to ‘come 

Possessor 

Possession 

Receiver 

Receiver’s offer 

Agent 
Beneficiary 

Patient (1) 

Beneficiary 
Agent 

Patient (2) 
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(here)’ and ‘get (there)’. Swedes have to add another word to the verb, thus come is “komma 

hit” and get is “komma dit”. Other verbs behaving similarly are bring and take where the 

Swedish language does not specify the direction of the object. Bring (here) and take (there) is 

simply “ta med” in Swedish. Another example of this phenomenon is borrow and lend, where 

an object is borrowed from a person, but lent to a person. Swedish does not mark these 

directions by using different words. Instead a second word is added to show in which way the 

object moves, thus borrow is “låna” and lend is “låna ut” (Cf. NESO/NSEO, 2000). The 

purpose of this essay is not to compare how the verbs behave in English and Swedish 

respectively, but it may be interesting to notice the fact that a direction of an object is marked 

by using another verb in, for example, the English language.  

The two verbs borrow and lend belong to the possession and transaction frame and they 

describe ownership, in the sense of what is currently socially accepted. The concept of 

‘ownership’ simply means that certain people have the right to control certain objects. The 

objects that they are entitled to control are their own property. We possess things that can be 

lent, donated, borrowed, bought, sold and stolen depending on whether or not money is 

involved. The definitions also depend on the concept of time and are illustrated in the 

following list: 

 

Lend: 

• Give away the book temporarily and get no money: lend 

• Give away the book temporarily and get (in exchange for) money: rent 

• Give away the book permanently and get no money: give, donate 

• Give away the book permanently and get (in exchange for) money: sell 

• Give away the book permanently without the receiver’s acceptance (and receive no  

money): No verb. It would have meant that you force someone to accept a gift. 

  

Borrow: 

• Get the book temporarily and give no money: borrow 

• Get the book temporarily and give (in exchange for) money: rent 

• Get the book permanently and give no money: receive  

• Get the book permanently in exchange for money: buy 

• Take the book permanently without the owner’s permission (and give no money): 

steal 
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Based on the definitions above, the necessary semantic dimensions in borrow and lend are the 

following: 

 

1. An accepted social convention that there is something called ownership, which means that 

somebody has the right to certain things; which is the property. 

2. A giver  

3. A receiver 

4. Property given and received 

5. The actual process of transferring the property. This essay is concerned with the process of 

‘borrowing’ and ‘lending’. 

6. Temporary duration of time when the transfer of property is valid 

7. Direction of the transfer of an object. This essay deals with to and from. 

 

However, there is no equivalent property, which usually is money, given in exchange for the 

property given and received. This would have caused the meaning to change and that would 

require different verbs such as rent, hire, let etc. Items two, three and four are participants in 

the transaction event, always represented by nouns, and number five is the process in the 

event, always represented by the verb. 

 

2.4 What are corpus, concordance and collocation? 

The following presentation of corpus, concordance and collocation is based on Sinclair 

(1991). 

 

2.4.1 Corpus 

A corpus has a selection of texts that are electronically stored. If a corpus contains texts from 

only one language it is called a monolingual corpus and if it contains several languages it is 

called a multilingual corpus (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_corpus). Sinclair’s definition 

of corpus is as follows: “A corpus is a collection of naturally-occurring language text, chosen 

to characterize a state or variety of a language” (Sinclair, 1991:171). Usually, a corpus 

contains millions of words because a language has such a huge variety of expressions and it is 

vital to have a large corpus in order to be able to analyse the structure of words in a language 

accurately. Sinclair mentions two different kinds of corpora, the ‘monitor corpus’ and the 

‘sample corpus’. The ’monitor corpus’ makes use of texts from books, newspapers, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_corpus
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magazines, articles and so on, whereas the ‘sample corpus’ only has a certain amount of text 

that are chosen with care. In this kind of corpus nothing is added or taken away (Cf. Sinclair 

1991). 

 

 

2.4.2 Concordance 

Concordance is a collection of word forms retrieved from a corpus and the concordance also 

shows how often a particular word occurs. Each word is still attached to the original text it 

belongs to. KWIC (Key Word in Context) is a concordance format that has been widely used 

for many years now. The KWIC format shows a line of text where it is possible to analyse 

what words mostly occur before and after that particular key word (Sinclair 1991:32). 

A search for a specific word or text in a corpus will have an extensive result, so when 

studying a text it is possible to arrange word-forms in different frequency lists. One type of 

list is to arrange the words in order of frequency. Sentence (5) would give the following 

result: 

 

 (5) A bird flew over a village  

A 2 

Bird 1 

Flew 1 

Over 1 

Village 1 

 

The information available in the frequency list may be arranged in different ways. The two 

most commonly used ones are alphabetical order and frequency order. The alphabetical order 

is preferred when there is an interest in analysing how often a particular word-form occurs. 

The words in a text may be sorted by frequency where the list begins with the words that 

occur most frequently and ends with the words that perhaps are only used once (Sinclair 

1991:30-31). 

