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On the Use of Metaphors in the Language of Business, Finance and Economics
Éva Kovács

1. Introduction

As the title of my paper suggests, my primary aim is to investigate how metaphors are manifested in business discourse. Besides, I will give a brief insight into the discourse functions of metaphors in business English as well.

As a way of introduction, let us have a closer look at the term ‘metaphor’. Hearing the word ’metaphor’, we usually think of a device commonly used by poets for aesthetic and rhetorical purposes.

As a rhetorical device, a metaphor is described by Fowler (1987: 144) like this:

„In general, a metaphor ascribes to some thing or action X a property Y which it could not literally possess in that context”.
The American poet, Robert Frost (1874-1963) is notably a poet of metaphors more than anything else. To Frost, metaphor is really what poetry is all about. In his essay entitled Education by Poetry, Frost (1931) says the following:

"Poetry begins in trivial metaphors, pretty metaphors, 'grace metaphors,' and goes on to the profoundest thinking that we have. Poetry provides the one permissible way of saying one thing and meaning another. People say, 'Why don't you say what you mean?' We never do that, do we, being all of us too much poets. We like to talk in parables and in hints and in indirections - whether from diffidence or from some other instinct".
Later on Frost goes on to argue that „all thinking, except mathematical thinking, is metaphorical, or all thinking except scientific thinking”. This observation of Frost’s seems to be reflected in the cognitive theory of metaphors, and it will also be of great importance in my analysis as it justifies the central points I will make in my study.
Now let us look at the central idea in one of Frost’s poems entitled The Road Not Taken (1916) (cf. Baym, Gottesman, Holland, Karlstone, Murphy, Parker, Pritchard & Wallace, 1989):
Two roads diverged in a wood, and I—
I took the one less traveled by,

And that has made all the difference.
Just like most of Frost’s poems, this is also fully metaphorical. It is built on one central metaphor, i.e. diverging roads represent different choices to be made in life. The fact that two roads diverge is what forces the author to choose between them. The same metaphor is commonly used in everyday conversations about choices; people regularly speak about being at a ’crossroads’ and having to make a decision about which road to take.
This example serves as evidence that metaphors are used not only by poets, but by people in their everyday life as well. To understand it better, let us just think of the following metaphorical expressions we all frequently hear and use: They are at a crossroads in their relationship. This relationship isn’t going anywhere. They are in a dead-end relationship. This marriage is on the rocks. This relationship has been spinning on its wheels for years. Their marriage has really gone off track. They had come to the parting of their ways (cf. Lakoff, 1994).

If we hear these sentences in context, we will know that they are about ‘love’. The speaker wishes to convey the meaning of ’lovers’ with the word ’passengers’, the meaning of ’the events of the love affair’ with the word ’journey’ and ’the goal of the relationship’ with the word ’destination’. In other words, we conceive and characterize an abstract reality, i.e. ’love’ in term of concrete ones. In cognitive terms, the metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY underlies the above linguistic expressions, which includes three elements of a journey: the passengers, the journey itself and the destination.

It was cognitive linguists (cf. Lakoff 1987, Lakoff-Johnson 1980 and Kövecses 1998, 2005a, b, etc.) who recognised what an important role metaphors play in our understanding such basic concepts of our world, like life, argument, love, thought and society, etc. They argue that metaphors are not just superfluous, though pleasant rhetorical devices, but an indispensable property of our thinking and conceptualisation (Kövecses, 2005: 14). In their view, the essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing, in terms of another (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 5). In cognitive terms, conceptual metaphors combine two domains: a concrete, well bounded ’source domain’ and an abstract ’target domain’. The target domain (e.g. emotions, ideas, society, politics, economy, human relations, communication, time and events, etc.) is understood in terms of the source domain (e.g. the human body, health, illnesses, buildings, machines, animals, plants, sport, games and forces, etc.) (cf. Kövecses, 2005 b: 32-45). The mechanism through which this happens is mapping, i.e. the source domain is mapped onto the target domain.
After this short introduction to metaphors, I will come to the primary aim of my paper, i.e. the examination of how metaphors are used in business discourse. The sources of the metaphorical examples used in my analysis are the three editions of The Economist published in May and June 2006 and one edition of The Guardian Weekly 2006 Vol. 174/No 23, May 26 - June 1. The reason for my choice is that especially the former is a journal that introduces and analyses the latest events and developments of business, economy and society. Besides, it is meant for both experts and non-experts just like me.
Reading these journals regularly, I have observed that similarly to other domains of human experience, the business world is also awash with metaphors. To prove this let us examine the article titled ’Dollar becomes world’s problem’, which I have found in The Guardian Weekly mentioned above. Even this short article serves as evidence for my above observation about the frequent occurrence of metaphors in business discourse. It can be stated that some of these expressions are based on the source domain THE HUMAN BODY, ITS HEALTH and ILLNESSES, (the benign economic conditions of these years, Wall Street’s sneeze will bring a case of flu with it), others on WAR (a battle between the immovable object of Japan and China, the crossfire of serious dollar versus yen fire fights), or on WEATHER (the early warning signs of a financial tsunami, financial meltdown).

