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1. Introduction 

English financial discourse has already proven to be very metaphorical. 
Conceptual metaphors of all types have been discovered and analyzed within 
English financial documents (although mainly within press articles). Several 
comparative studies have also revealed the existence of the same conceptual 
metaphors within different languages. But as far as I know, financial language 
in the East-European countries has rarely made the object of cognitive 
analysis. Moreover, Romanian financial-banking discourse has never been 
explored from this perspective. My research has aimed to fill this gap by 
identifying and analysing its most frequent metaphoric conceptualisations. It 
is based on a corpora formed by documents issued by the National Bank of 
Romania and by three Romanian commercial banks before and during the 
recent financial crisis. The present article is destined to reveal the results of 
my study, as well as to highlight the persuasive use of metaphors, their role in 
creating psychological realities, depending on context, participants and 
intentions. 

2.  Theoretical Background 

The analysis is partially based on Lakoff and Johnson’s almost classical theory 
of conceptual metaphors (1980). According to these authors, metaphors are 
not mere ornaments, used in literature for some aesthetic purposes. Instead, 
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they are essential to our everyday language. Moreover, in their opinion, our 
entire conceptual system, our way of thinking, acting and perceiving the world 
is highly metaphorical, this being particularly obvious in the way we use 
language. Because of their power to highlight some aspects of the concepts 
whilst hiding other, metaphors are considered to be highly influential. 
 
Grounded in our physical and cultural experience, hierarchically organized, 
these metaphors in thought have been later defined as “a cross-domain 
mapping in the conceptual system” (Lakoff 1993: 203), a set of ontological 
correspondences between two different domains (a source domain and a 
target domain) which help us reason about one thing using the knowledge we 
normally use to reason about another thing.  
 
An interesting development of the classical cognitive theory is what has come 
to be known as the ‘blending theory’. Formulated by Mark Turner and Gilles 
Fauconnier in 1994, the theory has proposed to replace the two-domain model 
by a more complex one: ‘the many-space model’. The authors have suggested 
the use of the term mental space instead of conceptual domain, which they 
define as “a (relatively small) conceptual packet built up for purposes of local 
understanding and action” (ibid) (Turner and Fauconnier 1995: 184). Also, 
they have proposed the existence of four (or even more) mental spaces: two 
input spaces (which would correspond to the source and target domains in the 
classical cognitive theory), a middle generic space containing “skeletal 
structure that applies to both input spaces” and a blended space “integrating 
partial specific structure from both of the input spaces” (ibid) which is “both 
less and more than the two input spaces” (ibid: 186). Within this approach, 
the two-domain model is considered to be just a special case of the many-
space model. 
 
Other (more recent) approaches have stressed the importance of studying 
metaphor in its discursive, contextual and pragmatic dimensions. Cameron 
(1999) for instance has argued that this focus on cognitive aspects, 
characterized by the tendency of reducing all metaphoric expressions to 
universal conceptual metaphors (of the type A is B), has downplayed 
important contextual, social, interactional and linguistic aspects of language 
use, including “the potential effect of form on processing and understanding” 
(ibid: 12). According to her, there is a need for a broader cognitive approach 
that re-introduces “a language focus in metaphor research”, giving the fact 
that “it is precisely the interaction between the cognitive and social in 
language use that produces the language and behaviour that we observe and 
research” (ibid: 4). In Cameron’s opinion, metaphor is best accounted for by 
the introduction of an applied linguistics dimension to metaphor research 
which “will hopefully restore and renew interest in language form at word, 
clause, sentence and discourse levels” (ibid: 12). 
 
Koller’s affirmations (2004) indicate a quite similar opinion. She has 
proposed an integrated approach which combines cognitive approaches 
(including the more recent blending and neural theories) with critical 
discourse analysis. For this author, selective choice of metaphors (motivated 
by intentions) constitutes “the persuasive power of metaphor” (ibid: 26), 
metaphors being located precisely “at the interface between the cognitive and 
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the social”. According to her “investigating the origins and structures of 
metaphor, but not the effects and purposes of metaphor usage, is only half the 
story” (ibid: 27). 
 
Charteris-Black (2004) on the other hand has argued that the cognitive 
approach focuses more on the experientialist basis of metaphor and less on 
the context of use, the speakers’ intentions or the pragmatic effects. In his 
opinion, these aspects are better accounted for by an integrated approach 
which combines the cognitive semantic approach with an analysis of 
pragmatic factors. 
 
My theoretical framework combines all these different theories, in an attempt 
to propose a metaphorical analysis of the Romanian financial-banking 
discourse which reveals not only the types of conceptual metaphors (and their 
linguistic counterparts), but also the motivations behind metaphor selection 
and the intended effects. Naturally, elements of context (the participants, the 
Romanian financial situation, etc.), considered to be an inevitable part of any 
analysis of this type, have been taken into account 

3. Corpora and Methodology  

My corpora comprises a total of 49977 words distributed across 74 documents 
issued by the National Bank of Romania and three other Romanian and 
multinational commercial banks, before and during the current financial 
crisis.  
 
The corpus issued before the crisis contains 24030 words and is slightly more 
reduced than the corpus issued during the financial crisis (25947 words), the 
difference being due mostly to the difficulty to find older documents.  
 