 

2.4.3 Collocation 

A collocation is a set of words which often occur together. The word that is studied is called 

‘the node’, and the word or words surrounding it are called ‘collocates’. In a linguistic study, 

collocation may be of interest if the same combinations of words occur together repeatedly 
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(Sinclair 1991:170). In order to use a language competently, it is essential to have knowledge 

of collocations and to use them properly, because a sentence can be regarded as strange if a 

non-existing collocation has been used despite the fact that it is grammatically correct 

(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collocation, 2005). A heavy drinker, meaning ‘someone who 

drinks a lot’, is an example of a collocation that is widely accepted. However, the rule that 

heavy describes an event that takes place often does not apply in other circumstances. It is not 

possible to say ‘a heavy talker’ when referring to someone who talks a great deal.  

 

In the following chapters borrow and lend will be analysed further. Each verb will have its 

own chapter were they will be examined in greater detail in a literal sense as well as in a 

metaphorical sense.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collocation
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3. Corpus Data: Borrow 

 
3.1 Literal senses 

The literal meaning of borrow is defined in The Oxford guide to the English language as 

follows: “Get temporary use of (a thing or money): use (an idea etc) without being the 

inventor” (OGEL, 1984). 

The Concise Oxford dictionary has the following definition: “Get temporary use of 

(money or property to be returned; from or of person); adopt, use without being the true or 

original owner or inventor, derive from another, import from an alien source” (COD, 1976). 

Borrow is mostly used in sentences where the object or objects undergoing the action are 

inanimate things. If a person is borrowed the meaning for the sentences becomes more of a 

metaphorical kind.  

 

3.1.1 Frequencies of borrow 

Diagram 1 Frequency list of borrow arranged in order of frequency 

16

26

110

111

112

202

213

0 50 100 150 200 250

Borrows

Borrower

Borrow

Borrowers

To borrow

Borrowed

Borrowing

 
 

The reason why the frequency of borrowing is so high is because it occurs as a noun as well 

as a verb. For example, it exists in noun phrases such as “a borrowing cost” or “a bank 

borrowing”. The distinction between word classes is not always clear-cut. One sentence 

which came up as a result of borrowed in BNC was “a borrowed richness”. It is not very easy 

to establish whether borrowed in this sentence is a verb or an adjective. It could be a 
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peripheral adjective in the sense that it can function in an attribute position, ‘a borrowed 

richness’, or in a predicative position, ‘the richness is borrowed’, where borrowed functions 

as a subject complement.  

The extensive result of the words borrower and borrowers, which represents about 

seventeen percent of the result, suggests that the frequency of borrowing other people’s 

property has led to the concept of a borrower. The reason why borrowers is more common 

than borrower may be because the concept of a borrower is mostly mentioned as an 

expression for the clients of a bank or the customers of a library.  

 

Diagram 2 Frequency list of collocates surrounding borrow 
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In sixty two instances from was used in the first position and twenty nine times in the second 

position after the verb which emphasises the fact already stated that the direction of borrow 

goes from the giver to the receiver. Money had a result of twenty nine which may give a hint 

in what kinds of context borrow is usually mentioned. 

The resulted in 13 times in second position before the verb, 30 times in first position and 

63 times in second position after the verb. The in first position after the verb signals that the 

object borrowed is identified directly after the verb; “He borrowed the umbrella”. The in 

second position after the verb is twice as common where the giver is identified: “The umbrella 

was borrowed from the neighbour”. Could there be a desire of wanting to specify from 

whom the object was borrowed? 

 

3.1.2 Usage patterns 

Of all sentences which contained a modal auxiliary verb, only about two modal auxiliaries 

had the function of a question marker. Can was the most common modal auxiliary used and it 

2nd left 1st left 1st right 2nd right 
   Borrow 
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had a result of 15 in first position to the left of borrow. This auxiliary verb mostly occurred in 

statements of different kinds. This could supposedly be a sign of people assuming that there is 

no problem in borrowing someone else’s property. That it is not even necessary to be polite 

and ask a proper question. 

Among all the objects that occurred in sentences used with borrow, there seemed to be 

four of them which were mentioned more often than others. Money, books, phrase and term 

were most commonly used and in that specific order as well. Books can be borrowed from a 

library or from elsewhere, but the outcome is the same. The buyer or borrower of a book has 

the intention of reading it sometime in the future. The same thing applies for phrase and term 

which can be borrowed when one wishes to use an expression used or invented by someone 

else. Things are borrowed because they are needed by other people than the person possessing 

the object. It would be no use borrowing something useless. If someone says: “May I borrow 

your pencil for just a second?” the listener will assume that the borrower of the pencil will 

actually use it. It would probably be considered odd if someone borrowed a pencil just to hold 

it for a while or put it on the desk and then return it. When people lack things they borrow 

them from somebody else. 

