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ABSTRACT 

 This study explores the evolving nature of linguistic frameworks in leadership 

discourse through an examination of the gradual transformation of conceptual 

metaphors in English political communication. Rather than regarding metaphorical 

expressions as static rhetorical devices, the paper views them as dynamic cognitive 

mechanisms that evolve incrementally in response to shifting political realities. 

Building on Paul Chilton’s framework of strategic functions and Andreas Musolff’s 

concept of metaphorical scenarios, the analysis investigates how political speakers 

progressively reshape source domains associated with organic development and 

spatial movement. Particular attention is given to the process of semantic evolution, 

whereby metaphorical meanings and their persuasive force are modified in a gradual 

manner to facilitate the transition from established policies to emerging ideological 

positions. Using qualitative discourse analysis of contemporary English political 

speeches, the study demonstrates that the incremental adaptation of conceptual 

metaphors enables political actors to introduce significant ideological changes 

without provoking strong public resistance. The findings suggest that the gradual 

reconfiguration of metaphorical mappings constitutes an effective rhetorical strategy 

for sustaining long-term political persuasion and enhancing public acceptance of 

evolving political agendas. 

 Keywords: metaphorical scenarios, political discourse, graduality, semantic 

drifting, strategic functions, rhetorical evolution, English political Language, 

incremental Mapping… 
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INTRODUCTION 

 Political discourse has consistently attracted scholarly attention because of the 

complex interplay between language, cognition, and the exercise of power. Among 

the various linguistic resources employed in political communication, conceptual 

metaphors play a particularly significant role in influencing public understanding 

and reinforcing political legitimacy. This study examines an underexplored aspect 

of metaphor use by investigating the gradual transformation of conceptual 

metaphors in English political discourse. Instead of treating metaphors as fixed 

rhetorical ornaments or purely stylistic devices, the research conceptualizes them as 

flexible cognitive instruments that evolve through a process of linguistic graduality. 

Such gradual change enables political leaders to introduce ideological shifts 

progressively, thereby minimizing cognitive resistance among audiences. Through 

an analysis of incremental changes in metaphorical mappings, the study 

demonstrates how political discourse simplifies complex social and economic issues 

while continuously adapting metaphorical meanings to accommodate changing 

political objectives and institutional priorities. 

 To understand the mechanics of this evolution, it is essential to move beyond 

traditional perspectives that treat metaphors as fixed entities. While earlier scholars 

laid the groundwork for understanding how we perceive the world through figurative 

language, contemporary discourse analysis requires a more nuanced approach. Paul 

Chilton provides a vital framework in this regard through his exploration of the 

strategic functions of political language. Chilton emphasizes that language is used 

to establish boundaries, exert control, and define spatial or temporal relationships. 

When a politician introduces a metaphor, they are not just describing a situation but 

are setting a trajectory for future policy. The concept of graduality enters this process 

when a metaphor is not replaced abruptly but is instead allowed to drift semantically. 
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This semantic drifting ensures that the audience remains connected to the original 

narrative while being slowly introduced to a new interpretation of reality.  

 Complementing this view is the work of Andreas Musolff, who introduced the 

concept of metaphorical scenarios. Musolff argues that metaphors do not exist in 

isolation but are part of a larger narrative sequence that has a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. In the context of English political rhetoric, these scenarios often involve 

source domains such as organic growth, architectural stability, or spatial movement. 

For instance, a government might initially describe the economy as a seedling that 

requires protection. Over several months or years, this metaphor is gradually evolved 

into a sturdy tree or a complex ecosystem. This transition is not accidental but is a 

calculated linguistic strategy that reflects the incremental nature of political change. 

By tracking these subtle recalibrations, this study demonstrates that the power of a 

metaphor lies in its ability to be flexible rather than its rigidity. The importance of 

examining graduality in metaphoric mapping cannot be overstated in an era of rapid 

information exchange and shifting global alliances. Political leaders in the English-

speaking world face the constant challenge of maintaining narrative consistency 

while adapting to unforeseen crises or shifting public moods. If a leader were to 

change their metaphorical framework too quickly, it would lead to what is known as 

rhetorical shock, where the audience perceives the change as a lack of conviction or 

a loss of direction. Therefore, the successful politician employs a strategy of 

incrementalism. They adjust the intensity of their metaphors and the focus of their 

source domains in a way that feels natural and inevitable. This article seeks to decode 

these patterns of gradual transformation by examining key speeches and documents 

that illustrate how linguistic nuance facilitates long-term persuasion.   