The reasons for choosing the documents have been multiple. Firstly, following 
Willie Henderson (2000) who’s argued that “in trying to reach conclusions 
about the use of metaphors in formal economics, by using evidence from 
journalistic writing, there may be problems”, my corpora has been selected in 
order to reflect as much as possible the peculiarities of the Romanian 
financial-banking language. Therefore, the types of documents included are as 
follows: 
 

 5 speeches and interviews with Mugur Isarescu, the governor of the 
National Bank of Romania (BNR) 

 31 press releases issued by three different commercial banks: Raiffeisen 
Bank (RZB), Unicredit Bank (UNI) and Transilvania Bank (BT) 

 6 interviews with the banks’ CEOs (taken from Ziarul Financiar, a 
Romanian financial journal) 

 32 Leaflets and brochures issued by the same commercial banks. 
 
The inclusion of the governor’s speeches and interviews in the corpora has 
been due to the belief that opinion-makers, as well as financial journalists, not 
only mirror the metaphoric models in financial discourse, but also “can 
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reinforce, or even create particular mental models in their readers’ cognition” 
(Koller 2004: 3). It has also been based on the belief that “when powerful 
opinion makers make particular linguistic selections this is with the specific 
purpose of being persuasive” (Charteris-Black 2004: xii).  
 
Giving the diversity of their issuers (Raiffeisen Bank is a multinational bank 
with main headquarters in Austria, Unicredit Bank is a multinational bank 
with main headquarters in Italy and Austria, and Transilvania Bank is an 
entirely Romanian bank), the documents issued by the three commercial 
banks have been destined to reveal both particularities and similarities in 
banks’ metaphoric reasoning, the influence of bank type, origins and 
intentions on metaphoric selection, as well as the importance of metaphors in 
creating different identities. 
 
The selection of documents issued before and during the present financial 
crisis (between 2007 and 2009) has been destined to highlight the importance 
of context (economic events) in metaphoric selection. 
 
Regarding the research methodology, the analysis has included quantitative as 
well as qualitative investigations, with the former destined to support the 
latter. Both types of analysis have been computer assisted, the linguistic 
software used for this purposes being NVIVO 8 SP4. However, the 
identification of metaphors and the qualitative analysis have been performed 
manually and not automatically. 
 
The investigation has included the following steps: import of the documents in 
the NVIVO software, manual identification of metaphors (based on the 
Pragglejaz technique, on general, etymological dictionaries and data bases), 
manual classification of metaphors by (basic) source domain, derivation and 
classification of conceptual metaphors, derivation of mappings, use of the 
software for statistical analysis, comparing results, queries, summary reports, 
charts, etc, advanced analysis of the results in connection with context and 
participants. 
 
I should also mention that the types of metaphors taken into consideration 
have included both novel metaphors and conventional metaphors. This is 
consistent with Koller, who has stated that “to discard some technical 
metaphors (that is, those restricted to a particular discourse domain) because 
of their ambiguous status in the synchronic system would therefore 
impoverish the data” (Koller 2004: 50). 
 
I would say that the main difficulty within this research was to establish the 
(basic) source domain of metaphoric expressions. The problem was partially 
resolved by the use of general and etymological dictionaries. My native 
speaker intuition has also been a tool for source domain identification 
(unfortunately, this induces a rather subjective dimension to my analysis, an 
inevitable aspect in metaphor research, according to Koller (2004: 52).  
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4. Discussion of Results 

The quantitative analysis has highlighted an extraordinary metaphoric 
density. In total, 4759 metaphoric expressions (1 metaphor every 11 words), of 
which 4380 seem to be characteristic of financial discourse, the rest belonging 
rather to Romanian language in general. The most ‘metaphorical’ seem to be 
the articles and speeches delivered by the governor BNR, followed by the 
corpus issued by the Romanian bank BT, by the one issued by the bank 
UNICREDIT, and, lastly, by the documents issued by Raiffeisen Bank. 
Moreover, it appears that metaphorical expressions occur more often in the 
documents issued during crisis (2530 expressions of 4758 - 53% of the total 
expressions). As for the type of metaphors encountered, the more frequent 
seem to be: the ontological metaphors (MONEY IS AN 
ANIMATE/INANIMATE ENTITY, FINANCIAL PRODUCTS ARE ENTITIES, 
ECONOMY IS AN ENTITY, etc.), the COMBAT metaphor, the MACHINE 
metaphor, the LIQUID metaphor, the BUILDING metaphor, the SPORTS 
metaphor, and the MATHEMATICAL metaphor. 
 
Giving this high quantity of conceptualisations, only some of the most 
frequent and novel (WAR, WATER and MACHINE metaphors) will be 
presented in detail. 

4.1. The Already Classical COMBAT/WAR METAPHOR 

The COMBAT metaphor (also called WAR metaphor) has proven to be once 
again very prolific in financial discourse. Koller, who analysed this particular 
metaphor in a corpus formed by articles on sales and marketing, has noticed 
“the extreme productivity of this dominant metaphor” (2004: 10). 
 
Not surprisingly then, this is one of the most prominent metaphoric 
conceptualizations in the corpora, accounting for 8% of the total metaphoric 
expressions (approximately 582 metaphoric expressions). 
 
