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Conceptual Metaphors Are Embedded 
In Our Language

>More abstract concepts are understood in terms of more 
concrete concepts

>Source domain – concrete concepts
>Target domain – abstract concepts
>Systematic correspondences between  source and target 

domains

Target Source

Conceptual Metaphor 
Theory

Our most important abstract concepts (e.g., time, 
causation, mind, knowledge, love, morality, politics) are 
defined by metaphor, often by multiple inconsistent 
metaphors.
Metaphor is conceptual--a matter of thought and not 
merely a use of words.
Our reasoning and knowledge are built on these 
metaphors, which have their own internal logic and support 
inferences.

Conceptual Metaphor Theory

Conceptual Metaphors

>Time is money
>Time is a location
> Idea is building
>Argument is war

Image Metaphors

• Her waist is an hour glass
• His arms are sticks

TIME IS MONEY

• Time is a valuable 
commodity in Western 
culture
• A limited resource 
used to accomplish 
goals TIME IS A LOCATION

I fear trouble up 
ahead.

There’s going to be 
profit for us down 
the road.
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TIME IS A LOCATION

We’re coming up 
on Christmas.

We’ve reached the 
final week of the 
term.

IDEA IS BUILDING

His novel lacks a discernible 
structure.

Building a working hypothesis can 
take a lot of effort in this field.

IDEA IS BUILDING

His theory lacks a 
solid foundation.

ARGUMENT IS WAR

• Your claims are 
indefensible.
• He attacked every 
weak point in my 
argument.

ARGUMENT IS WAR

• His criticisms were right on 
target.
• If you use that strategy, he’ll 
wipe you out.

Examining TRADE Metaphors in 
State of the Union Addresses

Christian Burgers (Vrije) & Kathleen Ahrens 
(PolyU)



12/14/19

3

Economic metaphors

• Subtle differences in the use of economic metaphors 
between languages (Charteris-Black & Musolff 2003; Semino 2002; Wang, Runtsova, 

& Chen 2013) and genres (Skorczynska & Deignan 2006)

• Economic metaphors relatively similar and stable across 
languages (Arrese & Vara-Miguel 2016; Bratoz 2004; Negro 2016)

• Our study: Diachronic approach 

• How does the metaphorical framing of one target concept 
in economic discourse (‘trade’) change over time? 

Trade

>Target term used since at least the 18th century
>No semantic shift in target term

Change (Burgers, 2016)
>Fundamental change

Physical object à
Physical object

(Incremental 
Change)

Physical object à
Living being

(Fundamental 
Change)

Research Questions (RQ)

>RQ1: How does attention to the topic of trade vary over 
time?  (Control)

>RQ2: How does the use of specific trade metaphors vary 
over time? (Fundamental change)

>RQ3: How does the meaning of trade metaphors change? 
(Incremental change)

Method - Corpus

>State of the Union (SOU) speeches
• Mandated in the US Constitution
• Between 1790-2014, in every year, at least one SOU 

speech held (with the exception of 1933)
• Forty-two different US Presidents

• 1,825,258 words 

Method - Procedure

>Cases of ‘trade’

• 1,159 cases

• Excluded proper nouns (‘World Trade Center’)

• 1,121 cases for analysis

https://digital.lib.hkbu.edu.hk/corpus/

>Metaphor

• Coded with MIPVU + historical dictionaries (Webster)

• Source domains from previous studies

• Intercoder reliability at least “substantial”; κ>.60 (Landis & Koch, 

1977)
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Research Questions (RQ)

>RQ1: How does attention to the topic of trade vary over 
time?  (Control)

>RQ2: How does the use of specific trade metaphors vary 
over time? (Fundamental change)

>RQ3: How does the meaning of trade metaphors change? 
(Incremental change)

Conclusion

q Success factors for longer use of metaphors:
qMetaphors high in the concreteness 

dimension of physicality and low in the 
concreteness dimension of specificity are 
likeliest to be used over longer time periods

q Limitations:
q Specific set of speeches
qWhat about change: 

qacross different types of media?
qacross different languages?
qacross different cultures?

Profession Specific 
Corpora

Research Centre for 
Professional 
Communication in 
English

http://rcpce.engl.polyu.edu.hk
24

http://rcpce.engl.polyu.edu.hk/
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RCPCE Profession-specific Corpora
Professional Communication English Corpora

1. Hong Kong Corpus of Spoken English 1.0m words
2. Hong Kong Corpus of Surveying and Construction Engineering 5.7m 

words
3. Hong Kong Engineering Corpus 9.2m words
4. Hong Kong Financial Services Corpus 7.3m words
5. Hong Kong Policy Address Corpus 0.3m words
6. Hong Kong Corpus of Corporate Governance Reports 1.0m words
7. Hong Kong Corpus of Corruption Prevention 0.5m words
8. Corpus of Research Articles 2007 5.6m words
9. Corpus of Journal Articles 2014 6.0m words
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RCPCE Profession-specific Corpora

Political and Governmental Addresses Corpora

10. Addresses by the Hong Kong Governors and the Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region Chief Executives

11. Speeches by the Republic of China (Taiwan) Presidents
12. Reports on the work of the government by the Premier of the State Council, 

People's Republic of China
13. Hong Kong Budget Corpus
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Hong Kong Financial Services Corpus

The HKFSC is compiled for users to learn more about the language of 
the financial services industry, in particular the study of the patterns of 
use of specific words and phrases.

The HKFSC corpus searches display only short segments of texts (12 
words either side of the word(s) being studied), and therefore the 
complete texts contained in the HKFSC are not available to the user to 
either read in their entirety or to download.
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Hong Kong Financial Services Corpus
• Annual Report (1,274,981 words)

• Bank Service Charges (20,545 words)

• Brochure (12,348 words)

• Circular (401,262 words)

• Codes (24,600 words)

• Corporate Announcement (88,281 words)

• Factsheet (14,528 words)

• Fund Description (17,707 words)

• Fund Report (69,616 words)

• General Meeting (27,701 words)

• Guidelines (131,522 words)

• Insurance Policy (16,258 words)

• Insurance Product Description (103,478 words)
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• Interim Report (605,273 words)

• Investment Product Description (340,029 words)

• Media Release (889,963 words)

• Model Agreement (7,005 words)

• Ordinance (384,950 words)

• Principle (1,441 words)

• Procedures1 (1,171 words)

• Prospectus (1,959,667 words)

• Results Announcement (321,542 words)

• Rules (5,611 words)

• Speech (610,194 words)

• Standards (12,488 words

Online corpora search functions
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Easy to use interfaces for visitors to search 
for authentic language usage examples of 
different professions in the RCPCE 
Profession-specific Corpora

Online corpora search functions
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Change in Metaphorical Framing: Metaphors of TRADE in 225 Years of State of the Union 

Addresses (1790–2014)

APPLIED LINGUISTICS: https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amy055

Christian Burgers Kathleen Ahrens
Department of Communication Science Department of English
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam Hong Kong Polytechnic University

Grant  #275-89-020 
Grant # 040-11-604 GRF #1210014

https://doi.org/10.1093/applin/amy055