According to the result from BNC, money is the object which is most frequently 

borrowed. This may give us a hint as to what exactly may be important to a culture. In some 

cases, people may want to borrow money because they think that it will help them reach their 

goal. Among many things, one goal for many people could be having a nice, big house and 

becoming successful and rich. However, borrowing money may be even more frequently used 

higher up in the society. Governments, companies, firms and countries borrow high amounts 

of money. Companies and firms borrow money from governments in order for their business 

to survive and governments borrow money from other countries in order for the country to 

survive. It seems as though there is not enough money on this planet and therefore everyone is 

trying to get as much of their share as possible by stealing, buying, borrowing etc.  

 

3.1.3 The difficulty of the concept of literal and non-literal meaning 

It is a subtle distinction between the literal and non-literal meaning of a word and it is 

not easy to distinguish what is what. François Recanati tries to define the concept of literal 

meaning as follows: “… the literal meaning of a linguistic expression is its conventional 

meaning: the meaning it has in virtue of the conventions which are constitutive of the 
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language” (Recanati, 2002:79)2 This statement could at first appear to be crystal clear, but 

unfortunately reality is a bit more complicated than that. One question arises when reading 

this and that is; what does ”conventional meaning” signify? What is conventional now may 

not have been conventional two generations ago. Take the word crane as an example. Crane 

is the name of a certain bird. But this is also the name of a type of lifting machine. It got its 

name due to the resemblance between the bird and machine. The crane as a lifting machine 

was a kind of metaphor of the bird crane when it was invented. However, it is very doubtful 

whether we would consider this name to be a metaphor today. Here it is impossible to 

establish what the literal meaning is, since it has never had another name besides crane.  

Other types of metaphors are all the different expressions a language has for certain 

phenomenon such as ‘hunger’. The sentences (6), (7), (8) and (9) are quoted from Saeed 

(2003:15): 

 

(6) I’m hungry. 

(7) I’m starving. 

(8) I could eat a horse. 

(9) My stomach thinks my throat’s cut. 

 

Of all these four sentences, only sentence (6) could be considered to be literal. Although (7) is 

more of a metaphorical sense than (6) it is doubtful whether (7) would be regarded as having a 

non-literal meaning. It is a fairly common expression these days and if someone were to utter 

this sentence it is quite certain that no one would think that he or she was actually starving. 

Here is another case of where literal and non-literal meaning coincide. All languages are full 

of old and new metaphors which make it almost impossible to separate literal from non-literal 

usage. Metaphors have always existed and Saeed argues that “… one of the ways languages 

change over time is by speakers shifting the meanings of words to fit new conditions” 

(2003:15). Basically, what he is saying here is that in order for the language to develop and 

change metaphors are needed. Metaphors are created and at first everyone can tell that they 

are metaphors. But as time goes by, people will find it more and more difficult to distinguish 

what is a non-literal sense of a word and what is not. It is doubtful whether people know that 

crane, as mentioned earlier, is a metaphor or not simply because the meaning of ‘crane as a 

                                                 
2 http://jeannicod.ccsd.cnrs.fr/documents/disk0/00/00/02/90/ 
 

http://jeannicod.ccsd.cnrs.fr/documents/disk0/00/00/02/90
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large lifting tool’ has existed for such a long time. People living now may not even be aware 

of the fact that it used to have a non-literal meaning. 

 

3.2 Metaphorical senses 

OGEL defines the concept of metaphors as follows: “Transferred use of a word or phrase, 

suggesting comparison with its basic meaning” (OGEL, 1984). According to WDT the word 

metaphor comes from Greek (metapherein) where meta- equals beyond, over and pherein 

carry (WDT, 1999). Thus a metaphor could be explained as being a tool which carries a 

meaning of a word beyond its literal sense. As is apparent, a metaphor is a highly complex 

part of our language where it is sufficient to have knowledge of the literal sense in order to 

understand the metaphorical sense. Consider sentence (10) and (11): 

 

(10) Can I borrow you for just a second? 

(11) May I borrow your attention, please? 

 

Here borrow is used metaphorically. Suppose that someone utters question (10) to a person 

who only has knowledge of the literal meaning of borrow and cannot interpret it as a 

figurative expression. Then this sentence will sound rather peculiar and he may ask himself 

for what purpose this someone wants to borrow him and if it is even possible to borrow a 

human being in the same way as with things. A person who interprets this question as a 

metaphor understands that someone wants to have a quick talk with him or her. In sentence 

(11) someone’s attention could be seen as a concrete object which belongs to a particular 

person and therefore can be borrowed by others at certain times. Sentence (12) and (13) are 

just as difficult to understand without the knowledge of literal versus non-literal meaning. The 

following sentences are quoted from BNC: 

 

(12) He governs, so far as he is able to, on borrowed time because none of the groups 

contending for power yet feels strong enough to make a grab for it. 

 

(13) They say she is on borrowed time, someone else said.  

