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MEfAPHORICAL REPRESENTATION OF FUTURE 
IN BRITISH POLITICAL DISCOURSE 

The present paper is concemed with metaplwrs used to create the image of future in the British political 
discourse "General Election-200 l ''. The analysis focuses on a) number of metaphors used to create the image of 
future and its peri0<Js ("near future " - "distant future "), b) frequency of metaphorical models used to create the 
image of future and its periods, and e) con-e/ation of metaphorical representations of future and its periods. The 
research is based on the cognitive linguistic theory of metaphor first expounded by G. Lakoff, but also draws 
useful insights from other explorations dealing with prospective function of political discourse (D. Grabe,; 
E. Lassan, A . Chudinov, T. Shmeleva, etc). The conclusion is that the most frequent metaphor models used in 
portraying "near future" are war, disease and family re/ationships, in conceptualising "distant future" -
jo u rn e y, a rc h it e e ture and d is ea s e. The results of the study show that metaphorical representation of future 
is frequent and efficient means are used by mass media and politicians in the British politica/ discourse "General 
Election-2001 ". 

KEY WORDS: politica/ discourse, cognitive science, prospective function, metaphor; metaphorical model. 

In the contemporary world of political electio
neering the media have adopted metaphors as a 
kind of short cut to understanding that world. A 
growing number of recent linguists have been 
trying to establish metaphor at a cognitive, con
ceptual level. One of the fundamental findings 
of cognitive science is that people think in terms 
of frames and metaphors. G. Lakoff places the 
human act of cognition in the centre of atten
tion; his brilliantly presented result is that cog
nition is vitally dependent on metaphor, which 
he defines as a mapping of conceptual structu
res from one domain onto another1• He says that 
framing is about getting language that fits your 

world view. It is notjust language. The ideas are 
primary - the language carries and evokes tho
se ideas2• Scholars stress the crucial importance 
of metaphor in discourse interaction: many ac
counts of figurative schemas and language are 
concerned with: (a) what is conceptualised in 
terms of something else and how this process 
takes place; (b) exploring metaphors in various 
genres of political discourse; ( c) cognitive rhe
toric, etc. 

A string of recent articles and books has stres
sed retrospective and prospective functions of 
political discourse. That's due to the fact that 
any candidate in elections often reckons up the 

1 LAKOFF, G. Women. fire. and dangerous things: What categories revea/ about the mind. Chicago; London, 1987, p. 12. 
2 LAKOFF, G. Don ~ think of an elephant! Know your values and frame the debate. New York, 2004, p. 4. 
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experience of his predecessors, tries to evaluate 
the present situation and promises his voters "ex

trinsic benefits that are contingent on a candi
date's victory in the election"3. E. Lassan points 
out that the triple opposition PAST - PRE
SENT - FUTURE is one of the most impor
tant valuable oppositions contemporary politi

cal discourse based on4
• Insights into prospecti

ve and retrospective functions of political dis
course can be drawn from D. Graber who holds 
that any political discourse includes prediction 
of the future and reflection on the past5

. G. La
koff places the future among five implicit cate
gories that define both a progressive culture and 
a progressive form of government, and encom
pass all progressive policies. That is the marai 
perspective0

. 

A Chudinov stresses structuring function of 
metaphor. He has come to an understanding that 
metaphors play a crucial role in framing a world 
model and comprehending interrelation betwe
en its elements7, which refers to the opposition 
PAST - PRESENT - FUTURE as well. T. Shme
leva thinks "communicative past" and "commu
nicative future" to be an integral part of any spe
ech genre8

• E. Sheygal considers appealing to the 
past and proclamation of political policy for the 
future among the dominant characteristics of 
inaugural speech9. V. Dauletova, exploring the 

genre of political autobiography, also pays spe
cial attention to "communicative past" and 
"communicative future" 10. 

