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Abstract 

Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA) helps to define the relationship between metaphor, power, ideology and 
cognition by recognizing conceptual metaphors in text or discourse. This thesis built a metaphor-centered 
analytical framework which connects discourse, cognition and ideology to investigate metaphors in Trump’s 
discourses in the 2020 Presidential Election Debates, which shed light upon cognitive structure and ideology 
behind his discourse. To win more votes, Trump managed to magnify Republican Party’s contribution while 
masking its defects, exaggerate the disadvantages of the Democratic Party while concealing its merits. 
Meanwhile, he declared himself one who represents the interests of ordinary people and to fight for their 
interests. Besides, his “patriotism” and “exclusiveness” also reflected populism characteristics. 
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1. Introduction 

Donald Trump, the previous US President, is a loyal user of metaphor. Metaphors ubiquitously appear in his 
discourse, no matter public speeches or TV debates, to express views on domestic and international affairs and 
preach his political advocacy. 

More than a rhetorical technique and a linguistic device for modifying discourse, metaphor is believed to a 
manifestation of cognitive processes of human beings. By constructing the theory of conceptual metaphor, 
Lakoff and Johnson (2003) explained the cross-domain mapping mechanism and revealed the role of metaphor 
in the process of cognition. Charteris-Black attempted to combine cognitive methods with metaphors. He 
introduced critical metaphor analysis (CMA), and believed that by identifying conceptual metaphors in texts or 
discourses, combining language, cognition, and pragmatic dimensions, one can clarify metaphors’ relationship to 
power (discourse power), ideology (value beliefs, etc.) and cognition (Charteris-Black, 2004). 

Existing studies mainly focused on pragmatic analysis and highlighted the persuasive function of metaphor and 
Trump’s ideology in his public speeches and TV debates (Harb & Serhan, 2020; Bonilla, 2020). Quite a few 
researches have noticed the metaphor in Trump’s discourse to explore his ideology (Mohammadi & Javadi, 2016; 
Garcia, 2017; Pilyarchuk & Onysko, 2018). All these analyses remain in the shallow level, and hardly explore 
the deep level of ideology and cognitive structure reflected by metaphors. Moreover, the distance between 
discourse producers and recipients can also be used as a tool to reveal ideology. This study attempts to 
investigate Trump’s cognitive structure reflected by metaphors in Trump’s discourse and explore his ideology 
with help of the ideology square theory. To achieve this research goal, the following issues will be addressed:  

1) What types of metaphors do Donald Trump tend to employ in political genres such as the 2020 Presidential 
Election Debates? 

2) What relationship between language, power and ideology do these metaphors reveal?  

3) How does Donald Trump use metaphors to construct cognition structure in order to achieve specific purposes? 

2. Literature Review 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) emerged as a network of scholars in the early 1990s (Wodak & Meyer, 2008). 
Wodak and Meyer believed that the common interest of various research methods of CDA is to uncover the 
relationship between discourses and ideology and power through the systematic study of corpus. Recently, a 
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large number of CDA researchers have adopted corpus linguistic analysis to reduce the subjective judgments in 
the research design and interpretation of results in that information provided by corpus is quantitative. By 
analyzing semantic aura, semantic prosody by means of frequency table, keyword retrieval, display collocation, 
etc. in corpus software, it is possible for CDA to carry out quantitative and qualitative analysis on data. 

CDA is a research method to do research on the use of social power, dominance and inequality through the texts 
and discourses under the social and political contexts, mining the ideology implied in the language (van Dijk, 
2001). By analyzing the characteristics of language and social and cultural background, CDA may shed light 
upon the complex relationship between discourse, power and ideology. 