 

Considering the literal aspect of borrow it is impossible to borrow time. Time cannot be 

bought, borrowed, lent, stolen etc. because it passes and there is nothing anyone can do about 

that. However, as a figure of speech it is possible to borrow time. Sentence (12) describes an 
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event which is bound to end within a short period of time. This person is still in control but he 

lives on borrowed time because as soon as one of the groups is ready to be in charge he will 

lose his position. The expression ‘borrowed time’ suggests that sooner or later he has to 

“return” the time which does not really belong to him and therefore is not considered to be his 

entirely.  

Sentence (13) describes an event which should not have taken place. This woman is on 

borrowed time for some unknown reason. It could be that she has a disease which she will not 

recover from or she could be involved in illegal business and is now about to get caught. 

Either way she has access to time which is not looked upon as being her time.  

 

3.2.1 How are metaphors interpreted? 

The three claims listed below give a suggestion as to what knowledge is necessary to have in 

order to interpret metaphors correctly. The following bullet points are quoted from an essay 

written by Julius M. Moravcsik (2001: 254): 

 

• Interpretation of metaphor requires the mastery of literal uses of language. 

• An adequate interpretation of metaphor requires awareness of the productivity of the 

lexicon, and the holistic nature of the understanding of lexical meaning that cannot be 

analyzed as merely the sum of parts. 

• Understanding a metaphor requires lifting out of a literal sense a layer of meaning that 

constitutes an underspecified concept.  

 

As mentioned earlier, it is important to have full knowledge of a language and the literal uses 

of a word in order to understand the metaphorical meanings. However, it is of equal 

importance to have the ability to interpret the meaning of a word when the meaning itself goes 

beyond analysing the words. The ability to read between the lines is necessary for the 

interpretation of a metaphor.  

David Lee argues that: “A metaphor is essentially a device that involves conceptualising 

one domain of experience in terms of another” (Lee, 2001:6). This is quite logical, because to 

be able to understand and describe abstract things such as feelings, conditions and so on, we 

need to make use of concrete objects or meanings. Take the word ice-cold as an example. 

Here a parallel is drawn between the feeling that something is cold and the object ice. What is 

really conveyed by uttering the word ice-cold is that the object referred to is ‘cold as ice’. 
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This person has the experience of ice being cold and when having the desire to describe the 

abstract feeling of cold he or she uses a metaphor to bring forth the message.  

Metaphors are used daily, whether people are aware of it or not, because a language 

contains expressions which were once thought to be metaphors but as time goes by these 

metaphors have integrated into the language. Therefore, it is difficult to make a distinction 

between literal and non-literal usage. Some linguists, among them the linguists Lakoff and 

Johnson, have suggested that no distinction should be made between literal and non-literal 

usage. According to Saeed “such scholars see metaphor as an integral part of human 

categorization: a basic way of organizing our thoughts about the world”. Thus, Lakoff and 

Johnson’s “Time is money” is a conceptual metaphor of a group of different expressions, 

which are listed below. (14) – (19) are quoted from Saeed (2003:16-17): 

 

(14) You’re wasting my time. 

(15) This gadget will save you hours. 

(16) I don’t have the time to give you. 

(17) How do you spend your time these days? 

(18) That flat tire cost me an hour. 

(19) I’ve invested a lot of time in her. 

 

Sentences (14) - (19) could be considered to be metaphors, where an attempt has been made 

to try and convert the abstract object of time into the concrete object of money. These 

sentences give a notion of how our culture tends to think of time as something that can be 

used in the same way as money. That is to say it can be wasted, spent, saved etc. Metaphors 

are used in order to explain a word or phenomenon further, because a word becomes more 

comprehensible when a simile is made. 

 

3.2.2 Metaphors from BNC 

It is difficult to decide what a metaphor versus the literal sense of a verb is. People have 

different opinions about this and we do not always agree on the matter. Therefore, five criteria 

have been stated below which may describe when a verb is used in its literal sense and why it 

is considered to be literal or non-literal. 
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Criteria of under what circumstances a verb is used in its literal sense: 

 

1. Someone who borrows something is a person. 

2. When the object is borrowed from a person. 

3. The borrowing is of temporary duration. 

4. There is an agreement between the borrower and lender. 

5. The object borrowed is concrete and inanimate. 

 

These five criteria have been applied in sentences (20) – (31) where I have tried to establish 

whether it is possible to decide if a sentence is literal or non-literal simply by following the 

rules above. The examples (20) – (31) are taken from BNC and are a sample of the appearing 

metaphors. The total number of metaphors with borrow from BNC was 44. 

 

(20) Adventurous chefs who can borrow techniques where appropriate. 

(21) His designs borrow freely from both ancient Egypt and modern architecture’s 

greatest hits. 

(22) Indra is no longer to borrow Miss Harrison’s descriptive phrase. 

(23) Why did I have to borrow the correspondences? 

(24) We are, after all, familiar enough with the tragedy of a certain feeling which is 

obliged to borrow its expression from the opposite feeling so as to escape from the 

myrmidons of the law. 

(25) Scobie appears to borrow the connection from an article. 