As for the distribution of the metaphor across the corpora, the more 
‘aggressive’ documents belong to the Romanian banks BT (1 combat metaphor 
every 68 words) and BNR (every 72 words), followed by RZB (every 90 words) 
and UNICREDIT (every 115 words). I believe this situation might be 
somewhat explained by the Austrian origin of the two multinational banks. 
Indeed, Germanic economic discourse seems to be less prolific when it comes 
to this particular metaphor (see Charteris-Black and Musolff 2003).  
 
On the whole, the metaphoric expressions suggesting this conceptualisation 
appear more often in the documents issued during crisis. This, on other hand, 
might be due to what Koller has called struggle for survival (2004). The 
author has argued that the high presence of combat metaphor (reinforced by 
that of the sports metaphor) suggests a scenario in which companies, 
threatened by a danger – a possible merger / acquisition in her example - fight 
for survival. In this case, the financial crisis situation might have determined 
the same survival instinct, which could in turn explain the proliferation of this 
metaphor. 
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Taking a closer look to the distribution per bank, the situation seems 
nonetheless rather unusual. The documents containing the highest amount of 
combat expressions belong to Transylvania Bank, the least affected by the 
crisis. Contrary to the multinational banks who had placed their money 
abroad and whose mother banks had suffered important financial losses at the 
beginning of the crisis (serious fall of stock shares for Raiffeisen Zentralbank 
Oestrreich AG and Unicredit Group at the end of 2008), the Romanian bank 
experienced the crisis to a lesser extent. Yet, whilst for the other banks the 
quantity of metaphoric expressions in the pre-crisis corpus seems to be 
similar to the quantity of metaphoric expressions in the documents issued 
during crisis, in the case of BT the difference is rather significant. In my 
opinion, this might be due to the following situation: concerned by the lack of 
liquidities, the multinational banks are more likely to reorganise, cut off 
expenses and personnel. They are less tempted to promote their products and 
compete against each other for market shares and profit. They change from an 
‘attacking’ position to a ‘regrouping’ position. At the same time, just like an 
animal who feels the weakness of his opponents/prey, the Romanian bank BT 
might want to take advantage of the situation by aggressively attracting 
customers and ‘destroying’ competition (thus explaining the higher number of 
military terms in the documents issued during crisis). In this case too, the 
fight for survival hypothesis would remain valid.  
 
Another interesting characteristic is the fact that almost all the aspects of the 
military combat domain are realized in the corpora. Here are the sub-
metaphors: 
 

FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS ARE (COMPETING) MILITARY 
ORGANISATIONS/ARMIES F
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BANKS’ BRANCHES ARE MILITARY UNITS 

 
BANK EMPLOYEES ARE SOLDIERS 

 
CUSTOMERS ARE SOLDIERS (SELDOM ENEMIES)  

 

MONEY AND FINANCIAL PRODUCTS ARE MILITARY RESOURCES 
(SOLDIERS AND WEAPONS, SELDOM ENEMIES) 

 
FINANCIAL TRANSACTIONS ARE MILITARY OPERATIONS 

 

FINANCIAL GOALS (MONEY AND EXPANDING THE NETWORK OF BANK 
BRANCHES) ARE MILITARY OBJECTIVES 

FINANCIAL CRISIS IS A COMMON ENEMY 

THE NATIONAL BANK OF ROMANIA (BNR) IS A HIGHER 
COMMANDER/WAR AUTHORITY 

 

As indicated in the above table, within my corpora, BANKS are often 
conceived as MILITARY (COMPETING) ORGANISATIONS. This is suggested 
mainly by the fact that their entire organisational structure is present across 
the documents. They are organized in units (unități) and divisions (divizii). 
Their employees are often called officers (ofițeri). They perform operations 
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(operațiuni) and enrol (înrolează) clients. They report (raportează) to higher 
headquarters (including to higher commanders). They have targets 
(targhete), objectives (obiective) and strategies (strategii). They have strong 
positions (poziții) and often concentrate (concentrează) their forces. 
 
The fact that BANKS’ BRANCHES are conceptualized as MILITARY UNITS is 
indicated mainly by the word unitate (unit) (and its derivatives) which 
appears 61 times across the corpora. The word divizie (division), which 
usually designates a larger military unit, appears 9 times in the corpora. The 
term ofițer (officer) also appears 7 times in the corpora (exclusively in the 
documents issued by Raiffeisen Bank) and suggests that BANKS EMPLOYEES 
might be conceptualised as SOLDIERS. In this context, the military sense of 
the term operațiuni (operations) and its derivatives (operațional - 
operational, a opera – to operate, operativ - operative, etc.) which have 64 
collocations in the corpora and are used with reference to financial 
transactions, prevails. This suggests that FINANCIAL TRANSACTIONS are 
somewhat seen as MILITARY OPERATIONS. 
 
The CUSTOMER IS A SOLDIER metaphor is implied by many frequent 
metaphoric expressions, such as: clienți activi (actives customers - allusion to 
the actives soldiers), ordine  de plată (payment orders the - customers give 
payment orders to the banks), înrolarea clienților (customer enrolment).  
 
