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Under the theoretical wing of Conceptual Metaphor Theory, 
as initiated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), in this paper we set out 
to comparatively investigate the conceptual metaphors used for the 
conceptualisation of the global economic and financial crisis in English, 
Romanian and Serbian print and electronic media reporting in the period 

to metaphor analysis in popular economic and business discourse, 
our main aim is to establish whether the same conceptual metaphors 
are used in English, Romanian and Serbian for the conceptualisation 
of the most severe economic crisis since the Great Depression, or, 
alternatively, whether any culture-specific aspects may be found in the 
three languages. We also focus on any influence English, as well as the 
culture determined by the English language, may exert on Romanian 
and Serbian as regards conceptual and linguistic metaphors serving to 
structure the understanding of the global financial crisis. 

Key words: conceptual metaphor; crisis metaphors; English; Serbian; 
Romanian

1. Introduction
The paper focuses on the use of metaphor in the British, American, Serbian 
and Romanian press reporting on the current global economic crisis from 2008 
to 2010. It is a known fact that, for the last three years, the industrialised world 
has been undergoing a pronounced economic downturn. Leading economists 
have labeled the present global economic and financial crisis as the most severe 
since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Similarly to the Great Depression, the 
current crisis seems to have originated in the Unites States, somewhere around 
the end of 2007, and by the beginning of 2009 it had spread all around the 

1  e paper is the result of research conducted within project no. 178002 Languages and cul-
tures across space and time funded by the Ministry of Science and Technological Develop-
ment of the Republic of Serbia.



world, affecting all nations to a greater or a lesser extent. Consequently, the 
global financial crisis has gained extensive media coverage in the United States, 
Britain, Serbia and Romania since its onset. We therefore believe that the British, 
American, Serbian and Romanian press provides an excellent corpus source 
for analysing the way in which journalists rely on metaphor to conceptualise 
and present this particular economic issue to the reading public. By now, well-
entrenched principles of cognitive linguistics (which are presented in the next 
section) will have us expect a wide use of metaphor in economic discourse, 
especially in media popularisations of economic topics, as the field of economy 
involves a considerable degree of abstractness. Consequently, our paper is an 
attempt to identify the most important conceptual metaphors used in the press 
to structure the understanding of the economic crisis (the economic crisis is 
x2), as well as the particular aspects of the crisis which are emphasised by these 
conceptual metaphors. Moreover, cross-cultural variation in the metaphorical 
conceptualisation of the economic crisis in English, Serbian and Romanian is 
also examined; that is, we look both at the extent to which crisis metaphors in 
the British, American, Serbian and Romanian cultures overlap and at the ways 
in which cultural variation in metaphor is made manifest. 

2.  Theoretical framework
In order to explore the use of metaphor in the press coverage of the cur-

rent economic crisis we draw on a framework of analysis established by Cogni-
tive Linguistics. Before the presentation of the corpus used in the study and the 
corpus-analysis of crisis metaphors, let us briefly outline the concepts of the 
cognitive approach to metaphor which are most relevant to the present paper. 

The advent of Cognitive Linguistics, mainly marked by Lakoff and John-
Metaphors we live by (1980), has brought about 

remarkable changes regarding the status of metaphor in its relation to thought 
and language. If metaphor was traditionally regarded as a figure of speech used 
for rhetorical flourish, cognitive linguistic and philosophical studies have prov-
en that metaphor goes far beyond language (cf. Lakoff and Johnson 1980, La-
koff 1987, Lakoff 1993, Gibbs 1994, Kövecses 2002, Barcelona 2003). The locus 
of metaphor is thought, not language, as emphasised by Lakoff and Johnson: 

embedded in our way of conceptualising the world and as a result, metaphors 
realised in language, i.e. metaphorical linguistic expressions (Kövecses 2002: 
4), are only possible due to the conceptual metaphors that structure our think-

unstructured subject matter in terms of a more concrete, or at least a more 

2 Conceptual metaphors are conventionally written in  .
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be formulated as      (ibid. 207). Of course, 
this does not mean that the two domains are identical. Only certain aspects of 
the source domain are transferred or mapped onto the target domain, depend-
ing on which aspects of the target one intends to highlight (Lakoff and Johnson 

mappings, it follows logically that different source domains can be used to fo-
cus on different aspects of the same target domain, as will become evident in 
our analysis of crisis metaphors. 

Moreover, as first explained by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) and later 
systematised by Grady (1999) and Kövecses (2002), these conceptual mappings 
across the two domains (i.e. source and target) are not at all arbitrary but are 
deeply grounded in human experience (e.g. bodily, perceptual, cultural, etc.). 
Consequently, especially in the Western cultural context, many conceptual 
metaphors seem to be fairly similar, if not identical, at least on a generic level, 
while certain metaphors are potentially (nearly) universal (cf. Kövecses 2002, 
2005). However, Kövecses (2005) shows that variation in metaphor is frequent 
among the various cultures in the world (although much less frequent within a 
restricted cultural space, such as the Western culture) and may take many forms, 
as for example, using different source domains for the same target domain, 
sharing the same conceptual metaphors for a particular target domain but 
showing clear preference for one (or several), or sharing the same conceptual 

In sum, cognitive linguistic research has convincingly demonstrated that 
metaphor is by no means confined to literature and rhetoric; on the contrary, 
the numerous examples of metaphorical expressions activated by various 
conceptual metaphors provided by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Lakoff (1993), 
Gibbs (1994) and Kövecses (2002, 2003), among others, reveal that metaphor 
is indispensable to our everyday conceptual system. Our paper will hopefully 
bring more evidence in favour of the conceptual nature of metaphor and its 
various linguistic realisations in the three languages (i.e. English, Serbian and 
Romanian).