(26) A fairly successful artist – he makes abstract expressionist constructions which 

borrow motifs from primitive rituals. 

(27) The indecency is borrowed – at heart they’re workers, tinkers. 

(28) Jay borrowed Lucy’s pre-occupied indifference for the next little while. 

(29) He governs, so far as he’s able to, on borrowed time because none of the groups 

contending for power yet feels strong enough to make a grab for it. 

(30) The word favoured by headline-writers was tarnished, although any luster North 

had had in the media was not much more than the borrowed glow of stars whom he 

superficially resembled. 

(31) McQuaid always said they set out to stop you, Sheila said with borrowed 

vehemence. 
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In order for this to be more comprehensible, (20) - (31) have been inserted in the table below 

where it is listed what sentences fit the criteria of the definitions. ‘+’ indicates that a sentence 

conforms to a specified feature and ’–‘ that it runs counter to it. ‘0’ indicates the absence of 

the criterion from a sentence. 

 

Table 1 Criteria of literal or non-literal sentences with borrow 

 

Criteria: 
 
 

Sentences: 

Subject is a 
person 

Indirect 
object is a 

person 

Temporary 
duration 

Agreement 
between 

lender and 
borrower 

Concrete and 
inanimate 

object 

(20) + 0 – – – 

(21) – – – – 0 

(22) + + – – – 

(23) + 0 – – – 

(24) – – – – – 

(25) + – – – – 

(26) – – – – – 

(27) 0 0 – – – 

(28) + + – – – 

(29) 0 0 + – – 

(30) 0 + – – – 

(31) + – – – – 

 

Almost every sentence has a subject and an indirect object which are people rather than 

inanimate things. None of the examples had an agreement between borrower and lender and 

only (29) expressed temporary duration. Of these 12 sentences only (24) and (26) disagreed 

with all of the five criteria. As is apparent, there are some differences between the examples 

listed in table 1. The definition of a metaphor is not always clear-cut and the opinion of the 

concept is relative.  

Table 1 shows a clear pattern where concrete objects are never borrowed. Perhaps it is 

then possible to draw the conclusion that when an inanimate abstract object is borrowed the 

sentence has more of a non-literal meaning. Let us compare the sentences (20) – (31) with a 

typical sentence with a literal meaning.  
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(32) Mary borrowed her father’s car, but was to return it the same day. 

 

Example (32) conforms to all five criteria and here it is possible to say that borrow is used in 

its most literal sense. It is quite logical to claim that only concrete objects can be borrowed for 

the natural reason that an abstract object cannot go from the lender’s hand to that of the 

borrower simply because it is not touchable. However, then the next problem arises. What is a 

concrete versus an abstract object? In example (22) Indra ‘borrowed a phrase’. A phrase can 

be concrete in the sense that it exists on paper and then it is possible to see it and touch it. 

Phrase is perhaps more concrete than the abstract noun music is which we can never see nor 

hold in our hands. However, when comparing it to a real concrete object such as book, the 

word phrase is no longer concrete to a hundred percent. Everything is relative and the facts 

change depending on the context. 

The person borrowed from, that is to say the lender, is seldom mentioned and because of 

this an agreement cannot exist. Therefore, a certain period of time under which the item is 

borrowed does not exist. An object is simply borrowed. 
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4. Corpus Data: Lend 

 
4.1 Literal senses 

COD has the following definition of lend: “Grant (to person) use of (thing) on understanding 

that it or its equivalent shall be returned; allow use of (money) at interest, or of (books etc) for 

hire” (COD, 1976).  

LCE describes the meaning of lend as follows: “To give (someone) the possession or 

use of (something, such as money or a car) for a limited time” (LCE, 1978). 

 

4.1.1 Frequencies of lend 

Diagram 3 Frequency list of lend 

37
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Lending exists as a noun in noun phrases such as ‘a lending bank’, ‘lending rate’ and ‘a 

lending institution’. It also exists in non-finite verb phrases as a concept, for example: ‘… by 

lending aggressively…’ Lender and lenders had a result of 137 which clearly shows that 

people lending things to other people is such a common event that the concept of a lender has 

been established and is now widely accepted.  
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Diagram 4 Frequency list of collocates surrounding lend 
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Bank was mentioned 17 times in first position before the verb which gives the suggestion that 

banks lend money so often that ‘bank lending’ has become an accepted expression. To 

occurred 72 times in first position before the verb, 34 times in first position after the verb and 

104 times in second position after the verb. This may show that it is more common to say: ‘He 

lends money to him’ than ‘he wanted to lend to him’. People might want to specify what it is 

that they are lending. The result from BNC reveals that money has a frequency of 29 which is 

the highest score of the two objects mentioned in first and second position after the verb. The 

other object is hand. It seems as though people are lending money and a hand more often than 

other things. 

Two metaphors were quite common and they were: ‘lend itself to something/someone’ 

which had a result of 29 and ‘lend a hand’ which was mentioned 11 times. The former 

expression means ‘suitable’ or ‘appropriate’ and the latter means ‘to help someone’ (See 4.2). 

