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Abstract 

The translation of metaphors has been analyzed and discussed for several decades, but there are not many 

multilingual studies that examine how metaphors are translated. The present study takes a cognitive approach to 

metaphor and investigates how translators at the European Commission handle metaphorical expressions and the 

underlying conceptual metaphors in political discourse. The source text is the English language version of the 

policy document A European Agenda on Migration, and the Swedish and Spanish language versions of it are 

included as target texts. The study identifies the conceptual metaphors that conceptualize migration and other 

topics that are closely related to the European migrant and refugee crisis of 2015 and the translation procedures 

that are used. A total of six translation procedures were found in the target texts, and the most used procedure in 

the Spanish target text was to retain both the conceptual metaphor and the metaphorical expression, whereas the 

most used procedure in the Swedish target text was to replace the metaphorical expression with a completely 

different one and thereby using a different conceptual metaphor. The parallel analysis of all three language 

versions also revealed that non-metaphorical expressions in the source text were occasionally replaced with 

metaphorical expressions in the target texts, which proves that adding a conceptual metaphor is one of many 

translation procedures. The most frequently used source domains in the source text, i.e. water, enemy and 

applied force, were transferred to both target texts. Some source domains were eventually lost, but a couple of 

new ones, such as disease and weight, were added instead. 

Keywords 

Cognitive linguistics, conceptual metaphor theory, conceptual metaphor, metaphor, institutional translation, 

European Commission, migration, political discourse 

Sammanfattning 

Översättning av metaforer har analyserats och diskuterats under flera årtionden, men det finns inte många 

flerspråkiga studier som undersöker hur metaforer översätts. Denna studie undersöker, utifrån ett kognitivt 

perspektiv, hur översättare vid Europeiska kommissionen hanterar metaforiska uttryck och de underliggande 

konceptuella metaforerna i politisk diskurs. Källtexten är den engelska språkversionen av policydokumentet En 

europeisk migrationsagenda, och måltexterna är de svenska och spanska språkversionerna av samma dokument. 

Studien identifierar de konceptuella metaforerna som konceptualiserar migration och andra ämnen med nära 

anknytning till den europeiska flyktingkrisen 2015 och de översättningsstrategier som används. I måltexterna 

hittades sex översättningsstrategier; den mest använda strategin i den spanska måltexten var att behålla både den 

konceptuella metaforen och det metaforiska uttrycket, och den mest använda strategin i den svenska måltexten 

var att ersätta det metaforiska uttrycket med ett annat uttryck och därmed använda en ny konceptuell metafor. 

Den parallella analysen av språkversionerna visade även att icke-metaforiska uttryck i källtexten ibland ersattes 

med metaforiska uttryck i måltexterna, vilket bevisar att en av flera översättningsstrategier går ut på att lägga till 

en konceptuell metafor. De vanligaste källdomänerna i källtexten, d.v.s. vatten, fiende och tillämpad kraft, 

överfördes till båda måltexterna. En del källdomäner förlorades, men ett par nya källdomäner, t.ex. sjukdom och 

vikt, tillkom istället. 

Nyckelord 

Kognitiv lingvistik, konceptuell metaforteori, konceptuell metafor, metafor, institutionell översättning, 

Europeiska kommissionen, migration, politisk diskurs 
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1. Introduction 

Research on the translation of metaphors has varied quite a lot within the discipline of translation 

studies through the years. Looking back at the studies that have been conducted in this area, it is 

possible to categorize translation scholars according to their methodology and theoretical framework. 

Some have taken a prescriptive approach, whereas others have preferred a descriptive approach. In 

addition, scholars have been divided in regards to the definition of metaphor. For many decades, a 

metaphor was treated as a linguistic phenomenon that had an artistic and decorative function. It was 

seen as a “device of the poetic imagination and the rhetorical flourish – a matter of extraordinary 

rather than ordinary language” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 3). The metaphors that were studied tended to 

be novel and creative, and understanding metaphorical language was considered to be more 

demanding since literal language was assumed to be the conventional way of communicating 

(Deignan 2005: 2). This particular approach, referred to as the decorative approach by Deignan (ibid), 

is still adopted by traditional literary critics who find that it allows them to study the authors’ intellect 

and creativity (Fludernik 2011: 6). 

Despite being widely adopted for many years, the decorative approach started to lose its prominence 

towards the second half of the twentieth century (Deignan 2005: 4). Around this time, a relatively 

small group of scholars began to explore the interaction between language and human cognition, 

which would later become known as cognitive linguistics (Geeraerts & Cuyckens 2007: 3). Some of 

them found that the decorative approach was unable to explain certain patterns of metaphor use in 

natural language, such as the fact that many metaphors are semantically related to each other and 

appear to be governed by some sort of system (Deignan 2005: 3). In 1980, Lakoff and Johnson 

challenged the traditional approach to metaphor by proposing a new theory that described our 

conceptual system as being fundamentally metaphorical, meaning that one idea is often understood in 

terms of another. Seemingly hidden metaphors in our everyday language were revealed, and 

semantically related groups of metaphors were used as evidence of conceptual networks (Deignan 

2005: 4). The term conceptual metaphor was coined to label this cognitive mechanism, and different 

discourses have been examined ever since. 

One such discourse is political discourse, which has proven to be popular among metaphor scholars 

when identifying and analyzing conceptual metaphors. Given that conceptual metaphors “play a 

central role in the construction of social and political reality” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 159), it is no 

surprise that migration is a frequently studied topic by metaphor scholars. These studies have 

suggested that a certain group of conceptual metaphors tend to be used when discussing migration and 

politics in English. O’Brien (2003) analyzed the immigration restriction debate of early twentieth 

century in the US and found that immigrants were often conceptualized as diseased organisms, 

objects, animals, invaders and floods. Water-related natural disasters appear to be a common 

comparison even in more recent years, which Charteris-Black (2006) found when examining right-

wing political communication in the 2005 British election campaign. Speeches, political manifestos 

and press articles about immigration revealed that many conceptual metaphors involved the idea of 

flooding, pressure and invasion. In addition, Abid et al. (2017) showed that conceptual metaphors 

related to water and pressure were also prevalent during the European migrant and refugee crisis of 

2015 (see Section 2.2). 
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The depiction of migrants and refugees seems to have common themes, but translating these 

conceptual metaphors can be quite challenging, especially when they appear in political discourse, 

where migration has been, and still is, a sensitive topic. Translators working for institutions, such as 

the EU institutions, have to find a balance between reproducing the original conceptual metaphor and 

using idiomatic expressions, while taking into account cultural and political differences between 

source and target audiences. Studies on the translation of conceptual metaphors in EU discourse (see 

Subsection 2.3.1) have shown that it is not always possible for translators to retain both the 

metaphorical expression and the underlying conceptual metaphor, despite the fact that many 

conceptual metaphors are shared in both source and target language. Given the importance of 

metaphorical language in political discourse, in particular during migration debates, we need to better 

understand the possibilities and limitations of metaphor translation in institutional settings.  

1.1 Aim and Scope 

The present study adopts the cognitive approach to metaphor proposed initially by Lakoff and Johnson 

in 1980, and the aim is to investigate how translators at the European Commission handle 

metaphorical expressions and the underlying conceptual metaphors. Migration is an important focal 

point, but in order to expand the scope of the study, other topics that are closely related to the 

European migrant and refugee crisis of 2015 are analyzed as well. Migration was the only 

predetermined topic (including refugees, asylum seekers, irregular migration, forced migration, 

internal displacement), while the other ones were added during the initial research process (see Section 

3.3) and are as follows: political oppression, war, poverty, exploitation, systematic mistreatment and 

Europe. The present study is also a multilingual study that examines the translation from English, 

which tends to be the drafting language nowadays at the Commission (Directorate-General for 

Translation 2014: 6), into Swedish and Spanish, both of which are official languages of the European 

Union. More target languages were considered, but ultimately the choice fell on the two languages that 

I know very well and have studied at university level. 

The cognitive approach to metaphor in the present study is based on the Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

(see Section 2.1), introduced by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), and the conceptual metaphors are 

identified by using the metaphor identification procedure (see Section 3.2), developed by the 

Pragglejaz Group (2007). The translation procedures that are identified include both the metaphorical 

expressions and the underlying conceptual metaphors (see Section 4.2). The data is collected from the 

English, Swedish and Spanish language versions of A European Agenda on Migration (European 

Commission 2015), which is a policy document produced by the European Commission at the 

beginning of the European migrant and refugee crisis that discusses the EU’s migration policy and 

outlines the measures that need to be taken. The English language version is treated as the source text 

since the first official draft was written in English and published several days before the final product 

was released (see Section 3.1), and the Swedish and Spanish language versions are treated as the target 

texts. The following research questions form the basis of study:  

1. How are topics closely related to the European migrant and refugee crisis conceptualized 

in the source text? 

2. Which translation procedures are used in the target texts? 

3. Has translation changed the conceptualization of these topics in the target texts, and, if so, 

to what extent? Which tendencies can be detected in the target texts? 



3 

 

1.2 Outline 

The present study examines the translation of conceptual metaphors, which is why the Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory is presented and explained at the very beginning of Chapter 2. Terms such as target 

domain and source domain are introduced there, which play a key role in the way the material was 

analyzed. Since it is a multilingual study, Section 2.2 gives a brief overview of how the source and 

target cultures have reacted to certain metaphors about migration used by politicians. Research on 

conceptual metaphors that conceptualize migration in EU texts, like the present study, is basically non-

existent, which is why the studies that are included in Subsection 2.2.1 are slightly different. None of 

them examine EU texts, but they examine political texts in English produced by different people and 

political parties, some of which have opposed immigration to a certain degree. Section 2.3 focuses on 

the translation of metaphors and discusses two major issues in translation studies: translatability and 

translation procedures. The Subsection 2.3.1 presents studies that are similar to the present one in the 

sense that they examine the translation of conceptual metaphors in different EU texts. Even though 

these EU texts do not discuss migration, the studies in Subsection 2.3.1 analyze the translation 

procedures from a cognitive point of view. The material for the present study is produced by the 

European Commission, which is why Section 2.4 informs how translation is conducted at the EU 

institutions and how the translators work.  

Chapter 3 focuses on the material and method that were used in the present study, and Section 3.1 

explains why the policy document A European Agenda on Migration was created and the main points 

of this document. In order to analyze the translation of conceptual metaphors, the metaphorical 

expressions had to be identified and relevant target domains had to be chosen. Section 3.2 presents the 

metaphor identification procedure, developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007), and discusses how it 

was applied, and Section 3.3 explains how the target domains were chosen and how the conceptual 

metaphors were interpreted. Chapter 4 is organized to answer the present study’s research question, 

which is why Section 4.1 presents how the chosen target domains were conceptualized in the source 

text and discusses the six most used source domains with examples from the source text. Section 4.2 

focuses on the translation of the conceptual metaphors, and the translation procedures that were found 

are explained with examples from all three language versions. Each translation procedure is then 

further examined and discussed in separate subsections. The source domains that were used with the 

chosen target domains in all three language versions are then compiled in a figure to compare how the 

target domains are conceptualized in each language version. Chapter 5 summarizes the results, 

answers the research questions and suggests further studies in this area. 

2. Literature Review 

This chapter covers research from cognitive linguistics and translation studies as well as other 

information that is related to the translation of conceptual metaphors. The Conceptual Metaphor 

Theory is explained in Section 2.1 with examples that are commonly used by metaphor scholars. 

Section 2.2 gives a brief overview of how certain metaphors about migration have been received in the 

UK, Sweden and Spain, and Subsection 2.2.1 deals with how migration has been conceptualized in 

political discourse throughout the years. Section 2.3 focuses on the translation of metaphors, mainly 

conceptual metaphors, and discusses two issues that translation scholars have examined: translatability 
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and translation procedures. It also presents recent research on the translation of conceptual metaphors 

in EU texts in Subsection 2.3.1. Section 2.4 provides information about the European Commission’s 

translation service, which has produced the material used in the present study.  

2.1 Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

One of the most well-known theories within the field of cognitive linguistics is the Conceptual 

Metaphor Theory, which was proposed by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their book Metaphors 

We Live By (1980). The theory’s focal point is the human conceptual system, which Barsalou (2012: 

239) defines as a system that “contains people’s knowledge about the world […], including knowledge 

about settings, objects, people, actions, events, mental states, properties, and relations”. The concepts 

that it consists of do not only govern the way we think, but also the way we act. According to Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980: 3), our conceptual system is essentially metaphorical in nature. This means that 

many conceptual metaphors structure our behavior and perception of the world, and, therefore, our 

everyday language is largely metaphorical as well.  

The definition of metaphor is “understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” 

(ibid: 5), which is something that human thought processes utilize on a daily basis. Whenever 

cognitive linguists talk about conceptual metaphors, they are referring to the understanding of one 

conceptual domain in terms of another. Kövecses (2002: 4) defines a conceptual domain as a 

“coherent organization of knowledge”. For example, most people have coherently organized 

knowledge about money that we use when we try to understand time, which is something that will be 

demonstrated down below. A conceptual metaphor is therefore presented in the following way: 

CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN (A) IS CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN (B). The first domain is labeled as the target 

domain and the second as the source domain, and different pairings of these two reveal how our 

conceptual system is structured (see ibid.).  

Conceptual metaphors are manifested through metaphorical linguistic expressions in our language 

(ibid.), some of which have become almost undetectable to the untrained eye due to consistent use of 

them in normal, everyday language. Down below are several examples of very common metaphorical 

expressions in contemporary English that reflect the conceptual metaphor TIME IS MONEY. In this 

case, time is the target domain, i.e. what we try to understand, and money is the source domain, i.e. 

what we use in order to do so. The following examples are taken from Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 7–8) 

and have been copied verbatim: 

TIME IS MONEY 

      I’ve invested a lot of time in her. 

      How do you spend your time these days? 

      You don’t use your time profitably. 

      You’re running out of time. 

      I lost a lot of time when I got sick. 

      Do you have much time left? 

 

The words in italic type in the examples above represent the metaphorical expressions and are 

typically associated with a limited resource, such as money. According to Lakoff and Johnson (ibid: 

8), these kinds of expressions reveal that we understand and experience time as a something that is a 

valuable commodity. This is why we tend to talk about time as something you can spend and invest in. 
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However, Lakoff and Johnson (ibid: 9) remind us that this is not the case in all cultures. We conceive 

time as a limited resource in modern Western culture, but there are cultures where time is not 

conceptualized in the same way, which suggests that conceptual metaphors can be culture-overlapping 

or culture-specific. 

The metaphorical expressions that reflect TIME IS MONEY also reveal that there are coherent systems 

of conceptual metaphors that are based on subcategorization. Some of the words from the example 

above are typically associated with money (invest, spend), some with limited resources (use, run out 

of) and others with valuable commodities (lose, have). All of them fit in the conceptual metaphor 

TIME IS MONEY, but this particular conceptual metaphor also implies that TIME IS A LIMITED 

RESOURCE, which in turn implies that TIME IS A VALUABLE COMMODITY (ibid: 9). These three 

conceptual metaphors belong to the same system, and they show that it is often possible to choose how 

specific we want to be when identifying conceptual metaphors.  

As mentioned before, conceptual metaphors refer to the understanding of a target domain in terms of a 

source domain. Kövecses (2002: 6) explains that this relationship is characterized by systematic 

correspondences between the two domains, meaning that conceptual elements of the source domain 

correspond to elements of the target domain. These correspondences are referred to as mappings. The 

following example demonstrates the mappings between journey and love that have been created with 

the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY (ibid: 7): 

   Source domain: JOURNEY   Mappings      Target domain: LOVE 

   the travelers         ➔        the lovers 

   the vehicle          ➔        the love relationship itself 

   the journey          ➔        events in the relationship 

   the distance covered      ➔        the progress made 

   the obstacles encountered     ➔        the difficulties experienced 

   decisions about which way to go  ➔        choices about what to do 

   the destination of the journey   ➔        the goal(s) of the relationship 

 

This systematic set of correspondences is what characterizes the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A 

JOURNEY. Kövecses (ibid: 6) uses the sentence We aren’t going anywhere as an example of literal 

language, but states that it becomes a metaphorical expression when we use it to refer to love. The 

pronoun we suddenly refers to the lovers and not to actual travelers, and the phrase aren’t going 

anywhere refers to the relationship’s lack of an end goal and not to a journey’s lack of a physical 

destination. This conceptual metaphor is also an example of how a target domain, typically an abstract 

one, is structured by a source domain. Kövecses (ibid: 7) demonstrates this by explaining how the 

concept of love has been, in a way, created by the concept of journey. By applying the journey domain 

to the love domain, the concept of love received this set of elements. The dependency becomes evident 

when we try to imagine different aspects of love without using the journey domain. As Kövecses 

(ibid.) points out, it is difficult to think about the goal of a romantic relationship without imagining the 

destination at the end of a journey.   

The conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY is also an example of a structural metaphor, which is 

a conceptual metaphor where one concept is metaphorically structured in terms of another (Lakoff & 

Johnson 1980: 14). Besides structural metaphors, there are two more kinds of conceptual metaphors 

according to Lakoff and Johnson. Orientational metaphors are based on spatial orientation, such as 

up-down, deep-shallow and front-back. The sentence I’m feeling up today reflects the conceptual 



6 

 

metaphor HAPPY IS UP (ibid: 15), which could be a result of the fact that we tend to stand up straight, 

jump up and down, move around and smile (turn up the corners of one’s mouth) when we are happy 

(Kövecses 2010: 200). Ontological metaphors, on the other hand, are based on our experience with 

physical objects and substances (Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 25). A sentence such as I’m feeling a little 

rusty today is a reflection of the conceptual metaphor THE MIND IS A MACHINE, where the human 

mind is conceptualized as a machine, which allows us to talk about the different aspects of mental 

experience (ibid: 28).  