3.  Corpus and methodology
The corpus of this study consists of 200 articles from the print or online 

editions of three British (The Guardian, The Independent and The Financial 
Times), two American (News Tribune and BusinessWeek), two Romanian 
(Ziarul Financiar and Capital), and several Serbian business-oriented articles 
found in Serbian print and electronic media (e.g. Biznis novine, Glas javnosti, 
Blic, etc.).3 As 2008 is the year that marks the onset of the global economic 
crisis, all the aforementioned articles have been published from that year on. 

3 All the linguistic contexts provided below are accompanied, in brackets, by references to the 
source, i.e. the name of the media (in an abbreviated form, i.e. G =  e Guardian, I =  e 
Independent, FT = Financial Times, NT =  e News Tribune, BW = BusinessWeek, ZF = 
Ziarul Financiar, C = Capital, 24S = 24 sata, GJ = Glas javnosti, D = Danas, P = Politika, VN 



Having established the corpus, crisis metaphors4 were analysed according 
to the cognitive paradigm of Lakoff and Johnson (1980). More specifically, this 
next step involved two operations: first, the identification and extraction of the 
most recurrent metaphorical linguistic expressions in the three study languag-
es (e.g. A financial hurricane rages on Wall Street), and then, their classification 
according to the corresponding conceptual metaphors that they make manifest 
(e.g. the crisis is a weather phenomenon).5

Finally, we compared both the metaphorical conceptualisations of the 
economic crisis in the three languages and the corresponding metaphorical 
expressions they make manifest in order to identify instances of cultural 
variation in the conceptualisations of the global economic crisis in Britain, the 
Unites States, Serbia and Romania. Given the conceptual nature of metaphors 
and their grounding in experience on the one hand, as well as the fact that 
the cultures in question are part of the Euro-American, Western culture on 
the other, we expected that metaphors of the global economic crisis present 
in the British, American, Serbian and Romanian journalistic discourse6 reveal 
little cultural variation on a conceptual, generic level, and more pronounced 
variation (although not much) on a linguistic level.

4.  Metaphors of the global economic crisis
We identified five major conceptual metaphors shared in the corpus of 

British, American, Serbian and Romanian press articles reporting on the cur-
rent economic crisis, as well as a number of isolated metaphors, which are 
present randomly either in all three languages or in only one or two of them. 
In what follows, we shall discuss each of these conceptual metaphors together 
with their corresponding linguistic realisations in the three languages. 

= Ve ernje novosti, B = Blic, B92 = B92 news media web site, BN = Biznis novine, Emportal 
business news media web site = EMP) and the date of the publication.

4  e method for metaphor identi cation we applied here is the one proposed by the Prag-
Metaphor Identi cation Procedure), which we used to check the 

metaphoricity of the lexical units relating to the global economic crisis as well as to establish 
their basic and contextual meaning. MIP is claimed to be a reliable method as it eliminates 
any subjective criteria for metaphor identi cation. 

5 It should be noted that some metaphorical expressions can be included in more than one 
category. Hurricane and tornado are a case in point as they are examples of both weather 
phenomena and natural disasters (cf. 4.1 and 4.3.2). However, for simplicity, such double 
metaphorical expressions were ascribed to only one conceptual category. More speci cally, 
they were registered according to their primary conceptual category (which is, for instance, 
weather phenomena for hurricane and tornado).

6 As the texts from which we excerpted the metaphorical expressions are mainly aimed at the 
general public, i.e. ordinary people, not speci cally at experts, such discourse is referred to 

popular socio-economic discourse popular economic and business 
discourse, de ned as 

(Skorczynska & Deignan 2006: 89)
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4.1. The crisis is a weather phenomenon
Corpus evidence reveals that       is 

one of the most frequent metaphorical conceptualisations of the global eco-
nomic crisis in the British, American, Serbian and Romanian press. As illus-
trated in the examples below, journalists often convey the force of the crisis by 
recurring to various weather phenomena varying in intensity, ranging from 
slight atmospheric instability to hurricanes and tornados. 

Not surprisingly, due to the increased severity of the crisis the least intense 
weather phenomenon, i.e. turbulence/turbulencija Srb./turbulen e Rom., is also 
the least recurrent. The Serbian corpus also registers, albeit rare, instances of the 
source domain breeze (i.e. povetarac) (example 4). Here are some examples:

(1) Financial turbulence
that the securities arm was closing with immediate effect because of turbulence in 
financial markets. (G 19/05/08)
(2) Nama je potrebno od 1,5 do dve milijarde da bismo bez ve ih turbulencija 

(3) Sunt profesori la ASE care au anticipat de mult turbulentele de azi. (ZF 
02/10/08)
(4) Ekonomista Miodrag Zec isti

povetarac i da e krediti poskupeti. 
(GJ 01/10/08)

In English, the increased intensity of the current economic crisis is often 
signalled by means of the noun wind, almost always premodified by intensify-
ing words (e.g. cold winds, gale force winds, rising winds) or, less often, by other 
nouns denoting strong winds (e.g. squall, whirlwind), as exemplified in (5)-(7) 
below. The menacing force of these winds is further emphasised by verbs such 
as to whistle, to buffet, to blow away and to knock down, while their devastating 
effect on the economy is occasionally also conceptualised metaphorically as a 
meteorological phenomenon, e.g. storm surges in (6).