 

4.1.2 Usage patterns 

Since people mostly seem to borrow money, it is quite natural that lending money is just as 

common. One subject mentioned frequently in this connection is bank. Insignificant amounts 

of money may be borrowed and lent between people, but larger sums are lent by the bank or 

in some cases the money is lent by other financial institutions, countries or societies.  

We also lend things in figures of speech. ‘To lend someone a hand’ is very frequently 

used as well as ’lend somebody an ear’. Finally, the more ordinary objects such as, cars, 

clothes, copies of different kind etc. are lent. 

2nd left 1st left 1st right 2nd right 
   Lend 
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It must be assumed that lending happens or takes place for a reason. It is very doubtful 

whether anyone would lend something to a person who had not asked for it nor wanted it in 

the first place. Sentence (33) is taken from BNC. 

 

 (33) Dot didn’t have a milk-mug but the teacher lent her one. 

 

Sentence (33) lets us know that Dot was presumably the first one to ask the teacher if she 

could borrow the milk-mug since she did not have one of her own. Objects are usually lent 

after someone has asked for them. People would probably find it surprising if someone came 

up to them and lent something to him or her totally unexpectedly. It would even appear to be a 

somewhat odd thing to do. It is possible to say that, on some level, society is based on people 

or institutions possessing property of different kinds and borrowing and lending things to each 

other to even up what other people lack. The teacher lent Dot the milk-mug because she did 

not have one and she needed it. 

The use of modal auxiliaries gives further support to my theory. When someone does 

not have a specific thing it is possible to borrow it from someone else, and this someone else 

is more or less bound to lend it. The result from BNC shows that we tend to make a statement 

rather than ask a question. Not even five of all the sentences where a modal auxiliary was 

used were a proper question. Another point to make is that it may be more common to make a 

question using borrow rather than lend. One theory could be that people tend to see it from 

their own point of view, thus instead of saying “Could you lend me your phone for a minute?” 

it may be preferred to say “Could I borrow your phone for a moment?”  

Will was most frequently used as a statement or to express future time. Can was used in 

most of the questions as opposed to may which was never used in questions. This may be a 

sign that people find the use of may in questions to be too formal and therefore use it only in 

statements to express uncertainty. 

 
4.2 Metaphorical senses 

Criteria of under what circumstances a verb is used in its literal sense: 
 

1 The lender is a person. 

2 The receiver is a person 

3 The lending is of temporary duration. 

4 There is an agreement between the borrower and lender. 

5 The object lent is concrete and inanimate. 
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In the examples (34) – (45) the rules have been applied. The following sentences are quoted 

from BNC and are a selection of metaphors mentioned there. The total number of 

metaphorical sentences taken from BNC was 149. 

 

(34) So open your book and lend an ear. 

(35) Thought I’d come along and lend a hand, he smiled at Maggie. 

(36) Education is important in enabling rural people to organise and plan, as much as it 

is in ensuring that the urban majority understand the nature of rural problems and lend 

their support to solving them. 

(37) Pastiche is a dualistic activity, and it is an activity which can lend itself to the 

expression of paranoid feelings and unacted desires. 

(38) Given what has happened in Britain, certain enterprises could lend themselves to 

being sold to the Polish public who, surprisingly, might have a few difficulties putting 

up hard cash to buy shares. 

(39) Their stately spikes of white flowers lend a certain elegance in early autumn… 

(40) It is essential that the Security Service should be kept absolutely free from political 

bias of influence and nothing should be done that might lend colour to any suggestion 

that it is concerned with the interests of any particular section of the community… 

(41) So the tactic in a dispute was to persuade as many people as possible to lend their 

voice, to show concern, and to mediate. 

(42) The heaviest green voting was in the Tory south, lending weight to the belief that 

many voters were disenchanted Tories casting a vote against an unpopular government. 

(43) This very early phase of the Bronze Age was also marked by the appearance of a 

distinctive ceramic form called the Beaker, which also lends its name to this period of 

transition from the Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age. 

(44) The use of his name and his connection with the area, particularly with the Physic 

Garden and also his reputation abroad, lent an air of authority to these pieces of 

china… 

(45) She might even feel that he has at least lent a new understanding to such lines as 

“There’s nothing serious in mortality”. 

 

Sentences (34) – (45) have been inserted in the table below, giving an overview of where the 

sentences conform to the criteria and where they do not. 
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Table 2 Criteria of literal or non-literal sentences with lend 

 

Criteria: 
 
 

Sentences: 

Lender is a 
person 

The receiver 
is a person 

Temporary 
duration 

Agreement 
between 

lender and 
borrower 

Concrete and 
inanimate 

object 

(34) + 0 + + + 

(35) + 0 + – + 

(36) + 0 – – – 

(37) – – – – – 

(38) – – – – – 

(39) – – + – – 

(40) 0 – – – – 

(41) + 0 – – – 

(42) 0 – – – – 

(43) – – – – – 

(44) 0 – – – – 

(45) + – – – – 

 

By examining this table it is possible to see that there are no sentences where all criteria are 

applied. Therefore it must be assumed that (34) – (45) are more or less expressed non-literally 

which usually indicates metaphorical use of, in this case, borrowing or lending abstract things. 