An important thing to remember, which Lakoff (1993: 208) mentions, is that a conceptual metaphor is 

not based on words or expressions. It is the mapping from the source domain to the target domain that 

establishes a conceptual metaphor, because a conceptual metaphor is first and foremost a reflection of 

our conceptual system. Certain conceptual metaphors, such as TIME IS MONEY and LOVE IS A 

JOURNEY, are described as being conventional in many languages. According to Lakoff (ibid.), this 

means that the mapping has become a fixed part of our conceptual system and is therefore considered 

to be one of the conventional ways of conceptualizing a certain domain.   

For the sake of clarity, a couple of key terms that will appear in the rest of the present study will be 

defined down below. Some of them are frequently used by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), whereas others 

have been used by several metaphor scholars: 

Conceptual metaphor – The understanding of one conceptual domain in terms of another. It is usually 
written in small capital letters. 
 
Target domain – The conceptual domain that we try to understand. It tends to be something abstract. 
 
Source domain – The conceptual domain that we use to understand another conceptual domain. It tends to 
be something concrete.  
 
Metaphorical expression – The linguistic realization of a conceptual metaphor. It tends to be a noun, 
adjective or a verb but can also be an adverb or a preposition.  
 
Metaphor – In the present study, it is used to refer to metaphors in general in discussions where both the 
decorative and the cognitive approach are mentioned. 
 
Non-metaphorical expression – A word or phrase that is not used metaphorically in that particular 
context. 

 
Conceptualization – The way a target domain is understood in terms of a source domain.   

2.2 Metaphor and Migration 

The power of words when politicians talk about migration has been stressed in the media even before 

the European migrant and refugee crisis of 2015. Even though the term metaphor is not always 

explicitly mentioned, it is clear that the words that have been discussed are in fact metaphors. The 

following paragraphs will highlight some concerns that have been brought to the public’s attention 

through the media in the UK, Sweden and Spain.  

 

In 2014, the defense secretary of the UK, Michael Fallon, told Sky News that the Cabinet is working 

on how to “prevent whole towns and communities being swamped by huge numbers of migrants” 

(Syal 2014). He also added that in some areas of the UK “towns do feel under siege, [with] large 

numbers of migrant workers and people claiming benefits” (ibid). Fallon’s comments were quickly 
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disapproved by his cabinet colleague Ed Davey, who claimed that “when we talk about immigration 

we need to be responsible in the words that we use” (ibid.). The backlash that Fallon received forced 

him to quickly apologize for his choice of words (Morris 2014). Caryl Thompson (2014), doctoral 

researcher of the University of Nottingham, writes that Fallon’s language is not uncommon in 

immigration debates. According to Thompson, words such as wave and flood associates immigrants 

with disasters, whereas an invasion or siege depicts them as enemies, which can lead to expressions 

such as securing borders. She also states that water and warfare have been used to conceptualize 

migration by both conservative and liberal politicians in the UK and can be used to strengthen 

opposition to immigration.  

 

A similar situation occurred in Sweden when the minister for migration Tobias Billström was asked 

during a press conference in 2013 about the government’s stance on immigration. Billström replied 

that the “volume” of immigration by family members and asylum seekers must be reduced (Persson 

2013), and a similar statement was made when he a couple of days later was interviewed on the 

Swedish current events television program Agenda. Billström once again talked about the “volumes of 

people” that arrive to Sweden and concluded that there are “mixed flows” of asylum seekers 

(SvenskPolitik1 2013). Fredrik Reinfeldt, prime minister of Sweden, disagreed with Billström’s claim 

about the party wanting to reduce immigration, but he did not specifically address Billström’s choice 

of words (Benigh & Grönberg 2013). Stefan Löfven, leader of the Social Democrats, strongly 

criticized Billström in a Facebook post where he wrote that the government blames one of society’s 

most vulnerable groups of people for its problems by using “a dehumanizing language, where people 

who are fleeing from war are described in terms of ‘flows’ and ‘volumes’ ”, which he finds indecent 

(Löfven 2013). 

 

Juan Carlos Velasco (2014), researcher at the Spanish National Research Council, reflects over the 

metaphorical language that is used in Spain to describe migration and comes to a similar conclusion as 

Thompson (2014). Velasco states that migration is mostly compared to water by using words such as 

flow, current and wave, but that tide, flood and even tsunami gives the impression that migration is 

limitless or uncontrollable. Migration also tends to be described in military terms, as in infiltration and 

invasion, even though, as Velasco argues, immigrants are generally not armed or want to occupy 

territory; they move to survive or to create a better life for themselves and their families. He concludes 

that the language we use, especially politicians, eventually shapes the way we evaluate and deal with 

migration.  

 

Overall, it appears as though water is a common source domain when conceptualizing migration in 

English, Swedish and Spanish, but some metaphorical expressions are more conventional and accepted 

than others. Words that imply some sort of disaster, such as flood and swamped, have negative 

connotations and can be a reflection of discontentment with migration. Other words such as flow and 

wave seem to be quite common, but some might find them dehumanizing when used to refer to people. 

The word volume, however, appears to be a controversial metaphorical expression that is not well 

received. Warfare as a source domain seems to be used more strategically, at least with certain 

metaphorical expressions such as invasion and under siege, which have clear negative connotations 

and also imply, in a way, some sort of disaster.  
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2.2.1 Conceptual Metaphor and Migration 

Many linguists who have adopted a cognitive approach have analyzed conceptual metaphors related to 

specific political issues to see how these issues are structured metaphorically (Musolff 2004: 2). 

Politics has been, and continues to be, a popular subject for them to investigate since conceptual 

metaphors can be used for “reasoning about target domains that are ill understood, vague or 

controversial” (Chilton 2004: 52). Migration certainly fits in the last category, as it is a topic that still 

evokes different feelings among people. Studies on conceptual metaphors depicting migration have 

shown that there are a few source domains that have been frequently used throughout history (see El 

Refaie 2001; Baker & McEnery 2005), and some of these studies that have focused on texts written in 

English will be presented down below. Note that some of them use the term immigration instead of the 

broader term migration, most likely because the former is used in the research material.  

O’Brien (2003) identified several source domains when investigating the conceptual metaphors that 

were used in the immigration restriction debate of early twentieth century in the US. During this time, 

the number of immigrants that entered the country increased greatly and concerned a lot of people. 

The debate that arose due to this eventually led to the Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924, which 

drastically reduced immigration, especially from nations that were considered undesirable. O’Brien 

(ibid: 36) found that people who were in favor of restrictive immigration measures often compared the 

US to a physical body, which in turn made it possible for them to utilize the conceptual metaphor 

IMMIGRANTS ARE DISEASED ORGANISMS. Immigrants were conceptualized as something that 

would cause discomfort during the assimilation process, and supporters wrote that stricter laws would 

“give America a chance to digest” the immigrants that “rest so heavily in her” (ibid: 36). Immigrants 

that would settle in a neighborhood and increase in number were at one point described as a “nucleus” 

that “takes up a house, […] grows, pushing out the former occupants of the block” (ibid: 38). The 

conceptual metaphor IMMIGRANTS ARE ANIMALS was reflected when, for example, immigrants 

were depicted as a cuckoo that “never builds its own nest, but always lays its egg in the nest of some 

other bird” (ibid: 43), and IMMIGRANTS ARE OBJECTS/MATERIALS was present whenever 

immigrants were understood as waste material by stating that the US had become a “dumping ground” 

(ibid: 39).  

The most common source domains, however, were related to natural disasters and war. O’Brien (ibid: 

40) noted that flood as a source domain was particularly predominant during the debate. It was 

common to use the conceptual metaphor IMMIGRANTS ARE A FLOOD by talking about the “rising 

tide of immigration” that would overwhelm the US with the “ceaseless oncoming of its flood” (ibid: 

41). Another way of strengthening the threatening image that surrounded immigrants was to depict 

them as invaders that would inflict damage on the nation with the conceptual metaphor IMMIGRANTS 

ARE INVADERS. This was done by describing the arrival of immigrants as a “hostile invasion” that 

had to be “conquered” (ibid: 42), i.e. by using political measures to reduce the amount of immigrants 

that enter the country. Flood as a source domain appear to have been preferable when the main focus 

was to emphasize the large number of people that immigrated to the US, whereas invaders as a source 

domain seem to have attracted those who felt that the traditions and values of many immigrant groups 

would corrupt the nation.  

Water as a source domain is also noticeable in Charteris-Black’s (2006) study on how conceptual 

metaphors of immigration were used by right-wing politicians during the 2005 British election 

campaign. The number of immigrants arriving, sometimes illegally, in the UK had increased, which 

caused immigration to be a central issue for many parties, in particular right-wing parties (ibid: 564). 
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Charteris-Black found two types of conceptual metaphors that were frequently used to describe 

immigration or certain groups of immigrants. The first one utilized natural disasters as a source 

domain, such as a tidal wave or a flood, much like what O’Brien (2003) identified in his material. 

With the conceptual metaphor IMMIGRATION IS A NATURAL DISASTER, immigration was 

conceptualized as an excessive flow of water by using expressions such as “limitless flow of 

immigration”, “unnecessary wave of immigration” (Charteris-Black 2006: 570) and “influx that is 

about to engulf us” (ibid: 572). However, the most frequent way to express this conceptual metaphor 

involved a flood as in “a flood of asylum seekers” (ibid: 570).  

The second conceptual metaphor that was found is closely related to the first one in the sense that a 

loss of control over a situation is implied. Charteris-Black (ibid: 575) noted that it was common for 

Britain to be conceptualized as a container, as in BRITAIN IS A CONTAINER, that could, 

metaphorically speaking, rupture if it lacked sufficient support and reinforcement. Immigration was 

depicted as a pressure that had been building up within or outside the container, depending on the 

expressions that were used. Britain was often described as being “full up” with immigrants (ibid: 575) 

to the point of nearly bursting (ibid: 578). Sometimes the threat was described as coming from an 

external force, which was evident by phrases such as “secure our borders” and “take control of our 

national borders” (ibid: 576). Whether the nation is conceptualized as a three-dimensional container or 

a bounded space, he concludes that combining the source domains container and natural disaster 

provokes “powerful emotions such as fear and the desire for protection” (ibid: 579).  

A more recent study on conceptual metaphors and immigration was conducted by Abid et al. (2017), 

although they did not analyze political discourse. Instead, Abid et al. examined how the news media 

websites in host (Lebanon, Jordan, Egypt, Turkey) and non-host countries (USA, UK, Saudi Arabia, 

United Arab Emirates) of Syrian refugees used conceptual metaphors when discussing the European 

migrant and refugee crisis of 2015. Similar to previous research on conceptual metaphors and 

immigration, the results demonstrate that water as a source domain is frequently used in both host and 

non-host countries to describe Syrian refugees (ibid: 137). The conceptual metaphor REFUGEE 

EXODUS IS A WATER MASS was manifested through expressions such as “surge of refugees”, “steady 

trickle of displaced Syrians” and “Syrian refugee inflow” (ibid: 128–129). The refugees, much like the 

immigrants in the UK from Charteris Black’s study (2006), were also depicted as a pressuring force, 

with the conceptual metaphor REFUGEES ARE A PRESSURING FORCE, that made them a “crushing 

burden” that would put “a huge strain” on host countries (Abid et al. 2017: 130).  

The studies conducted by O’Brien (2003), Charteris-Black (2006) and Abid et al. (2017) seem to 

indicate that the most common source domain in conceptual metaphors concerning immigration is 

water. Depending on the metaphorical expressions and the researchers’ own interpretations, 

immigration tends to be understood in terms of a natural disaster, such as a flood, or simply an 

excessive flow of water. Another tendency is to conceptualize the host country as a container and the 

immigrants as a pressuring force that has been built up inside the container or that is coming from the 

outside, as in full up and secure our borders. In addition, source domains such as invaders, diseased 

organisms, objects and animals are also used, but they appear to be less common than water and 

natural disasters when comparing the results of all three studies.  
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2.3 Metaphor and Translation 

Despite the fact that there are two very different approaches to metaphor, i.e. the decorative approach 

and the cognitive approach, Schäffner (2004: 1253) points out that there are two main issues that have 

interested all metaphor scholars studying the translation of metaphors. The first one has to do with the 

translatability of metaphors, i.e. whether they can be translated and to what extent, which has been 

debated by several well-known scholars who have arrived at different conclusions. Some of them are 

Dagut (1976), Mason (1982) and van den Broeck (1981) who all view metaphor as a linguistic 

phenomenon used for stylistic purposes. Their idea of translatability is therefore centered on the 

metaphorical expression and how it can be transferred to the target text. For Dagut (1976), a metaphor 

is such a unique element that it is almost impossible for it to have a counterpart in another language. 

Mason (1982), on the other hand, believes that metaphors can be translated literally but that new ones 

might have to be created when there are strong culture-specific connotations. Van den Broeck (1981) 

expresses similar ideas and argues that metaphors with a high degree of translatability tend to be less 

culturally bound, whereas those with a low degree of translatability tend to compile a lot of semantic, 

pragmatic or cultural information.  

These are valid concerns for someone who adopts a cognitive approach as well, but the difference is 

that the focus does not solely lie on the metaphorical expression. Schäffner explains that 

translatability, from a cognitive point of view, “is no longer a question of the individual metaphorical 

expression, as identified in the ST, but it becomes linked to the level of conceptual systems in source 

and target language” (2004: 1258). To illustrate this, Schäffner (ibid: 1261) uses an example from a 

speech delivered by the former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl in 1998. The speech took place 

during a ceremony, which President Clinton attended, at Tempelhof Airport to commemorate the 

Berlin Airlift. When discussing the partnership between Germany and the US, Kohl talks about how 

they want the US to have a “feste Wohnung [permanent apartment]” in “das Haus Europa [the house 

of Europe]” (ibid.). In the English translation, produced by the German government, das Haus Europa 

has been translated to the European house, thus retaining the conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A 

HOUSE. This conceptual metaphor is also present with feste Wohnung, but the translator has chosen a 

different metaphorical expression by writing right of residence instead. According to Schäffner (ibid.), 

this does not change the original conceptual metaphor. She argues that the entailments of the source 

domain have been made explicit in the translation since an apartment ensures a right of residence. The 

conceptual metaphor has therefore been retained despite a slightly different metaphorical expression.   

The other main issue that Schäffner (2004) mentions is the elaboration of translation procedures for 

metaphors. The term translation procedure here should not be associated with Vinay and Darbelnet’s 

(1958) seven translation procedures. Instead, it simply refers to the methods “applied [by translators] 

to individual text segments” (Cormier et al: 1999: 191). Several scholars have proposed different 

translation procedures, especially during the second half of the twentieth century, but many of them 

have adopted a decorative approach to metaphor (see van den Broeck 1981; Newmark 1981; Toury 

1995). Even so, a few of them have utilized the Conceptual Metaphor Theory in their studies on 

metaphor translation.  

One of them is Jensen (2005) who revisited an older experiment conducted by her in 1997 and 1998 

where she studied the translation process of six translators. The participants, who all had Danish as 

their mother tongue, were asked to translate three newspaper articles from English into Danish. In 

2005, Jensen decided to focus specifically on conceptual metaphors by identifying several 

metaphorical expressions in the source texts and then see which translation procedures were used by 
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the participants. Jensen (ibid: 193) identified a total of four procedures. The first one involved 

retaining the conceptual metaphor; for example, the metaphorical expression no document on earth 

has committed as many sins reflect the conceptual metaphor TEXTS ARE HUMAN, both of which were 

retained by all translators. The second procedure involved changing the metaphorical expression to a 

different one and thereby also changing the conceptual metaphor; the metaphorical expression in the 

pocket of John Major was at one point translated to John Majors forlængede arm (John Major’s 

extended arm), thus changing the image. To paraphrase a metaphorical expression was the third 

procedure; shroud of jargon was once replaced with gammeldags (old fashioned), which meant that 

the original conceptual metaphor was lost. Deleting the metaphorical expression, i.e. to not transfer it 

at all to the target text, was the fourth procedure, which, for example, some translators chose to do 

with shroud of jargon. It is not specified how certain text segments looked like after deletion, but we 

can assume that the target texts were still comprehensible.   

These translation procedures are somewhat similar to those proposed by scholars with a decorative 

approach to metaphor. Toury (1995) is one these scholars, and his list of translation procedures has 

contributed to the present study’s research design. According to Toury (ibid: 83), scholars should not 

only take a source-text oriented approach when analyzing the translation of metaphors. Instead, he 

encourages scholars to extend the scope of observation by adopting a target-oriented approach as well. 

By doing so, two additional translation procedures can be identified: non-metaphor into metaphor, i.e. 

converting a non-metaphorical expression into a metaphorical expression; and zero into metaphor, i.e. 

adding a metaphorical expression with no linguistic motivation in the source text. Toury (ibid.) 

believes that this view demonstrates that metaphors can be part of a translation solution and not just be 

perceived as a translation problem, which is something that the present study has taken into account by 

identifying metaphors in the source text as well as in the target texts. Toury summarized his thoughts 

on metaphor translation with the following list (within a decorative approach, metaphor here refers to 

metaphorical expression): 

1. Metaphor into ‘same’ metaphor 

2. Metaphor into ‘different’ metaphor 

3. Metaphor into non-metaphor 

4. Metaphor into 0 

5. Non-metaphor into metaphor 

6. 0 into metaphor 

2.3.1 Conceptual Metaphors in Translated EU Texts 

As previously mentioned in Section 2.3, every scholar who studies the translation of metaphors does 

not apply the Conceptual Metaphor Theory. It has, however, gradually gained recognition within 

translation studies, which has resulted in several studies with different areas of interest. The studies 

that will be presented in this subsection focus on political, economic and legal discourse in EU 

documents, which will give an insight to the type of document that the present study examines. 

