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Abstract

This article examines metaphor as a cognitive mechanism in modern English crisis
communication, focusing on how metaphorical language structures public understanding of
uncertainty, risk, and emergency situations. Drawing on Cognitive Linguistics and conceptual
metaphor theory, the study analyzes how crises such as pandemics, economic downturns, political
instability, and environmental disasters are linguistically framed in English-language media and
official discourse. The research demonstrates that metaphors are not merely stylistic devices but
fundamental cognitive tools that shape perception, emotion, and decision-making in crisis
contexts. The study shows that dominant metaphorical models—such as WAR, DISEASE,
NATURAL DISASTER, and JOURNEY-—systematically influence how audiences interpret
urgency, responsibility, and control. Particular attention is given to how metaphor functions in
Crisis Communication, where it serves both explanatory and persuasive roles. The findings suggest
that metaphorical framing can either mitigate panic by simplifying complex realities or intensify
fear by emphasizing threat and loss of control. Overall, the article highlights the central role of
metaphor in shaping collective cognition and public response during crises in contemporary
English discourse.
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Metaphor is one of the most powerful cognitive and linguistic tools through which
humans conceptualize abstract, complex, and emotionally charged experiences. In modern English
crisis communication, metaphor plays a central role in shaping how individuals, institutions, and
societies understand emergencies such as pandemics, wars, economic collapse, climate disasters,
and political instability. Rather than functioning as a purely decorative rhetorical device, metaphor
operates as a deep cognitive mechanism that structures thought, guides perception, and influences
behavior [3, 134]. Within the framework of Cognitive Linguistics, metaphor is understood not as

a linguistic ornament but as a fundamental process of mapping knowledge from a familiar source
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domain onto a more abstract target domain. Crisis communication intensifies this function because
crises are inherently uncertain, emotionally charged, and cognitively complex phenomena that
require simplification for public comprehension. Therefore, metaphors become essential tools for
framing reality in a way that is both understandable and actionable. In modern English discourse,
especially in media, political speeches, and institutional messaging, metaphorical language is
systematically used to construct narratives of threat, control, responsibility, and recovery. This
article explores how metaphor functions as a cognitive mechanism in crisis communication, how
it shapes public perception, and how it influences emotional and behavioral responses in society
[4, 36].

The modern understanding of metaphor originates from conceptual metaphor theory,
which argues that human cognition is fundamentally metaphorical in nature. According to this
theory, abstract concepts such as time, emotion, risk, and crisis are understood through more
concrete experiences such as movement, physical struggle, or spatial orientation. For example,
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crises are often conceptualized as “storms,” “wars,” or “journeys,” which allow individuals to
mentally structure chaotic events. In this cognitive framework, metaphor is not optional but
essential for thought formation. Crisis communication relies heavily on this cognitive structure
because it must translate complex realities into accessible mental models for the public [5, 64]

In the field of cognitive semantics, metaphorical mappings occur between a source
domain (concrete, familiar experience) and a target domain (abstract or complex situation). For
instance, in the metaphor “fighting the virus,” the source domain is WAR and the target domain is
DISEASE. This mapping creates a cognitive structure where viruses are enemies, medical workers
are soldiers, and treatment is combat strategy. Such mappings are not neutral; they shape
perception and influence decision-making. Semantics provides the analytical tools to examine how
meaning is constructed through these mappings, while pragmatics explains how these meanings
function in real communicative contexts [6, 310].

Crisis communication refers to the strategic use of language by governments,
organizations, and media institutions to inform, guide, and influence public response during
emergencies. Within Crisis Communication, clarity, emotional control, and persuasion are
essential. Crises inherently involve uncertainty, fear, and rapid change, which makes abstract
reasoning difficult for the general public [2, 75]. Therefore, communication must reduce
complexity while maintaining urgency and credibility.

Metaphor becomes a primary tool in this process. It allows communicators to compress
complex information into familiar conceptual structures. For example, during the COVID-19

pandemic, global discourse frequently used WAR metaphors (“frontline workers,” “fighting the
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virus,” “defeating COVID-19”) [1, 96]. These expressions framed the pandemic as a collective
battle, encouraging unity, discipline, and sacrifice. However, such metaphors also introduced
limitations, such as increased fear, stigmatization of patients, and oversimplification of medical
realities. Crisis communication also uses JOURNEY metaphors (“road to recovery,” “path
forward,” “we are not there yet”’), which emphasize progression, endurance, and shared movement
toward stability. Unlike WAR metaphors, JOURNEY metaphors tend to reduce hostility and
promote patience and collective resilience [7, 96].