(5) Until recently, the world's business schools have been largely sheltered from 
the gale force winds that have buffeted the global economy, but that's starting to 

(6) But over the last year, what had been a crisis in the subprime mortgage market 
has been sending storm surges down Wall Street. Now, with the survival-by-buyout 
of Merrill Lynch and the outright collapse of Lehman Brothers, rising winds are 
whistling through financial markets in Europe and Asia. (NT 16/09/08)

whirlwind that knocked down other giants: 
Bear Stearns, Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae. (NT 16/09/08)
(8) How a local squall might become a global tempest (FT 07/10/08)

Interestingly, although wind is a common weather phenomenon in all 
the four countries under consideration, corpus analysis reveals that such 
explicit exemplifications of wind metaphors are absent both in Serbian and in 
Romanian. 



In all three languages, the conceptual metaphor      
 commonly finds linguistic expression in another noun designat-
ing extremely violent winds accompanied by foul weather which usually cause 
massive damage along their path, namely: storm/oluja Srb./furtun  Rom. (in 
English, the more literary tempest is also used, although not that often). The 
English corpus also registers examples of blizzard metaphors. For instance:

the storm much better than its rivals. (G 
18/03/08)
(10) With the background of the present financial blizzard and the reputation of 

(11) Ekonomska oluja
(12) Pie ele financiare de la Bucuresti î i revin greu dup  furtun  (ZF 19/05/09) 

In addition, it is interesting to note that the financial crisis is conceptual-
ised as tornado in Serbian (i.e. tornado) and as hurricane both in Serbian (i.e. 
uragan) and in Romanian (i.e. uragan), even though such extreme weather 
phenomena are not specific to the two corresponding countries. However, 
such instances have a rather low frequency of occurrence in the two corpora, as 
compared to the corpus in English. 

Again, all these nouns denoting types of winds often combine with verbs 
which enhance the catastrophic dimension of the economic crisis, e.g. in 
English: to fell, to knock down, to roar, to rage, to blow away, in Serbian: pogoditi 

uzdrmati uzvitlati
Romanian: a devasta a lovi puternic a face ravagii 

of the Budget had been blown away by the financial tornado roaring in from across 
the Atlantic. (G 16/03/08)
(14) A financial hurricane rages on Wall Street

hurricane. The 
question now: Is this Ike, or is this Katrina? The 504-point plunge Monday in the 
Dow Jones industrial average felt like Katrina

Concerning example (14) above, it is interesting to point out the unusual, 
creative way in which the American journalist who wrote the article elaborated 
the conceptual metaphor under discussion. Although the British, American, 
Serbian and Romanian cultures obviously share      -
 metaphor both on a conceptual and on a linguistic level to a great 

Katrina is an instance of cultural variation in metaphor. Moreover, not only do 
these linguistic choices attest the way in which metaphorical comprehension is 
rooted in culture-specific phenomena (cf. Kövecses 2002: 187), but they also 
reflect the magnitude of the crisis in a vivid manner as hurricane Katrina of 
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2005 is known to be the costliest and one of the most devastating in the history 
of the US.7 

(15) Finansijski uragan, koji je krenuo sa Isto
nov
mnogo daljim prostorima. (P 1/10/08)

tornado  
krajem prvog kvartala naredne godine... (VN 14/12/08)
(17) Furtuna datoriilor din Europa risca sa devina uragan: randamentele 
obligatiunilor elene au explodat (ZF 28/04/10).

In addition to the different types of wind, journalists also rely on some 
other weather phenomena related to:

ripples, tide, waves/talas Srb., maelstrom, whirlpool, calma-
rea apelor mael-
strom  (G 20/10/08); mogli izazvati drugi talas finansijskih potresa (B 
30/01/10); 

 freeze, frozen/zamrznut Srb./înghe , a înghe a 
 big freeze  money 

zamrznuta
ijama (B92 28/01/09); Pia a împrumuturilor interbancare a inghe at (ZF 
18/09/08);

intemperii in Romanian): In sistemul financiar exista ju-
catori care au invins intemperiile crizei (ZF 03/11/09);

cea  groas  
cea a groas

nori negri nori negri deasu-
pra economiei europene (ZF 12/09/08)

However, except for  metaphors, such metaphors represent rather 
isolated instances. 

4.2. The crisis is a disease
Metaphoric linguistic expressions triggered by the conceptual metaphor 

     also abound in the British, American, Serbian and 
Romanian press. As shall become evident in the examples below, this metaphor 
is intrinsically linked to another conceptual metaphor, namely    
 . The main idea underlying these metaphors is that certain eco-
nomic systems have got sick (bolestan Srb./bolnav  Rom.) and are now suffering 
from (a suferi contagious (zara-
zan Srb., contagios Rom.) disease that spreads rapidly  Srb., a se extinde 
rapid Rom.). As a result, other economic systems have also been contaminated 
(a contamina, a infecta Rom.) and have caught (a se molipsi Rom.) the disease 
as well. 