Analysing some other articles about business, finance and economics in the above mentioned journals, I have found that the two most commonly used metaphors are related to HEALTH AND ILLNESSES OF A HUMAN BODY and WAR, respectively.

2. Metaphors underlying idiomatic expressions of business discourse
2.1 ECONOMY IS A HUMAN BODY
As mentioned in the introduction, the human body, health and illnesses are regarded to be common source domains in conceptual metaphors. It is noteworthy that drawing a parallel between economy and the human body is not new in economics, either. Francois Quesnay (1694-1774), an 18th century French physician and economist was the first who studied economy as a system. He compared the circulation of capital to the circulation of blood in the human body between the organs, i.e. the heart, the lungs and the stomach, which represent the different sectors of the economy. In his view, the agricultural labourers represent the stomach that produces the blood and sends it to the heart. The industrial workers are the lungs that supply the body with oxygen and keep metabolism going. The landowners are the heart that sends out the blood, i.e. the capital to the whole organism (cf. Nyírő & Zalai, 1997: 21-23 and Mátyás, 1992: 36-37).
Metaphorically, the parts or aspects of economy are understood as organs of the body, which can also individually become ill and then may affect the whole body. As long as the organs work well, the economy works well, thus the general well-being of an economy is understood in economic terms as its economic health. However, sometimes disorders or problems may arise both in the function of a human body and the economy. In the former case, medical aid is necessary to cure the illness of the human body. Similarly, there are also some threats to the economic health. Economy can also suffer injuries or fall ill, and then an economy can also undergo medical treatment, i.e. economic measures are taken to save it from collapsing. If the treatment is effective, the economy, just like a patient will recover, if it is not, the economy will collapse.
Now let us see what elements and aspects of the human body can serve as source domains in the cognitive analysis of abstract expressions used in the language of business, finance and economics. These are as follows: the healthy condition of a human body, illnesses, physical, psychological and psychosomatic conditions and concomitant effects, i.e. the symptoms of illnesses (e.g. pain, headaches and spasms, etc.), the treatments of illnesses (e.g. pills, medicine, injection and operation, etc.), and the recovery or the death of patients.
As far as the target domains are concerned, we can talk about the appropriate and inappropriate state of an economy, the signs of difficulties and problems of an economy, measures taken to solve economic difficulties, and recovery or collapse of an economy.

These mappings between the two domains are illustrated by the following examples:
2.1.1 AN APPROPRIATE CONDITION OF AN ECONOMY IS A HEALTHY CONDITION OF THE HUMAN BODY
America is doing well, with relatively healthy growth in jobs.

The overall economy still seems healthier than it has been for a long time.

India now boasts robust economic growth.

In general, Japanese companies are looking healthy. But plenty are not at all fit.
America’s economy continues to grow robustly.
MasterCard is doing nicely.

Benign economic conditions have encouraged stable banks.

The mainland’s banks have never looked in better shape.

The economy is in good shape.

2.1.2 AN INAPPROPRIATE CONDITION OF AN ECONOMY IS AN ILLNESS
The malady’s origins lie in a 1992 decision.

Japan was lucky. It began its long malaise as one of the richest societies on earth.

It is not clear whether this sclerosis is increasing: the evidence is mixed.

One result of this paralysis is an oil-export bottleneck.

Top of the list must be improving their sclerotic economies.

It is the product of a crippled economy and a crippled democracy.

The case against Milberg Weiss does not address the economic lunacy of the kind of litigation in which the firm specialized.

Under these circumstances, the semiban on Lenovo Computers seems a little paranoid.

That country had an acute case of what became known as the „Dutch disease” in 1982.

Perhaps the most acute crisis is in electricity.

2.1.3 SIGNS OF DIFFICULTIES AND PROBLEMS OF AN ECONOMY ARE SYMPTOMS OF DISEASES

The economy remains strong despite the symptoms of „Dutch disease”.

Most economies have been weak.

He vowed to do all the right things: revive a sick economy, reduce corruption.

Without easy credit, dear oil will cause more pain.

The German company bought the ailing British volume car producer in 1994.