Other sentences in the corpus suggesting that customers might be 
conceptualized in military terms are as follows: 
 

(1) 2009 va fi un an al rezistenței. Vom fi alături de clienți  
 (2009 will be a year of résistance. We will be next to customers) 
 
(2) În 2009 vom fi, mai mult ca oricând, alături de clienți. Va fi și pentru noi, ca 

bancă, un an al rezistenței, în conditii macroeconomice nefavorabile  
 (In 2009 we will be more than ever, with customers. For us too as bank, it 

will be a year of résistance in adverse macroeconomic conditions) 
 
In these examples, customer is conceived as ‘a fellow soldier’ fighting in the 
‘résistance’ against the CRISIS (which is depicted here as a COMMON 
ENEMY). This ‘fellowship’ is also suggested by the following slogan, belonging 
to RZB: Reușim împreună (We succeed together), which might imply the fact 
that customer is somewhat ‘recruited in the banks’s army’.   
 
Paradoxically, other (rather rare) expressions might indicate the fact that 
customer is sometimes seen as an enemy: 
 

(3) BT Asset Management SAI SA țintește creșterea semnificativă a numărului 
de clienți  

 (BT Asset Management SAI SA aims at significantly increasing the number 
of customers) 

(4) modelul nostru tradițional de banking, concentrat pe client  
 (Our traditional banking model, concentrated upon client) 
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Another term which might imply this conceptualization is front office, an 
English word which has been taken as such in Romanian. Its analogy to the 
front line may not be very obvious in English, but in Romanian the word front 
is entirely military. Absent from the corpora but very frequent in financial 
jargon, this expression may reinforce the occasional conceptualisation of 
CUSTOMERS AS ENEMIES. 
 

This is also suggested by another possible conceptualisation. The frequent 
appearance of the verb a lansa (to launch) and its frequent collocation with 
the word produs (product) might imply that INTRODUCING A (NEW) 
PRODUCT IS LAUNCHING A MISSILE. 
 
Given the fact that customer is also thought of as soldier, launching a weapon 
that might kill him/her is paradoxical. Normally, one doesn’t kill his own 
soldiers! If, on the other hand, the verb to launch would imply the launching 
of a rocket (whose role is not to kill but to explore unknown territories - a very 
positive and exciting event), the whole situation would appear in a more 
positive light. This would also explain other collocations of the word to launch 
– launching a project, launching a programme (present in the corpus), 
launching a questionnaire, etc. 
 
The reasons for choosing the more destructive conceptualisation instead of 
the more positive one is the fact that associating the launching of a product 
with that of a missile would clearly imply that financial products are weapons, 
which would be coherent with another frequent conceptualisation found in the 
corpora, namely with the sub-metaphor FINANCIAL PRODUCTS ARE 
MILITARY RESOURCES. Also, it could be that launching a product-weapon is 
not a destructive process aimed at the customer. Instead, it’s an attempt to 
destroy the other army/adversary: the competition. 
 
Similarly, FINANCIAL RESOURCES are also conceived as MILITARY 
RESOURCES: either as military troupes (or soldiers)ii or as weaponry. One of 
the metaphorical expressions suggesting this type of conceptualisation is the 
term retragere (withdrawal), with a total of 21 collocations within the 
corpora. During war time, military troupes are also withdrawn, this being a 
rather negative aspect (a possible loss or defeat). The same thing could be said 
about money withdrawal, which represent a loss for both banks and 
customers: banks lose liquidities and customers lose money (by paying 
withdrawal fees). 
 
“Fondurile deschise de investiţii mobilizează resurse financiare de la 
investitori” (Investment trusts mobilize financial resources from investors) 
suggests the same mapping, through the use of the word mobilizează 
(mobilize), a term normally used for military troupes. 
 
Another term supporting this conceptualisation is rezervă (reserve), as in 
rezervă valutară/monetară (currency/monetary reserve) or rezerva băncii 
(bank’s reserve). They both imply the possibility of the MONEY AS WEAPON 
conceptualisation, or of the MONEY AS SOLDIER conceptualisation (thus 
alluding to the expression general în rezervă – reserve officer). 
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Sometimes, the FINANCIAL RESOURCES ARE MILITARY RESOURCES 
metaphor appears in metaphoric chains, along with other types of 
conceptualisations (which usually enhance its effects and contribute towards 
ensuring the cohesion and coherence of the text). 
 

In the following paragraph (taken from one of the governor’s speeches issued 
at the beginning of the financial crisis), “watery” metaphors (also very present 
in my corpora) are combined with combat metaphors. The blend highlights 
once again the conceptualisation FINANCIAL RESOURCES ARE MILITARY 
RESOURCES and it is mostly realized with the help of the word lichiditate 
(liquidity) (a term related to water used with reference to money). The terms 
related to war were put in bold and the ones related to water were put in 
italics.  
 