The present paper is concerned with explo
ring metaphors used to create the image of fu
ture in British political discourse devoted to the 

Parliamentary elections (2001). The data analy
sed here stem from a research project on me
taphors used to conceptualise past, present and 
future in Russian, American and British politi
cal discourse. This exploration implies studying 
figurative phenomena in their real context of oc
currence as well as taking into account the cog
nitive schema involved. 

The analysis is dane on a corpus of 454 me
taphor contexts used in metaphorical represen
tation of future drawn from British periodicals, 
namely, The Times, The Sunday Times, The Dai

ly Telegraph, Tribune, The Independent, Financial 

Times, The Economist, The Guardian, The Ob

server, Daily Mai~ The Sun, Mirror; and lnternet 
resources such as BBC News, BBC World at One, 

Channel 4 News, conservatives.com. The research 
focuses on (a) numberof metaphors used to cre
ate the image of future and its periods in British 
political discourse, (b) frequency of metaphori
cal models used to create the image of future 
and its periods in British political discourse, and 
(e) correlation of metaphorical representations 

3 ANDERSON, R. Encouraging Democratic Participation in Russia: Pragmatic Ambigrti~v and ldentijication with Poli-

tica/ Speakers) http://www.sscnet .ucla.edu/polisci/faculty/anderson/modcautx.htm 
4 JIACCAH, 3 . P. /Į11c1<ypc ll.-wcmu u I111aKm1blc~1ui 6 CCCP: Ko2n11111116HO-p11111op11ųecKuri ana.~U3. BH!Thmoc, 1995, e. 42. 
5 GRABER, D. Political Languages. In Handbook of Politica/ Comunication. London, 1981, p. 198. 

• LAKOFF, D. Framing the Dems. How conservatives control political debate and how progressives ca,1 take it back. 

http://www.prospect.org/web/page.ww?section=root&name=ViewPrint&articleld=6862 
7 LfYĮ(MHOB, A. n. PoccuR 6 .~1ema</JopuųecKa'II 3epKaJ1e: Koznumu6Hoe ucc,1eoosanue nwumuųecKori .~1ema</Jopbl. 

EKarepHH6ypr, 2003, e. 49. 
8 WMEJIEBA, T. B. Mo.11e111, pe'leeoro JKattpa. ln )/(anpbl peųu. Caparoe, 1997, e. 91-92. 
9 llIEiirAJJ, E. H. HHayrypauHoHHoe 06pa1.1.1eHHe KaK JKattp nomtTH'lecKoro .!lHCKypCa. ln )/(anphr peųu. Caparoe, 2002, 

e. 206. 
10 ,[{AYJIETOBA, B. A. Bep6aJ1&Hbre cpeocmsa co3oaHUJ1 a«mo11.111uo:HCa 6 nammuųecKCl-11 ouc1<_vpce: ,[{nee .... KaH;l. 

<!>Hnon. Hay1c Kpac110.11ap, 2004, e. 27. 
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of future and its periods. In this sense, the main 
objective is to draw attention to the prospective 
function of metaphor framing it within sucha pur
poseful and typified activity as political discour
se. This aims at understanding what interpreta
tion of future events we can reconstruct from ana
lysing the metaphors used in this discourse. 

When analysing the British political discour
se "General Election - 2001" we distinguish "ne
ar future", i. e. what will happen directly after 
the election, and "distant future", i. e. what will 
be Britain like in some years' time. 

The corpus under analysis yields numerous 
examples portraying "near future" as WAR 
( 45,8% ). Cf.: l think there is a oublic revolt going 

on out there amongst our electors. What l can 't 

yet tel/ is whether it is going to be a guiet or a noisy 

one. But l suspect we are going to find out soon 

enough (P. Ashdown, Ff, 17.05.01). 
Another domain providing metaphors is that 

of DISEASE (16,8%) as illustrated in the follo
wing example: But Toryism is another matter. It 

has long depended f or its existence on Labour front 

benchers who are not much good at winning e/ec

tions. The last general election changed all that. 