  Furthermore, this research explores how the intersection of cognitive 

linguistics and political science can provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

public manipulation and consent. The gradual evolution of metaphors serves as a 

bridge between the abstract world of ideology and the concrete world of public 
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policy. When a metaphor is modified step by step, it bypasses the critical filters of 

the audience because the change is too small to be noticed in the short term. 

However, when viewed over a longer period, these small adjustments accumulate 

into a significant shift in meaning. This study aims to provide a systematic analysis 

of this accumulation, offering new insights into the persuasive power of linguistic 

graduality. Through this lens, we can see that political language is not a reflection 

of reality but a carefully managed evolution of concepts designed to guide the public 

consciousness through the complexities of modern governance. 

 METHODOLOGY        

 The methodological framework of this research is designed to systematically 

identify and analyze the incremental transitions of metaphorical structures within the 

sphere of English political communication. To achieve a comprehensive 

understanding of how linguistic graduality functions, this study employs a 

qualitative approach rooted in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) and Corpus 

Assisted Metaphor Analysis. The primary objective is to move beyond a descriptive 

account of figurative language and instead investigate the underlying cognitive and 

strategic motives that drive metaphorical evolution over time. By utilizing a 

longitudinal research design, the study tracks the development of specific source 

domains across a series of interconnected political speeches, allowing for the 

observation of semantic drifting as it occurs in real-time [5]. The selection of 

data for this study is based on a purposive sampling technique, focusing on key 

political addresses delivered by prominent English-speaking leaders during periods 

of significant policy transition. These texts are chosen because they represent critical 

junctures where ideological recalibration is most likely to be reflected in the 

speaker's choice of metaphors. The corpus includes inaugural addresses, policy 

launch speeches, and parliamentary debates that span a defined chronological 

period, ensuring that the gradual nature of linguistic change can be effectively 

documented. This selection criteria ensures that the analysis is not limited to isolated 
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instances of metaphor use but instead captures the broader narrative arcs that 

Andreas Musolff describes as metaphorical scenarios [11].    

  The analytical process begins with the identification of metaphorical 

expressions using the Metaphor Identification Procedure (MIP), which involves 

comparing the contextual meaning of a word with its basic or literal meaning. Once 

a metaphor is identified, it is categorized according to its source domain, such as 

organic growth, architectural structures, or kinetic movement. However, unlike 

traditional metaphor analysis, this study adds a secondary layer of investigation 

focused on the concept of graduality. Each identified metaphor is evaluated based 

on its intensity, frequency, and the degree to which it deviates from previous 

rhetorical patterns. This allows the researcher to map the trajectory of a metaphor as 

it shifts from a marginal rhetorical tool to a central ideological pillar [12].  

  To ensure the reliability and validity of the findings, the study integrates Paul 

Chilton’s strategic functions of language, specifically focusing on the dimensions of 

legitimization and representation. The analysis examines how metaphorical 

graduality serves these functions by creating a sense of continuity and stability even 

when the underlying policy is undergoing radical change. By examining the subtle 

linguistic adjustments made by political actors, the methodology reveals how 

metaphors act as cognitive bridges that facilitate the public's transition from one 

conceptual reality to another. This approach recognizes that the power of political 

persuasion lies not in the abrupt introduction of new ideas but in the careful 

management of linguistic evolution [3]. 

  Furthermore, the research employs a comparative element to determine 

whether certain source domains are more prone to gradual evolution than others. For 

instance, metaphors related to the natural world may allow for a more seamless 

transition than those based on mechanical or technical systems. The qualitative 

analysis is supplemented by a close reading of the texts to identify linguistic markers 

https://scientific-jl.com/luch/


 

https:// journalss.org/index.php/luch/                                    Часть-71_ Том-6_Июнь-2026 21 

of graduality, such as the use of hedges, modifiers, and incremental adverbs that 

signal a shift in metaphorical mapping. This detailed examination provides a holistic 

view of the persuasive mechanics at work in contemporary political discourse [5].  