From the domestic and foreign research, Critical Discourse Analysis is a vital perspective to analyze the 
discourse of political figures. CDA linguists have interest in the relationship between discourse and power. 
Discourse is socially constitutive but in turn constrained by society (Wodak & Meyer, 2008). Due to its 
influences on society, discourse triggers important issues of power. Language and power are not subordinate, but 
language can be used to challenge power, to subvert it through which the distributions of power is altered 
(Wodak & Meyer, 2008). The power struggles reflected in discourse mainly focus on gender, ethnicity, race, and 
class. CDA was used to uncover social power relations, process of power operation, asymmetry of power and 
power resistance reflected in political discourses and political documents (Woodside-Jiron, 2004; Lamb, 2013; 
Caballero-Mengibar, 2015). On the other hand, discourse and ideology are closely related. Language is a 
material form of ideology (Fairclough, 1995). Researchers pay close attention to ideology in political discourse 
for political figures often implicate their ideology backgrounds in their words (Bayram, 2010). With the help of 
CDA, ideology of political figures can be revealed and they can be distinguished from each other (Bhatia, 2006; 
Dirven, Polzenhagen, & Wolf, 2005). In practice, the process of the speaker using discourses to persuade the 
audience is actually a process of manipulating the audience’s mind. That is to say, the manipulation of language 
means the manipulation of the mind (van Dijk, 2005). CDA analyzes the process where discourse users resonate 
with and manipulate listeners to complete their ideological persuasion and legalization in a political setting 
(Wodak & Meyer, 2008; Oppermann & Spencer, 2013; Xin & Liu, 2017). Combining Critical Discourse 
Analysis, corpus Analysis, pragmatics and cognitive linguistics, Charteris-Black (2004) introduced Critical 
Metaphor Analysis as an approach which intends to reveal the covert (and possibly unconscious) intentions of 
language users. Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA) focuses on exploring the relationship between metaphor, 
cognition and ideology. According to the three-dimensional analytical model of CDA proposed by Fairclough 
(1995), Charteris-Black summarized three steps of metaphor analysis: (1) textual metaphor recognition; (2) 
implicit description at the language level; (3) implicit interpretation in social aspect. 

Critical Metaphor Analysis supplements the cognitive view by taking particular metaphor choices into 
consideration (Charteris-Black, 2004). Metaphor is inseparable from the process of cognition (Hart, 2008; 
Lakoff & Johnson, 2003). Metaphor exists in the conceptual system of human beings, which controls daily 
thinking and action. To a considerable degree, people construe the world through conceptual metaphors. Concept 
of social cognition could be expanded through the idea that conceptual metaphor is a unique cognitive tool that 
shapes social thought and attitudes (Landau, Mark, & Meier, 2010). Lakoff and Johnson (2003) defined that 
phenomenon that inference patterns from one conceptual domain to another as conceptual metaphor, and named 
the systematic correspondences across such domains metaphorical mappings. Source domain, target domain and 
mapping constitute the most basic elements of conceptual metaphor. Metaphors map the structure, relationships, 
characteristics, and knowledge of the source domain onto the target domain (Lakoff & Turner, 1989). On this 
basis, conceptual metaphor could be generally divided into three categories: orientational metaphor, ontological 
metaphor and structural metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003): Orientational metaphors organize the whole 
conceptual system according to another concept related to spatial orientation: up and down, inside and outside, 
front and back, on and off; Ontological metaphor provides a basis for people to describe parts of experience as 
discrete entities or as unified classes of matter; Structural metaphor refers to the use of familiar concrete and 
simple descriptive structures to construct another abstract concept (Li & Li, 2011). 

Metaphor is central to Critical Discourse Analysis. Since it could convey the evaluation persuasively, it is 
considered to constitute part of the ideology of texts. Thus, critical metaphor analysis can expose the intention of 
the language user and the power and ideology behind it. Critical analysis of the contexts of metaphors may 
reveal the underlying intentions of the text producer and therefore serve to identify the nature of particular 
ideologies (Charteris-Black, 2004).  

Donald Trump is a world-famous politician whose political words have attracted the attention of many 
researchers. Through the method of CDA, the relationship between Trump’s discourse and ideology is 
comprehensively evaluated. Researchers also evaluated his discourses at different times in order to not only 
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Table 1. van Dijk’s concept of ideology square 

Accentuate positives of “us” Minimize negatives of “us” 

Minimize positives of “them” Accentuate negatives of “them” 

 

Metaphors have very high frequency of occurrence in Trump’s words. Trump uses metaphors to convey his 
political views and pursued listeners. Trump’s statements in the 2020 Presidential Election Debates were selected 
as research materials to reveal his ideology and cognitive structure. 117 Metaphors are identified by MIP and 
mainly classified into six catalogues according to their different concepts. 