Gražytè and Maskaliūnienè (2009) explored the translation of conceptual metaphors from English into 

Lithuanian by analyzing the metaphorical language in legal discourse. Seven EU White Papers, which 

are documents issued by the European Commission that contain proposals for European Union action 

in specific policy areas, were chosen for the analysis. The documents were published during a four-

year period, from 2005 to 2008, and included the English and Lithuanian language versions, where the 
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former were treated as the source text and the latter as the target text. The aim of the study was to 

identify the most frequent metaphorical expressions and group them according to the conceptual 

metaphor they reflected. The translation procedures that were found are almost identical to those found 

by Jensen (2005): the conceptual metaphors were retained, changed into new ones or rendered into 

non-metaphorical expressions, i.e. expressions without metaphoric potential.  

The majority of the conceptual metaphors that were analyzed had been retained in the Lithuanian 

translations. Gražytè and Maskaliūnienè (2009) concluded that certain conceptualizations, such as 

DEALING WITH A PROBLEM IS WAR and RESPONSIBILITY IS A BURDEN, which were manifested 

through, for example, fight and bear the burden, appear to be characteristic of both English and 

Lithuanian. With certain conceptual metaphors, such as A PROBLEM IS A BARRIER, as in hurdle and 

obstacle, they noticed that the English versions used a greater variety of lexemes, whereas the 

Lithuanian versions only used one equivalent (ibid: 77). Conceptual metaphors that were changed into 

new ones in the target texts seemed to be motivated by context or linguistic conventions in the target 

language. For example, ACTION IS A PLANT became ACTION IS A STRUCTURE/BUILDING when 

roots was translated to the Lithuanian equivalent of foundation (ibid: 83). In addition, non-

metaphorical expressions were preferred in the target texts whenever the source domain was not 

considered to be a common reference point to Lithuanians. This happened for example when the 

source text utilized sports and game terminology with the phrase a more level playing-field, which was 

replaced with a non-metaphorical expression instead (ibid: 84).  

Tcaciuc (2013) conducted a similar study but with a broader scope. Her doctoral thesis examined the 

translation practices and policies at the European Central Bank (ECB) and how they may affect the 

translation of conceptual metaphors from English into Romanian. The corpus consisted of several 

different documents from the ECB, such as monthly and yearly reports on its activities. The majority 

of the documents consisted of the English and Romanian language versions, but some French and 

Spanish versions were included as reference. The most frequent metaphorical expressions were chosen 

for the study, and the conceptual metaphors that they reflected were identified. A list of translation 

procedures was established as well, which are presented down below. In addition to the text-based 

analysis of these documents, questionnaires were distributed to the translators working at the ECB, 

and the institutional practices were observed.  

Tcaciuc (2013) encountered the same translation procedures as Gražytè and Maskaliūnienè (2009), but 

a few other ones were found as well. Retaining the metaphorical expression and the conceptual 

metaphor was one of the most used procedures, which meant that conceptual metaphors such as 

INSTITUTIONS ARE BUILDINGS and MONEY IS A LIQUID were present in both language versions. 

These were often manifested through flow/absorb and pillar/framework (Tcaciuc 2013: 128, 145). 

Another common procedure was to slightly change the metaphorical expression while still retaining 

the conceptual metaphor, which Tcaciuc refers to as an image shift. An example of this is when the 

verb absorb is used in the source text to convey MONEY IS A LIQUID, but the Romanian equivalent of 

drain is used in the target text (ibid: 156). Completely different conceptual metaphors were 

occasionally found in the Romanian texts when the original conceptual metaphors needed to be 

adapted to the target language in order to avoid misunderstanding (ibid: 175).  

There were also instances of metaphorical expressions that were replaced with non-metaphorical 

expressions, thus losing the original conceptual metaphor. Phrases such as health check and fitness 

check in the source text were translated to evaluation and quality check (ibid: 160, 166). According to 

Tcaciuc (ibid: 160), conceptual metaphors that conceptualize the economy as a living organism whose 
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health can be measured are not used in financial texts written in Romanian, and a literal translation 

would therefore be inappropriate. Transforming a non-metaphorical expression into a metaphorical 

expression or adding metalinguistic elements such as so-called to novel metaphorical expressions did 

not occur very often. Occasionally, metaphorical expressions were omitted completely in the target 

text when certain words in the source text would have been unfamiliar and surprising for the target 

audience and the meaning of the text would not suffer from the omission (ibid: 187). 

The master’s thesis of Dvořák (2012) did not investigate the translation practices and policies as 

thoroughly as Tcaciuc (2013), but the study did have a more diverse corpus, in terms of genre, with 

texts from different EU institutions. The corpus consisted of press releases from the European 

Commission and the European Council as well as plenary speeches from the floor of the European 

Parliament (Dvořák 2012: 35–36). Only British and Czech representatives were chosen for the 

speeches since the main focus of the study was the translation of conceptual metaphors from English 

into Czech. Dvořák found that the most common conceptual metaphor was EU/STATE/INSTITUTION 

IS A PERSON (ibid: 58) and that EU IS A FAMILY, CRISIS IS A DISEASE/FIRE and 

GOVERNANCE/LIFE/NEGOTIATION IS A GAME/WAR were frequently employed as well (ibid: 59).  

As for the translation procedures, Dvořák applied Newmark’s (1981) typology, which is based on a 

decorative approach to metaphor, where the term image represents the picture that the metaphor 

evokes and sense represents the literal meaning of the metaphor. Reproducing the image, i.e. retaining 

the conceptual metaphor, was by far the most common translation procedure. The second most 

common procedure was converting the image into sense, i.e. replacing it with a non-metaphorical 

expression (Dvořák 2012: 54). According to Dvořák (ibid: 58), translators might favor these two 

procedures because they are the least risky ones. The third most common procedure was replacing the 

image with a different image, i.e. replacing it with another conceptual metaphor. Even so, changes 

such as CORRUPTION IS A TRAP to CORRUPTION IS A MONSTER or ADMISSION IS A PATH to 

ADMISSION IS PLANTING did not distort the meaning of the texts or cause any misunderstanding 

(ibid: 62–63). In fact, it was found that the majority of conceptual metaphors were considered to be 

part of the conceptual systems in English and Czech and therefore transferable between the two 

languages (ibid: 61). 

Overall, the results from all three studies showed that the most common translation procedure was 

retaining the conceptual metaphor, which suggests that many conceptual metaphors in political, 

economic and legal discourse are present in quite a few languages, or at least some Indo-European 

languages. Occasionally, the metaphorical expressions were slightly changed in the target texts, but 

the image shifts were minimal and did not distort the original meaning. Replacing a metaphorical 

expression with a non-metaphorical expression was observed in all three studies, and one of the 

reasons for it could be that certain conceptual metaphors are not considered to be suitable in the target 

culture because of cultural differences and that there are no other appropriate conceptual metaphors to 

replace them with.  

2.4 Translating for the EU Institutions 

Language is closely connected to national and personal identity, which is something that the European 

Union strives to respect and cherish. One way of doing so is by granting equal rights for all 24 official 

languages (Wagner et al. 2014: 1). Equal status ensures EU citizens access to EU documents, mostly 

regulations and other legislative texts, in all official languages. Citizens also have the right to use any 



14 

 

of these languages when corresponding with the EU institutions (European Union 2019a). Besides 

protecting Europe’s linguistic diversity, Wagner et al. (2014: 2) points out that “it is a legal obligation 

and a democratic necessity to present Community legislation to European citizens in their own 

language in order to guarantee equality before the law”. Even though translation plays an important 

role in the activities of the EU institutions, the word translation is rarely used for translated texts. Due 

to the equal status of all official languages, translated texts are referred to as language versions and 

have the same legal validity as the original version (ibid: 4).  

The various institutions and bodies of the EU have their own translation services where in-house 

translators work, but the smaller institutions share their translation services. A single translation 

service for all the institutions would not be beneficial due to the specialized needs of each institution 

(ibid: 14). The European Commission, where the material for the present study is taken from, has one 

of the world’s biggest translation services. Directorate-General for Translation (also known as DG 

Translation) works in all the official languages of the EU and translates different types of documents, 

such as laws, reports, policy papers and correspondence that have been drafted by or sent to the 

Commission (European Commission 2019a). There are separate language departments within DG 

Translation for each of the EU’s official languages, and many translators specialize in certain subjects 

(Directorate-General for Translation 2014: 4).  

The in-house translators at DG Translation have access to various translation tools, some of which are 

available to other translation services of the EU as well. Translation memories are frequently used and 

are helpful when translating repetitive texts. Many words or passages that translators encounter have 

been used in previous texts, and translation memories help translators to save time and to be consistent 

with terminology (ibid: 11). Previous translations of phrases and passages are stored in the central 

translation memory, which gets updated every time a translator uploads their local memory after 

completing a translation. Machine translation is not used as frequently as translation memories, but it 

is built on the Commission’s archive of human translations (ibid: 12). The raw translations that 

machine translation produces tend to be used by those who only need a basic understanding of a text 

or quickly have to deliver a translation. In the latter case, post-editing is a must, but this method of 

working is not appropriate for publications or legal texts (Wagner et al. 2014: 90–91). In addition, 

translators have access to physical and virtual libraries as well as terminology databases (Directorate-

General for Translation 2014: 12–13).  

The translation service of the Commission is also in charge of editing original documents before 

translating them. English has become the main drafting language in recent years, but many of the 

Commission’s authors do not have English as their mother tongue. The editors must therefore make 

sure that all drafts are well-written (ibid: 6). Once an original document is ready for translation, the 

translators receive information about target languages, deadline, reference documents and purpose of 

the translation. The purpose determines whether the document should be translated for publication, 

information, comprehension, in-house readers or the general public (Wagner et al. 2014: 69). All 

translated documents do, however, share a similar feature. Koskinen (2008: 24) states the following: 

[L]anguage is not individual but quite heavily controlled, and translation is not a personal act but a 
collective process, where I as an individual translator can only assume a limited responsibility for what I 
say, to whom and how. The translated text is not mine, nor does it have my name on it: it belongs to the 
institution, and it bears the name of the institution on it. 

 

This is supported by Wagner et al. (2014: 56) who explain that revisers, legal revisers and politicians 

will alter and correct translations before they become finished products.  
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3. Material and Method 

This chapter provides information about the material used in the present study and describes how the 

data was collected and analyzed. Section 3.1 includes a short summary of the European migrant and 

refugee crisis of 2015 that led to the creation of the policy document A European Agenda on 

Migration. Section 3.2 explains how the metaphorical expressions were identified with the metaphor 

identification procedure developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007). Section 3.3 explains which target 

domains were chosen for analysis, how the underlying conceptual metaphors were formulated and 

how the translation procedures were categorized. This chapter also includes the first examples from 

the material, which from now on will be marked with Eng for English, Swe for Swedish and Spa for 

Spanish in square brackets, depending on which language version they belong to. In addition, the 

sentences in Spanish will be translated into English, and the metaphorical expressions will be marked 

in bold type. 

3.1 A European Agenda on Migration 

Migration to Europe increased significantly in 2015, resulting in an unprecedented migrant and 

refugee crisis. One year later, over one million people had fled to Europe from war and terror in their 

own countries. The majority of people who applied for asylum in the EU came from Syria, 

Afghanistan and Iraq where threats from extremist groups were frequent (European Parliament 2017). 

As a response to this crisis, the European Commission launched A European Agenda on Migration in 

May 2015. The document acknowledges the need for swift and determined action to deal with the 

refugees and migrants arriving to Europe via the Mediterranean. The short-term goals consist of 

providing additional funding to agencies and programs that assist people in need, dismantling migrant 

smuggling networks, improving management of the external borders and ensuring that asylum seekers 

are relocated in a more solidary manner. The long-term goals focus on reducing the incentives for 

irregular migration as well as strengthening the common migration policy (see European Commission 

2015).  

A European Agenda on Migration falls in the category of Commission Communication, which is a 

policy document with no mandatory authority. The European Commission publishes a so-called 

Communication whenever it wishes to present its own point of view on a current issue, but such 

document has no legal effect (European Commission 2019b). Communications, along with other types 

of documents such as proposals and reports, are also classified as preparatory acts. These types of 

documents are produced by EU institutions and bodies in order to prepare EU legislation (European 

Union 2019b). A European Agenda on Migration is published on Eur-Lex, which is an official website 

where EU law and other public documents are available free of charge. It can be downloaded in all 

official languages except for Irish, which is also referred to as Gaelic. The English language version is 

treated as the source text in the present study, given that English has become the main drafting 

language at the Commission (Directorate-General for Translation 2014: 6) and the first official draft 

was published in English six days before the final product, with all the language versions, was 

released. The Swedish and Spanish language versions are therefore treated as the target texts. With the 

annex included, the English language version consists of 20 pages, the Swedish language version of 21 

pages and the Spanish language version of 23 pages.  
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Given that the main focus of this policy document is to offer solutions that will help Europe with its 

migrant and refugee crisis, it can be regarded as an administrative document as almost each section of 

the text contains detailed information about the Commission’s policies regarding migration and its 

strategies for the future. It has a straightforward structure and appears to mainly target those who have 

political, legal or economic ties with the Commission, but regular EU citizens are still able to 

understand the problems that are identified and the future goals that are established. Despite the 

administrative parts of the document, the Commission’s political view on migration is expressed 

several times. A European Agenda on Migration makes it clear that it is Europe’s duty to protect the 

arriving migrants and refugees and that Europe should remain a safe place for them. Migration is 

portrayed as something that has both positive and negative effects, where the latter can be prevented 

with a variety of measures. Whether or not it qualifies as political discourse depends on your 

definition of political discourse. The present study adopts van Dijk’s (1997: 14) definition, which 

states that citizens, politicians and political institutions produce political discourse when they are 

acting as political actors while participating in political processes and events. This document falls into 

this category as it is produced by an institution of a political and economic union with the purpose of 

expressing a certain point of view and preparing future legislation.    

3.2 Metaphor Identification 

One of the biggest challenges when analyzing conceptual metaphors is deciding whether a lexical unit 

is metaphorical or not. Novel metaphors tend to be easier to identify, but conventional metaphors can 

be difficult to detect. As Lakoff (1993: 208) explained, certain conceptual metaphors are conventional 

because the mapping has become a fixed part of our conceptual system. Unless we make a conscious 

effort to notice them, many of them are used in our everyday language without us noticing them. To 

help with the identification process in empirical research, a group of metaphor scholars named the 

Pragglejaz Group (2007) developed a method to identify metaphorical expressions in spoken and 

written language. The so-called metaphor identification procedure helps the researcher to determine 

whether a lexical unit is used metaphorically by analyzing its meaning in context (ibid: 2). The 

procedure is as follows: 

1. Read the entire text to establish a general understanding of the meaning. 

2. Determine the lexical units in the text. 

3. (a) For each lexical unit in the text, establish its meaning in context. 

(b) For each lexical unit, determine if it has a more basic contemporary meaning (more 

concrete, related to bodily action, more precise or historically older) in other contexts. 

(c) If the lexical unit has a more basic current-contemporary meaning in other contexts 

than the given context, decide whether the contextual meaning contrasts with the basic 

meaning but can be understood in comparison with it. 

4. If yes, mark the lexical unit as metaphorical. 

 

The Pragglejaz Group recommends researchers to consult external resources when following the 

metaphor identification procedure. Several online dictionaries were therefore used to determine 

whether the basic meaning of a lexical unit contrasted with its contextual meaning. The Oxford 

English Dictionary and the Oxford Spanish Dictionary (2019) were frequently consulted as well as the 

Diccionario de la lengua española (2014), which is a dictionary of the Spanish language published by 

the Royal Spanish Academy. The dictionary Svensk ordbok (2019), which is published by the Swedish 
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Academy, was also consulted. These dictionaries were chosen for the present study not only because 

they are highly reputable and frequently referred to in academic contexts, but also because of their 

extensive coverage of English, Swedish and Spanish as well as the inclusion of etymological 

information. In addition, the Oxford English Dictionary, in comparison to other English dictionaries, 

appears to include the basic meanings of lexical units to a greater extent, even when the metaphorical 

use of a lexical unit is more common in everyday language. It is important to note that despite 

following this procedure and using several external resources, the individual intuition of the researcher 

will affect the results to a certain degree. However, the use of dictionaries “reduces the degree of error 

and inconsistency and thereby increases the degree of interanalyst agreement” (Pragglejaz Group 

2007: 25). 

Dictionaries are important when determining the basic meaning of a lexical unit, but the results can 

vary a lot depending on how basic meaning is defined. A diachronic approach to meaning implies that 

the oldest meaning of a lexical unit is the most basic meaning, whereas a synchronic approach, which 

the present study and the Pragglejaz Group adopted, only takes into account the contemporary 

meanings, i.e. those that are listed in dictionaries that cover the contemporary use of languages. 

Nevertheless, Steen et al. (2010: 176) point out that the basic meaning of a word tends to be the 

historically older one. A synchronic approach to meaning also meant that some lexical units in the 

material were labeled as non-metaphorical expressions even though it is possible that metaphoric 

thinking played a role when certain words were created. In (1), the Swedish verb utnyttja does have 

the adverb ut, which could imply that a benefit is something that can be taken out of something else, 

but, according to the Svensk Ordbok (2019), this verb does not have another meaning than simply 

“utilizing/making use of something” and was therefore marked as a non-metaphorical expression in 

the present study. The basic meaning of the English verb harness, on the other hand, is “to put a 

harness on a horse or other draught animal” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019), and since that is not 

the case in (1), this verb was marked as a metaphorical expression. 

(1) […] emphasize the importance of harnessing the positive effects of migration […]. [Eng: 16] 
 

 […] betona betydelsen av att utnyttja migrationens positiva effekter […]. [Swe: 17] 

       

As seen in Section 2.3, many studies on metaphor translation have focused on the metaphorical 

expressions in the source text and the corresponding expressions, or lack of, in the target text. The 

present study, however, does not adopt a source-oriented approach. Instead, much like Toury (1995) 

recommended, the entire target texts were analyzed along with the source text. By doing so, any 

instances where metaphorical expressions had been added by the translators were observed. This 

method required a parallel analysis of all three language versions. These were inserted into a table in a 

Word document where each language version had its own column and each sentence had its own row. 