(5) În ceea ce priveşte lichiditatea, este cea care a făcut şi face ca impactul 

asupra sistemului bancar românesc să fie limitat. Aceasta s-a situat la un 
nivel foarte ridicat, BNR având în toată această perioadă poziţia de debitor 
net în sistemul bancar. Cu alte cuvinte pentru a ne atinge obiectivele de 
dezinflaţie am absorbit lichiditate de la bănci, pentru care am plătit dobanzi. 
In acest moment tindem spre o poziţie de echilibru. Este adevărat că pe 
fondul zvonisticii au existat ceva retrageri de numerar de la unele dintre 
băncile comerciale şi lichiditatea a mai scăzut, dar pe total sistem există 
incă exces de lichiditate, la care se adaugă nivelul foarte ridicat al 
rezervelor minime obligatorii. Prin aceste rezerve, băncile au un stoc 
masiv de lichiditate la BNR, menţinut în condiţii de maximă siguranţă şi 
care poate să fie folosit oricand ar apărea vreo problemă de lichiditate.  

 
 In terms of liquidity, this is what made and makes the impact on the 

Romanian banking system limited. This was at a very high level, throughout 
this period BNR having a net debtor position in the banking system. In 
other words, to achieve our objectives of disinflation, we have absorbed 
liquidity from banks, for which we paid interest. At the moment we tend to 
an equilibrium position. It is true that, because of rumours that there have 
been some withdrawals of cash from some commercial banks, liquidity too 
has decreased, but overall there is still excess liquidity, plus a very high 
level of reserve. With these reserves, the banks have a massive stock of 
central bank liquidity maintained in conditions of maximum security, 
which can be used anytime there is a problem of liquidity. 

 

This water – combat duality is also present in the terms a lichida (to liquidate) 
or lichidare (liquidation) (which appear 5 times in the corpora), whose 
meaning (in Romanian) is both to close/annul and to kill. 
 
Strangely, within the documents issued by Unicredit Bank, words like to 
liquidate an account or to withdraw money are almost absent. Instead, they 
are replaced with more neutral, less aggressive expressions such as to annul 
an account and to obtain money. This could mean that the authors of those 
documents were potentially aware of the aggressiveness of the terms, which 
would also suggest a degree of consciousness in the choice of metaphor (also 
reflected in the more reduced representativeness of the WAR metaphor in the 
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Unicredit corpus). In addition, the word to liquidate is completely absent from 
the Unicredit corpus, whilst the word withdrawal (and its derivatives) 
appears only 7 times. 
 

Apart from being seen as soldiers/weaponry, money (and related notions like 
liquidities or profit) is also thought of in terms of military objectives (targets). 
Here are some of the metaphoric instances taken from the corpus: 
 

(6) Obiectivul fondului este realizarea unei creşteri a capitalului investit 
 (The objective of the Fund is to achieve capital growth) 
 
(7) acoperire a importurilor cu rezervele internaționale, acest obiectiv fiind 

îndeplinit  
 (international reserves to cover imports, this objective being achieved) 
 

(8) Obiective financiare 
 (financial objectives) 
 
Since all these terms relate to money, we could infer that MONEY IS A 
MILITARY OBJECTIVE. 
 
On the other hand, another MILITARY OBJECTIVE is the EXPANDING THE 
NETWORK OF BANKS’ BRANCHES. This is particularly obvious in the 
following sentence:  
 

 (9) 500 de sedii in toată țara înseamnă pentru noi atingerea unuia dintre 
obiectivele majore pentru acest an. 

 (500 offices throughout the country means to us achieving one of the major 
objectives for this year) 

 
All these different conceptualisations clearly imply that FINANCIAL 
INSTITUTIONS are conceived as MILITARY ORGANISATIONS (sometimes 
even as COMPETING ARMIES), and that FINANCIAL MARKET is seen as a 
BATTLEFIELD (also supported by the term câmp – field used to describe 
financial market as in ‘băncile romaneşti au găsit pe piaţa internă suficient 
câmp de dezvoltare’ – Romanian banks have found enough development field 
within internal market). Finally, all this suggests the conceiving of 
FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES in terms of WAR/MILITARY COMBAT, a 
conceptual metaphor coherent with similar conceptualisations detected within 
other studies, such as BUSINESS IS WAR and MARKETING IS WAR (Koller 
2004), TRADE IS WAR (Eubanks 1999), MARKET TRADING IS PHYSICAL 
CONFLICT (Charteris-Black 2004), THE CURRENCY CRISIS IS WAR (White 
1997) or ECONOMIC ACTIVITY IS WAR (Boers and Demecheleer 1995). 
 
As for the intended effects of using such aggressive conceptualisations, 
according to Koller (2004), thinking of something in terms of war might have 
ideological motivations and purposes. WAR being a male specific activity, “its 
metaphoric usage helps to marginalize, if not eliminate metaphoric 
femininity, and, consequently, position actual women as an out-group in 
business” (ibid: 5). 
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On the other hand Boers and Demecheleer (1995: 688) argued that combat 
metaphors contribute towards inducing a solidarity (and loyalty) feeling: to 
the employees (in the fight against competition, in the struggle to survive) and 
to the customers (in the fight against crisis). Hence this could also be used to 
justify the possible sacrifices: staff redundancies, increasing interest rates, 
adding fees, and so forth. 

4.2  ‘WATERY’ and MACHINE METAPHORS 

Just as the combat metaphor, ‘WATERY’ metaphors, along with MACHINE 
metaphors have very frequent mappings in my corpora. The former accounts 
for 245 of the total metaphoric instances (112 instances in the corpus before 
the financial crisis and 133 instances in the corpus during the financial crisis), 
whereas the latter accounts for 284 of the total metaphoric instances (150 in 
the pre-crisis corpus and 134 in the during crisis corpus). 
 
