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Landslide metaphor: a cross-linguistic examination
Yan Zhang1 & Wenxing Yang2✉

In prior natural disasters metaphor and Mandarin corpus analysis, Mandarin滑坡(huá pō)
(Landslide in English) stood out and got salient in metaphorical percentage (53.5%) among

top ten frequently used natural disaster frames. Departing from this, we made a comparative

study between English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡and their metaphorical implications in

both languages. In this article, it was shown that there was a widespread metaphorical usage

of English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡 in both languages, supported by the highly meta-

phorical percentage of 82.9% and 53.5% respectively. Differences as well as similarities were

identified in metaphorical target domains between English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡, with

English Landslide mapping on victory (political victory especially), amount, decline and Mandarin

滑坡mapping exclusively on decline or downturn (economic decline mainly). We have referred

to research on framing and to frame to explain why this might be the case concerning different

target domains within and across languages.
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Introduction

Recent years has seen an increasing focus on metaphorical
frame in cognitive linguistics. It is reported that meta-
phorical frames bring about framing effect, which refers to

the power to influence the way we think and behave by eliciting
knowledge structures that are consistent with the frame and
inviting structurally consistent inferences (e.g., Thibodeau and
Boroditsky, 2011, 2013, 2015; Landau et al., 2014; Thibodeau
et al., 2017; Thibodeau and Flusberg, 2017; Joris et al., 2019; Hart,
2021; Benczes and Ságvári, 2022; Brugman et al., 2022; Tao et al.,
2023). Therefore, metaphorical frame is a point which undertakes
the joint study of cognitive linguistics, psychological studies such
as decision-making and judgments and communication studies.
In light of Embodied Cognition (Johnson, 1987; Barsalou, 2008),
our mental representations consist of some conceptual notions
that are deeply grounded in our body, our experiences and
interactions with the physical world. Conceptual Metaphor
Theory (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980) holds the belief that under-
standing and reasoning are realized through the mappings from
concrete concepts (source domains) to abstract ones (target
domains), especially from the perceptible concepts and sensor-
imotor experience deriving from daily life like spatial orientation,
containment, force and temperature, to the imperceptible ones
like time, emotions, power etc. (Lakoff, 1987; Lakoff and Johnson,
1980). Conceptual metaphors consist of mappings, or sets of
correspondences from source domains (e.g., WAR) to target
domains (e.g., ARGUMENT). Typically, target domains are more
subjective, abstract, complex, and poorly delineated than source
domains, which are typically more intersubjectively accessible,
concrete, simple, and image-rich (Potts and Semino, 2019).
Therefore, metaphor is not just a figurative expression, but a way
of conceptualizing and accessing abstract notions.

Since metaphor pervades our lives and structures our
thoughts as a way of thought (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980), many
news reports and media discourse favor metaphorical expres-
sion, especially metaphorical use of natural disasters in risk
warning and communication like financial crisis, epidemic,
climate change etc. (Semino, 2021; Piromalli, 2021; Ho, 2019).
As a major perceptible concepts and sensorimotor experience
deriving from physical world, natural disasters are usually
employed to access abstract notions through metaphorical
mappings.The unpredictable, catastrophic, changing and scary
features of natural disasters are more or less mapped onto the
target domains like crisis, pandemic, so as to highlight targets’
feature of being unavoidable, scary, nature-made rather than
man-made.

Meanwhile, environmental linguistics hold the belief that
“language not only encodes the landscape but also arises out of it,
and they are reciprocally shaped”.(Harrison, 2023:116) All levels
of language ranging from phonemes, morphemes, grammar to
syntax, from lexicon, prosody to metaphors and texts of all
lengths undertake to decode almost all environmental knowledge
such as plants, animals, mountains, lakes rivers and spirits among
them (Harrison, 2006). In the mean time, environmental species
and phenomenon in nature constructs the linguistic expression
system and their rich implications that conveyed to humanity.
Natural disasters, inseparable to natural environment, are where
the nature and humanity are. As a result, for one thing, language
constructs natural disasters and presents the spirits and impli-
cation of natural disasters; for another, natural disasters render
linguistic implications to human being through their own spirits
in various linguistic forms (Harrison, 2023).