For example sentence (41) where people could ‘lend their voice’. Voice is an object which is 

impossible to see and feel and therefore it is impossible to lend this in the literal sense of the 

meaning. However, if a voice is lent it must have another meaning, namely to say that 

something is wrong and give support to this. Having said that, things get somewhat confused 

if we consider sentences (34) and (35) where a concrete object is transferred between two 

people. The lending is of temporary duration and in (34) there is an agreement between the 

giver and receiver. Since (35) is of a questionable kind, no agreement exists between the two 

parts. 

Everything indicates that these two sentences are of a literal kind, yet they are 

metaphors in the best sense of the word. How can this be? First of all the actual meaning of 

lend is for an object to move from one person towards another. And it is not possible to cut 

off an ear or a hand, give it to someone who will later on return it and once again attach it to 
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the body. Besides, things are borrowed and lent because they may be of use to other people, 

but and ear or hand will be useless without the rest of the body and few people would borrow 

something which they would not have any use of. Given that, it is quite obvious that the 

lender wants to perform something with the ear or hand rather that just lending the actual 

object. ‘Lend an ear’ thus means that the speaker wants his or her attention. The borrower of 

the ear wants what the ear can do, which is to listen. The same thing goes for ‘lend a hand’ 

where it is assumed that the borrower could use an extra pair of hands. That is to say; the 

lender is offering to help. 

According to the table, temporary duration is seldom expressed and without the limited 

time, during which something is lent, no actual lending could be performed. All sentences 

except (34), (35) and (39) lack temporary duration. (44) uses the expression ‘lend an air to 

something’ where the word lend refers to the entire preceding clause. Lend in this sentence 

has no motion and it does not even have a person performing the action. (40) and (42) are of 

the same kind, where ‘lend colour’ and ‘lend weight’ refers back to what has been said earlier 

in the text. The former expression is defined in LPV as “to make (something) seem more 

likely” (LPV, 1983). The latter one expresses a reinforcement of a statement to be accurate. 
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5. Comparison between borrow and lend 

 

Diagram 5 Overview of borrow and lend  
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As is evident from diagram 5, borrow is used more frequently than lend. This gives further 

support to the already stated theory, which is that people tend to use the verb that expresses 

their own point of view. It is more interesting to say what has been borrowed rather than what 

has been lent. “I borrowed this hammer from Mike yesterday” may be more common to say, 

because the subject of the sentence has borrowed it for a reason and that is to use it. “I lent a 

hammer to Mike yesterday” is less common, because the subjective I who has lent the object, 

has no personal interest in lending the hammer. He simply does it as a favour because 

someone else needed to borrow it. Having said that, how can it then be that the frequency of 

lender/lenders is higher compared to borrower/borrowers? One reason may be because there 

are two expressions in which lender/lenders appear quite often and that is in ‘mortgage 

lender’ and ‘money lender’ whereas borrower is not combined with another word.  

The present tense of lend has a frequency of 22.9 % and the past tense is used in 16.6 % 

of all cases. The opposite is true of borrow where 15.9 % belongs to the present tense and 

25.6 % to the past tense. Lend appears mostly in the present tense and borrow in the past 

tense. One possible reason why this is so, may be because metaphors with borrow appeared 

more frequently in the past tense, and metaphors with lend appeared more often in the present 

tense. Another possibility is that sentences notifying general statements usually exist in the 

present tense. 

Borrow (f =790) 
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Present tense
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There is a slight difference between what objects are borrowed and lent. Money, books, 

phrase and term are the objects most frequently borrowed. ‘Lend money’ is of course very 

often used, but the rest of the objects are more of an abstract kind. Expressions such as lend 

weight, lend itself and lend colour are quite common.  

There is a huge difference between the numbers of metaphors with borrow and lend 

where borrow appears in 44 metaphorical expressions and lend in 149, which is 5.5 % and 

23.1 % respectively out of their total occurrences. 

 

Table 3 List of abstract objects used with borrow and lend 

 

Borrow Lend 

Techniques 

Term 

Phrase 

Style 

Motif 

Connection 

Correspondences 

Expression 

Influences 

Notion 

Light 

Time 

vehemence 

Colour 

Weight 

Itself 

Themselves 

Hand 

Ear 

Credence 

Significance 

Air 

Credibility 

Support 

Voice 

Elegance 

 

The abstract objects have the same function as the concrete objects, which are things that can 

be useful to the borrower. The purpose of borrowing expressions, terms, notions and phrases 

is because they are needed in other contexts than the original one. What is actually meant by 

borrowing these words is that something is quoted orally or literary. ‘Borrow a technique’ or 

‘borrow a style’ signifies someone copying for example a dance move or a writing style. It is 

usually people who borrow in these metaphorical expressions, but that is not the case with the 

metaphorical uses of lend. When lend is used in a non-literal sense it is most often used as a 

means of referring back to a previous clause. (46) is quoted from BNC: 
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(46) Research in Mexico, Colombia and Venezuela, carried out several years after 

Turner’s work, lends support to some aspects of the Turner thesis, but not others. 