As for the distribution per bank, the leader seems to be the National Bank 
(with 1 mechanical metaphor every 85 words and 1 “watery” expression every 
126 words). Contrary to the global tendency of using more machine metaphors 
before crisis and more ‘watery’ metaphors during crisis, BNR uses more 
metaphoric expressions related to both domains in the documents issued 
before the crisis. On the other hand, RZB seems to have a predilection for the 
mechanical metaphor, whereas UNICREDIT seems to prefer the aquatic 
metaphors. At the same time, BT shows a more constant distribution: third 
place with respect to the use of both conceptualisations.  
 
The differences in metaphor collocations could have several explanations. As 
water is rather conceived as an unstable (and essential) element, frequent 
collocations of ‘watery’ terms in a period characterized by (financial) 
instability are normal. In addition, a financial crisis period is also 
characterized by the constant preoccupation to find and ensure liquidities 
(essential to the survival of every financial institution). This could also explain 
the more significant presence of this word in the corpus issued during crisis.  
 
Conversely, a period of economical growth is seen as more stable. The 
prominence of the mechanical metaphors in the pre-crisis corpus is also 
natural. Things (economical and financial processes) are considered to 
function in a precise, automatic and stable manner. If any functioning 
problem occurs, it could be easily resolved by the machine operator. 
 
As for the high presence of both conceptualisations in the governor’s 
documents, the cause of this situation might be related to a general 
predilection of economists and economic discourse for this type of metaphors. 
Their contribution to the formulation and development of economic ideas has 
been praised by many economists/linguists, at the point of being called root 
metaphors (see Henderson 1994: 356). 
 
At the same time, the preference of either mechanical or watery metaphor 
might be somewhat related to the culture and history of each bank. The fact 
that Raiffeisen Bank appears to prefer expressions related to mechanical 
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domain could be related to its Austrian origins. Just as Germans, Austrians 
are generally perceived as being very attached to order, organisation and 
precision, to things functioning in a very precise, clocklike, mechanical way. 
On the other hand, UNICREDIT’s predilection for watery terms might be 
related to its semi-Italian origin and to a long-standing tradition of naval 
commerce. 
 
Similarly to the combat metaphor, WATERY and MACHINE metaphoric 
expressions often appear in metaphoric clusters within metaphoric chains, 
supporting each other and potentiating each other’s effects. 
 
In the following paragraph (taken from the same governor’s speech), a rich 
blending of the watery metaphors with the FINANCIAL SYSTEMS ARE 
MECHANISMS metaphor could be noticed. To illustrate this, the terms 
related to water were put in italics and the terms related to machines were 
underlined. 
 

(10) Pentru economişti şi experţi, lucrurile par normale, dar mişcările de curs, 
amplificate de temerea că nu se va face faţă la plata ratelor scadente pentru 
creditul in valută, au creat un cerc vicios: au mărit tensiunile şi au 
amplificat volatilitatea cursului. Fac o paranteză – peste 50% din creditul 
contractat de populaţie este in valută, o sumă destul de mare: 14 miliarde 
euro – închid paranteza, toate acestea au mers ca un cerc vicios: au mărit 
tensiunile şi au amplificat volatilitatea cursului. Dar, ca să nu lungesc prea 
mult vorba aici, am incercat, ieri, să explic şi câteva mecanisme tehnice prin 
care se amplifică tensiunile şi trebuie să vă spun că lucrurile sunt sub 
control, nu avem per total lipsă de lichiditate. Sunt bănci care găsesc mai 
greu lichiditate pe piaţa monetară, exact datorită acestei neîncrederi. 
Banca Naţională este gata să le sprijine cu injecţii de lichiditate; avem 
instrumentele necesare pentru acest lucru, pe unele le-am pus in funcţiune, 
pe altele le avem pregătite pentru a intra in funcţiune. De asemenea, în 
domeniul cursului valutar, cu toate că am prefera ca acesta să fie 
determinat numai de piaţă, şi conform legii noastre şi conform politicii şi 
strategiei pe care am adoptat-o şi în conformitate cu ceea ce se intamplă în 
mod concret în lumea de astăzi, transmitem un mesaj clar că nu agreem 
variabilităţile extrem de mari de curs. Uneori mişcările de curs sunt bune, 
ele au rolul de a descuraja speculaţiile. Totuşi, cand acestea capătă 
amploare prea mare şi mai ales, când se desprind de realitate, cand 
mişcarea de curs este amplă, iar volumul tranzacţiilor este mic, aşa cum s-a 
întâmplat în unele momente din zilele precedente, pe toate acestea le 
catalogăm drept anomalii/disfuncţionalităţi şi suntem gata să intervenim 
pe piaţa valutară direct sau indirect pentru a le atenua.  