  Finally, the ethical considerations of this research involve the objective 

treatment of political texts and the avoidance of partisan bias during the 

interpretation phase. The study focuses strictly on the linguistic and cognitive 

properties of the discourse rather than the political validity of the ideologies being 

presented. By adhering to these methodological rigors, the research provides a 

replicable and transparent account of how the gradual evolution of conceptual 

metaphors shapes the landscape of modern English political communication [20].

 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS       

 The analysis of the selected data reveals that the gradual evolution of 

conceptual metaphors in English political discourse is not merely a linguistic shift 

but a strategic realignment of cognitive frameworks. The findings demonstrate that 

political actors frequently borrow metaphorical structures from classical literature to 

establish a sense of cultural continuity before incrementally modifying them to suit 

modern ideological needs. This process of semantic drifting is most evident in the 

transition from the rigid allegories found in Shakespearean drama or Miltonic epic 

to the fluid and adaptable metaphors of contemporary governance. By examining 

these transitions, the results highlight how linguistic graduality functions as a 

mechanism for managing public perception during periods of structural change [11]. 
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The incremental process of this transformation, moving from stable literary 

anchors to evolved political frameworks, is visually represented in Figure 1." 

 One of the most prominent examples of this evolution is the metaphorical 

mapping of the state as a biological organism or a human body. This concept has 

deep roots in English literary tradition, notably in William Shakespeare’s 

Coriolanus, where the fable of the belly is used to justify social hierarchy. In the 

initial stages of the analyzed political discourse, leaders often employ this organic 

metaphor to emphasize unity and natural order. However, the results show that as 

political agendas shift toward economic liberalization, the metaphor undergoes a 

gradual transformation. The state is no longer described as a fixed body with a 

singular heart but is instead incrementally reimagined as a complex ecosystem or a 

self-regulating organism. This shift is subtle and occurs through the introduction of 

modifiers that prioritize growth and adaptation over stability and hierarchy. This 

incremental modification allows for the introduction of market-oriented policies 

without appearing to abandon the traditional values of social cohesion [8].

 Furthermore, the data indicates a significant reliance on the journey metaphor, 

which is a staple of English literary epics such as John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s 

Progress. In the early phases of political campaigns, the journey metaphor is 

typically used to define a clear and linear path toward a specific national goal. As 

the political narrative progresses and encounters unforeseen obstacles, the metaphor 

does not disappear but instead evolves through linguistic graduality. The linear path 

is slowly replaced by metaphors of navigation and seafaring, where the focus shifts 

from the destination to the process of steering through turbulent waters. This 

transition is crucial because it allows leaders to justify delays or changes in policy 

by framing them as necessary navigational adjustments rather than failures of 

direction. The analysis shows that the use of navigational imagery provides a flexible 

framework that can be adjusted step by step to maintain public trust during times of 

crisis [1].  
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 The architectural metaphor, often found in the works of Charles Dickens to 

describe the institutional structures of Victorian society, also exhibits a high degree 

of graduality in modern political speech. Initially, policies are described using 

metaphors of solid foundations and permanent structures to evoke a sense of 

security. As the discourse moves toward reform and modernization, these metaphors 

are incrementally adjusted to focus on renovation and flexibility. The findings 

suggest that politicians avoid the sudden introduction of metaphors related to 

destruction or total rebuilding. Instead, they use a series of linguistic bridges where 

the old structure is described as undergoing a necessary and organic update. This 

prevents the rhetorical shock that would occur if the audience were told that the 

existing institutional foundations were being entirely replaced. The gradual nature 

of this metaphorical shift ensures that the new ideological framework is perceived 

as a natural extension of the past [10]. 

 In addition to these traditional domains, the results highlight the emergence 

of hybrid metaphors that blend literary imagery with technical or scientific language. 