7 See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hurricane_Katrina. 



Not only is the disease contagious, but also extremely severe, even life 
threatening. Most metaphors in all three corpora implicitly highlight the sever-
ity of the crisis by reference to the critical state of the economy, as for example: 
intensive care, on life support, moribund, în faz  terminal , în stadiu terminal 

grav a se agrava a nu 
da speran e pati od hroni ne i neizle ive 
bolesti
tient needs to be diagnosed, economy also needs an evaluation of symptoms 
(simptome Rom./simptomi Srb.) and a medical diagnosis (diagnostic Rom./di-
jagnoza Srb.) in order to be administered the adequate treatment (tratament 
Rom.) and remedies (remedii Rom./lekovi Srb.). As far as the evaluation phase 
is concerned, here are some examples of both physical and mental symptoms 
indicating the presence of the disease: atrophy, sneeze/kijavica Srb., fever, weak-
ness/sl biciune, sl bire Rom., paralysis/paralizie Rom., paraliza Srb., pain/
durere Rom., enfeebled/fragil, ubred Rom., agonie soc Rom. 

agita ie sufocare stres 
Ro

Obviously, efforts are being made to save/a salva Rom. economy and ur-
gent treatment is needed to nurse, heal or cure/izle iti Srb./a vindeca Rom. it, 
such as: injections/injekcija Srb., infusions/infuzii Rom., resuscitation/ ko 
disanje Srb./resuscitare Rom., calmante antidot

amputare
proves incurable, even eutanazija
ently, medication seems to work well as there are signs of economic recovery/
ozdravljenje Srb./ameliorare, îns n to ire Rom. In Serbian, economy has come 
back to life ( ) and is back on its feet (i.e. stati na zdrave noge), while in 
English and in Romanian it is doing well/î i revine Rom. and is now in con-
valescence/în convalescen  Rom. The hardship the economy as a patient has 
endured until it has reached a relatively good state of health is often signaled 
through premodification of the nouns recovery and convalescence; for instance: 
prolonged period of convalescence/perioad  lung  de convalescen  Rom., death-
bed recovery, anaemic recovery/anemi an oporavak Srb., bolno ozdravljenje Srb. 

     meta-
phor:

(18) Boom nations to catch cold as West's financial disease
The spectre of contagion from the western financial crisis reached South Korea 

(19) More Countries Are Catching America's Economic Virus (BW 16/03/08)
(20) These are only symptoms
healing our economic ills
(21) Healing the global economy is now the primary endeavour. We are engaged 
upon a project of recovery, whereby the object of our attentions passes from 
intensive care into a prolonged period of convalescence, before its restoration to rude 
health. (G 26/03/09)
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(22) Capitalism, it appears, has made a deathbed recovery. It is out of intensive care 
and, while not quite fighting fit, is doing well in the recovery ward. Another few 
months should see it as good as new. (G 12/05/09)

was causing serious pain to 
global financial markets. (FT 08/08/08)
(24) Fresh evidence points to paralysis of global economy. (G 27/02/09)
(25) When global financial market turmoil first erupted in August last year, a 
common view was that while the US economy would catch flu, continental Europe 
might escape with just a cold. (FT 10/10/08)
(26) First, when the US economy catches pneumonia, everybody falls seriously ill. 
(FT 19/05/09)
(27) Paulson and Bernanke misdiagnosed the root of the current crisis. (BW 
01/10/08)
(28) Kriza prolazi sama, kao kijavica ili grip (BN 09/02/09)
(29) ekonomski infarkt u kojem su 

rizicima, jer kad se takvi magnati prehlade, mi dobijemo upalu plu a. (B92 
29/12/08)
(31) ..i da je privreda te zemlje sada na putu sporog oporavka, prenela je agencija 
Blumberg. (BN 19/08/09) 
(32) Aktuelna eutanazija
maha. (GJ 27/05/07)

ko disanje
u injeno tokom Velike depresije kada nisu preduzeti odgovoraju i koraci da bi se 
spre io kolaps privrede. (D 10/01/10)
(34) Nova injekcija e popeti pomo  AIG-u na oko 150 milijardi dolara. (EMP 
10/11/08)
(35) Sectorul imobiliar din Franta are aceleasi simptome ca si cel american: inceti-
nirea vanzarilor si a constructiilor. (ZF 03/06/08)
(36) Ce tratament prescrie Jean-Claude Trichet pentru combaterea actualei crize. 
(ZF 23/11/08)
(37) Primul lucru pe care trebuie sa il faca Romania este sa puna un diagnostic 
corect atat asupra situatiei economice [...] (ZF 30/11/08)
(38) Economia americana nu se va vindeca mai devreme de 2011. Recesiunea cu 
care se confrunta economia Statelor Unite pare sa se agraveze pe zi ce trece, iar 
infuziile masive de capital din partea guvernului de la Washington ar putea sa nu 
fie suficiente. (ZF 30/11/08)
(39) [...] indicatorii economici nu dau prea multe sperante in ceea ce priveste opri-
rea declinului cu care se confrunta economia SUA sau economia mondiala. (ZF 
11/12/08)
(40) Probabil ca si importurile au inregistrat o temperare dramatica a cresterii, 
avand in vedere ca economia a inceput sa dea semne de oboseala, iar companiile 
nu au mai putut sa isi finanteze operatiunile din cauza taierii liniilor de catre ban-
ci. (ZF 08/12/08)
(41) Economia romaneasca este acum in agonie. (ZF 21/06/09)



(42) Criza este ca gripa: se extinde in toate directiile, il afecteaza si pe bogat, si pe 
sarac (ZF 23/11/08)
(43) Pietele financiare au facut atac de cord, dar investitorii se comporta de parca 
ar fi fost doar o zgarietura. (ZF 15/11/09)

4.3. The crisis is a disaster 
Another very productive conceptual metaphor in the British, American, 

Serbian and Romanian press coverage of the global economic crisis is   
  . In language, this metaphor commonly finds expression through 
various parts of speech: verbs (e.g. to survive/a supravie ui Rom.,  Srb.), 
to wreak havoc/a face ravagii Rom., a pune la adapost Rom., 

a provoca daune a face victime
havoc, calamity/calamitate Rom., disaster/dezas-

tru Rom., catastrof  Rom/katastrofa opera iune de salvare 
disastrous/

dezastruos Rom., katastrofalan Srb.). 