Which of us, who witnessed it, can ever forget the 

heartbreaking 1997 cull of Tories? A similar epi

demic is ąpected at this general election. The To

ry herd could be extinguishęd. Centrai Office offi

cials say that the outbreak is "undercontrol". Tho

se officials have acted promptly, and are doing a 

tremendous amount of work to save as many To

ries as oossible. But almost every day there are re

ports of new opinion polis indicating that the virus 

is spreading to more marginai sęats. ~ say that 

some of them may recover. but Mr. Nicholls was 

right to express his concem (F. Johnson, The Dai
ly Telegraph, 14.03.01). 

Within metaphors used to conceptualise "ne
ar future" we find a large set specifically equa
ting the future of British society after the co
ming election to family relationships (10,3% ). 

Cf.: l've talked of evil husbands and battered wi

~ but l prefer to use a happier simile when l 

describe to virgins what the experience of not vo
ting New Labour is /ike. lt's like making love. The 

first time is a furtive strangely guilt-ridden ąpe

rience. But the more you practice not voting New 

Labour, the better you get. You discover new posi

tions - the Lib Dem embrace the Socialist Allian
ce tumble the earthy Green !mg. As your self-este

em grows, you reso/ve neverto vate New Labour 

until it condescends to pay vou the attention vott 

deserve (N. Cohen, The Observer, May 27.20.01 ). 
Among the metaphors used in description of 

"near future" we find those coming from theat
re ( 4,6% ), criminality ( 4,6% ), journey (3,8% ), 
fauna (3,1 % ), physiology (2,3% ), machine 
(1,9%) and other (8,3%) domains. 

One of the richest set of metaphors used in 
creating the image of "distant future" draws 
upon the domain of JOURNEY(42,7%), as ex
plicitly illustrated in the following example: Bri

tain has come to a fork in the road, and sooner or 

later she'll have to chaose which way to go. Once 

she's chosen there is no tuming back Tou must 

bum one bridge in order to travel the other. It's 

going to be interesting to see which wav you go. 

J!ery interesting indeed (B. Alpy, BBC World at 
One, 4 06.01). 

The second large set of expressions activates 
the metaphor FUTURE IS ARCHITECRURE 
(11,5% ). Cf.: Mr Blair issued a rallying cry saying: 

"The great issue ... for this election is opportunity 

for a/l, not just the few... This is the time and l 

believe ours is the task, to set those talents free and 

build a land ofhooe and opportunityfor all. Now, 

it is for you the people, in the coming weeks, to 

decide" (Daily Mail, 8.05.01). 
The next set of metaphors regards "distant 

future" in terms of DISEASE (8,3% ). This is 
illustrated in the followingexample: His (Blair's) 

remędy is that steady Blairite improvement will be 

enough. Britain has suffered too much from Con

servative boom and bust. What it needs now is "go-



164 11. FAKTAI IR APMĄSTYMAI/ FAKTY I ROZWAZANIA 

Period of future Numberof Percentage 
metaphors 

encountered 
"near future" 262 57,7% 

"distant future" 192 42,3% 

od steady progress" under the rules laid down by 

his friend, Gordon Brown (P. Toynbee, M. Whi
te, The Guardian, 29.05.01). 

Finally, the expressions presenting "distant 
future" as living organisms (6,3% ), family rela
tionships (6,2%), games (6,2%), criminality 
( 4,2% ), trade (3, l%) and expressions of other 
types (11,5%) are also used in British political 
discourse. 

Correlation between the periods of future and 
the types of metaphors used are shown in Table L 

The table shows that in quantitative terms, 
the following things are noticeable about the me
taphors found in the British political discourse 
"General Election - 2001": overall, 454 metap
hors are encountered, 262 entries are used to 
characterise "near future" (57,7%), 192 entries 
refer to "distant future" ( 42,3% ), thus, metapho
rical representation of "near future" and that of 
"distant future" are nearly equally frequent. Thb
le l illustrates as well that the quantitative gap 
between the number of metaphorical models used 
in conceptualising the two periods of future is re
latively small: 15 metaphorical models are used 
to portray "near future", 14 metaphorical models 
are used to describe "distant future". 