Regarding the natural disasters study from the linguistic per-
spective, Yell (2012) made a research into the affect and emotions
draw from coverage of the 2009 Australian bushfires and the 2010
Haiti earthquake against the theoretical background of discursive

psychology and systemic-functional linguistics. It denotes that
news reporting, together with emotions and affects within, shapes
local and global public. Chua (2015) attempts to find ways to
survive and recover from natural disasters through study into
ecopoetry which is vivid depiction of local natural disasters suf-
fering in Philippines. Battle (2015) addresses the needs of people
with disabilities who may be affected by natural disasters. And the
author aims to ensure that they do not experience injustices
during natural catastrophes and conflict and that emergency
plans acknowledge and address the communication and other
needs of displaced persons with disabilities. McKee (2014) notices
that sign language interpreters appears on television during nat-
ural disasters in New Zealand and Australia, which the author
believes is rather significant for reforming the deaf in danger.
Among above studies, it is demonstrated the natural disaster
experience would shape the general public’s emotions and minds,
while linguistic reports and communication might help the nat-
ural disasters-stricken ones to recover, and even to save
their lives.

There are amounting studies diving into the language of nat-
ural disasters itself, into the multiple meaning natural disasters
conveyed to us and their convenience brought to our humanity in
communication. Trckova (2012) examined metaphoric con-
ceptualization of a natural phenomenon employed in newspaper
discourse on natural catastrophes through a data-driven analysis.
Focusing on reports on 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami and 2005
Hurricane Katrina in three Western newspapers, the author
found that major metaphoric themes ANIMATE BEING, a
MONSTER and a WARRIOR are employed to depict natural
phenomenon like tsunami and hurricane. Also in the aim of
conceptualizing a natural phenomenon, Matlock et al. (2017)
identified the metaphor WILDFIRE IS MONSTER in the wildfire
discourse and wildfire is frequently framed as monster in news
reports. In another two cases, flood is framed as “a scary and
terrifying event” by high school students (Kilinc, 2013) and
GOD’S ANGER AND WRATH through a examination of media
discourses in Malaysia (Chonga et al., 2020). In the above studies,
natural disasters serve as the metaphorical target domains where
monster, God’s anger are frames employed to better access nat-
ural disasters.

Along with target domains, natural disasters frames are
working as source domains to access abstract conceptualizations
for its omnipresence and effect on life experience of humanity.
Through an investigation into lyrics of Turkish love songs,
Adıgüzel (2020) identified that suffering in love is metaphori-
cally conceptualized in natural phenomena and disasters in the
following three salient metaphors: 1) LOVE PAIN/SUFFERING
IS NATURAL PHENOMENA, 2) LOVE PAIN/SUFFERING IS
NATURAL DISASTERS, 3)) LOVER’S BODY IS A LAND-
SCAPE. Among these metaphors, such natural phenomenon or
disaster frames as volcano, earthquake, flood, storm and wind
are identified and adopted to metaphorically convey the suf-
fering in love. Another important and salient metaphorical
conceptualization domain where natural disasters serve as
source domain to access more abstract one is financial or eco-
nomic crisis, which is demonstrated in metaphors like ECO-
NOMIC DECCLINE/ CRISIS IS NATURAL PHENOMENON
OR DISASTERS (Piromalli, 2021; Zeng et al., 2021; Negro,
2016; Wang et al., 2013; de los Ríos, 2010; Charteris-Black and
Musolff, 2003; Charteris-Black and Ennis, 2001). In the meta-
phors, such natural phenomena or disasters as flood, storm,
wind, water, tsunami, hurricane and earthquake are used to
capture metaphorically negative impact and construct collective
illusion that financial crisis was unavoidable and not caused by
anyone (Ho, 2019).
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On February 28, 2024, the Ministry of Natural Resources
issued the “China Natural Resources Bulletin 2023”, displaying
that in 2023, a total of 3668 geological disasters occurred in the
country, including 925 landslides, which suggests that landslide
eruption occupies one quarter of the geological disasters in China.
In the mean time, in our prior study conducted to explore the
most frequent natural disaster metaphor in Mandarin and to
detect its metaphorical framing effect, it turned out that滑坡(huá
pō) (Landslide in English) was the most salient natural disaster in
linguistic metaphorical use (53.5%) in Mandarin, with Tsunami
ranking the second in metaphorical use (8%) when carrying out a
corpus analysis into CCL (Center for Chinese Linguistics) (Zhang
and Yang, 2023). Landslide’s high frequency of metaphorical use
in corpus reveals the frequent landslide striking and eruption in
our lives. The great salience displayed in the Mandarin corpus
studies, together with the frequent eruption disclosed in Chinese
Ministry of Natural Resources arouses our interest in initiating a
comparison of Landslide metaphors between Mandarin and
English. Such a research would might unveil the cross-linguistic,
social and cultural differences and underpinnings in metaphorical
usage of landslide disaster, even the landslide eruption frequency
between China and English-speaking countries. Additional dis-
cussion of Landslide frame from metaphorical perspective would
also add more understanding of philosophy of embodied
cognition.