The identification and classification of metaphor types allows us to figure out which types of metaphors Donald 
Trump tends to employ in political genres such as the 2020 presidential election debates. With the help of the 
ideological square, it is possible to reveal the relationship between language, power and ideology in Trump’s 
discourse as well as to explore how he construct cognitive structures to achieve specific political goals. 

4. Results and Discussion 

With the help of MIP, all the involved metaphors in Trump’s discourses in the 2020 Presidential Election Debate 
are identified, and then divided into seven categories according to the source domain. As it is demonstrated in the 
first column of Table 2, they are military metaphor, construction metaphor, heroic metaphor, machine/technology 
metaphor, crime metaphor, animal metaphor and climate metaphor. Metaphor keywords in each source domain, 
token which is the sum of frequency of each keyword and proportion are illustrated in the following columns.  

 

Table 2. Metaphors in Donald Trump’s discourses in the 2020 presidential election debate 

  First 
Presidential 
Election 
Debate 

 Second 
Presidential 
Election 
Debate 

  

Metaphor Category  Metaphor 
Keywords 

Token Metaphor 
Keywords 

Token Total Proportion 

Hero metaphor job, great job, 
great, save, 
miracle 

21 job, great, disaster, 
save, work, 
successful, success 

21 42 36.21% 

Construction metaphor build, 
building, 
rebuild, 
destroy 

20 rebuild, destroy, 
ghost town 

10 30 25.86% 

Military metaphor protect, fight, 
hit, disaster 

10 protect, fight, 
boom, crash, 
disaster 

15 25 21.55% 

Machine/technology 
metaphor 

fix, run, 
system, break 

10  0 10 8.62% 

Other Metaphors  0 coyote, cage, 
dark winter 

6 6 5.17% 

Crime metaphor crime, liar 2 hell 1 3 2.59% 
Total  63  53 116 100.00% 

 

Hero metaphor accounts for the major part, followed by construction metaphor. They occupy 36.21 percent and 
25.86 percent respectively. Military metaphor also occupies a certain proportion, nearly 10 percent. 
Machine/technology metaphor, crime metaphor and some other metaphors make up minor categories. In 
reference to these frequent metaphors identified in Trump’s discourses, detailed qualitative analysis will be 
performed as follows. 

After processing data, we found that Trump preferred to use these seven types of conceptual metaphors. 
According to the ideological square, this study divides these seven types into three catalogues according to his 
different ideology tendencies towards “us” and “them”. (1) Metaphors in catalogue one demonstrated the 
struggle between “us” and “them”, which clearly shows the central idea of ideology square. They constantly 
magnify “our” strengths, disguise “our” shortcomings, and at the same time amplify “their” shortcomings to 
cover “their” strengths. Military metaphor, construction metaphor and machine/technology metaphor belong to 
this category. In such a strong contrast, “our” advantages become more and more prominent, while “their” 
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contributions of the Republican Party, masked the defects of the Republican Party, exaggerated the 
disadvantages of the Democratic Party, and concealed the merits of the Democratic Party. In this way, Trump 
weakened the people’s trust in the Democratic Party and persuaded people to support the Republican Party. 
Moreover, in metaphors, Trump declared himself as one of the grassroots. He claimed to be a member of the 
ordinary people, representing their interests and willing to fight for their interests. At the same time, some 
populism characteristics were also reflected. Seeming, he regarded people as his priority and promoted his 
“patriotism”, showing “exclusiveness” in his discourse. In essence, he controlled the public and engaged them in 
the political process for his own benefit. 

Though this study employed qualitative method to make conclusions reliable. During the process of metaphor 
identification, interpretation and explanation, subjectivity could not be completely avoided. A more objective 
research framework needs to be proposed. Besides, this study focused on the speakers to explore his ideology 
and cognitive structure carried by metaphors he used. Future studies can focus on the recipients of metaphors to 
investigate whether metaphors can convey the speaker’s ideology and cognitive structure to the listeners. 
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