Headings, sentences in tables and the annex of each language version were included as well. Each 

sentence in the source text was then compared with the corresponding sentences in the target texts. 

Occasionally, entire paragraphs had to be compared with each other when two or more sentences had 

been merged together in one of the target texts.  

Prior to the parallel analysis, the English language version of A European Agenda on Migration was 

read not only to establish a general understanding of its meaning, but also to establish a general idea of 

which topics, besides migration, would be analyzed in the present study. In addition, it was decided 

from the beginning that conceptual metaphors with target domains that do not have a close association 

with the European migrant and refugee crisis would not be included in the study. One of the most 

frequently used conceptual metaphors that was not included is POLITICS IS A JOURNEY, which is a 
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conceptual metaphor that helps us understand political action in terms of a physical journey. Another 

common but excluded conceptual metaphor is POLITICS IS A BUILDING, where elements of a 

building are mapped onto the same target domain. These two conceptual metaphors can be seen in (2) 

and (3) and are often used in political discourse and EU documents (see Subsection 2.3.1).  

 (2) This Agenda primarily focuses on offering solutions that will allow Europe to move forward in these 
areas in the short and medium term. [Eng: 17] 
 
 (3) Four pillars to manage migration better [Eng: 6] 

3.3 Metaphor Interpretation 

After identifying the metaphorical expressions in the source text and the target texts, the conceptual 

metaphors that were manifested through them were formulated and presented as CONCEPTUAL 

DOMAIN (A) IS CONCEPTUAL DOMAIN (B). The aim here was to formulate them in a way that I 

found appropriate in the given context, without trying to conform to formulations presented in 

previous studies. This becomes clear when we compare certain source domains in the present study 

with those from other studies. For example, migration is often conceptualized as water, but the source 

domain is not always articulated with that specific noun. O’Brien (2003) chose to use flood, Charteris-

Black (2006) chose natural disaster and Abid et al. (2017) chose water mass. Although the present 

study did not observe lexical units that specifically denote flooding, one could argue that the source 

domain water could have been used in all of these three studies. In the end, most researchers choose 

the source domain that they find appropriate and specific enough, and the same was done in the 

present study, where water is used as a source domain whenever the metaphorical expressions have 

basic meanings that are associated with water.  

Before formulating a conceptual metaphor, the target domains had to be identified as well. In many 

cases, the target domains were explicitly written in the texts, but some were more hidden than others. 

These could only be understood by examining the context of the metaphorical expression. For 

example, in order to understand what is causing the pressure in (4), one has to read the surrounding 

paragraphs, which reveal that the topic in question is migration. 

(4) The EU should not wait until the pressure is intolerable to act. [Eng: 4] 

 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, migration was the only target domain that was chosen for analysis from 

the very beginning, and the other target domains were chosen after the entire A European Agenda on 

Migration was read. These are all the target domains that were included in the present study: 

migration, irregular migration, forced migration, internal displacement, asylum seekers, refugees, 

political oppression, war, poverty, exploitation, systematic mistreatment and Europe. All of these 

target domains are closely related to the European migrant and refugee crisis of 2015 in the sense that 

they played an important part of it. Political oppression, war, poverty and systematic mistreatment 

often lead to migration, and exploitation by smuggling and trafficking networks tends to thrive from 

this and can lead to irregular migration. In order to avoid any misunderstandings, the following list 

provides definitions of some of these terms (International Organization for Migration 2019): 
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Migration – The movement of a person or a group of persons, either across an international border, or 
within a State. It is a population movement, encompassing any kind of movement of people, whatever its 
length, composition and causes. 
 
Irregular migration – Movement that takes place outside the regulatory norms of the sending, transit and 
receiving countries 
 
Forced migration – A migratory movement in which an element of coercion exists, including threats to 
life and livelihood, whether arising from natural or man-made causes.  
 
Refugee – A person who flees their country because their life, security or freedom has been threatened by 
generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, massive violations of human rights or other 
circumstances that have seriously disturbed public order. That person may also flee because of a well-
founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality and membership of a particular social 
group or political opinions.  
 
Asylum seeker – A person who seeks safety from persecution or serious harm in a country other than his 
or her own and awaits a decision on the application for refugee status under relevant international and 
national instruments.  

 
Internally Displaced Person – Persons or groups of persons who have been forced or obliged to flee or to 
leave their homes or places of habitual residence, in particular as a result of or in order to avoid the effects 
of armed conflict, situations of generalized violence, violations of human rights or natural or human-made 
disasters, and who have not crossed an internationally recognized State border.  

 

During the metaphor interpretation phase, there were instances where a metaphorical expression could 

be said to reflect more than one conceptual metaphor. In those cases, the decision was made to only 

include the conceptual metaphor that was most prominent. In (5), the noun inflow is clearly associated 

with water, but one could argue that it is also a reflection of the conceptual metaphor NATIONS ARE 

CONTAINERS, given that the verb implies the movement of a liquid into a place. Similarly, Charteris-

Black (2006) identified the conceptual metaphor BRITAIN IS A CONTAINER, but with the 

metaphorical expression pressure. In the present study this metaphorical expression was interpreted as 

a manifestation of the source domain applied force (see Subsection 4.1.2 for an explanation), given 

that the metaphor identification procedure only takes into account the most basic and concrete 

meaning of a lexical unit. As mentioned in Section 3.2, studies on conceptual metaphors will not 

always have identical results even though similar metaphorical expressions are studied because not 

every researcher thinks alike. Container as a source domain is, however, used in the present study in 

examples such as (6), where the metaphorical expression secure is used as a reflection of the 

conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A CONTAINER.  

(5) The inflows it was facing were of different nature and scale. [Eng: 13]  
   

(6) Coastguards have a crucial role both for saving lives and securing maritime borders. [Eng: 11]  

 

The final part of the analysis involved determining which translation procedures had been used in the 

target texts. There were instances where non-metaphorical expressions had been replaced with 

metaphorical expression, thereby adding conceptual metaphors, in one or both target texts, which 

expanded the list of translation procedures. This was not surprising, given that the present study 

adopted the target-oriented approach suggested by Toury (1995, see Section 2.3). Even though the 

conceptual metaphors were the main focus, the metaphorical expressions were ultimately part of the 

translation procedures as well. The different categories of translation procedures were therefore based 

on how much the conceptual metaphors as well as the metaphorical expressions had changed in the 

target texts. This was done to highlight the fact that conceptual metaphors can be retained without 

using an exact equivalent of the original metaphorical expression. The translation procedures that were 

found will be discussed in more detail in Section 4.2.  
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4. Results and Discussion 

This chapter includes the results of the present study as well as a discussion of the findings. Section 

4.1 analyzes the conceptual metaphors in the source text in order to answer the first research question, 

which deals with how the source text is conceptualized. All the source domains that are used with the 

chosen target domains are presented, and the six most used source domains are discussed with 

examples from the source text. Section 4.2 answers the second research question and analyzes the 

translation procedures that were used by the translators in the Swedish and Spanish target texts. Each 

translation procedure is presented with examples from the target texts, and the effects of each 

procedure are discussed. Lastly, in accordance with the third research question, the conceptual 

metaphors in the target texts are compared to those in the source text to see whether the target domains 

related to the European migrant and refugee are conceptualized in a similar matter.  

4.1 Conceptual Metaphors in the Source Text 

As previously mentioned, the conceptual metaphors that were analyzed in the present study have 

migration as the target domain or other topics that are closely related to the European migrant and 

refugee crisis of 2015. The following target domains were included: migration, irregular migration, 

forced migration, internal displacement, asylum seekers, refugees, political oppression, war, poverty, 

exploitation, systematic mistreatment and Europe. Some of these have been defined in Section 3.3. 

The majority of target domains can be divided into two main categories. In the first category we have 

migration, along with certain types of migration such as irregular migration, forced migration and 

internal displacement. The reason why these three are listed as target domains in certain conceptual 

metaphors is because there are instances where the source text explicitly refers to irregular migration, 

forced migration or internal displacement, as in (7):  

(7) […] whilst at the same time strengthening the fight against irregular migration […]. [Eng: 11] 

 

There are also instances where it is unclear if the source text refers to migration or another type of 

migration, such as irregular migration. In those cases, migration was chosen as the target domain. In 

addition, some conceptual metaphors have refugees and asylum seekers, instead of just migration, as 

target domains because the source text explicitly mentions those terms in certain sentences.  

In the second category we have concepts that lead to migration, such as political oppression, war, 

poverty and systematic mistreatment, or becomes a byproduct, such as exploitation by smuggling and 

trafficking networks. In many cases, more than one target domain was included in a conceptual 

metaphor as a result of the source text inexplicitly referring to several target domains (see example 8 

in Subsection 4.1.1). Quite early on, the source text states that political oppression, war and poverty 

are the reasons why people migrate to other countries. These three concepts are then inexplicitly 

referred to several times in the source text, which is why many conceptual metaphors have these three 

as target domains. Exploitation is sometimes grouped together with these three domains, but it also 

stands by its own whenever the source text mentions smugglers and traffickers and the criminal 

networks they operate within.  
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Figure 1 shows which source domains were used to conceptualize the chosen target domains in the 

source text. The source domains are written in capital letters since that is how they appear in 

conceptual metaphors, and the source domains that are underlined are those that were established 

when interpreting the metaphorical expressions. A couple of them are connected with lines to a source 

domain on a higher level (force, organism, bounded space, person, substance) in order to show that 

many source domains are closely related to each other.  

 

Figure 1. Mind map of the source domains that were used in the source text. 

 

Figure 2 shows all the conceptual metaphors from the source text that were analyzed in the present 

study. The target and source domains that are on the same row form different conceptual metaphors 

together. For example, according to Figure 2, refugees have been conceptualized as either water or 

weight, which has resulted in the conceptual metaphors REFUGEES ARE WATER and REFUGEES ARE 

WEIGHT. Some target domains are only used with one source domain, whereas others have been used 

with many different source domains. Political oppression, war and poverty have very similar source 

domains because the three of them are often referred to as a group whenever the source text talks 

about the main causes of migration.   



22 

 

Target domain Source domain 

migration 
water, applied force, tension force, plant, substance in 

a container, container, opponent, domestic animal 

refugees water, weight 

asylum seekers water, applied force 

irregular migration corrosive substance, enemy, plant 

forced migration plant 

internal displacement place of confinement 

political oppression place of confinement, enemy, applied force, opponent 

war 
place of confinement, enemy, applied force, opponent,  

bounded space 

poverty 
place of confinement, enemy, applied force, opponent, 

bounded space 

exploitation 
enemy, magnetic force, opponent, machine, building, 

army, wild animal 

systematic mistreatment enemy 

Europe battlefield, container 

Figure 2. The chosen target domains and the source domains that were used with them in the source text. 

 

Many of the conceptual metaphors that appear in Figure 2 will be addressed in Section 4.2, but the six 

most used source domains in the source text, which are enemy, applied force, water, plant, battlefield 

and container, will be discussed in the Subsections 4.1.1 to 4.1.6. These source domains are listed in 

Table 1 along with the instances of occurrence, and enemy, applied force and water account for more 

than half of the occurrences. 

 

Table 1. Six most used source domains in the source text and instances of occurrence. 

Source domain Instances of occurrence 

ENEMY 18 

APPLIED FORCE 14 

WATER 12 

PLANT 9 

BATTLEFIELD 6 

CONTAINER 5 

Occurrences registered 64 
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4.1.1 Enemy  

Conceptualizing something in terms of warfare is very common in the source text. Conceptual 

metaphors that fall into this category have a large variety of target domains: irregular migration, 

political oppression, war, poverty, exploitation and systematic mistreatment. It might seem 

contradictive that war is conceptualized in terms of warfare, but it is always accompanied by other 

target domains as in (8). 

(8) The EU must continue to offer protection to those in need. [Eng: 7] 

 

The word protect has a historically older meaning of “to cover in front” (Oxford English Dictionary 

2019), which suggests that the migrants have been or are exposed to something harmful, much like an 

enemy in war. The many dangers to migrants are mentioned prior to this sentence, and they include 

the main causes of migration and the by-product of it. This results in the conceptual metaphor 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY/EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY. There are of course more 

causes of migration, but political oppression, war and poverty are the ones that are emphasized 

throughout the source text. The war that many migrants leave behind is understood, along with the 

other target domains in this conceptual metaphor, as an enemy in another war – a war that the EU 

participates in and that gets harder when migration increases significantly.  

Another example of enemy as a source domain is seen in (9) where a more graphic metaphorical 

expression is used:  

(9) Action to fight criminal networks of smugglers and traffickers is first and foremost a way to prevent 
the exploitation of migrants by criminal networks. [Eng: 8] 

 

The dictionary defines fight as taking “part in a violent struggle involving the exchange of physical 

blows or the use of weapons” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019), especially in a war or battle of some 

sort. Although there are perhaps situations where a physical confrontation and struggle is needed when 

capturing smugglers and traffickers, the example in (9) refers to other measures that have to be taken 

to prevent exploitation. Some of these are identifying the smuggling and trafficking networks and the 

people who run them, investigating their operations, prosecuting them and freezing and confiscating 

their assets. The metaphorical expression fight implies that preventing smuggling and trafficking 

networks to further exploit migrants is a dangerous mission, much like confronting an enemy in war is. 

The conceptual metaphor in (9) is therefore EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY. 

4.1.2 Applied force  

The conceptual metaphors that utilize applied force have the following target domains: migration, 

asylum seekers, political oppression, war and poverty. There are many different types of forces in this 

world, and they are divided into two broad categories: contact forces and non-contact forces (or 

action-at-a-distance forces). The former are forces that involve the interaction of two objects, whereas 

non-contact forces do not involve physical contact between two objects. In the first category we have 

frictional force (when an object moves across the surface of another object), tension force (when a 

string or rope is pulled tight from both ends), normal force (when an object is in contact with another 

stable object), air resistance force (when objects travel through the air), applied force (when a force is 

applied to an object by another object or person, for example by pushing something) and spring force 
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(when a spring is compressed or stretched). In the second category we have gravitational force, 

magnetic force and electric force (The Physics Classroom 2019). 

Many expressions that imply different types of forces have become conventional and are common in 

our everyday language, but the basic meaning of these expressions still contrast with their contextual 

meaning in the source text. For example, in (10), migration is conceptualized as a physical pressure 

that is exerted on the EU member states’ asylum system.  

(10) Member States’ asylum systems today face unprecedented pressure and, with the summer arriving, 
the flow of people to frontline Member States will continue in the months to come. [Eng: 4] 

 

Pressure is defined as a “continuous physical force exerted on or against an object by something in 

contact with it” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019), and the examples shown in the dictionary prove 

that this metaphorical expression is used with many different target domains. Given that the situation 

that is described in (10) appears to be continuous, the type of force that it most likely refers to is 

applied force. The conceptual metaphor in (10) is therefore ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE AN APPLIED 

FORCE, which also suggests that the asylum systems that are experiencing this pressure could 

experience even more difficulties if nothing is done to reduce the pressure. The target domain is 

therefore understood as something with great power that must be counteracted in some way. 

Besides the metaphorical expression pressure, the word impact is also used to denote an applied force. 

Impact is defined as “the action of one object coming forcibly into contact with another” (Oxford 

English Dictionary 2019) and is often used metaphorically to express a marked effect or influence that 

something has. It also implies that whatever has created the impact is something quite forceful. At one 

point in the source text, the conceptual metaphor POVERTY/WAR IS AN APPLIED FORCE, seen in 

(11), is utilized to emphasize the force that poverty and war have.  

(11) The impact of global poverty and conflict do not end at national frontiers. [Eng: 2] 

 

This could very well be what the EU is trying to convey. Poverty and war have tremendous effects on 

people, cultures, politics and economies. According to the source text, poverty and war are two 

reasons why people migrate to other countries in hopes of a better life. As we have seen with the 

European migrant and refugee crisis of 2015, the aftermath of this impact can lead to difficult and 

challenging situations. Poverty and war are therefore, once again, conceptualized as a force to be 

reckoned with.   

4.1.3 Water  

Migration is understood, along with asylum seekers and refugees, in terms of water in the source text. 

A common way to utilize this source domain is by using the noun flow, as seen in (12) with the 

conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS WATER, which implies that migration moves along in a steady, 

continuous stream.     

(12) Misguided and stereotyped narratives often tend to focus only on certain types of flows, overlooking 
the inherent complexity of this phenomenon, which impacts society in many different ways and calls for a 
variety of responses. [Eng: 2] 

 

Migration is not understood as something dangerous or threatening here, but running water is a 

powerful natural agent that has its own will unless something is done to control it. This is very much 
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in alignment with the message of the source text; migration needs to be controlled and better managed. 

Just like we try to control water by building dams and other diversions, migration is understood as 

something that can be controlled with the help of regulations, funding and action plans.    

Using water as a source domain also implies that migrants, refugees and asylum seekers are seen as a 

single moving mass. They are not perceived as people with individual identities and backgrounds but 

as an undifferentiated unit. The size of this unit, i.e. the number of arriving migrants, is only 

emphasized on one occasion in the source text. In (13), the adjective mass is placed before influx, 

which indicates that the number of migrants is substantially big, given that mass means “involving or 

affecting large numbers of people” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019).  

(13) The Commission will table a legislative proposal by the end of 2015 to provide for a mandatory and 
automatically-triggered relocation system to distribute those in clear need of international protection 
within the EU when a mass influx emerges. [Eng: 4] 

 

Influx, on the other hand, is defined as “an inflow of water into a river, lake or the sea” (Oxford 

English Dictionary 2019), thus reflecting the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS WATER. This 

metaphorical expression depicts migration as a natural agent, but in this particular sentence, and in the 

rest of the text as well, the situation seems to be under control as long as certain measures are taken to 

prevent an escalation of the migrant crisis. 