More specifically, we aim to answer the following questions
through a corpora-based comparison study:

● What’s the difference of Landslide metaphors between
Mandarin and English? What does the difference reveal?

The second section approaches the theoretical concept briefly.
The third section introduces data and methodology. The fourth
section presents our corpora comparison of Landslide metaphors
and our classification of target domains respectively in two lan-
guages. The fifth section addresses our research discussions
concerning the reasons underlying the statistical and target
domain categorization differences as well as similarities. We
present conclusions as well as limitations of this study in the sixth
section.

Framing and to frame
Framing, seen as a function of metaphor (Semino, Demjén and
Demmen, 2018), finds its origins in both psychology and
sociology (Pan & Kosicki, 1993) in three interrelated—cognitive,
discourse and practice-based perspectives (Semino et al., 2018).
Frame is regarded as cognitive schema and a pattern of language
use (Ritchie, 2013). The oft-quoted definition of framing and to
frame goes as follows:

Framing essentially involves selection and salience. To
frame is to select some aspects of a perceived reality and
make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a
way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recom-
mendation for the item described. (Entman, 1993:52)

As a result, different source domains “frame” the target domain
in different ways, highlighting some aspects and backgrounding
others (Potts & Semino, 2019). In communication, frame high-
lights the frame-congruent features (Entman, 1993). For instance,
when Covid-19 pandemic is framed as war, war frame highlights
Covid-19’s opposing, malevolent, dangerous and urgent nature.
War frame would dramatically arouse awareness of urgency,
unity and successfully persuades citizens into following the
policies and orders. However, Entman (1993) also mentions that
metaphorical frames would omit frame-incongruent features of

metaphorical targets. Thus also in the case of metaphorically
framing Covid-19 into war, war frame omits the need of tracing
the cause, recovery phase and keeping social distance in com-
bating Covid-19 (Semino, 2021). Therefore, appropriateness of a
metaphorical frame depends greatly on the communicator, con-
text, purpose and audience (Semino et al., 2018). In this study, we
will refer to the selection and salience gist of framing and to frame
in particular to illustrate the rationale of similarities and differ-
ences behind metaphorical conceptions of English Landslide and
Mandarin滑坡.

Data collection and methodology
Data selection. In order to fulfill the comparison study of
Landslide metaphors between Mandarin and English. We decide
to utilize three corpora: British National Corpus (BNC), Corpus
of Contemporary American English (COCA), Center for Chinese
Linguistics (CCL). The following table describes some detailed
information regarding these three corpora. Despite the linguistic
data of CCL starts from the 11th BC, only lines with Landslide
frame from the contemporary times were downloaded with the
Contemporary Chinese Option being chosen and thus excluding
滑坡sentences from ancient Chinese in the present study.
Therefore, Mandarin corpus CCL and English corpora BNC,
COCA are comparable in their time periods for their common
collection of linguistic use of Landslide frame since modern times.
And these downloaded sentences went through the metaphor
identification procedures.

The analysis of both COCA and BNC gives full considerations
of minor difference between American English and Britain
English for one thing, and display a general and honest landscape
of English language use chronologically from late 1980s to 2019
for another. These two English corpora make a comparable and
relatively full picture of English Landslide metaphors use in
English when compared with Mandarin 滑坡 metaphors use in
CCL in time periods, sizes and genres Figs. 1–3.

We identify and annotate metaphors in the following
processes:

(1) Enter the search term “landslide” in both COCA and BNC,
and enter “滑坡(huá pō)” into CCL with Contemporary
Chinese option selected;

(2) Extract concordance lines containing “landslide” and “滑
坡(huá pō)” (with metadata) in three corpora to spread-
sheets respectively;

(3) Identify the metaphorical instances of “landslide” and “滑
坡(huá pō)” based on the Metaphor Identification Proce-
dure (MIP) developed by the Pragglejaz Group (2007) and
refer to context and the Comprehensive Dictionary of
Chinese Language (汉语大词典), Longman Dictionary of
Contemporary English and Oxford Advanced Learner’s
Dictionary.

