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Extended Abstract

This study investigates the role of conceptual metaphor in shaping media discourse by analyzing the
headlines of the Iranian Arabic-language news channel Al-Alam. The research is based on the
premise that metaphor is not merely a stylistic or rhetorical device, but a deep cognitive structure
that shapes human understanding and influences perception. In the era of digital transformation and
accelerated communication, analyzing media language is essential for revealing the mechanisms of
meaning construction and the strategies used to influence public opinion. Accordingly, this study
seeks to identify the dominant metaphorical patterns in Al-Alam’s headlines and to examine how
they frame political, economic, and social issues through familiar conceptual structures. The
theoretical framework is grounded in cognitive linguistics, particularly the seminal work of George
Lakoff and Mark Johnson in Metaphors We Live By (1980).

Classical rhetoric traditionally viewed metaphor as a form of verbal ornamentation aimed at
enriching texts aesthetically and persuasively, as seen in the writings of the Sophists, Aristotle, and
Arab rhetoricians such as Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjani and al-Sakkaki. However, the theory of
conceptual metaphor, formulated by Lakoff and Johnson, challenges this conception. From their
perspective, conceptual metaphor constitutes a fundamental cognitive mechanism whereby abstract
concepts (target domains) are understood through more concrete and tangible concepts (source
domains). They define metaphor as “understanding and experiencing one thing in terms of another,”
asserting that the human conceptual system is inherently metaphorical and that metaphor shapes not
only how we speak, but also how we think and act. Lakoff and Johnson identify three major types
of conceptual metaphors:

1) Structural metaphors, which use the structure of one concept to organize another (e.g.,
Argument is war).

2) Orientational metaphors, which rely on spatial orientations (e.g., Happiness is up).

3) Ontological metaphors, which conceptualize abstract ideas as entities or objects (e.g., The
mind is a machine).

The research employs a descriptive—analytical method. A corpus of Al-Alam headlines
containing conceptual metaphors derived from the domain of “machine” or “machinery” was
collected. These headlines were analyzed according to Lakoff and Johnson’s model by identifying
the source domain (machine-related terminology), the target domain (political, economic, and social
issues), and the metaphorical mappings between them. The study seeks to answer two core
questions:
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1. What are the most frequently occurring types of conceptual metaphors in the headlines?

2. How do these metaphors reveal the cognitive structures underlying the channel’s discourse?

The analysis focuses on ontological metaphors that conceptualize various domains as
“machines”. Five major patterns were identified:

1. Politics is a Machine: The most frequent and diverse pattern. Political processes (elections,
alliances, negotiations) are presented as machines with parts (parties, institutions), engines (active
forces), brakes (laws, red lines), and tracks (paths). This metaphor frames politics as a systematic,
controllable process—one that can be guided, stalled, or broken down.

2. Economy is a Machine: The economy is depicted as a mechanical system requiring fuel
(investment), engines (production), and wheels (projects). This metaphor highlights both the
dynamism and fragility of economic systems.

3. Human is a Machine: Less frequent; the human body is portrayed as a machine requiring
fuel (food), charging (rest), cooling (breathing, lightweight clothes), and emitting signals when
malfunctioning (vitamin deficiencies).

4. War is a Machine: The second-most frequent metaphor. Conflicts are portrayed as massive
war machines whose “fuel” is the blood of martyrs or civilians, with an “engine” (ideology) and a
“safety belt” (joint maneuvers). The metaphor renders war as a relentless process with its own
momentum.

5. Sports is a Machine: The least common pattern. Sports teams or tournaments are depicted as
trains moving along the “track of victories” or wheels returning to rotation. This metaphor
emphasizes order and progress.

The “Politics is a Machine” metaphor appears most frequently, followed by “War is a Machine,”
then “Economy is a Machine”. “Human is a Machine” and “Sports is a Machine” occur least often.
This distribution reflects the editorial priorities of the channel, with political and military issues
receiving the most emphasis.

The machine metaphors reveal an organized cognitive structure in the channel’s discourse. By
mapping complex and abstract domains onto a familiar mechanical model, the channel provides
audiences with a concrete framework that facilitates comprehension. This framework transfers
attributes of machines—precision, interdependence, operational continuity, and malfunction,
repair— onto political and economic domains. As a result:

o Perception is simplified and guided through mechanical cause-and-effect chains.

e Issues are framed within dichotomies such as operation vs. breakdown, progress vs.
regression.

e The ideological message is reinforced, portraying opposing forces as runaway machines or
highlighting “the blood of martyrs” as the necessary fuel for the “machine of resistance.

The study demonstrates that conceptual metaphor—particularly the “machine” metaphor—is a
powerful discursive tool within Al-Alam’s media discourse. It operates not merely as a stylistic
choice but as a cognitive mechanism that organizes complex realities, constructs mental
representations, and shapes public opinion by providing structured interpretations of events. The
findings underscore the intrinsic relationship between language, cognition, and ideology in
contemporary media discourse.

Keywords: Conceptual Metaphor, Cognitive Linguistics, Al-Alam Channel, Media Discourse,
George Lakoff, Mark Johnson.
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