Another example of how the water mass appears to be under control is shown in (14). Using the verb 

channel metaphorically has become conventionalized, even with other target domains, but it does 

imply that the water is directed by someone or something.  

(14) Those claiming asylum will be immediately channelled into an asylum procedure where EASO 
support teams will help to process asylum cases as quickly as possible. [Eng: 6] 

 

The water here is not understood as uncontrollable or dangerous, but it needs to be guided towards a 

certain place to ensure control of the situation. The metaphorical expressions that relate to water and 

are used in the source text seem to indicate that the European Commission views migration as a force 

of its own that can be managed with the right measures. The target domain in (14) is also slightly 

different than the other two examples in this subsection. Example (14) is a reflection of the conceptual 

metaphor ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE WATER, since the sentence explicitly mentions asylum seekers. 

The third and final conceptual metaphor that has water as the source domain is REFUGEES ARE 

WATER, which is shown in Subsection 4.2.3.  

4.1.4 Plant  

Migration, irregular migration and forced migration are the only target domains that are 

conceptualized as plants in the source text. It usually occurs when the basic causes of migration are 

mentioned or when the benefits of migration are discussed. The former is seen in (15) where root 

causes is used to convey the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS A PLANT.  

(15) To try to halt the human misery created by those who exploit migrants, we need to use the EU’s 
global role and wide range of tools to address the root causes of migration. [Eng: 2] 

 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary (2019), the basic cause, source or origin of something 

tends to be conceptualized as a plant by using the word root on its own or as a modifier. Even though 

it is a conventional metaphor, the implications of it are similar to the ones that use water as a source 
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domain in Subsection 4.1.3. A plant is a living organism in nature that will continue to grow until 

something in its environment changes drastically. It has a force and strength of its own, just like water, 

and one way of stopping it from growing further is by damaging the roots. Migration appears to be 

understood as a phenomenon that will only grow stronger and bigger if nothing is done to address the 

causes of it, which are, according to the source text, political oppression, war and poverty. In other 

words, if measures are taken to prevent or reduce these issues, the migration situation in Europe might 

be more stable in the future which would also decrease the exploitation carried out by smuggling and 

trafficking networks.  

4.1.5 Battlefield  

The feeling that an enemy is trying to enter from the outside is exemplified in (16) where military 

terminology is used. A frontline is a “military line or part of an army that is closest to the enemy” 

(Oxford English Dictionary 2019), i.e. the position closest to the area of conflict.  

(16) More will be done to help deal with the immediate challenge faced by Member States in the frontline 
of migrant arrivals. [Eng: 6] 

 

The EU member states where the majority of migrants and refugees first arrive to are understood as 

being part of a battlefield where a war is taking place. The conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A 

BATTLEFIELD indicates that the migration situation in these parts of Europe is perceived as 

challenging and potentially dangerous if certain measures are not taken. Conceptualizing something or 

someone as an enemy in war can be useful if the aim is to vilify and justify certain actions, but there 

can be other uses for it as well. It is possible, especially when the metaphorical expressions are so 

conventional, that source domains related to warfare are sometimes used to underline the severity of a 

situation rather than to polarize people. Using these kinds of metaphorical expressions could indicate 

that the situation is especially difficult to handle.  

4.1.6 Container 

Sometimes Europe is conceptualized as a container that can be opened or closed depending on what is 

on the outside. In (17), the metaphorical expression secure implies that the borders need to be fastened 

or locked in order to keep EU member states safe, and the conceptual metaphor is EUROPE IS A 

CONTAINER. 

(17) Upholding our international commitments and values while securing our borders […] is a difficult 
balancing act that requires coordinated action at the European level. [Eng: 2] 

 

To secure something is defined as “to fix or attach something firmly so that it cannot be moved or 

lost” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019), and it typically means to lock a door or a container so that it is 

hard to open. It gives the impression that EU member states need to be protected from something 

dangerous on the outside that should not be able to enter. This danger is implied to be migrants and 

refugees that want to enter these states to eventually receive asylum there or perhaps travel through 

them in order to reach the member state they wish to settle in. One could argue that if they were not 

perceived as something harmful, there would be no need to use this expression. Migration is, however, 

described as something positive at the beginning of the source text, and it is possible that this 

expression has been used because it has become quite conventional over the years.  
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4.1.7 Summary and Discussion 

The target domains that were chosen for the present study (migration, irregular migration, forced 

migration, internal displacement, asylum seekers, refugees, political oppression, war, poverty, 

exploitation, systematic mistreatment, Europe) are used with many different source domains in the 

source text, but the conceptualizations have one thing in common; most of them involve some type of 

force that challenges the sense of control.  

Enemy is the most used source domain in the source text and is used to conceptualize irregular 

migration, political oppression, war, poverty, exploitation and systematic mistreatment. Conceptual 

metaphors linked to warfare were also found by O’Brien (2003), who identified IMMIGRANTS ARE 

INVADERS, but none of the metaphorical expressions that he found, such as invasion and conquer, 

were found in the present study. Gražytè and Maskaliūnienè (2009) did not analyze texts about 

migrant crises, but they did find DEALING WITH A PROBLEM IS WAR, which, in a way, is similar to 

conceptual metaphors such as IRREGULAR MIGRATION IS AN ENEMY. In addition, Gražytè and 

Maskaliūnienè identified warfare metaphors with expressions such as fight and strategy, which are 

also present in this study. Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 34) note that this source domain can be used to 

justify certain political and economic actions given that the target domain is perceived as something 

dangerous and threatening.  

Applied force is the second most used source domain and is used with migration, asylum seekers, 

political oppression, war and poverty. Charteris-Black (2006) identified the metaphorical expression 

pressure, which the present study also did, but he interpreted it as BRITAIN IS A CONTAINER. The 

present study, however, interpreted pressure as the result of applying a lot of force on something. Abid 

et al. (2017) came to a similar conclusion, but he chose to formulate the source domain a little 

differently, as in REFUGEES ARE A PRESSURING FORCE. The metaphorical expression impact is also 

used to manifest this source domain in the present study, which means that the target domain is 

understood as something quite forceful that can cause tremendous effects that are, given the target 

domains, quite negative. 

Water is the third most used source domain and is used with migration, refugees and asylum seekers. 

Many studies have identified this source domain being used to conceptualize migration, such as 

O’Brien (2003), Charteris-Black (2006) and Abid et al. (2017). Velasco (2014) and Thompson (2014) 

also state that migration is commonly conceptualized as water, but that metaphorical expressions such 

as flood and tide tend to be used when the aim is to create opposition to immigration. These kinds of 

expressions were found by O’Brien (2003) and Charteris-Black (2006), but the material that they 

analyzed was produced by people or political parties that oppose, at least to a certain degree, 

immigration. The source text in the present study does not use metaphorical expressions that are 

related to natural disasters; instead, expressions such as flow and to channel give the impression that 

migration is a powerful natural agent that can be controlled if certain measures are taken. The word 

flow appears to be a neutral metaphorical expression to use with migration, unlike volume, despite the 

fact the Löfven (2013) found that these two expressions dehumanize migrants.    

Plant is the fourth most used source domain and is used whenever the basic causes of a phenomenon 

are referred to, such as migration, irregular migration and forced migration. Using metaphorical 

expressions such as root cause and deeply rooted appears to be a conventional way of conceptualizing 

phenomena in English. Battlefield is the fifth most used source domain and is only used with Europe 

when the metaphorical expression frontline is added as a modifier to member states. This source 
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domain has similar implications as enemy, as they both imply that a situation or problem might be 

difficult to resolve or handle. Container is the sixth most used source domain and is also only used 

with Europe in phrases such as securing borders. Thompson (2014) claims that this expression tends 

to be used when migration is perceived as something harmful, and Charteris-Black (2006) found the 

exact metaphorical expression in his study. Migration is not conceptualized as an enemy in the source 

text, but it is possible that the authors of the source text had irregular migration in mind when using 

this expression.  

4.2 Translation Procedures in the Target Texts 

In total, six translation procedures were identified in the target texts, and they were labeled according 

to how the conceptual metaphors and the metaphorical expressions were affected by translation: 

Retained – Same conceptual metaphor, same metaphorical expression 
 
Modified – Same conceptual metaphor, different metaphorical expression 
 
Replaced – Different conceptual metaphor, different metaphorical expression 
 
Paraphrased – Metaphorical expression changed to non-metaphorical expression  
 
Added – Non-metaphorical expression changed to a metaphorical expression 

 
Non-metaphorical – Same non-metaphorical expression 

 

“Retained” means that the conceptual metaphor in the source text, i.e. both the target domain and the 

source domain, has been transferred to the target text and that the metaphorical expression in the 

source text has been translated to a direct equivalent. This is shown in (18), where the metaphorical 

expression pressure, a manifestation of MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE, is retained in the 

Spanish target text: 

(18) Member States’ asylum systems today face unprecedented pressure […]. [Eng: 4] 
 

Los sistemas de asilo de los Estados miembros se enfrentan en la actualidad a una presión sin 
precedente […]. [Spa: 4] 
(Member States’ asylum systems today face an unprecedented pressure.) 

 

“Modified” is very similar to the previous one; the only difference is that the metaphorical expression 

in the source text has been changed to a different one in the target text while retaining the same 

conceptual metaphor. In (19), the metaphorical expression target, a manifestation of EXPLOITATION 

IS AN ENEMY, has been changed to angripa in the Swedish target text, but both metaphorical 

expressions conceptualize the target domain as an enemy, which is why the conceptual metaphor is 

retained in the target text: 

(19) The criminal networks which exploit vulnerable migrants must be targeted. [Eng: 3] 
 

De kriminella nätverk som utnyttjar utsatta migranter måste angripas. [Swe: 3] 

 

“Replaced” means that both the conceptual metaphor and the metaphorical expression in the source 

text have been replaced with a new conceptual metaphor and metaphorical expression in the target 

text. A new conceptual metaphor does not always mean that both the target domain and source domain 

have changed; sometimes it is only the source domain that has changed. In (20), the metaphorical 
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expression absorb is a manifestation of REFUGEES ARE WATER, but the Swedish target text uses the 

metaphorical expression ta emot instead, which results in the conceptual metaphor REFUGEES ARE 

OBJECTS: 

(20) […] as it reflects the capacity to absorb a certain number of refugees. [Eng: 19] 
 

[…] vilken återspeglar förmågan att ta emot ett visst antal flyktingar. [Swe: 20] 

 

“Paraphrased” is used to describe whenever a metaphorical expression in the source text has been 

rendered into a non-metaphorical expression, which means that the original conceptual metaphor has 

been lost. The metaphorical expression fall prey in (21) has not been retained in the Spanish target 

text, and a non-metaphorical expression has been chosen instead: 

(21) Those who live a clandestine life inside Europe have a precarious existence and can easily fall prey 
to exploitation. [Eng: 7] 

 
Los que viven en la clandestinidad en Europa llevan una existencia precaria y pueden convertirse 
fácilmente en víctimas de la explotación. [Spa: 9] 
(Those who live a clandestine life in Europe have a precarious existence and can easily become 
victims of exploitation.) 

 

“Added” means that a non-metaphorical expression in the source text has been replaced with a 

metaphorical expression in the target text, thereby adding a new conceptual metaphor. Sometimes this 

occurs only in one of the target texts. In those cases, the instance where the original non-metaphorical 

expression is retained is marked as “non-metaphorical”. In (22), the source text uses the non-

metaphorical expression deal with, which is replaced with the metaphorical expression tackla in the 

Swedish target text. This leads to the addition of the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS AN 

OPPONENT, but the Spanish target text has chosen a non-metaphorical expression instead, which is 

why it is marked as “non-metaphorical”: 

(22) More will be done to help deal with the immediate challenge faced by Member States in the 
frontline of migrant arrivals. [Eng: 6] 

 
Ytterligare insatser kommer att göras för att tackla de omedelbara svårigheter som medlemsstaterna 
vid de berörda gränssträckorna drabbas av när migranterna anländer. [Swe: 6] 
 
Se redoblarán esfuerzos para contribuir a superar el problema inmediato que la llegada de migrantes 
plantea a los Estados miembros situados en primera línea. [Spa: 7] 
(The efforts will be doubled to contribute to overcome the immediate problem that the arrival 
of migrants create for the Member States located in the frontline.) 

 

Table 2 shows the distribution of translation procedures in both target texts, i.e. both the Swedish and 

Spanish language version of the policy document A European Agenda on Migration. “Retained” is the 

most used translation procedure in the Spanish target and the second most used translation procedure 

in the Swedish target text. “Replaced” is the second most used procedure in the Spanish target text but 

the most used procedure in the Swedish target text. “Paraphrased” is the fourth most used procedure in 

the Spanish target text but the third most used procedure in the Swedish target text. “Added” is the 

fourth most used procedure in the Swedish target text and the third most used procedure in the Spanish 

target text. “Modified” is the fifth most used translation procedure in both target texts, and “non-

metaphorical” is the least used procedure, which means that many metaphorical expressions were 

added in both target texts in the same places and not as in (22), where only one target text has added a 

metaphorical expression.   
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Table 2. Distribution of translation procedures in both target texts. 

Language Retained Modified Replaced Paraphrased Added 
Non-

metaphorical 
Total 

Swedish 29 3 37 15 11 3 98 

Spanish 47 2 23 12 13 1 98 

 

The translation procedures were identified after the conceptual metaphors in the source text and the 

target texts had been identified, and they were based on my own interpretation and not on someone 

else’s classification. Other studies have, however, influenced the classification that is used in the 

present study. The studies presented in Section 2.3 and Subsection 2.3.1 gave an indication of how 

conceptual metaphors are typically handled by translators. Jensen (2005), Dvořák (2012) and Gražytè 

and Maskaliūnienè (2009) identified three to four translation procedures: retaining the conceptual 

metaphor and the metaphorical expression, replacing the metaphorical expression with a completely 

different metaphorical expression and thereby using a new conceptual metaphor, replacing the 

metaphorical expression with a non-metaphorical expression, also known as paraphrasing, and 

completely omitting a metaphorical expression without replacing it. Unsurprisingly, except for 

omitting a metaphorical expression, these procedures were also found in the present study. However, 

after comparing Tcaciuc’s (2013) study with the present one, it became evident that both had found 

instances where a conceptual metaphor was retained in the target text even though the metaphorical 

expression had been changed to different one. This compelled me to place these instances in their own 

category, named “modified”, to show that conceptual metaphors can be retained despite changing the 

metaphorical expression. Toury (1995) also influenced the classification by suggesting that researchers 

should analyze the entire target texts when analyzing the translation of metaphors and not just focus on 

the metaphorical expressions in the source text and the corresponding metaphorical expressions, or 

lack of, in the target text. This method was applied to the present study and instances where non-

metaphorical expressions were replaced with metaphorical expressions were indeed found, which is 

why the category named “added” was included in the classification as well.  

Examples of every translation procedure will be presented in the following subsections, but some 

examples will include multiple translation procedures because the target texts do not always use the 

exact same procedures for all conceptual metaphors. Section 4.2.6 will include a final discussion and 

summary of the results, and it will also include a figure with all the source domains that have been 

used with the chosen target domains in all three language versions to show how the conceptualizations 

have changed after translation. All the conceptual metaphors that were analyzed in the present study 

can also be found in the Annex, which displays all 98 instances of metaphor use from each language 

version.  
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4.2.1 Retained 

Retaining the metaphorical expression and the conceptual metaphor is the second most used 

translation procedure in the Swedish target text and the most used translation procedure in the Spanish 

target text. Figure 3 shows the top five conceptual metaphors that were retained in both target texts, 

and the instances of occurrence are within parentheses: 

Swedish Spanish 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE (7) MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE (8) 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/ 

POVERTY/EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY (7) 
MIGRATION IS WATER (7) 

MIGRATION IS WATER (5) 
POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/ 

POVERTY/EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY (6) 

EUROPE IS A CONTAINER (3) EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD (6) 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY (3) EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY (4) 

Figure 3. Top five conceptual metaphors that were retained in both target texts. 

 

Figure 3 shows that both target texts have retained similar conceptual metaphors except for two. 

EUROPE IS A CONTAINER is retained in the Swedish target text three out of four times (see Figure 6) 

but is always replaced in the Spanish target text with MIGRATION IS AN ENEMY (see Section 4.2.3, 

this also happens once in the Swedish target text). The conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A 

BATTLEFIELD is always retained in the Spanish target text but is always replaced with EUROPE IS AN 

OBJECT in the Swedish target text (see Section 4.2.3 and further down in this subsection). 

Applied force as the source domain is manifested through the metaphorical expressions impact (noun 

and verb) and pressure (verb). Enemy as the source domain, however, is manifested through a large 

variety of lexical units. One of them is strategy, which is seen in (23): 

(23) [T]he Commission will also complete the initiatives foreseen in the current strategy against 
Trafficking in Human Beings and look at how work can be further improved in 2016. [Eng: 9] 

 
[K]ommer kommissionen också att komplettera initiativen i den nuvarande strategin mot 
människohandel och undersöka hur arbetet kan förbättras ytterligare under 2016. [Swe: 9]  

 
[L]a Comisión finalizará asimismo las iniciativas previstas en la actual estrategia de lucha contra 
la trata de seres humanos y analizará la forma de seguir mejorando los trabajos en 2016. [Spa: 11] 
(The Commission will also complete the initiatives foreseen in the current strategy of battle against 
human trafficking and analyze how work can be further improved in 2016.)  

 

In (23), the source text uses the word strategy, which originally was a military term that referred to “a 

plan for military operations and movements during a war or battle” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019). 