  
 For economists and experts, things seem normal, but movements of 

exchange rate/courseiii, amplified by fears that payments for loans in 
foreign currency rates will not be met, created a vicious circle: they 
increased tensionsiv and amplified the volatility. Another thing - more than 
50% of the loan contracted by the population (a fairly large amount) is in 
foreign currency: 14 billion euros. It all went like a vicious circle: it 
increased tensions and amplified the exchange rate’s/course’s volatility. 
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But, not to lengthen it too much here, I tried yesterday to explain a few 
technical mechanisms through which tensions amplify and I have to say 
that things are under control, we have no overall shortage of liquidity. 
There are banks that find liquidities less easily, precisely because of this 
mistrust. The National Bank is ready to support them with liquidity 
injections, we have the tools/instruments to do so, some of them are 
already functioning, we have prepared others to start functioning. Also, 
with regards to the exchange rate/course, although I prefer it to be 
determined solely by the market, and according to our law, and to the 
policy, and to the strategy that we adopted, and in accordance with what is 
actually happening in the world, today we are sending a clear message that 
we favour the extremely high rate/course variability. Sometimes 
rate/course movements are good, they are meant to deter speculation. 
However, when it gets too large, especially when detached from reality, 
when the rate’s/course’s movements are extensive and trading volume is 
low, as happened at times in the previous days, all these are classified as 
anomalies/dysfunctions and we are ready to intervene in the forex 
market directly or indirectly to attenuate them.) 

 
This paragraph clearly illustrates how a financially unstable period is depicted 
in terms of water instability. It is suggested by the terms volatilitate 
(volatility), mișcări de curs (exchange rate movements) or even by the more 
index-related term variabilitate (variability). In this context, the introduction 
of the mechanical metaphor (with the use of the terms instrumente - 
instruments, mecanisme tehnice – technical mechanisms, intra în funcțiune – 
start functioning, pus în funcțiune - functioning, disfuncționalități - 
dysfunctions, along with some physical terms that explicitly support the 
machine metaphor: amplificate - amplified, tensiune - tension) might be 
destined to adjust the instability and keep it under control.  
 
Taking the analysis one step further, a richer image emerges. BNR, the 
National Bank of Romania, appears to be depicted here as partly commander, 
partly doctor, partly mechanic operator, ready to ‘intervene’, to keep the 
machine ‘under control’ and to ‘fix’ things by providing medical care 
(‘injections’) or by attenuating ‘anomalies’/ ‘dysfunctions’. The words in bold 
clearly suggest this blend of authority, nurturing and fixing skills. The same 
blend is partially present in the terms anomalies/dysfunctions (both used for 
machines and people), in the word tensiune (tension/voltage/pressure) or 
atenua (attenuate). It follows that Financial Systems are metaphorically 
conceived both as (aquatic) mechanisms and as organisms (which is entirely 
coherent with my findings). 
 
This rather novel combination might constitute a proper example for 
Fauconnier and Turner’s theory of conceptual integration (Fauconnier and 
Turner 1994; Turner and Fauconnier 1995; Turner and Fauconnier 2000). In 
this case, the mechanical, medical and military domain would constitute the 
source spaces, whereas the financial domain would constitute the target space. 
The four would in fact constitute what the authors of the blending theory used 
to call input spaces. The generic space would be constituted by the following 
scenario: two entities working together, one trying to improve/control the 
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(physical) state of the other (by curing it, fixing it or protecting it). 
 
As for the blending space, this would be represented by specific traits/actions 
of the input spaces, as well as by ‘something extra’, which actually confirms 
Turner and Fauconnier’s affirmations stating that the blend is more than the 
sum of the characteristics of the input spaces: “The blend is both less and 
more than the two input spaces” (Turner and Fauconnier 1995: 186). 
 
Such extra characteristic could be, in my opinion, the SAVIOUR’s image. The 
effect of combining specific traits belonging to doctors, soldiers and mechanic 
operators is the creation/emergence of a much stronger image of an entity 
who directs her/his actions towards saving the economy and financial systems 
(of bankruptcy). The figure no 1 illustrates this process more clearly. 
 
Another blend of the commander/doctor position of the Central Bank could be 
observed in: 
 

(11) Reafirm de asemenea că Banca Naţională monitorizează cu deosebită 
atenţie evoluţiile de pe pieţele internaţionale, de pe pieţele interne, dar şi 
din economia reală şi este pregătită pentru a lua măsurile adecvate in 
caz de nevoie.  

 (I also reaffirm that the Central Bank monitors very closely the 
evolutions/developments on international markets, domestic markets 
and real economy, and is prepared to take appropriate measures in case 
of need.) 

 
The blend is illustrated mainly by the verb monitorizează (to monitor) 
which (together with the words evoluții - evolutions and măsuri - measures) 
could depict a combat image and suggest a war scenario where the 
commander monitors (surveys) the evolution of his troupes. Nevertheless, 
the same terms are very much used in medicine (to talk about monitoring a 
patient’s state or the evolution of illness). In this case, the BNR’s image would 
be more of a doctor 
 
The term a opera (to operate) (with a total of 11 collocations in my corpora), 
suggests the same duality. It is employed in both medical and military senses. 
In addition, its derivative operator (operator) (2 instances) adds a 
supplementary mechanical dimension to the medical and combative ones.  
 