Modern English crisis communication relies on several dominant metaphorical systems
that structure public understanding. The WAR metaphor is one of the most widespread frameworks
in crisis discourse. It frames crises as battles between opposing forces. The virus becomes an
enemy, healthcare systems become armies, and citizens become participants in a collective
struggle. This metaphor is powerful because it activates cognitive schemas associated with
urgency, discipline, and sacrifice. However, it also risks militarizing public health discourse and
creating adversarial thinking. This metaphor is particularly relevant in both literal and figurative
crises. Not only is disease itself described metaphorically, but social problems (such as
misinformation or economic instability) are also described as “spreading,” “infecting,” or
“spreading like a virus.” This metaphor creates a cognitive model of uncontrollable expansion and
urgency of containment. Crises are often framed as storms, earthquakes, floods, or wildfires. This
metaphor emphasizes uncontrollable external forces. For example, economic crises are described
as “storms in financial markets.” This framing reduces perceived human responsibility while
highlighting vulnerability and unpredictability.

The JOURNEY metaphor conceptualizes crises as movement through space over time.
Expressions like “path to recovery” or “long road ahead” structure crises as processes with stages.
This metaphor is particularly useful for maintaining public morale because it implies progress and
eventual resolution. The WAR metaphor emphasizes confrontation and urgency, while the
JOURNEY metaphor emphasizes endurance and continuity. The choice between them reflects
ideological and strategic communication decisions [8, 761].

Metaphors are not neutral linguistic tools; they actively shape cognition and emotional
response. Cognitive psychology shows that metaphorical framing influences how people assess
risk, assign responsibility, and evaluate solutions. In crisis contexts, this effect becomes
particularly strong. When a crisis is framed as WAR, individuals are more likely to accept strict
measures, tolerate restrictions, and perceive opponents (such as viruses or even policy critics) as
enemies. This can increase compliance but also generate fear and polarization. When a crisis is

framed as a JOURNEY, individuals tend to adopt a more patient and long-term perspective. This
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reduces panic but may also reduce urgency. Metaphors also influence memory and attention.
People remember metaphorically framed messages more easily than literal descriptions because
metaphors create mental imagery. For example, “flatten the curve” became a globally recognized
phrase during COVID-19 because it combines visual metaphor with mathematical abstraction.
Within Pragmatics, these effects are understood as context-driven interpretations where meaning
is shaped not only by linguistic form but also by social and psychological context.

Media discourse plays a crucial role in shaping public crisis perception through
metaphorical framing. Headlines, news reports, and political speeches frequently rely on
metaphors to simplify complex realities. Political leaders use metaphors strategically to gain public
trust, justify policies, and mobilize collective action. For example, during economic crises,
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metaphors such as “financial meltdown,” “economic recovery,” or “market collapse” structure
public understanding of abstract economic processes in physical or emotional terms. These
metaphors create urgency and help audiences understand otherwise technical concepts. Political
discourse often uses metaphors to construct narratives of leadership and responsibility. Leaders
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are described as “guiding the nation,” “steering through crisis,” or “holding the line,” all of which
position them as active agents of control. Media institutions amplify these metaphors, ensuring
their widespread cognitive adoption. Over time, such metaphors become conventionalized and
form part of the collective conceptual system [9, 30].

Metaphor functions as a fundamental cognitive mechanism in modern English crisis
communication. It structures how individuals and societies conceptualize uncertainty, interpret
risk, and respond to emergencies. Through metaphorical mapping, abstract and complex
phenomena become cognitively accessible and emotionally meaningful. Within cognitive
linguistic theory, metaphor is not merely a rhetorical device but a core structure of human thought.
In crisis communication, its role becomes even more significant because it shapes collective
behavior and public perception on a large scale. The analysis of WAR, JOURNEY, DISEASE,
and NATURAL DISASTER metaphors demonstrates that each framing system carries specific
cognitive and emotional consequences. These metaphors influence urgency, responsibility, and
public trust. While they enhance communication efficiency, they also carry risks of
oversimplification and emotional bias. Ultimately, metaphor is both a powerful tool and a
responsibility in crisis communication. Understanding its cognitive mechanisms allows
communicators, policymakers, and researchers to design more effective, ethical, and balanced
communication strategies in times of crisis.
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