(44) Audur was one of the few Icelandic financial companies to survive the crisis. 
(BW 16/01/09)
(45) For students about to graduate, taking personal responsibility for world-
wide economic calamity may be the most difficult and important lesson. (BW 
09/03/09)
(46) Criza economica mondiala si dezastrul financiar care a lovit companiile gi-
gant de pe Wall Street [...] (ZF 22/09/08)
(47) Industria auto se confrunta cu o catastrofa care s-a raspandit la nivel mondial 
(ZF 10/02/09)
(48) Analistii sunt de parere ca operatiunea de salvare ar putea forta creditorii 
europeni sa treaca pierderile in registrul pierderilor cauzate de contractele de asi-
gurari financiare (ZF 18/09/08) 
Sometimes the focus of this conceptual metaphor is not on the disaster itself, but 
on the great confusion and disorder it has brought about. This idea is rendered in 
language through synonymous words such as chaos/haos Srb./haos Rom., turmoil/
instabilitate, dezechilibru Rom. and mess/dezordine Rom. For example:
(49) In fact, if there is one positive to come out of this turmoil, it would be a 

(50) Kako najbezbolnije prebroditi finansijski haos (B 06/02/09)
(51) O a doua criza financiara risca sa izbucneasca in Est din cauza dezordinii din 
sectorul bancar. (ZF 16/09/09)

Romanian journalists often express the same idea of disorder and instabil-
ity by means of verbs, such as a se cl tina a pierde controlul

a da peste cap a dezechilibra

As one can easily notice, all the above-mentioned linguistic expressions 
point to disasters in general, as there is no mention of their nature. Howev-
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er, journalists are often very specific about the nature of the disaster that has 
shaken the global economy. In the following three sections we point out the 
elaborations of      conceptual metaphor.

4.3.1. The crisis is a biblical disaster
The three examples below reveal that journalists envisage the global finan-

cial crisis as a disaster that may reach or has already reached biblical propor-
tions. In all three languages, journalists make reference to and express great 
fear of the final battle prophesied to occur at the end of the world, i.e. Armaged-
don in English, Apokalipsa in Serbian and apocalips  in Romanian, thus em-
phasising the drama of the current economic transformations: 

(52) Armageddon averted. A few months ago, financial markets feared Armaged-
don was just around the corner. (G 12/05/09)
(53) Apokalipsa iz Davosa (P 02/02/09)
(54) Croitoru a prezis degeaba apocalipsa bugetara. (ZF 04/11/09)

4.3.2. the crisis is cataclysm
The economic crisis is also conceived as a natural disaster. On the one 

hand, this metaphor finds expression in language through the use of generic 
terms, such as natural disaster, cataclysm/kataklizma Srb./cataclysm Rom., ur-
gie, pr p d Rom., with the observation that the Romanian urgie and pr p d 
denote highly emotive terms, with special connotations in the collective im-
agery of the Romanian people.

(55) But for any government to take policy advice from America, the nation that 
brought us this financial cataclysm would be like getting stock tips from Bernie 
Madoff. (G 01/04/09)

etka krize dogodila bi se kataklizma 
(EMP 08/05/09)
(57) Marele avantaj al Romaniei in acest cataclism financiar global este nu numai 

(58) Urgie pe burs : 60 de brokeri concedia i în zece zile (ZF 15/12/08)

Besides the use of these general metaphorical expressions, we could also 
find more specific elaborations of this conceptual metaphor in all three lan-
guages, e.g.     /  and  -
    (also cf. ,  in 4.1.). The former is realised 
in language by means of earthquake-related terminology, e.g. earthquake/zem-
ljotres Srb./cutremur Rom., tectonic or seismic shifts/tektonski poreme aj Srb., 
tremors/potresi Srb., aftershock/replic  Rom., epicenter/epicentar Sbr./epicentru 
Rom., magnitude, to shake/a zdruncina Rom., to reverberate/a se resim i Rom.), 
while the latter is confined to tsunami/cunami Srb./tsunami Rom., tidal wave, 
to sweep across, and to break to the shore.



(59) Last autumn's global financial crisis set off an economic earthquake. And we 
are still feeling the tremors. The latest sign of the ground shifting beneath our feet 

(60) Novoprimljene zemlje bile su epicentar politi kih potresa koji su, kao eho 
svetske krize, pogodili i EU. (B92 04/05/09)
(61) Falimentul institutiei a generat un adevarat cutremur in intreaga lume, iar 
replicile acestuia se mai simt si astazi. 
(62) The world's progress towards the internationally agreed Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs) could be pushed back by at least three years by the "finan-
cial tsunami" sweeping across the world. (G 09/03/09)

cunamija
(64) Caderea Lehman a adus un adevarat tsunami pe burse. (ZF 25/10/09)

Additionally,     ()  metaphor is sometimes 
used by journalists either implicitly, through the use of the noun eruption in 
English and erupcija in Serbian, and the verb a erupe ('to erupt') in Romanian, 
or (less commonly) explicitly, as volcano in English:

(65) Sir, what is the similarity between the current financial crisis and a volcano? 
The answer is the shape of the graph of activity levels leading up to the main 
event. It shows a long period of deceptive calm followed by a dramatic eruption, 
up or down, depending on which event is being plotted. (FT, Jan 29, 2009)
(66) Erupcija krize na ameri
(D 21/11/08)
(67) In vreme ce criza financiara a erupt cu aproape un an inainte, [...] (ZF 
10/05/09)

Romanian journalists also depict the financial crisis as viitur , a natural 
disaster specific to certain regions in Romania, caused by landslides due to 
overflow of rivers (usually in spring) and resulting in a great number of casual-
ties, but linguistic instantiations of this metaphor only occur in isolation:

(68) Actuala criza globala ne-a surprins cu o puternica viitur  financiar . (ZF 
16/12/08)

4.3.3. The crisis is an accidental disaster
Moreover, lexical choice in the handling of the crisis by the press reveals 

that the disaster can also be accidental. Journalists thus write about the crisis 
as if it were:

shipwreck/brodolom Srb./nafragiu Rom., epav  
to sink/a se scufunda Rom., colac de salvare Rom. 