 

In example (46) lends refers back to the first clause and its subject research which is the 

object that lends support. ‘Lend support’ is another expression of emphasising something, in 

this case aspect.  

It appears as though lend abandons its original meaning when it expresses a 

metaphorical sense of the verb. Lend credence or lend elegance are two examples of 

metaphors where lend no longer takes on the meaning of ‘lending’. It has already been said 

that metaphors involving lend show a lack of temporary duration and there is no agreement 

between the borrower and lender. As a consequence of this, it may be appropriate to claim 

that the meaning of lend has moved on towards the meaning of give. In (42) the Tory south 

voting gave weight to the belief that they were unhappy with the government. Lend weight 

and give weight are practically the same thing in this example.  
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6. Summary and Conclusion 

 

This essay has dealt with the verbs borrow and lend and the purpose of this paper was to find 

out what possible differences there are between the two verbs. In order to collect data of 

borrow and lend, a computer search program called MP2.2 was used which was applied from 

the A file of the British National Corpus. The result from the search program was as follows: 

 

• Borrow had a frequency of 790 

• Lend had a frequency of 641 

 

The result shows that people tend to choose borrow rather than lend. However, 23.1 % of the 

result with lend was of a metaphorical kind compared to borrow which only had a result of 

5.5 %. So, borrow has a higher usage frequency when it comes to borrowing concrete objects 

and the reverse is true of lend. The concrete objects which were mostly borrowed were money 

and books and the more abstract objects borrowed were phrase and term. Money and books 

are lent as well, but the similarities end there. Instead of lending concrete objects, it seems to 

be quite common to lend more abstract things such as colour, weight, support, voice etc.  

The metaphors used in this essay almost always seemed to lack three very important 

elements which a sentence expressing literal meaning has. These metaphors did not express 

temporary duration, there was no agreement between the borrower and lender and the objects 

undergoing the action were more of an abstract kind.  

Borrow and lend are sometimes used with different objects and in different contexts 

which shows that there are a few differences between the verbs even though they describe the 

same action.  



 

 31  

7. References 

 
Primary sources: 
British National Corpus 
 
Secondary sources: 
Burchfield, R. (Chief Editor) (1984) The Oxford Guide to the English Language. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 
Courtney, R. (1983) Longman Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs. Essex Harlow: Longman Group Limited 
Fillmore, C. J. (year unknown) ‘The FrameNet tagset for frame-semantic and syntactic coding of predicate-

argument structure’. http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/papers/crj_cjf2000.pdf (October 14, 2005) 
Fromkin, V. Rodman, R. Hyams, N. (2003) An introduction to language. Boston: Heinle. 
Lee, D. (2001) Cognitive Linguistics an introduction. Viktoria: Oxford University Press. 
Moravcsik, J. M. (2001) ‘Metaphor, Creative Understanding, and the Generative Lexicon’. In Bouillon, P. & 

Busa, F. (eds), The language of word meaning. Cambridge: Cambridg University Press. 
Proctor, P. (editor-in-chief) (1978) Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English. Bath: The Pitman Press. 
Recanati, F. (2002) Literal meaning. http://jeannicod.ccsd.cnrs.fr/documents/disk0/00/00/02/90/ (November 23, 

2005) 
Saeed, J. I. (2003) Semantics. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing. 
Sinclair, J. (1991) Corpus, Concordance, Collocation. Oxford : Oxford University Press. 
Sjödin, Maria (Project leader) (2000) Norstedts stora engelsk-svenska ordbok. Gjøvik: AiT. 
Sjödin, Maria (Project leader) (2000) Norstedts stora svensk-engelska ordbok. Gjøvik: AiT. 
Sykes, J.B (Editor) (1976) The Concise Oxford Dictionary. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Thorgren, S (2005) Transaction verbs: A lexical and semantic analysis of Rob and Steal. Luleå: Linguists in the 

Midnight Sun. 
Webster’s Dictionary and Thesaurus. Chicago 1999: Trident Press International. 
Author unknown, (2005) ‘Collocation’ http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collocation (October 14, 2005) 
Author unknown, (2005) ‘Text Corpus’ http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_corpus  (October 14, 2005) 
Author unknown, (2005) ‘What is a frame and how do you know they you’ve got one?’ 

http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu (FAQs) (October 14, 2005) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu/papers/crj_cjf2000.pdf
http://jeannicod.ccsd.cnrs.fr/documents/disk0/00/00/02/90
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collocation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Text_corpus
http://framenet.icsi.berkeley.edu