For instance, the concept of the social contract, which has its philosophical origins 

in the Enlightenment but was popularized through the persuasive prose of writers 

like Thomas Hobbes, is frequently updated through incremental mapping. In 

contemporary discourse, the contract is no longer a static agreement but is described 

as a living document or a dynamic interface. This evolution reflects the increasing 

influence of digital and ecological paradigms on political thought. The analysis 

demonstrates that by gradually introducing terms such as feedback loops or 

sustainable growth into the social contract narrative, political actors can redefine the 

relationship between the citizen and the state in a way that feels contemporary yet 

remains grounded in historical precedent [11]. 
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Table 1: The Gradual Evolution of Conceptual Metaphors in English Political 

Discourse 

 The quantitative aspect of the analysis confirms that the frequency of these 

metaphorical shifts increases during periods of electoral transition or global 

instability. However, the most successful leaders are those who manage these shifts 

with the highest degree of linguistic nuance. The results show that the abrupt 

replacement of a core metaphor often correlates with a decrease in public approval 

ratings, whereas the gradual evolution of a metaphor facilitates a smoother transition 

in public opinion. This is particularly evident in the discourse surrounding 

environmental policy, where the metaphor of the Earth as a resource to be mastered 

has been slowly evolved into the metaphor of the Earth as a fragile home that 

requires stewardship. This transition has been achieved not through a single 

rhetorical event but through a decade-long process of incremental semantic drifting 

[8].  
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 Finally, the study finds that the intersection of literary tradition and political 

pragmatism creates a unique rhetorical space in English discourse. By drawing on 

the metaphorical wealth of the English literary canon, politicians are able to tap into 

a collective cultural memory that provides their messages with a sense of authority 

and permanence. The subsequent process of graduality then allows them to adapt 

this authority to the demands of the present. This dual strategy of cultural anchoring 

and linguistic evolution is a defining characteristic of modern political persuasion. 

The findings suggest that the ability to manage metaphorical graduality is one of the 

most important skills in the repertoire of contemporary leadership, as it allows for 

the reconciliation of traditional values with the necessity of progress [10].  

DISCUSSION 

 The results of this study confirm that the gradual evolution of conceptual 

metaphors is a primary mechanism for ideological survival in English political 

discourse. This discussion interprets the findings by synthesizing the linguistic 

evidence with cognitive psychology and political theory. The fundamental reason 

why graduality serves as a superior rhetorical tool is its ability to minimize cognitive 

resistance within the collective consciousness of the public. When a political actor 

introduces a radical policy shift through a sudden metaphorical change, it often 

triggers a psychological defense mechanism known as cognitive dissonance. 

However, by employing a strategy of incremental semantic drifting, leaders can 

bypass these critical filters, making the transition from one conceptual reality to 

another appear as a natural and inevitable progression [11].  

One of the most significant theoretical insights gained from this analysis is the 

relationship between linguistic graduality and the concept of the Overton Window. 

The results suggest that metaphors act as the primary drivers of this window, slowly 

moving the boundaries of acceptable political discourse. For instance, in 

contemporary discussions regarding national security, the metaphor of the state as a 
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closed fortress has been gradually recalibrated into the metaphor of a resilient 

network. This change is not merely an exchange of words but a strategic redefinition 

of what it means to be secure in a globalized world. By examining the intermediate 

steps of this transition, it becomes clear that politicians use modifiers and hedges to 

test the waters of public opinion before fully committing to a new metaphorical 

framework. This incremental approach provides a safety net for leadership, allowing 

for a strategic retreat if a particular linguistic shift encounters significant resistance 

[13].  

Furthermore, the discussion must address the psychological impact of these 

linguistic strategies on the audience. The human brain is naturally predisposed to 

recognize patterns and maintain narrative consistency. The gradual evolution of 

metaphors exploits this cognitive tendency by ensuring that each new metaphorical 

mapping shares at least some semantic features with the preceding one. This creates 

a chain of conceptual continuity that obscures the magnitude of the eventual change. 

In the context of the English political landscape, this is often seen in the rhetoric 

surrounding the welfare state. The metaphor of the safety net, which implies a 

temporary and reactive structure, has been incrementally evolved into the metaphor 

of the springboard, which emphasizes proactive and individualistic responsibility. 

While the two concepts represent vastly different approaches to social governance, 

the gradual nature of their evolution makes the shift feel like a refinement rather than 

a rejection of traditional values [12].  

Another critical aspect of this discussion is the role of cultural anchoring in 

facilitating linguistic graduality. The findings highlighted how politicians draw on 

the metaphorical wealth of English literature to legitimize their messages. This 

strategy serves two purposes. First, it provides a stable foundation that is resistant to 

immediate criticism because it is rooted in recognized cultural truths. Second, it 

allows for a more flexible evolution of meaning, as literary metaphors are often 
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inherently polysemous and open to interpretation. By utilizing metaphors of organic 

growth or navigational challenges found in classical texts, leaders can claim that 

their policies are in harmony with the historical character of the nation. This 

linguistic alignment between the past and the present is essential for maintaining 

legitimacy during periods of rapid modernization or crisis [19]. 