This blending of nurturing and military/authoritative skills should not come 
as a surprise giving Romania’s political and economical history. Several 
Romanian leaders have been depicted in this light: Ceaușescu, the famous 
dictator, was called ‘tătucul’ (daddy/little father). Ion Iliescu, his successor, 
was also (rather ironically) given this name (otherwise given to all politicians 
showing any kind of resemblance with the former dictator). As a matter of 
fact, other international leaders/dictators have received similar nicknames: 
Idi Amin, former dictator of Uganda, was called ‘Big Daddy’, whereas Stalin 
used to be called ‘Papa Stalin’ or ‘Little Father of the Peoples’.  
 
Just as these nicknames were used to induce a feeling of sympathy, safety and 
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protection, the use of the machine/doctor/commander blend in the corpus 
issued during crisis might have been destined to create an image of stability, 
to induce calm in a period of economic and financial disturbances, and to 
place the governor (and public authorities) in a more positive light. Giving the 
fact that almost are the paragraphs suggesting this blend were taken from a 
speech given by Mugur Isărescu, the Governor of the National Bank of 
Romania, in front of the Romanian Parliament, at the beginning of the 
financial crisis (October 2008), the possibility of a conscious choice of 
metaphors, intended to re-establish faith in the authorities, calm the spirits 
and induce stability, should be taken into consideration.   
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5.  Conclusions 

The results obtained within my research indicate that Romanian financial 
discourse (just as its English counterpart) is highly metaphorical. Though the 
majority of the metaphoric expressions identified in the corpora are rather 
conventional, their high frequency and rich blending contribute not just to the 
creation of a strong textual cohesion, but also to the creation of powerful 
images and identities, motivated by context and speakers/writers intentions. 
Due to their power to induce calm or aggressiveness, perpetuate masculine 
ideology, raise solidarity or justify sacrifices, all these different 
conceptualisations both reflect and create realities. 
 
Moreover, the strong similarities with the conceptual metaphors found by 
other authors in English financial/economic discourse, might suggest that 
some metaphoric expressions have been imported from English. Considering 
that Romania is an ex-communist country (with an economic system which 
many years ago used to be of command type), the abundance of English 
metaphoric expression (characteristic to the Western capitalist society) might 
confirm Lakoff and Johnson’s observations that people (or nations) in power 
“get to impose their metaphors” and that “much of cultural changes arise from 
the introduction of new metaphorical concepts, and the loss of old ones” 
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 145). Further investigations (comparisons between 
documents issued during and after the communist period) should be made in 
order to fully confirm this hypothesis. 
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Notes 

 

i
  Research carried out within the University of Southampton, UK, following an 

agreement for joint supervision concluded between the two Universities) 

ii  A similar conceptualisation (MONEY AS COMBATANT) has been reported by 
Charteris-Black and Musolff (2003: 167), as well as by Charteris-Black (2004: 145). 

iii  In Romanian, the term for exchange rate is curs (course) de schimb, a water related 
word. 

iv  The word tensiune has several meanings. It is often used as voltage, tension or 
pressure (as in blood pressure). 

 

 



163 Tomoni 

 

References 

Boers, F. and Demecheleer, M. (1995). Travellers, patients and warriors in English, 
Dutch and French economic discourse.  Revue Belge de Philologie et d'Histoire 73: 
673-691. 

Cameron, L. (1999). Operationalising 'metaphor' for applied linguistic research.  In L. 
Cameron and G. Low (eds.), Researching and Applying Metaphor. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press: 3-28. 

Charteris-Black, J. (2004). Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis. Basingstoke: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 

Charteris-Black, J. and Musolff, A. (2003). ‘Battered hero’ or ‘innocent victim’? A 
comparative study of metaphors for euro trading in British and German financial 
reporting. English for Specific Purposes 22: 153-176. 

Eubanks, P. (1999).  Conceptual metaphors as rhetorical response: A reconsideration of 
metaphor.  Written Communication 16 (2): 171-199. 

Fauconnier, G. and Turner, M. (1994).  Conceptual projection and middle spaces. UCSD 
Department of Cognitive Science Technical Report 9401. San Diego, University of 
California: 1-39. 

Henderson, W. (1994). Metaphor and economics.  In  R.E. Backhouse (ed.), New 
Directions in Economic MethodologyLondon: Routledge. pp. 343-368.  

Henderson, W. (2000). Metaphor, economics and ESP: Some comments. English for 
Specific Purposes 19: 167-173. 

Koller, V. (2004). Metaphor and Gender in Business Media Discourse: A Critical Cognitive 
Study. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Lakoff, G. (1993). The contemporary theory of metaphor.  In A. Ortony (ed.), Metaphor 
and Thought.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. pp. 202-250. 

Lakoff, G. and Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors We Live By. London: University of Chicago 
Press. 

Pragglejaz Group (2007). MIP: A Method for identifying metaphorically used words in 
discourse.  Metaphor and Symbol 22 (1): 1-39. 

Turner, M. and Fauconnier, G. (1995). Conceptual integration and formal expression. 
Metaphor and Symbolic Activity 10 (3): 183-204. 

Turner, M. and Fauconnier, G. (2000). Metaphor, metonymy, and binding. In A. 
Barcelona (ed.), Metaphor and Metonymy at the Crossroads: A Cognitive Perspective. 
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.  pp. 133-145. 

White, M. (1997). The use of metaphor in reporting financial market transactions. 
Cuadernos de Filología Inglesa 612: 233-245. 

 