Any hint of a surge will be likely to send market into spasms.

This is the biggest headache of all for the Indian industry as a whole.

The danger is that Wall Street’s sneeze will bring a case of flu with it.

The Japanese economy has long seemed allergic to growth.

High oil prices have not yet produced an economic shock among consuming countries.

There is a growing realization that their strategies for dealing with chronic problems are failing.

Even the American Food and Drug Administration is suffering serious side effects.

2.1.4 ECONOMIC MEASURES ARE MEDICAL TREATMENTS

The IMF view is that prevention is better than cure.

They are not ready to swallow the nasty medicine of change. Reform is always painful.

He wants GM’s managers as well as its investors, to understand that strong medicine is called for.

Viagra of volatility

Whether a triple dose of carmakers is the right remedy is less obvious.

Equally unclear is how much money the donors actually want to give.

Countries, including Austria, Britain, France and Germany were now trying their own ways to stop the bleeding.

One of Europe’s finest conglomerates needs more radical surgery.

The banks say there is not much point in a bypass mechanism.

Dell has tried to develop a service division to remedy this.

The slow remedy over a decade was the creation of many service industries.

There are no takeovers, no dramas, no miracle cures.

Can Bill Gates cure the word?

In the 18th and early 20th century Germany was the pharmacy for the world.

Two insurers injected Є450m of capital into the wounded bank.

2.1.5 RECOVERY OF AN ECONOMY IS RECOVERY OF A PATIENT
The capital markets need time and money to get on their feet.

Zambia’s industry is coming back to life.

It always takes time to recover from the shock.

Latin America’s growth figures are boosted by recoveries from earlier collapses in Argentina.

Low volability is a reflection not of complacency, but a long period of healing in corporate America.

Crysler is good at coming back from the dead.
Only Fiat, coming round after a near-death experience, is enjoying an exhilarating recovery.
2.1.6 COLLAPSE OF AN ECONOMY IS DEATH OF A PATIENT

It doesn’t mean that the big guys are going to die overnight.

It is too soon to write an obituary for traditional software.

2.2 BUSINESS IS WAR
In another cluster of metaphorical expressions, occurring very frequently in business discourse, business seems to be conceptualized as war. Let us see what kind of a transfer between concrete and abstract images, i.e. mappings can be observed in the metaphor BUSINESS IS WAR. When we think of war, we usually have the following images in our mind: battles, battlefields, headquarters, military forces, troops, soldiers, weapons (e.g. guns and bombs, etc.), war strategies and the outcome of war. In cognitive terms, these serve as source domains, while the target domains involve: business negotiations, the market, business partners, strategies used in business and the outcome of business.
If we want to be more specific about it, the following correspondences can be established between these two domains. Business negotiations are mapped onto battles fought on battlefields, the aim of which is trying to reach an agreement and make a deal. Business representatives, bankers and marketers correspond to soldiers fighting with each other on battlefields.
To gain an advantage or achieve success in war, different strategies and tactics are used. In fact, business strategies are rooted in military strategies, which evoke the images of military operations, order of battle, frontline, minefields, attack, counterattack, defence and ceasefire, etc. When trying to reach an agreement and make a favourable deal, the representatives of opposing business groups, regarded to be enemies in war, also attack each other, taking up arms and defending their own positions and interests. Just like in real war, sometimes they also take risks, redraw the battle lines or take a new line of attack. Very often negotiations, just like battles may last very long.
As far as the outcome of a war is concerned, it is either victory over the enemy or defeat. It also happens that the two sides just stop fighting for a short time, i.e. they agree to a ceasefire, reach a compromise or even lay down their arms. Similarly, a business negotiation can result in either success or failure, or sometimes both parties give up something they originally wanted.
Now let us see some linguistic expressions commonly used in business discourse in which we witness the mappings of the above mentioned source and target domains:
2.2.1 A BUSINESS NEGOTIATION IS A BATTLE ON A BATTLEFIELD

Whatever happens in the battle over this particular deal, consolidation seems impossible.

The main battlefield at present is retail trade.

Air travel: the next green battleground.

Any difficulties for an overloaded Airbus today could spill over into efforts to take on Boeing on the new battlefront.
Stock exchanges: A war on two fronts.

2.2.2 BUSINESS REPRESENTATIVES ARE SOLDIERS

That would raise returns for China’s army of small savers.

Google, having made many enemies, must now fight many battles.

Witro and Infosy each employ more than 50, 000 people, and this year are planning to recruit, respectively, 15, 000 and 25, 000.

2.2.3 BUSINESS STRATEGIES ARE WAR STRATEGIES

It is true that the foundation’s strategy is not to monopolise the field.