The most frequent metaphor models of the 

11 LAKOFF, footnote 6, p. 2. 

Table l. Correlation between the periods of future 

Numberof Metaphorical models most 
metaphorical frequently used 

models 
15 FUTURE IS WAR (45,8%) 

FUTURE ISA DISEASE (16,8%) 
FUTURE IS F AMIL Y 
RELATIONSHIPS (10,3%) 

14 FUTURE ISA JOURNEY (42,7%) 
FUTURE IS ARCHITECTURE 
(11,5%) 
FUTURE ISA DISEASE (8,3%) 

British Parliamentary discourse used in portra
ying "near future" are WAR, DISEASE and FA

MILY RELATIONSHIPS. FUTURE IS WAR 
( 45,8%) is the most frequent model of them, it 
views future from the perspective of "war" bet
ween political, social or economic subjects with 
"casualties", "enemies", "military action", "war 
powers", etc.; so "near future" is conceptualised 
metaphorically as a physical fight in which the 
stronger wins. The next metaphorical model, 
which is saliently less frequent than W AR, is that 
of DISEASE (16,8% ). Its frequent use might be 
dueto the following facts: the plague offoot-and
mouth disease that, descended on Britain's farms 
at the time of the election campaign, a desperate 
effort of the govemment to keep a May 3 Gene
ral Election alive despite the raging foot-and
mouth crisis and its postponing to June 7 becau
se of it. The next most frequent model after 
DISEASE depicts "near future" as FAMILY RE
LATIONSHIPS (10,3% ). This metaphor for cha
racterising future comes "with moral systems, 
which in tum provide the deep framing of all po
litical issues"11 , moral systems that candidates try 
to appeal to when they go to the polis. 

Let us tum to the system of metaphorical 
thought most commonly used by the general 
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public in conceptualising "distant future". The 

most frequent metaphorical model is FUTURE 

IS AJOURNEY (42,7%)where Britain is a tra

veller, purposes are destinations, means are rou

tes, difficulties are obstacles, counsellors are gui

des, achievements are Jandmarks, choices are 

crossroads. Each politician tries to become a gui

de who is able to chaose the only right raute 

and (in spite of any obstacles and other guides) 

bring the country to the only right destination 

that will be called a Jandmark in the history of 

the country. "Distant future" of British society 

is also seen as akin to ARCHITECTURE 

(11,5% ). This metaphor portrays future as buil

ding or rebuilding process. The next most fre

quent metaphorical modelis that of DISEASE 

( 8,3% ). The results of the investigation show that 

it is one of the most frequent metaphorical mo

dels used to conceptualise both periods of futu

re. As "Well-being is wealth. The general well

being of a state is understood in economic terms: 

Olga Solopova 
Uralski Panstwowy Uniwersytet Pedagogiczny 
Katedra Retoryki i Kultury Języka 

METAFORYCZNA WIZJA PRZYSZLOŠCI W 
BRYTYJSKIM DYSKURSIE POLITYCZNYM 

Streszczenie 

Prezentowany artykul poswięcony jest zagadnieniu 
uzycia metafor, stosowanych do nakreslenia wizji 
przyszlosci w brytyjskim dyskursie politycznym, a 
mianowicie- podczas wybor6w powszechnych 200 l 
roku. Artykul zawiera analizę: a) metafor, stoso
wanych do przedstawienia wizji przyszlosci i jej 

its economic health. A serious threat to econo

mic health can thus be seen as a death threat" 12 , 

politicians try to diagnose and find remedies to 

eure the country from all fatal illnesses. 

The results obtained show that, to a large ex

tent, the choice of metaphors used in conceptu

alising the image of future responds to the per

suasive power that each of them was observed 

to display in problematic situations, as well as 

to their usefulness for elaborating "the linguis

tic picture of the world" 13 and understanding the 

correlation between its elements. 