(69) Fishing for good news after economic shipwreck (BW 16/11/09)
(70) Srpski privrednici e, za razliku od kolega iz ve ine evropskih zemalja, morati 
da na u drugi na in da se spasu mogu eg finansijskog brodoloma. (BN 20/11/08)

epavelor  (ZF 28/01/09)
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meltdown, fallout, radioactive 
cloud:

(72) Today's global meltdown is training a new generation of managers to build 
lasting value through innovation and create sustainable growth. (BW 28/04/09)

to break/a izbucni (Rom.), 
to unleash pressures, to implode, (to send) shockwaves/unde de oc Rom., 
explozie a zgudui absorbit Rom. 

(73) The deflationary pressures unleashed by the financial crisis are too strong. (FT 
12/02/09)
(74) Luni, 15 septembrie 2008, o explozie a zguduit America i lumea întreag . 
Exploziile precedente, produse în b nci uria

 cumva absorbite. (ZF 14/09/09)

4.4. The crisis is war / a war enemy
Compared to English and Serbian,     is a very productive 

metaphor in Romanian. The Romanian corpus provides numerous examples 
of this particular metaphor, which is realised in language through a variety of 
war related terminology, such as: arme a depune armele

câ tig tori victime victime 
colaterale cicatrici zgârieturi a aduce 
omagii victimelor carnagiu a- i linge 
r nile cadavre pluton comandant 
de armat a lua m suri în for  
The financial crisis seems to have affected Romanian economy so badly that it 
looks as if after a war (i.e. arat  ca dup  r zboi). The English and the Serbian 
corpora also provide evidence of the war metaphor, although to a far lesser 
extent than the Romanian one. In both Serbian and English the idea of war is 
implied through reference to the casualties/  Srb. left behind in this war 
(example 77), while in English, the crisis is also perceived as carnage (in Ro-
manian as well, i.e. carnagiu), or as a terrorist attack. The choice of the culture 
specific lexical item 9/11 in example (75) highlights the extremely dramatic 
scale of the crisis:

(75) Amid Economic Carnage, Business Schools Mull Fixes (BW 09/03/09)
(76) As stunned bankers filed out of offices later that day, clutching boxes of be-
longings and blinking into the news cameras, it wasn't long before they would be 
described as the first casualties of a financial 9/11. (G 27/12/08)

e  ekonomske krize (BN 08/03/10)

We note that one particular, and again, very productive, variation of this 
metaphor in Romanian is      . Romanian language arti-
cles often portray the crisis as a war enemy who attacks (atac ), strikes (love te), 



knocks down (i.e. doboar ) and throws economic systems to the ground (i.e. a 
pune la p mânt), which fall prey to the crisis (cad prad /victim  crizei). The se-
verity of the crisis is often emphasised through adjectives denoting the intensi-

), foarte dur (very 
tough r  mil în r zboiul/
lupta cu criza), economy, however, does not give up (nu renun ), it fights back 
(contraatac , contracareaz ) and resists (rezist , face fa ) the enemy in an ef-
fort to defeat it (a învinge). The following examples are a case in point:

(78) Moda in lupta cu criza (ZF 26/11/09)
(79) Bucurestiul rezista mai bine. Criza loveste mai tare in provincie. (ZF 
21/01/09)
(80) Piata de fashion insa nu renunta atat de usor. De fapt, contraataca. Si aduce 
branduri noi care sa castige lupta cu criza. (ZF 25/11/09)

The      metaphor does not seem to be so richly ex-
ploited in the British, American and Serbian press. When used, this metaphor 
is often rendered through the expression fight against/boriti se(borba) protiv 
krize Srb. (either the noun or the verb).

4.5. The crisis is a fall/a hole
The conceptualisation of the crisis as a fall or a hole is intrinsically linked to 

the highly conventional metaphor    (cf. Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 
16). It is this orientational metaphor we live by which allows one to associate 
lack of well-being with downward movement or with a deep hole. In language, 
this metaphor is expressed by journalists through various nouns, e.g. collapse/
kolaps Srb./colaps, pr bu ire Rom., crash/krah Srb., downturn/declin Rom., de-
pression/depresiune Rom., (free) fall/sunovrat Srb./c dere liber , c dere în gol, 
picaj Rom., slump/mla tin  Rom., abyss/ambis Srb., and verbs, e.g. to climb, to 
come out/a ie i din, a scoate din Rom., to sink (deep) into/sunovratiti se Srb./a se 
afunda Rom., to plunge into, to hit bottom, a dobori
pune la p mânt a se pr bu i

(81) In countries such as Hungary, the economy is in free fall as foreign banks and 