Nowadays it can also be used to refer to any plan of action, but the military connotations are still 

present. The meaning of strategy has been broadened in Swedish and Spanish as well, which is why it 

is no surprise that the translators chose to use exact equivalents. The conceptual metaphor in all three 

language versions is EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY, but the only difference is that the Spanish target 

text has added the postmodifier de lucha (of battle). This did not qualify as a “modified” translation 

procedure as those imply a completely different lexeme. Using a postmodifier could be seen as a way 

of intensifying the expression, but it could also be seen as a way of emphasizing the warfare 
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connotations that are visible throughout the source text. The Spanish target text often uses the verb 

luchar (to fight) when the source text uses fight to describe the action that is taken against exploitation 

by smuggling and trafficking networks or irregular migration. By adding de lucha (of battle) after the 

headword, the conceptualization of exploitation is even clearer and stronger. It is not particularly 

necessary to the overall understanding of the text, but it does strengthen the warfare connotations.  

Another example of military terminology is seen in (24), which is a heading in the source text: 

(24) Using the EU’s tools to help frontline Member States [Eng: 6] 
 

Användning av EU:s verktyg till stöd för medlemsstaterna vid de berörda gränssträckorna [Swe: 6] 
 

Utilizar los instrumentos de la UE para ayudar a los Estados miembros situados en primera línea 
[Spa: 7] 

  (Utilizing EU’s tools to help Member States situated at the frontline) 

 

As mentioned in Subsection 4.1.5, a frontline is a “military line or part of an army that is closest to the 

enemy” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019). The source text is not referring to an actual war, but the 

migrant and refugee crisis is conceptualized as a battle with the conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A 

BATTLEFIELD. The Spanish target text has chosen to use an exact equivalent of the term, primera 

línea (frontline), but the Swedish target text has used a different metaphorical expression instead. This 

particular metaphorical expression in English is always replaced in the Swedish target text, and the 

new conceptual metaphor is EUROPE IS AN OBJECT, since the Swedish verb means to come in contact 

with an object (Svensk Ordbok 2019). 

The English word frontline, which is used as a modifier in (24), is quite similar to strategy in the sense 

that both of them have military origin but can be used in other contexts as well. According to the 

Oxford Spanish Dictionary (2019), primera línea (frontline) is mostly used metaphorically to describe 

a building that is situated close to the seashore or a group of people of objects that are highly 

influential or innovative in their field. In this particular context, it does not appear to be a conventional 

conceptual metaphor, which highlights the tendency of retaining most conceptual metaphors in the 

Spanish target text. In Swedish, the exact equivalent of frontline is frontlinje, and it can be used 

metaphorically, especially in a political context (Svensk Ordbok 2019). We can only speculate why it 

was not included in the target text, but perhaps the warfare connotations were too obvious or strong for 

the target culture. 

4.2.2 Modified  

Modifying a metaphorical expression while retaining the original conceptual metaphor is the fifth 

most used translation procedure in the Swedish and Spanish target text. This translation procedure 

occurs three times in the Swedish target text and twice in the Spanish target text. One metaphorical 

expression for the conceptual metaphor EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY is modified twice in the 

Swedish target and twice in the Spanish target text, which can be seen in (25): 

(25)  The criminal networks which exploit vulnerable migrants must be targeted. [Eng: 3] 
   

De kriminella nätverk som utnyttjar utsatta migranter måste angripas. [Swe: 3] 
 
Las redes delictivas que explotan a los migrantes vulnerables deben ser perseguidas. [Spa: 4] 
(The criminal networks that exploit vulnerable migrants must be pursued.)  
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To target something is to “select as an object of attack” (Oxford English Dictionary 2019) before 

actually shooting at it. It is often used metaphorically to describe the action of selecting something as 

an object of attention, which is what is happening in the source text. Even so, the warfare connotations 

are present, but they are presented differently in the Swedish and Spanish target text. A literal 

translation of the verb target in Swedish would have resulted in a slightly awkward phrasing. The 

closest equivalent is göra till måltavla, which, in this context, is not particularly idiomatic. Changing it 

to a noun might have worked, as in bli måltavlor, but the chosen metaphorical expression angripas 

also manages to retain the conceptual metaphor, even though it refers to what usually happens after an 

object has been targeted. The Spanish target text has a different metaphorical expression as well, 

perseguir (to pursue), which also highlights what will happen after the object, or, in this case, 

exploitation, has been targeted. There is no exact equivalent in Spanish to the English verb target, 

which is why other verbs or phrases are chosen instead. In the subheading before (25), the verb target 

appears as poner el punto de mira (to aim the front sight [of a rifle]) in the Spanish target text. It is 

possible that the translator wanted to use that particular phrasing in the subheading as it is quite long 

and somewhat graphic.  

The other occurrence of modification in the Swedish target text is seen in (26):  

(26) Those claiming asylum will be immediately channelled into an asylum procedure where EASO 
support teams will help to process asylum cases as quickly as possible. [Eng: 6] 

 
De asylsökande kommer omedelbart att slussas in i ett asylförfarande. Medan det pågår kommer 
stödkontorets stödgrupper att arbeta med att handlägga asylärenden så skyndsamt som möjligt.  
[Swe: 6] 

 
Los solicitantes de asilo serán inmediatamente canalizados a un procedimiento de asilo en el que 
los equipos de apoyo de la OEAA ayudarán a tramitar lo más rápidamente posible los casos de 
asilo. [Spa: 7] 
(Asylum applicants will immediately be channeled into an asylum procedure where the EASO 
support teams will help to process asylum cases as quickly as possible.) 

 

The verb channel refers to water being sent along a passage, and the conceptual metaphor is ASYLUM 

SEEKERS ARE WATER. The Spanish target text has chosen a literal translation without modifying the 

metaphorical expression. The dictionary states that canalizar (to channel) can be used to refer to 

opinions, aspirations, activities etc., but people are not mentioned (Diccionario de la lengua española 

2014). However, a Google search reveals that this verb is indeed used with people; canalizar 

solicitantes gets more than one million hits, but phrases such as canalizar ayuda/fondos (to channel 

aid/funds) are much more common. A literal translation in Swedish would not have been idiomatic, as 

kanalisera appears to be used metaphorically with negative emotions and not with people (Svensk 

Ordbok 2019). The verb slussa, on the other hand, is used metaphorically with abstract things as well 

as people (Svensk Ordbok 2019). This slight modification has made that the conceptual metaphor 

ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE WATER is retained in all three language versions.  

  



34 

 

4.2.3 Replaced 

Replacing a metaphorical expression with a completely different one, and thereby creating a different 

conceptual metaphor, is the most used translation procedure in the Swedish target text and the second 

most used translation procedure in the Spanish target text. Figure 4 shows the top three conceptual 

metaphors that were replaced in both target texts. The new conceptual metaphors that were created are 

placed after the arrows, and the instances of occurrence are within parentheses: 

Swedish Spanish 

EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD → EUROPE IS AN 

OBJECT (6) 

MIGRATION IS A PLANT → MIGRATION IS A 

CONTAINER (5) 

MIGRATION IS A PLANT → POLITICAL 

OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY IS AN OBJECT (5) 

EUROPE IS A CONTAINER → MIGRATION IS AN 

ENEMY (4) 

REFUGEES ARE WATER → REFUGEES ARE OBJECTS 

(3) 

IRREGULAR MIGRATION/FORCED MIGRATION IS A 

PLANT → IRREGULAR MIGRATION/FORCED 

MIGRATION IS A CONTAINER (3) 

Figure 4. Top three conceptual metaphors that were replaced in both target texts. 

 

Even though quite a few conceptual metaphors are replaced with new ones in the Swedish target text, 

it does not mean that the overall conceptualization has radically changed. Instead, this translation 

procedure tends to be motivated when certain metaphorical expressions in the source text would have 

been unidiomatic if they were retained in the target text. In (27), we see that the modifier root is 

difficult to retain in both target texts: 

(27) Many of the root causes of migration lie deep in global issues which the EU has been trying to 
address for many years. [Eng: 7]  

 
Många av de bakomliggande orsakerna till migration är nära förknippade med globala frågor som 
EU i många år har försökt bidra till att lösa. [Swe: 8] 

 
Muchas de las causas profundas de la migración guardan relación con problemas mundiales que la 
UE lleva años tratando de resolver. [Spa: 9] 
(Many of the profound causes of migration are related to global issues that the EU has been trying 
to resolve for many years.)  

 

The source text utilizes the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS A PLANT, where the causes of this 

phenomenon are conceptualized as the roots of the plant that is migration. This is a common way of 

referring to the basic cause, source or origin of something, but changing root to something else is 

much easier in both target texts than trying to retain it in an idiomatic way. To talk about 

bakomliggande orsaker is actually a manifestation of the conceptual metaphors TIME IS SPACE and 

EVENTS ARE OBJECTS. Time is often conceptualized as a space where past and future events can be 

behind us or in front of us, as in vi måste lägga det här bakom oss and det ligger långt fram i tiden. 

The root causes of migration, which are, according to the source text, political oppression, war and 

poverty, are past events that have led to migration, and the conceptual metaphor is therefore 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY IS AN OBJECT. The Spanish target text has chosen an 

expression that is more appropriate in Spanish, profunda (deep), which means that migration is 

conceptualized as a container because depth implies that there is a bottom. MIGRATION IS A 

CONTAINER is the new conceptual metaphor where political oppression, war and poverty are 

understood as being at the very bottom of this container.  
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Container as a source domain is also used in (28) where the source text uses a phrase that both 

Thompson (2014) and Charteris-Black (2006) have discussed: 

(28) Border management – saving lives and securing external borders [Eng: 10]  
 

Gränsförvaltning – rädda liv och säkra de yttre gränserna [Swe: 11] 
 

Gestión de las fronteras: salvar vidas y proteger las fronteras exteriores [Spa: 12] 
(Border management: saving lives and protecting external borders)  

 

Thompson (2014) argues that phrases such as securing borders tend to be a result of conceptualizing 

what is on the other side of the border, which is migration, as an enemy that one needs to be protected 

from. Charteris-Black (2006) found this same expression in his study and concluded that Britain was 

conceptualized as a container that could be opened or closed, which is exactly what the verb secure 

implies. To secure something is to “fix or attach something firmly so that it cannot be moved or lost” 

(Oxford English Dictionary 2019), typically locking a door or a container so that it is hard to open it. 

The Swedish target text translates this verb literally to säkra, which means that the source text and the 

Swedish target text both utilize the conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS A CONTAINER. The Spanish 

target text has not opted for a literal translation, which would be asegurar las fronteras (to secure the 

borders), but it opts for a verb that expresses the result of securing a container – making the space 

inside safe and protecting it from what is on the outside. In this case, it is the movement of people, i.e. 

migration, that wants to enter, which results in the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS AN ENEMY. 

One could argue that this conceptual metaphor is also present in the source text in (28), but since the 

most basic and concrete meaning of a lexical unit is what determines the conceptual metaphor in the 

present study (see Section 3.2), it was concluded that the Spanish target text has utilized a different 

conceptual metaphor.  

In (29), it is the Swedish target text that has replaced a metaphorical expression with a different 

metaphorical expression, which has resulted in a new conceptual metaphor: 

(29) The distribution key will be based on objective, quantifiable and verifiable criteria that reflect the 
capacity of the Member States to absorb and integrate refugees. [Eng: 19] 

 
Fördelningsnyckeln ska grunda sig på objektiva, mätbara och kontrollerbara kriterier som 
återspeglar medlemsstaternas förmåga att ta emot och integrera flyktingar. [Swe: 20] 

 
La clave de reparto se basará en criterios objetivos, verificables y cuantificables y tendrá en cuenta 
la capacidad de los Estados miembros para absorber e integrar a los refugiados. [Spa: 22] 
(The distribution key will be based on objective, verifiable and quantifiable criteria and will take 
into account the capacity of the Member States to absorb and integrate refugees.)   

 

In (29), the verb absorb is used to describe how the Member States will receive the new refugees, and 

the conceptual metaphor is REFUGEES ARE WATER. As seen in Subsection 4.2.6, migration and 

asylum seekers are conceptualized as water in all three language versions, but refugees are only 

conceptualized as water in the English and Spanish language version. This has to do with the fact that 

the Swedish target text does not retain or modify the verb absorb. Instead, it conceptualizes refugees 

as objects by using the phrasal verb ta emot. The conceptual metaphor in the Swedish target text is 

therefore REFUGEES ARE OBJECTS, which perhaps is what one would expect in the other language 

versions as well. We tend to talk about receiving people instead of absorbing people, but the 

dictionary does list a few examples where the verb absorb is used metaphorically with people (Oxford 

English Dictionary 2019). A Google search shows that absorb refugees results in more than five 

million hits, whereas absorber refugiados (to absorb refugees) results in almost one million hits. The 
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Swedish phrase absorbera flyktingar results in barely thirteen thousand hits, which could indicate that 

this conceptualization is not really established in Swedish. Perhaps this will change in the future, but 

for now it is understandable that the Swedish target text has chosen a more idiomatic phrasing.  

A similar example where the Swedish target text has utilized a different conceptual metaphor than the 

source text and the Spanish target text is seen in (30): 

(30) Finally, Europol will identify illegal internet content used by smugglers to attract migrants and 
refugees, and request its removal. [Eng: 4] 

 
Slutligen kommer Europol att identifiera olagligt innehåll på internet som används av smugglare 
för att dra till sig migranter och flyktingar, och begära att det avlägsnas. [Swe: 4]  

 
Por último, Europol identificará los contenidos ilegales que los traficantes utilizan en internet para 
atraer a los migrantes y refugiados, y exigirá su retirada. [Spa: 5] 
(Finally, Europol will identify the illegal content that smugglers utilize on the internet to attract 
migrants and refugees, and demand its removal.) 

 

Illegal internet content used for the purpose of exploiting migrants and refugees is used with the verb 

attract, which is a manifestation of the conceptual metaphor EXPLOITATION IS A MAGNETIC 

FORCE. Magnetism is a powerful physical phenomenon, and a magnetic force cannot be blocked, only 

re-routed. This implies that exploitation is understood as something that most likely will always exist 

in situations where people are vulnerable and in great need of help, but it also suggests that measures 

can be taken to minimize the damage and suffer that it creates. The Spanish target text has chosen a 

literal translation with the verb atraer (to attract), which appears to be idiomatic in this context. 

According to the Diccionario de la lengua española (2014), the verb atraer can be used 

metaphorically with things and people, such as crowds and foreign investments. Therefore, the fact 

that the metaphorical expression and the conceptual metaphor are retained in the Spanish target text is 

not surprising at all.  

In the Swedish target text, however, the original metaphorical expression has been replaced with dra 

till sig, which implies a force that is exerted on something by someone, thereby resulting in the 

conceptual metaphor EXPLOITATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE. Even though there has been a change 

in terms of conceptualization, that change does not have a considerable effect on the overall 

understanding of exploitation in the Swedish target text. One way of describing a magnetic force is by 

comparing it with something that pulls another thing closer to it, which is exactly what is expressed in 

the Swedish target text. Perhaps the phrase attrahera migranter och flyktingar simply has not become 

sufficiently established yet in the context of Swedish EU texts.  

Sometimes all three language versions have different metaphorical expressions, even though two of 

them have the same conceptual metaphor, which is seen in (31): 

(31) This corrodes confidence in the system. [Eng: 7] 
 

Detta urholkar tilltron till systemet. [Swe: 7]  
 

[C]onstituyen un grave problema que mina la confianza en el sistema. [Spa: 8] 
([I]s a serious problem that mines the confidence in the system.) 

 

In this particular section of the source text, the management of migration is discussed, and 

unsuccessful asylum claimants who do not want to return, visa overstayers and migrants who do not 

comply with the regulatory norms are recognized as threats to the European asylum system. The verb 

corrode is used to conceptualize irregular migration as a corrosive substance that will damage or 
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destroy whatever it comes in contact with, which, in this case, is our faith in the asylum system. It also 

indicates that irregular migration is understood as something that needs to be contained and controlled 

to prevent destruction. This results in the conceptual metaphor IRREGULAR MIGRATION IS A 

CORROSIVE SUBSTANCE.  

The target texts have replaced the original metaphorical expression with two different metaphorical 

expressions that evoke new images without moving too far away from the original meaning. The 

Swedish target text has used the verb urholka, which means to hollow something out and results in the 

conceptual metaphor IRREGULAR MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE, since the action of hollowing 

something out implies the use of an applied force. To use an exact equivalent of the English 

metaphorical expression, fräta, would not be idiomatic in this context. According to Svensk Ordbok 

(2019), fräta can be used metaphorically when describing a feeling that is constantly tormenting a 

person, such as anxiety, which is not the case here. In addition, fräta på/sönder tilltron does not appear 

to be a collocation if one does a Google search, whereas urholka tilltron results in almost ten times as 

many hits.  

The exact equivalent in Spanish, corroer (to corrode), can also be used metaphorically with negative 

emotions, and with other source domains if one wishes, according to the Diccionario de la lengua 

española (2014). The verb minar (to mine) is probably used instead in the Spanish target text because 

the translator preferred a stronger collocation. With the help of a Google search, it becomes evident 

that minar la confianza is far more common than corroer la confianza, even though the latter results in 

more than one hundred forty thousand hits, hence the change of metaphorical expression. The 

conceptual metaphor that was established for the Spanish target text is IRREGULAR MIGRATION IS 

AN APPLIED FORCE, which is exactly the same as the one in the Swedish target text, as they both 

imply a force being applied to an object by a person or another object. All three language versions may 

have different metaphorical expressions, but they all manage to convey a sense of destruction and loss.  

Replacing a metaphorical expression with a completely different one is very common in both target 

texts, especially the Swedish target text. As seen in Figure 4, Europe is never conceptualized as a 

battlefield because the frontline Member States is always replaced with berörda medlemsstaterna. 