As a finai remark, it must be noted that de

picting future either in the most favourable light 

or portraying it in dark colours ( depending on 

the speaker's intentions) is frequent and efficient 

means used by mass medi a and politicians in Bri

tish political discourse. The reason for it is one 

of the main driving forces of all human actions 

- their hope that one day things will change for 

the better. 
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METAFORINIS ATEITIES VAIZDAVIMAS 
DIDŽIOSIOS BRITANIJOS POLITINIAME DIS
KURSE 

Santrauka 

Šiame darbe nagrinėjamos metaforos, vartotos pa
teikti ateitį Didžiosios Britanijos politiniame diskur
se, konkrečiai - visuotiniuose 2001 metų rinkimuo
se. Straipsnyje analizuojama: a) metaforos, kurios 
vartojamos ateities ir jos laiko tarpų pateikimui; 

12 LAKOFF, G. Metaphor in Politics: An open /etter to the /ntemet. http://zakros.ucsd.edu/-trohrer/metaphor/lakotf-
1.htm 

n ZINKEN, J. Metaphors, stereotypes, and the linguistic picture ofthe world: Impulses from the Ethnolinguistic School 

of Lublin. In Metaphoric de, N2 7, 2004. http://www.metaphorik.de/07/zinken.htm 
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okres6w (,,bliska przyszlosė" - ,,daleka przyszlosė"); 

b) częstotliwosci występowania modeli metafo
rycznych, stosowanych do przedstawienia wizji 
przyszlošci i jej okres6w; e) związku między 
metaforycznymi przedstawieniami przyszlosci i jej 
okres6w. Badanie zostalo oparte na kognitywnej 
teorii metafory w ujęciu G. Lakoffa z uwzglę
dnieniem innych prae dotyczących funkcji przysz
lošciowej dyskursu politycznego (D . Graber, 
E. Lassan, A. Chudinow, T. Szmelowa itd.). Badanie 
wykazalo, ze najczęstszymi modelami metafo
rycznymi stosowanymi do przedstawienia „bliskiej" 
przyszlošci byly wojna, e h oro b a iro dzin a, zaš 
do konceptualizacji „dalekiej" przyszlošci -
podr6z, architektura i choroba. Wyniki 
badan wskazują, ze metaforyczne przedstawienie 
przyszlosci bylo częstym i skutecznym šrodkiem 
stosowanym przez mass media i polityk6w w 
brytyjskim dyskursie politycznym z okresu 
wybor6w powszechnych 200 l roku. 

SlOWA KLUCZE: dyskurs polityczny, nauka 
kognitywna, funkcja przyszlosciowa, metafora, 
model metaforyczny. 

b) metaforinių modelių, vartojamų ateities ir jos lai
ko tarpų pateikimui, dažnumas; e) metaforinių atei
ties ir jos laiko tarpų vaizdavimo koreliacija. Tyrimas 
grindžiamas kognityvinės kalbotyros metaforos teori
ja, pirmą kartą pateikta G. Lakoffo, ir kitais darbais, 
tyrinėjančiais politinio diskurso ateities funkciją 
(D. Graberis, E. Lassan, A. Chudinovas, T. Shmele
va ir t. t.). Daroma išvada, kad dažniausi „artimą" 
ateitį perteikiantys metaforiniai modeliai yra karas, 
liga ir šeima. Konceptualizuojant „tolimą" ateitį var
tojami kelionės, architektūros ir ligos metaforiniai 
modeliai. Tyrimo rezultatai rodo, kad Didžiosios Bri
tanijos politiniame diskurse „visuotiniai 2001 metų 
rinkimai" ir politikams, ir žiniasklaidos priemonėms 
būdingas dažnas metaforinis ateities vaizdavimas ir 
tam naudojamos įvairios priemonės. 

RIEKŠMINIAJ ŽODŽDŽW: politinis diskursas, 
kognityvinis mokslas, ateities funkcija, metafora, me
taforinis modelis. 
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