But that tactic no longer works.

The euro usually gets caught in the crossfire of serious dollar versus yen fire fights.

The danger is that by attacking on all fronts ….

Instead of mounting a really effective attack on the market leader, the new magazines seem to be obsessed with fighting each other.

Morgan Stanley, an investment bank, launched an unusual attack on the New York Times Company.

The Hong Kong Monetary Authority fiercely defended the peg against massive speculative attacks.
Italy again in the firing line.

Now the most illustrious publisher is under fire.

Even so, the FSA has fired its first warning shot over the complacent industry.

The same day a group of big investment banks fired its latest broadside in the war over trading fees.

The world’s blockade of the PA has hit harder and quicker than anybody expected.

American stock exchanges: Redrawing the battle lines.

2.2.4 THE OUTCOME OF BUSINESS IS THE OUTCOME OF WAR

The battle may have already been won.

Why did none of the besieged companies bother?

Over the past few years the two men seemed to have agreed on a truce in the luxury-goods business.

Even so the ceasefire may not last.

3. Discourse functions of metaphors in business English
Finally, let us look very briefly at what functions metaphors in popular business discourse can have. Having analysed several articles published in The Economist, I have made the following observations about it:
On the one hand, most of the above mentioned metaphors are general rather than genre-specific, thus enabling even non-experts to understand terms in business, economics and finance. However, it is noteworthy that especially in scientific articles on business, finance and economics, metaphors also fill terminological gaps. Consider common business terms, such as cash flow, which means the movement of money into or out of a firm or business or asset bubble, which refers to a situation in which asset prices are seriously inflated.
On the other hand, metaphors in business English frequently have a decorative and illustrative purpose making our speech or writing more vivid, impressive and expressive, and in general, they also realize an interpersonal function, reflecting the argumentative nature of journalistic texts.
Furthermore, as metaphors are usually organised in chains, they provide cohesion to the text. Interestingly, there are stretches of texts which are relatively devoid of metaphors, where the author’s aim is to merely provide information instead of arguing for the topic or trying to persuade the reader.

The WAR metaphors undoubtedly play a central role in business discourse. Metaphoric expressions of WAR generally appear at the beginning and towards the end of the articles, thus serving as defining the topic and having a persuasive function, respectively. In other words, on the one hand, they help to set the agenda the author has in mind when writing the text, and on the other they help the author to drive the point home to the reader.
The HEALTH and ILLNESSES metaphors can usually be found to cluster at the beginning, thus having a topic defining role and also aiming to arouse readers’ interest, and in the mid-text, serving an elaborating and intensifying function. A detailed discourse functional analysis of metaphors could, however, be the topic of another study.

4. Conclusions

Through analysing newspaper articles concerning business, finance and economics, in my paper I have made an attempt to justify the claim made by cognitive grammarians (cf. Lakoff (1987), Lakoff-Johnson (1980) and Kövecses (1998, 2005a, b), etc.) that metaphors pervade our thinking and conceptualisation and do not serve only as a poetic and rhetorical device. As might have been evident from the numerous examples above, business jargon is notably replete with them. In fact, we understand abstract expressions used in business periodicals through metaphors without really being conscious of it.
In my analysis, I have pointed out that scenarios, such as HUMAN BODY- HEALTH - ILLNESSES and WAR, enable us to conceptualise various aspects of the business world. The following mappings between source domains and target domains served as a basis for the linguistic expressions examined above: ECONOMY IS A HUMAN BODY (AN APPROPRIATE CONDITION OF AN ECONOMY IS A HEALTHY CONDITION OF THE HUMAN BODY, AN INAPPROPRIATE CONDITION OF AN ECONOMY IS AN ILLNESS, SIGNS OF DIFFICULTIES AND PROBLEMS OF AN ECONOMY ARE SYMPTOMS OF DISEASES, ECONOMIC MEASURES ARE MEDICAL TREATMENTS and RECOVERY/COLLAPSE OF AN ECONOMY IS RECOVERY/DEATH OF A PATIENT) and BUSINESS IS WAR (BUSINESS IS BATTLE ON A BATTLEFIELD, BUSINESS PARTNERS ARE SOLDIERS, BUSINESS STRATEGIES ARE WAR STRATEGIES and THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE OF A BUSINESS IS VICTORY OR DEFEAT OF A WAR.
No doubt the strength of the cognitive theory of metaphors used in the analysis lies in the fact that it provides a tool to understand the world around us better, and to explore our cognitive system through conceptual metaphors. I hope I have been able to give an insight into how the cognitive approach to metaphors can contribute to a better understanding of the language of business, finance and economics.
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