This results in the conceptual metaphor EUROPE IS AN OBJECT instead of EUROPE IS A 

BATTLEFIELD, since the Swedish verb means to come in contact with an object (Svensk Ordbok 

2019). The source text also has a tendency of conceptualizing phenomena such as migration as a plant, 

which is not always retained in the target texts. The Swedish target text utilizes the conceptual 

metaphors TIME IS SPACE/EVENTS ARE OBJECTS instead, whereas the Spanish target text 

conceptualizes migration as a container in which the basic causes of it lie deep inside of it. The phrase 

secure borders is retained in the Swedish target text, except for one instance where it is replaced with 

skydda, but the Spanish target text always uses the verb proteger (to protect). There are other 

examples as well, such as the Swedish target text replacing absorb with ta emot, but the new 

conceptual metaphors that occur in the target texts do not drastically change the conceptualization of 

the target domains in the source text. In fact, many metaphorical expressions are replaced with other 

metaphorical expressions to ensure that the target texts are idiomatic.      

4.2.4 Paraphrased 

Paraphrasing a metaphorical expression, i.e. replacing it with a non-metaphorical expression, is the 

third most used translation procedure in the Swedish target text and the fourth most used translation 
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procedure in the Spanish target text. Figure 5 shows the top three conceptual metaphors from the 

source text that were paraphrased in the target texts, and the instances of occurrence are within 

parentheses: 

Swedish Spanish 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE (2) MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED FORCE (2) 

MIGRATION IS A SUBSTANCE IN A CONTAINER (2) MIGRATION IS A SUBSTANCE IN A CONTAINER (2) 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY IS AN 

APPLIED FORCE (2) 
DEALING WITH A PROBLEM IS A JOURNEY (2) 

Figure 5. Top three conceptual metaphors that were paraphrased in both target texts. 

 

Paraphrasing a metaphorical expression does not necessarily mean that the conceptual metaphor does 

not exist in the target language. As seen in Figure 5, applied force as a source domain is utilized in 

both the Swedish and Spanish target text, but there are instances where it is difficult to retain the 

original metaphorical expression or even modifying it, as in (32): 

(32) Misguided and stereotyped narratives often tend to focus only on certain types of flows, overlooking 
the inherent complexity of this phenomenon, which impacts society in many different ways and 
calls for a variety of responses. [Eng: 1] 

 
Tendentiösa och stereotypa berättelser tar ofta bara upp vissa typer av flöden, och bortser från den 
inneboende komplexiteten i fenomenet migration som påverkar samhället på många olika sätt och 
kräver vitt skilda svar. [Swe: 1]  

 
Guiados por los estereotipos y por visiones sesgadas, algunos tienden a centrarse únicamente en 
determinados tipos de flujos migratorios, dejando de lado la complejidad inherente a este fenómeno, 
que afecta a la sociedad en muchas formas diferentes y requiere respuestas diversas. [Spa: 1] 
(Guided by stereotypes and biased views, some tend to only focus on certain types of migratory 
flows, overlooking the inherent complexity of this phenomenon, which affects society in many 
different ways and require various responses.)  

 

The verb impact is used when a something comes “into forcible contact with another object” (Oxford 

English Dictionary 2019) and the closest equivalents to that in Swedish, while retaining the same basic 

and concrete meaning, would be the phrasal verb stöta emot and the noun sammanstötning. These 

would, however, not sound idiomatic in this particular context. The noun intryck does imply an 

applied force, but it is typically used when something has affected the soul of someone (Svensk 

Ordbok 2019). Most dictionaries would suggest the verb påverka, which is used in (32) and sounds 

much more idiomatic in this sentence. The Spanish target text could have retained the metaphorical 

expression by using tener un/hacer impact (to make an impact), but the verb afectar (to affect) was 

chosen instead, which is an equivalent to the Swedish verb påverka, probably for the same reason. 

Sometimes paraphrasing is the best thing to do to avoid a controversial expression that could lead to 

the target audience having mixed feelings about how a certain domain has been conceptualized. As 

seen in Section 2.2, it was quite controversial when the former minister for migration Tobias Billström 

used the word volume to talk about the amount of immigrants that were entering Sweden (Persson 

2013; SvenskPolitik1 2013). Not long after, Stefan Löfven (2013), leader of the Social Democrats, 

expressed in a Facebook post that he found it dehumanizing to talk about immigrants with words that 

are typically associated with water, such as flows and volume. The latter is used twice in the source 

text, and it is paraphrased both times in the Swedish and Spanish target text, one of which is seen in 

(33): 
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(33) Responding to the high-volumes of arrivals within the EU: Relocation [Eng: 4]  
 

Reaktioner på stora mängder flyktingar till EU: Omplacering [Swe: 4] 
 

Responder a las llegadas masivas en el seno de la UE: reubicación [Spa: 5] 
(Responding to the massive arrivals within the EU: relocation)  

 

The word volume has been replaced with non-metaphorical expressions in both target texts, which 

means that the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS A SUBSTANCE IN A CONTAINER is lost. The 

original conceptual metaphor is closely connected to MIGRATION IS WATER, which both target texts 

utilize, since volume can be used to refer to the amount of space that a substance, such as water, 

occupies in a container (Oxford English Dictionary 2019). It is not surprising that the Swedish target 

text chose not to translate volume literally, given how controversial Billström’s statements were (see 

Section 2.2). Even though water as a source domain is used in the Swedish target text, it would have 

been a risky move to retain this particular expression. There are some people who might not find it 

controversial at all, but retaining it could have created associations with texts that express anti-

immigration views, which the source text does not. Instead, the noun mängd is chosen, which is used 

to describe a large amount of people (Svensk Ordbok 2019) and is a much more neutral option. The 

Spanish target text choses the noun llegada (arrival), which is also a neutral option that describes 

exactly what is happening, i.e. many people who are arriving to the EU.  

Another example of when it is difficult to retain a metaphorical expression and the conceptual 

metaphor is shown (34): 

(34) The EU will continue to […] emphasize the importance of harnessing the positive effects of 
migration as a horizontal means of implementation for the post-2015 development agenda. [Eng: 
16] 

 
EU kommer fortsatt att […] betona betydelsen av att utnyttja migrationens positiva effekter som en 
övergripande metod för genomförande av utvecklingsagendan efter 2015. [Swe: 17] 

 
La UE seguirá […] haciendo hincapié en la importancia de que se aprovechen al máximo los efectos 
positivos de la migración como medio horizontal de aplicación de la agenda para el desarrollo 
posterior a 2015. [Spa: 19]  
(The EU will continue to […] emphasize the importance of taking advantage to the fullest of the 
positive effects on migration as a horizontal means of implementation for the post-2015 
development agenda.)  

 

The verb harness means to “put a harness on a horse or other draft animal” (Oxford English 

Dictionary 2019) in order for the animal to perform tasks such as drawing heavy loads. This results in 

the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS A DOMESTIC ANIMAL. The verb harness can be used 

metaphorically when we want to express that we control or make use of some kind of resource, as in 

(34), where migration is understood as a valuable resource that can be controlled and utilized. Both 

target texts have, however, chosen non-metaphorical expressions instead. A literal translation of 

harness in Swedish would be sela på or spänna på, which, according to Svensk Ordbok (2019), is 

rarely used metaphorically. In those cases, a verb such as utnyttja is recommended, and the original 

conceptualization is thereby lost. To choose a different verb whose meaning is closely related to a 

domestic animal, such as tygla, is also questionable, as it tends to be used with target domains that 

have negative associations and that are difficult to control. The Spanish target text has probably 

chosen the verb aprovechar (to take advantage of), which is an equivalent of the Swedish verb 

utnyttja, for similar reasons. Once again, a literal translation would have been unidiomatic, since the 

Oxford Spanish Dictionary (2019) recommends verbs such as aprovechar (to take advantage of) or 

utilizar (to utilize) when the text is referring to something abstract and not a domestic animal.  
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Paraphrasing a metaphorical expression in the target texts is sometimes motivated by a difficulty to 

retain or modify the original metaphorical expression. Applied force as a source domain with the verb 

impact tends to be paraphrased in both target texts, although it must be noted that when it is used as a 

noun, the Spanish target text retains it. The word volume is paraphrased in both target texts, as it 

would probably be too controversial to retain it. The Spanish target text paraphrases the noun 

approach, which is a manifestation of the conceptual metaphor DEALING WITH A PROBLEM IS A 

JOURNEY where the solution to a problem is conceptualized as the destination of a journey, and uses 

the noun planteamiento (approach, but does not evoke the same image), whereas the Swedish target 

text uses strategi. Even though some metaphorical expressions are paraphrased, the most common 

source domains for each target domain in the source text are typically retained in the target texts.  

4.2.5 Added and Non-metaphorical 

Replacing a non-metaphorical expression with a metaphorical expression, and thereby adding a 

conceptual metaphor, is the fourth most used translation procedure in the Swedish target text and the 

third most used translation procedure in the Spanish target text. The majority of instances where a 

conceptual metaphor is added are motivated by the non-metaphorical expression address in English, as 

in (35): 

(35) It is in the interests of all to address the root causes which cause people to seek a life elsewhere.  
[Eng: 7] 

 
Det ligger i allas intresse att angripa de bakomliggande orsaker som får folk att se sig om efter ett 
liv på annat håll. [Swe: 7–8]  

 
Redunda en interés de todos abordar las causas profundas que llevan a la gente a buscar una vida 
mejor en otros lugares. [Spa: 9] 
(It is in the interests of all to board the profound causes which cause people to seek a better life in 
other places.)  

 

The verb address is replaced with a metaphorical expression nine times in the Swedish target text and 

ten times in the Spanish target text. In both target texts, the most common conceptual metaphor that is 

added is POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY IS AN ENEMY, as in (35). The Swedish verb 

angripa means to physically attack someone, for example when an enemy in war attacks (Svensk 

Ordbok 2019), and the Spanish verb abordar means to board a ship with the intention of attacking an 

enemy (Diccionario de la lengua española 2014). These are two different lexical units, but both of 

them imply a physical attack on an enemy in war. Replacing the verb address with a metaphorical 

expression with war connotations is the reason why POLITICAL OPPRESSION/WAR/POVERTY IS AN 

ENEMY occurs almost twice as many times in the target texts as it does in the source text. There are 

other translations that could have been used in the target texts, such as ta itu med and tratar (to treat, 

deal with), but perhaps, given that enemy is the most used source domain in the source text (see Table 

1), the translators wanted to strengthen that type of conceptualization and felt that a metaphorical 

expression would be much more suitable given that the situation in the Mediterranean had escalated 

when A European Agenda on Migration was written.     

Another verb that motivated the addition of a conceptual metaphor is deal with. The example in (36) is 

another example of when both target texts replace a non-metaphorical expression with a metaphorical 

expression, but there are instances where one of the target texts retains the original non-metaphorical 

expression. The following example, however, shows a source domain that was only found in the 

Spanish target text: 
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(36) To deal with the situation in the Mediterranean, the Commission will, by the end of May, propose 
triggering the emergency response system envisaged under Article 78(3) TFEU. [Eng: 4] 

 
För att hantera situationen i Medelhavsområdet, kommer kommissionen i slutet av maj att föreslå 
att vi utnyttjar det krishanteringssystem som avses i artikel 78.3 i FEU-fördraget. [Swe: 4]  

 
Para poner remedio a la situación en el Mediterráneo, la Comisión va a proponer, antes de que 
finalice el mes de mayo, la activación del mecanismo de intervención de emergencia previsto en el 
artículo 78, apartado 3, del TFUE. [Spa: 5] 
(To remedy the situation in the Mediterranean, the Commission will propose, before the end of May, 
the activation of the planned emergency response mechanism under Article 78(3) TFEU.)  

 

The Swedish target text uses the verb hantera, which, according to Svensk Ordbok (2019), is often 

used with abstract phenomena. It’s basic meaning, however, is handling an object with your hands. 

Therefore, this results in the conceptual metaphor MIGRATION IS AN OBJECT. The Spanish target text 

uses the phrase poner remedio (to remedy), which is a manifestation of MIGRATION IS A DISEASE. 

Conceptualizing a target domain, in this case migration, as a disease implies that the target domain 

may cause further damage if left untreated, which emphasizes the seriousness of the situation. This 

source domain can also be used to reflect negative emotions towards a certain topic. For example, 

Dvořák (2012) found that the economic crisis was conceptualized as a disease in press releases and 

plenary speeches translated to Czech, and O’Brien (2003) found that those who were opposed to 

immigration conceptualized immigration as a nucleus that would grow uncontrollably, which perhaps 

has a more aggressive tone than the one in (36). However, the conceptual metaphor in the Spanish 

target text does not necessarily mean that the Spanish translator, and everyone else who was involved 

in editing the document, considers migration as a disease that has to be cured. It could very well be a 

result of simply wanting to use a conventional phrase in the target language that is common when 

describing how a problem should be solved.  

The non-metaphorical expressions address and deal with motivate the majority of instances where a 

non-metaphorical expression is replaced with a metaphorical expression in the target texts. The verb 

address tends to be replaced with metaphorical expressions in Swedish and Spanish that utilize enemy 

as a source domain, perhaps since the target domains, which are political oppression, war, poverty and 

exploitation, are serious issues that have caused a lot of damage to many people in the Mediterranean 

region. The verb deal with is replaced with hantera and tackla in the Swedish target text, whereas the 

Spanish target text uses disease a source domain with poner remedio (to remedy). In addition, on two 

occasions, the Spanish target text adds flujo (flow), as in flujos migratorios (migratory flows) and 

flujos de refugiados (flows of refugees), which are manifestations on MIGRATION IS WATER and 

REFUGEES ARE WATER.  

4.2.6 Summary and Discussion 

All of these translation procedures, which can be seen in Table 2, share similarities with those 

presented by other scholars. The most obvious one is that Toury (1995), Jensen (2005), Gražytè and 

Maskaliūnienè (2009), Dvořák (2012) and Tcaciuc (2013) all state that a conceptual metaphor can be 

retained if the metaphorical expression is retained. Tcaciuc, however, is the only one who points out 

that, in some cases, it can still be retained even though the metaphorical expression is changed. Just 

like Tcaciuc, the present study has observed that translators are not restricted to an exact equivalent of 

the original metaphorical expression if they want to retain the conceptual metaphor. All five studies 

also state that the conceptual metaphor can be changed into a different one, which implies changing 

the metaphorical expression, and that it can be paraphrased, meaning that a non-metaphorical 
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expression is used instead. These two procedures were observed in the present study as well, and the 

target-oriented approach that was taken showed that non-metaphorical expressions in the source text 

are occasionally transformed into metaphorical expression in the target text, which only Toury and 

Tcaciuc point out. Toury, Jensen and Tcaciuc also reveal that conceptual metaphors are sometimes 

completely omitted by deleting the metaphorical expression without paraphrasing it, which did not 

happen in either of the target texts in the present study.  

Another observation is that the translation procedures in the Swedish and Spanish target texts are not 

distributed entirely the same, but two procedures are especially preferred in both of them. Retaining 

the conceptual metaphor and the metaphorical expression is the most used translation procedure in the 

Spanish target text (47 out of 98 times), but it is the second most used translation procedure in the 

Swedish target text (29 out of 98 times). Replacing the metaphorical expression with a completely 

different one and thereby using a new conceptual metaphor is the most used translation procedure in 

the Swedish target text (37 out of 98 times) and the second most used translation procedure in the 

Spanish target text (23 out of 98 times). The reason why this translation procedure is used so often in 

the Swedish target text is not necessarily because English and Swedish share few same conceptual 

metaphors. As seen in Subsection 4.2.3, this translation procedure tends to be motivated when certain 

metaphorical expressions in the source text would have been unidiomatic if they were retained in the 

target text. Although some conceptual metaphors are never retained at all in Swedish target text, such 

as EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD and REFUGEES ARE WATER, there are many conceptual metaphors 

in the Swedish target text that are replaced once but then retained in other places in the text, such as 

EUROPE IS A CONTAINER (see Subsection 4.2.3).  

The fact that many metaphorical expressions are replaced with different metaphorical expressions in 

the Swedish target text and not paraphrased probably has to do with the fact that there are so many 

metaphorical expressions in our everyday language, which Lakoff and Johnson (1980: 3) and other 

cognitive linguists have demonstrated. Common verbs such as dra till sig and hantera are 

manifestations of conceptual metaphors, and using them results in a target domain being 

conceptualized in a certain way. The same goes for the Spanish target text; it is not surprising that this 

translation procedure is the second most used given how many metaphorical expressions there are in 

most languages.  

Paraphrasing a metaphorical expression, i.e. converting it into a non-metaphorical expression, is the 

third most used translation procedure in the Swedish target text (15 out of 98 times) and the fourth 

most used procedure in the Spanish target text (12 out of 98 times). This translation procedure mostly 

occurs when it is difficult to retain or modify the original metaphorical expression or when a 

metaphorical expression is too controversial in the target culture, which happened with the word 

volume (see Subsection 4.2.4). Replacing a non-metaphorical expression with a metaphorical 

expression, and thereby adding a conceptual metaphor, is the fourth most used translation procedure in 

the Swedish target text (11 out of 98 times) and the third most used procedure in the Spanish target 

text (13 out of 98 times). This tends to happen with non-metaphorical expressions such as address and 

deal with, which are replaced with metaphorical expressions instead, often those that conceptualize the 

target domain as an enemy in war or a disease. This could be a result of the translators wanting to 

reinforce certain conceptualizations in the target texts. Modifying the metaphorical expression while 

still retaining the conceptual metaphor happens three times in the Swedish target text and twice in the 

Spanish target text. This translation procedure typically occurs when a literal translation of the 

metaphorical expression in the source text is considered to be unidiomatic, such as target and channel, 

but the original conceptual metaphor is still appropriate in the target language.  
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It is important to note that the distribution of translation procedures shown in Table 2 could have been 

easily changed if other conceptual metaphors had been included, another type of document had been 

analyzed or other target languages had been chosen. There is always the possibility that certain topics 

are conceptualized very similarly in some languages, which then results in a high number of retained 

conceptual metaphors. There is also the possibility that certain topics are supported by completely 

different conceptual systems in some languages, resulting in a high number of replaced or paraphrased 

conceptual metaphors. The results also depend on the context of the document and the target culture; 

some metaphorical expressions may be used on certain occasions in the target language, but the 

translator may feel that the expression is not appropriate given the context of the document or that it is 

simply too risky to retain, as seen in (33). In these cases, the translator has to decide whether retaining 

the metaphorical expressions is worth the risk and important to the overall understanding of the text, 

or if a more conventional metaphorical expression or a non-metaphorical expression is better suited. 