(82) What Americans expect from Washington is action that matches the sense of 

to climb out of this crisis. If nothing is done, this recession
Our nation will sink deeper into a crisis that, at some point, we may not be able to 
reverse.(G 06/02/09)
(83) O tome kakav ekonomski ambis preti u skoroj budu
09/11/08)

sunovrat svetskih berzi (B92 
30/09/08) 
(85) Asta vand cei trei candidati importanti la presedintie: trei solutii diferite de 
iesire din criza.
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(86) In general, bancilor le este aproape imposibil sa se ridice din "mlastina" in 
care le-a aruncat criza pietelor de credit. (ZF 13/11/.08)

As can be inferred from the metaphorical expressions above, in some cases, 
this metaphor may undergo a slight change, in that the crisis is understood as 
an extremely violent physical force that induces a swift downward movement 
of the economy. Thus, as explicitly and recurrently attested by examples in the 
Romanian corpus, it is the impact of the crisis (impactul crizei) that makes eco-
nomic entities collapse, fall, sink deep, hit bottom, etc. Many other verbs used 
to refer to weather phenomena (cf. 4.1.), disasters (cf.4.3.) and war (4.5.) could 
fall within this conceptual metaphor if there was no specification (be it explicit 
or implicit) of the doer of the action in the text.

4.6. Isolated metaphors
Besides the five recurrent conceptual metaphors discussed above, we also 

identified a number of isolated metaphors in the British, American, Serbian 
and Romanian press coverage of the global economic crisis. Most such meta-
phors are present in all three language corpora, with or without variations. 

4.6.1. The crisis is a nightmare 
As examples (87) and (88) below illustrate, this metaphor is realised in 

language through the English noun nightmare, and its Serbian and Romanian 
equivalents, i.e. no na mora and co mar, respectively:

(87) Sub-prime and banking crisis: Who caused this nightmare? (FT 19/03/08)
(88) Trgovinski deficit postao je no na mora za mnoge zemlje zapada... (B 
25/05/10)
(89) Cosmar pe bursa: cea mai mare scadere a saptamanii, in contextul crizei in-
ternationale (ZF 23/01/09)

4.6.2. The crisis is a being
While the corpus in Romanian revealed the conceptualisation of the crisis 

either as a powerful, voracious creature that ate (i.e. a mâncat) and swallowed 
(i.e. a înghi it) various economic entities, or as one with superior authority 
that silenced (i.e. a redus la t cere) and brought them to their knees (i.e. a în-
genunchiat), exemplifications of this metaphor in English and Serbian are more 
specific about the nature of this being. Metaphorical expressions in both cor-
pora portray the crisis as a fierce wild animal either explicitly, as it is the case 
in English: a bear, or implicitly, through reference to the claws of the animal, 

claws of the unprecedented 
dosad nevi ene finansijske katastrofe).

(90) Few Small Companies Are Escaping This Bear
have defied the bear with big revenue gains. (BW 27/04/09)



(91) Criza financiara a mancat profiturile companiilor cu datorii mari (ZF 
12/02/09)
(92) Criza a redus la tacere fondurile de private equity. (ZF 07/05/09)

It is worth mentioning that there are examples in the Romanian corpus 
where this scenario is somehow reversed. More specifically, compared to the 
above metaphor, where the crisis is the active, ferocious and superior agent 
that causes harm by devouring its opponent, other metaphors depict the crisis 
as food, i.e. as something passive, something to be eaten. Thus, according to a 

mestecam criza, respiram de-
chew crisis and we breathe 

talking, is an indispensable human activity, this example suggests that the crisis 
has unfortunately become an integral and unavoidable part of our lives, as es-
sential and indispensable as food and air. Similarly, another journalist writes 
about the bitter taste gustul amar 
al recesiunii).

4.6.3. The crisis is a movie / a play / a game 
Although movies, theatre plays and games can usually be characterised as 

pleasurable and entertaining, these metaphors actually highlight certain unde-
sirable features of the source domains. Romanian journalists depict the crisis 
as a movie (i.e. film), a worldwide production (i.e. produc ie mondial ) with the 
plot (i.e. ac iunea) stretching over several episodes (i.e. episoade), whereas in 
Serbian, journalists write about the first act of the crisis (i.e. prvi in):

(93) Filmul crizei, a carui actiune a inceput in zgarie-norii de pe Wall Street si din 
City, a devenit in scurt timp o productie mondiala care nu a ocolit nici Romania. 
(ZF 21/09/09)
(94) Pitanje je da li je gr ka kriza korak ka ja anju EU ili predstavlja prvi in 
kolapsa. (P 04/05/10)

Obviously, emphasis is placed not on the pleasure derived from watching a 
movie or a play, but on their dramatic structure, i.e. their division into several 
parts. In other words, more episodes or acts are yet to come, which inevitably 
leads to a tragic denouement. 

As far as the source domain  is concerned, the game chosen to 
metaphorically replace the crisis both in Serbian and in Romanian, namely a 
game of dominoes (i.e. domino Srb., Rom.), obviously implies the so-called 

domino efekat Srb., efect de domino Rom.). 

(95) Ni 750 milijardi evra, koliko su Evropska unija i Me unarodni monetarni 
fond izdvojili za zaustavljanje domino efekta ke krize u Evropi... (BN 
27/05/10)
(96) Ca intr-un joc de domino, aceste economii se adanceau din ce in ce mai mult 
in criza. (ZF 10/11/09)
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Similarly to the tragic denouement hinted at in the examples above, this 
metaphor also suggests the fact that the menacing toppling chain cannot be 
avoided and thus all the tiles in the row are eventually affected and felled.