The discussion also reveals that the effectiveness of graduality is closely tied 

to the media environment in which it operates. In a fragmented and high speed 

information landscape, the subtle and incremental shift of metaphors can easily go 

unnoticed by the general public. Unlike a major policy announcement that is subject 

to intense scrutiny, the slow drift of linguistic meaning occurs beneath the level of 

conscious awareness. This makes it an exceptionally powerful tool for long term 

persuasion. The findings suggest that by the time a new metaphorical framework has 

been fully established, it has already been integrated into the public vocabulary, 

making it difficult for opposing voices to challenge the underlying assumptions. This 

phenomenon reinforces the idea that the control of language is the most enduring 

form of political power [19].  

Moreover, the ethical implications of metaphorical graduality merit careful 

consideration. While this strategy is a hallmark of sophisticated leadership, it also 

raises questions about the transparency of political communication. If ideologies are 

shifted through nearly invisible linguistic adjustments, the ability of the electorate to 

make informed decisions is compromised. The analysis shows that the gradual 

evolution of metaphors can be used to mask the true extent of policy changes, 

creating a gap between the perceived narrative and the actual legislative outcome. 

This highlights the need for a more critical public awareness of linguistic strategies 

and the role of discourse analysis in exposing the mechanics of political 

manipulation. By understanding how metaphors evolve, citizens can better navigate 

the complexities of modern leadership rhetoric [19]. 
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In summary, the discussion underscores that the gradual evolution of 

conceptual metaphors is not an accidental byproduct of political speech but a 

calculated strategy of cognitive alignment. By avoiding rhetorical shock and 

maintaining a sense of narrative continuity, leaders are able to guide public 

perception through the most challenging ideological transitions. This research 

emphasizes that the study of political linguistics must prioritize the temporal 

dimension of language, as the true power of a metaphor is often found in its slow 

and steady transformation rather than its immediate impact. The following 

conclusion will synthesize these points into a final assessment of the study's 

contribution to the field of applied linguistics [15].  

 CONCLUSION         

 The comprehensive analysis of English political discourse throughout this 

study demonstrates that the strategic employment of conceptual metaphors is 

fundamentally rooted in the principle of linguistic graduality. By moving away from 

a static view of figurative language, this research has shown that the persuasive 

power of a metaphor lies in its ability to undergo incremental evolution without 

disrupting the perceived narrative continuity of leadership. The findings underscore 

that political actors do not merely choose metaphors for their immediate rhetorical 

impact but instead manage them as long-term cognitive assets that can be subtly 

recalibrated to align with shifting ideological demands. This process of semantic 

drifting serves as a vital bridge between traditional cultural values and the necessity 

of modern policy reform, ensuring that complex transitions are integrated into the 

public consciousness with minimal cognitive friction.  

Furthermore, the study has highlighted the profound influence of the English 

literary canon on contemporary political rhetoric. By anchoring modern metaphors 

in the archetypal imagery of Shakespeare, Bunyan, and Dickens, politicians are able 

to tap into a collective cultural memory that lends their messages an inherent sense 

of legitimacy and permanence. The subsequent gradual modification of these 
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metaphors allows for a sophisticated form of persuasion where the audience accepts 

significant changes under the guise of natural evolution. This research contributes to 

the field of applied linguistics by providing a systematic framework for tracking 

these subtle transitions, offering new insights into the mechanics of public consent 

and the maintenance of political authority in the digital age. Ultimately, the 

investigation into metaphorical graduality reveals that language is not a passive 

reflection of political reality but an active instrument used to shape it. The ability to 

manage the intensity and mapping of metaphors step by step is a defining 

characteristic of effective leadership in modern governance. As political landscapes 

continue to evolve in response to global challenges, the study of linguistic graduality 

will remain essential for deconstructing the hidden mechanisms of influence that 

define the relationship between the state and the citizen. This article concludes that 

a nuanced understanding of metaphorical evolution is indispensable for any critical 

analysis of power, as it exposes the sophisticated ways in which language guides the 

human mind through the complexities of ideological change. 
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