To give a better overview of how the conceptualizations have changed in the target text, Figure 6 

shows all the target domains that were analyzed in the present study and the source domains that were 

utilized in each language version. Each target domain in the figure has been conceptualized with the 

help of the source domains that are on the same row. For example, the conceptual metaphor 

REFUGEES ARE WATER occurs in the source text and in the Spanish target text, but the conceptual 

domain REFUGEES ARE OBJECTS only occurs in the Swedish target text. Once again, instances of 

occurrence are within parentheses: 
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Target domain  Source domain  

 English Swedish Spanish 

migration 

applied force (10), water 

(8), plant (6), opponent 

(1), container (1), 

domestic animal (1), 

substance in a container 

(1), tension force (1) 

applied force (7), water 

(5), journey (1), plant (1), 

opponent (1), enemy (1), 

object (1), weight (1) 

applied force (8), water 

(8), container (5), enemy 

(5), plant (1), disease (1), 

weight (1) 

refugees water (3), weight (1) object (4) water (4), weight (1) 

asylum seekers 
applied force (1), water 

(1) 

applied force (1), water 

(1) 

applied force (1), water 

(1) 

irregular migration 
enemy (4), plant (3), 

corrosive substance (1) 

applied force (1), enemy 

(1) 

enemy (4), container (3), 

applied force (1) 

forced migration plant (3) – container (3) 

internal displacement place of confinement (1) – place of confinement (1) 

political oppression 

enemy (7), applied force 

(2), place of confinement 

(1), opponent (1) 

enemy (16), object (8), 

opponent (2), person (1) 

enemy (15), place of 

confinement (1), applied 

force (1), disease (1) 

war 

enemy (7), applied force 

(3), place of confinement 

(1), opponent (1), 

bounded space (1) 

enemy (16), object (8), 

opponent (2), person (1), 

army (1) 

enemy (15), place of 

confinement (1), applied 

force (1), moving entity 

(1), disease (1) 

poverty 

enemy (7), applied force 

(3), place of confinement 

(1), bounded space (1), 

opponent (1) 

enemy (16), object (7), 

opponent (2), person (1), 

army (1)  

enemy (15), place of 

confinement (1), applied 

force (1), moving entity 

(1), disease (1) 

exploitation 

enemy (14), opponent 

(2), army (1), magnetic 

force (1), building (1), 

machine (1), wild animal 

(1) 

enemy (18), moving 

entity (1), applied force 

(1) 

enemy (17), moving 

entity (2), magnetic force 

(1), building (1) 

systematic mistreatment enemy (1) enemy (1) enemy (1) 

Europe 
battlefield (6), container 

(4) 
object (6), container (3) battlefield (6) 

Figure 6. Distribution of the source domains that were utilized in all three language versions. 

 

The conceptualization of migration, refugees and asylum seekers has changed slightly in the Swedish 

and Spanish target texts; source domains such as tension force and domestic animal are not transferred 

to the target texts, and the target texts sometimes utilize new source domains such as weight, object 

and disease. Frequently used source domains such as applied force and water are, however, still 

present in both target texts almost as many times as they are in the source text. Irregular migration is 

conceptualized as an enemy in all three language versions, but it is also understood as an applied force 

in both target texts. Forced migration is not paired with a source domain in the Swedish target text 
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because the metaphorical expression has been changed in a way that the new conceptual metaphor 

features a different target domain (see example 27 in Subsection 4.2.3). Internal displacement is not 

included in a conceptual metaphor in the Swedish target text since the metaphorical expression was 

paraphrased, but it is conceptualized as a place of confinement in the source text and the Spanish 

target text. 

Political oppression, war and poverty are conceptualized as an enemy in all three language versions, 

but this occurs almost twice as many times in the target texts. This is a result of non-metaphorical 

expressions such as address and deal with being replaced with metaphorical expressions such as 

angripa and abordar that conceptualize the target domain as an enemy in war (see example 35 in 

Subsection 4.2.5). Object is used as a source domain in the Swedish target text because metaphorical 

expressions such as root causes are replaced with bakomliggande orsaker, which results in political 

oppression, war and poverty being conceptualized as an object (see example 27 in Subsection 4.2.3). 

Some of the source domains that are used with exploitation in the source text are lost in the target 

texts, sometimes as a result of replacing certain metaphorical expressions with different ones (see 

example 30 in Subsection 4.2.3), but the target texts manage to include other previously used source 

domains instead, such as applied force and moving entity. The conceptualization of systematic 

mistreatment is the same in all three language versions, but Europe is conceptualized slightly different 

in the target texts. EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD is retained in the Spanish target text but not in the 

Swedish target text (see example 24 in Subsection 4.2.1), and EUROPE IS A CONTAINER is retained in 

the Swedish target text but not in the Spanish target text (see example 28 in Subsection 4.2.3). 

In general, the changes that are seen in Figure 6 have not resulted in a drastic change of how the target 

domains in the target texts are conceptualized compared to the source text. Migration, refugees and 

asylum seekers are still mostly conceptualized as an applied force or water, and irregular migration is 

still understood as something harmful. Political oppression, war, poverty and exploitation are also still 

understood as an enemy in war that can inflict a lot of damage. The changes that have been made with 

the target domains Europe, refugees and forced migration are minimal and are a result of wanting to 

maintain idiomatic and conventional expressions in the target texts.   

There are, however, small changes between the three language versions that stand out. The source text 

is the only text that uses animal as a source domain on two occasions with the expressions fall prey 

and harnessing. These are either replaced or paraphrased in the target text to avoid unidiomatic 

expressions and unfamiliar conceptual metaphors. In addition, the Spanish target text is the only one 

that utilizes disease as a source domain. This occurs only twice: once with migration and once with 

political oppression, war and poverty. However, the metaphorical expression that is used with this 

source domain, poner remedio, is most likely just a conventional way of describing a serious issue that 

needs to be resolved.   

It is also important to note that the translators are not the ones who have the final say on the 

translations. As mentioned in Section 2.4, many documents, original as well as translated ones, 

produced by the European Commission have to be evaluated by revisers, legal revisers and politicians 

who will make the changes they find necessary. Certain metaphorical expressions that were retained 

by the translators might have been replaced with non-metaphorical expressions after revision, and vice 

versa. Translation tools, also mentioned in Section 2.4, can also influence the translation of conceptual 

metaphors. A metaphorical expression in the source language might have been previously translated 

with a certain metaphorical expression several times before and then stored in a translation memory. 

The translator might have then been compelled to use this familiar and often used solution even 
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though a different expression would have been possible to use. This is by no means suggested as 

something bad, but in an institution such as the European Commission, translators might be expected 

to opt for solutions previously used in similar types of texts. The present study discusses the possible 

motives behind each translation procedure from a translation perspective, but it is important to 

acknowledge that other factors could have affected the end result as well.  

5. Conclusion 

The aim of the present study was to investigate how translators at the European Commission handle 

metaphorical expressions and the underlying conceptual metaphors that conceptualize migration, 

irregular migration, forced migration, internal displacement, asylum seekers, refugees, political 

oppression, war, poverty, exploitation, systematic mistreatment and Europe, which are all closely 

related to the recent European migrant and refugee crisis. The study examined the policy document A 

European Agenda on Migration, which was produced by the European Commission as a response to 

the large number of refugees and migrants that arrived to Europe via the Mediterranean in 2015. The 

English language version of this document was treated as the source text, given that English tends to 

be the main drafting language at the Commission (Directorate-General for Translation 2014: 6) and 

the first official draft was published in English six days before the final product. The Swedish and 

Spanish language versions of this policy document were included in the study and treated as the target 

texts.  

The first research question focused on how the chosen target domains are conceptualized in the source 

text, and all the source domains that were utilized were organized in a mind map to create a better 

overview. The following source domains were identified: applied force, magnetic force, tension force, 

weight, water, corrosive substance, place of confinement, bounded space, container, substance in a 

container, opponent, army, enemy, plant, domestic animal, wild animal, building, machine and 

battlefield. What most of them have in common is that they involve some type of powerful force that 

may or may not be controlled depending on the measures that are taken. Enemy, applied force and 

water were among the most frequently used source domains; enemy occurred 18 times, applied force 

occurred 14 times and water occurred 12 times in the source text. Many of the source domains have 

negative connotations, such as enemy, corrosive substance and wild animal, which means that some 

target domains, such as political oppression, war, poverty and exploitation, are understood as 

something powerful and dangerous that, in turn, requires a strong plan of action, as the one presented 

in A European Agenda on Migration, to prevent further harm on migrants and the asylum system.  

The second research question focused on the translation procedures that were used by the translators. 

A total of six translation procedures were identified in the target texts, and they differed in terms of 

how the conceptual metaphors and the metaphorical expressions were treated. Retaining the 

conceptual metaphor and the metaphorical expression was the most frequently used translation 

procedure in the Spanish target text and the second most used procedure in the Swedish target text. 

Replacing the conceptual metaphor with a different one was the second most used procedure in the 

Spanish target text but the most used procedure in the Swedish target text. The high number of 

replaced conceptual metaphors in the Swedish target text is a result of maintaining an idiomatic 

language. Certain metaphorical expressions, such as root and absorb, were difficult to retain in 

Swedish or not conventional enough. This does not mean that the source domains that are manifested 
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through these expressions, which are plant and water, are not utilized in Swedish. In fact, they were 

present in other sentences that used metaphorical expressions that were easier to retain.  

Converting a metaphorical expression into a non-metaphorical expression was the fourth most used 

procedure in the Spanish target text but the third most used procedure in the Swedish target text. 

Paraphrasing, which is another word for this procedure, only happened with a couple of metaphorical 

expressions, most likely because there are many metaphorical expressions in our everyday language 

that can be used instead. This procedure was, however, applied in both target texts when the 

controversial metaphorical expression volume was used in the source text. Adding a conceptual 

metaphor where there was none in the source text was the third most used procedure in the Spanish 

target text and the fourth most used procedure in the Swedish target text, but the difference in 

distribution is very small and the majority of instances were a result of replacing non-metaphorical 

expressions such as deal with and address with metaphorical expressions. Adding a conceptual 

metaphor did not always occur simultaneously in the target texts; there were instances where only one 

of the target texts added a new conceptual metaphor and the other target text chose to retain the non-

metaphorical expression from the source text. Modifying the metaphorical expression while still 

retaining the conceptual metaphor was, along with retaining the non-metaphorical expression when the 

other target text added a new conceptual metaphor, the least used procedure in the Swedish and the 

Spanish target text; many metaphorical expressions were retained without being modified or were 

replaced with other metaphorical expressions that were more suitable.   

The third and final research question concentrated on how the target domains were conceptualized in 

the target texts compared to the source text. Enemy, applied force and water, which were the most 

frequently used source domains in the source text, were transferred to both target texts. Enemy as a 

source domain was used almost twice as many times with political oppression, war and poverty in the 

target texts than in the source text because the non-metaphorical expressions address and deal with 

were replaced with metaphorical expressions such as angripa and abordar, which conceptualize these 

target domains as an enemy in war. Some of the original source domains were not transferred, such as 

wild animal and substance in a container, but a couple of new ones were added instead, such as disease 

and weight. These were not drastic changes, and most of them appear to have been motivated by a 

desire to adapt to the target language and culture by only using idiomatic metaphorical and non-

metaphorical expressions.  

The results of the present study indicate that migration and other topics that are closely related to the 

European migrant and refugee crisis are conceptualized quite similarly in English, Swedish and 

Spanish. There are instances where different source domains or non-metaphorical expressions are 

preferred in Swedish and Spanish, but all three languages appear to share many conceptual metaphors. 

The results also indicate that it is possible to retain a conceptual metaphor even when the metaphorical 

expression is modified, meaning that translators are not always limited to an exact equivalent if they 

wish to retain the conceptual metaphor. In addition, the target-oriented approach that was suggested by 

Toury (1995) and applied in the present study revealed that instances where a non-metaphorical 

expression is replaced with a metaphorical expression, and thereby adding a conceptual metaphor, can 

be missed by the researcher if he or she only focuses on the metaphorical expressions in the source 

text and the corresponding expressions, or lack of, in the target text instead of analyzing the whole 

target text sentence by sentence.  

Adopting a target-oriented approach in future studies on metaphor translation could reveal if there is a 

tendency in certain types of texts and contexts to replace a non-metaphorical expression in the source 
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text with a metaphorical expression in the target text, and thereby adding a conceptual metaphor. This 

procedure is perhaps more common in works of fiction where translators might have more creative 

freedom. Translation students would also benefit from being exposed to more studies that reveal that 

conceptual metaphors can be part of a translation solution and that adding conceptual metaphors to the 

target text is sometimes necessary to maintain an idiomatic language; this can be done without 

drastically changing the overall conceptualization of a target domain, which the present study has 

shown. If, however, cross-cultural similarity and variation in metaphor are to be found, studies such as 

the present one are well suited, since all language versions of a multilingual document produced by an 

institution are considered to be equally authentic. It is also likely that the translation of conceptual 

metaphors is analyzed more frequently with a process-oriented approach in the future, given that many 

studies have been product-oriented. This would allow us to find out whether translators actually are 

aware of conceptual metaphors in the source text, and, if so, to what extent.   
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Appendix 

List of every instance where a conceptual metaphor is used in at least one of the language versions. 

 

ENGLISH        SWEDISH        SPANISH 

 
MIGRATION IS WATER    MIGRATION IS A JOURNEY    non-metaphorical expression 

 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/   POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    POLITICAL OPPRESSION/ 

WAR/POVERTY IS A PLACE  WAR/POVERTY IS AN ENEMY   WAR/POVERTY IS A PLACE 

OF CONFINEMENT                 OF CONFINEMENT 

 

MIGRATION IS WATER    MIGRATION IS WATER     MIGRATION IS WATER 

 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  non-metaphorical expression    non-metaphorical expression 

FORCE  

 

MIGRATION IS A PLANT    PURPOSEFUL ACTION IS    non-metaphorical expression 

           APPLYING FORCE        

 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/   POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    POLITICAL OPPRESSION/ 

WAR/POVERTY/      WAR/POVERTY/       WAR/POVERTY/ 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY  EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY   EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY 

 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED   MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED 

FORCE         FORCE          FORCE 

 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ARMY  EXPLOITATION IS A MOVING   EXPLOITATION IS A MOVING 

           ENTITY          ENTITY 

 

non-metaphorical expression   POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    DEALING WITH A PROBLEM 

           WAR/POVERTY IS AN ENEMY   IS A JOURNEY 

 

MIGRATION IS A PLANT    POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    MIGRATION IS AN CONTAINER 

           WAR/POVERTY IS AN OBJECT 

 

MIGRATION IS A CONTAINER  MIGRATION IS A PLANT     MIGRATION IS A PLANT 

 

non-metaphorical expression   POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    POLITICAL OPPRESSION 

           WAR/POVERTY IS A PERSON   WAR/POVERTY IS AN ENEMY 

 

WAR/POVERTY IS AN    non-metaphorical expression    non-metaphorical expression 

APPLIED FORCE 

 

WAR/POVERTY IS A      WAR/POVERTY IS AN ARMY   WAR/POVERTY IS A MOVING 

BOUNDED SPACE                  ENTITY 

 

SYSTEMATIC MISTREATMENT SYSTEMATIC MISTREATMENT  SYSTEMATIC MISTREATMENT 

IS AN ENEMY       IS AN ENEMY        IS AN ENEMY 

 

EUROPE IS A CONTAINER   MIGRATION IS AN ENEMY    MIGRATION IS AN ENEMY 

 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED   MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED 

FORCE         FORCE          FORCE 
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MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED   MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED 

FORCE         FORCE          FORCE 

 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED   MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED 

FORCE         FORCE          FORCE 

 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY  PURPOSEFUL ACTION IS MONEY  EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY 

 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY  EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY   EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY 

 

EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY  EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY   EXPLOITATION IS AN ENEMY 

 

EXPLOITATION IS A      EXPLOITATION IS AN APPLIED  EXPLOITATION IS A MAGNETIC 

MAGNETIC FORCE     FORCE          FORCE 

 

MIGRATION IS A SUBSTANCE  non-metaphorical expression    non-metaphorical expression 

IN A CONTAINER 

 

ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE AN  ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE AN   ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE AN 

APPLIED FORCE      APPLIED FORCE       APPLIED FORCE 

 

MIGRATION IS WATER    MIGRATION IS WATER     MIGRATION IS WATER 

 

EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD  EUROPE IS AN OBJECT     EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD 

 

MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED  MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED    MIGRATION IS AN APPLIED 

FORCE         FORCE          FORCE 

 

MIGRATION IS A SUBSTANCE  non-metaphorical expression    non-metaphorical expression 

IN A CONTAINER 

 

MIGRATION IS A TENSION   non-metaphorical expression    MIGRATION IS WATER 

FORCE 

 

non-metaphorical expression   MIGRATION IS AN OBJECT    MIGRATION IS A DISEASE 

 

MIGRATION IS WATER    MIGRATION IS WATER     MIGRATION IS WATER 

 

EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD  EUROPE IS AN OBJECT     EUROPE IS A BATTLEFIELD  

 

POLITICAL OPPRESSION/   POLITICAL OPPRESSION/    POLITICAL OPPRESSION/ 
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