4.6.4. The crisis is an educational experience
Interestingly, this metaphor, present in all three corpora, is the only in-

stance when journalists conceptualise the economic crisis in terms of a posi-
tively perceived domain. More specifically, the crisis is comprehended as a use-
ful and valuable experience, usually a lesson (i.e. pouka Srb./lec ie Rom.) from 
which one can learn a lot: 

(97) Having learned the lessons of this crisis, these new leaders will think differ-

nomic crisis is providing the best training ground to develop a new generation of 
leaders. (BW 28/04/09)
(98) Od presudnog je zna aja da izvu emo pouke iz ove krize kako se ona ne bi 
ponovila. (BN 07/03/10)
(99) Dintr-un popor generos, criza ne-a invatat lectia zgarceniei sau poate pe cea 
a cumpatarii. (ZF 17/10/09)

Additionally, the Romanian corpus reveals some other instances of iso-
ceas 

de tept tor) that should wake us up from our irrational spending habits, as a 
mecanismele crizei

(i.e. motorul crizei a alimenta criza), as mer-
criza a fost importat ), and 

sabia lui Damocles), which highlights the im-
minence of a disastrous situation.

5.  Concluding remarks
Our study has hopefully proven that the use of metaphor in the British, 

American, Serbian and Romanian press reporting on the current economic 
crisis is not only widespread but also systematic. As discussed above, we identi-
fied five salient conceptual metaphors that use the following source domains to 
refer to the crisis:  , , , / -
 and /, as well as a number of isolated metaphors, which do not 
play a central role in the conceptualisation of the crisis. Each of these concep-
tual metaphors is largely present in all four cultures and is realised in English, 
Serbian and Romanian by various linguistic expressions that range from highly 
conventional, i.e. they are part of economic terminology, to highly creative, 
coined by journalists for rhetorical purposes. Examples of the former include: 
financial turbulence/turbulencija Srb./turbulen e Rom., financial storm/oluja 
Srb./furtun  Rom., frozen market, capital injections/injekcija Srb. and infusions/
infuzii Rom., economic depression/downturn, to get out of the crisis/a ie i din 
criz  Rom., economic collapse/kolaps Srb./colaps, pr bu ire Rom., crash/krah 



Srb., downturn/declin Rom., while of the latter (which significantly outnumber 
the former): financial 9/11, financial blizzard, global tempest, financial tsunami/
cunami Srb./tsunami Rom., to remain on a government respirator, Armageddon, 
domino Rom., domine ceas de teptator Rom. ( alarm clock ), 
financial hurricane/uragan Srb./Rom., bear, financial shipwreck/brodolom Srb. 

As far as cultural variation is concerned, we note that, as expected, the 
differences in the metaphorical conceptualisation of the global economic crisis 
between the British, American, Serbian and Romanian articles are few and in-
significant. For instance, corpus analysis points to a greater preference for the 
source domain / and   in the British-American 
articles and for /  and  in the Romanian ones, or to 
an obvious emphasis on symptoms within      metaphor 
in Romanian. The lack of major cross-cultural variation can be accounted for 
by the conceptual nature of metaphors and their grounding in human experi-
ence on the one hand, and the fact that the cultures in question are part of 
the Euro-American, Western culture, on the other (cf. Kövecses 2002, 2005). 
However, cultural variation seems to be more pronounced on a linguistic level. 
Among the different linguistic realisations of the same conceptual metaphors 
in the four countries we mention: a clear preference for hurricane and wind 
in the English corpus and for storm in the Serbian and Romanian ones, refer-
ence to hurricanes Ike and Katrina in a US article, viitur  in Romanian (cf. 
4.3.2.), meltdown, fallout, radioactive cloud, blizzard in English only, and eutha-
nasia in Serbian. However, cultural variation at a linguistic level is difficult to 
spot out, mainly due to the fact that Serbian and Romanian journalists, being 
largely influenced by the Anglo-American media discourse, tend to adapt their 
writing style to it and therefore borrow culture-specific metaphors otherwise 
absent from Serbian and Romanian thought and language. Also, some articles 
featured in the finance- and business-oriented Serbian and Romanian press 

the United States, and are thus translations of the original English-language ar-
ticles. The use of hurricane, tornado and tsunami in Serbian and Romanian are 
a case in point (cf. 4.1.). That is why the findings of our study need to be char-
acterised as tentative until proven by further research carried out on a much 
larger corpus of texts.

Irrespective of cultural variation, these metaphors, as used by journalists 
in the discourse of the global financial crisis, have a twofold rhetorical func-
tion. First of all, the choice of these specific metaphors obviously adds more 
drama to an already dramatic situation. The conceptualisation of the global 
financial crisis in terms of negative scenarios such as severe weather phenome-
na, disasters, war, disease, downward movement, etc., tugs at the heartstrings of 
the readership by making the text notably more vivid and emotionally loaded. 
Moreover, corpus evidence reveals that the reactivation of the same conceptual 
metaphor through various linguistic expressions (as a result of elaboration) 
throughout a paragraph, or even the entire article, contributes to the cohesion 
of the text, hence facilitating its readability (cf. Gibbs 1994). This observation 
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runs counter the traditional, widespread idea that metaphor hinders commu-
nication, as compared to literal language. 

Secondly, and less obviously, from an ideological perspective, our analysis 
shows that the journalistic discourse on the financial crisis in all three study 

destructive power of the crisis, but at the same time hide the fact that the 
present economic situation has nevertheless been brought about by thought-
governed human acts, and not by uncontrollable, hostile events such as weather 
phenomena, illnesses, disasters, etc. Therefore, by writing about the financial 

real causes, i.e. the (wrong) decisions taken by people, thus shaping the way 
members of all three speech communities perceive it.

In short, we believe that our corpus analysis of English, Serbian and 

2004: 22). 
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