(4) Annotate and classify the metaphorical “landslide” and “滑
坡(huá pō)” semantically by allocating them to different
target domains categorization with the assistance of context
and dictionaries of both languages;

(5) Compare the metaphorical usage and target domains
categorization difference between “landslide” in British
English and American English, between “landslide” in
English as a whole and Chinese“滑坡(huá pō) through
some examples from corpora. The following are three
annotated samples in these three corpora:

Data description. In order to get a comprehensive picture of
Landslide metaphors both in English and Mandarin, we reviewed all
the concordance lines in COCA, BNC and CCL resulting from our
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searches of “landslide” and “滑坡” respectively. It turned out that
there were 2829 and 147 concordance lines in COCA and BNC
respectively and 3763 concordance lines in CCL for Mandarin “滑
坡”. Concordance lines of Landslide in COCA complements BNC
for BNC’s modest size in Landslide concordance and might also
reveal some minor differences between American English and
British English. In the process of metaphorical identification of
“Landslide” and “滑坡”, we, two authors (both authors are Chinese
native, one lecturer in the English language and another is a pro-
fessor in the English language with one-year overseas study
experience in English-speaking country) each began with English
and Mandarin corpora and independently completed stages 1–4.
Along with two authors, two graduate (majoring in the Chinese
language) and one English professor (who had worked and stayed
in United States for more than ten years) were invited to check
Chinese “滑坡” and English “landslide ” respectively in stages 3–4
several times until the final categorizations were agreed, coding was

settled, and interrater consistency was assured. After mutual
agreement has been achieved concerning the metaphorical and
literal identification both in English corpora and Mandarin corpus,
the two researchers collaborated on the stage 5 through discussion
and agreement on the categorization of target domains of Landslide
in English and 滑坡in Mandarin. Before the metaphorical com-
parison usage between English and Mandarin, a minor and detailed
difference of Landslide metaphorical usage and concordance lines
between American English and British English could be found in
Table 1. Given the fact the there is size difference between COCA (1
billion) and BNC (100 million), the discussion of Landslide frame in
COCA and BNC below have been based on the normalized size of
corpora, with frequency in BNC multiplying 10 for the reason
COCA is ten times bigger than BNC, which would make these two
corpora comparable in size.

As shown in Table 2, there presents the normalized ratio of
frequency of Landslide in COCA and BNC, with 1470

Fig. 1 Annotated sample of BNC.

Fig. 2 Annotated sample of COCA.

ARTICLE HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05697-9

4 HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES COMMUNICATIONS |         (2025) 12:1551 | https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-05697-9



concordance lines in normalized BNC and 2829 lines in COCA.
The top three phrases in BNC overlap with those in COCA. As
can be seen from Table 2, phrases in/ by a landslide, win(s)/ won a
landslide and landslide victory (victories) ranked the three highest
frequency both in COCA and BNC. In spite of the different
corpus size in COCA and BNC, the research demonstrates that
these three phrases took up 58% and 61.2% of the total
concordance lines in COCA and BNC respectively. The minor
difference between these two corpora lied in the different
rankings among these tree semantic structures: In/ by a landslide
ranks first in COCA and third in BNC; Landslide victory(ies)
ranks third in COCA while first in BNC; Win(s) /won a landslide
ranks the second both in COCA and BNC. The common top
three phrase structures and their total percentage in the total
concordance lines displayed the consistency and agreement in
Landslide usage between American and British English. There-
fore, in the subsequent comparison analysis of English Landslide
and Mandarin滑坡, we will cap American and British English
with the umbrella term “English”, with COCA as a main
comparison corpus for its relative bigger size in Landslide usage

and frequency. Moreover, the English categorization and
comparison analysis of Landslide might extract concordance
lines from both BNC and COCA as a whole for the English part.

Metaphorical analysis and comparison of English Landslide
and Mandarin滑坡(huá pō)
Natural disasters, as cognitive schema deriving from daily inter-
action with the physical world, are perceptible concepts fre-
quently used to convey imperceptible notions (Lakoff, 1987). The
frequent metaphorical usage of natural disasters to convey
abstract concepts could be found in Charteris-Black and Ennis
(2001), Charteris-Black and Musolff (2003), de los Ríos (2010),
Piromalli (2021),Wang, Runtsova and Chen (2013). Based on our
comprehensive corpus analysis of top ten frequent natural dis-
aster frames in Mandarin (earthquake, flood, fire hazard, drought,
typhoon, landslide, volcano, sandstorm, tsunami, debris flow),
metaphorical usage of 滑坡 in Mandarin was salient and enjoyed
an overwhelmingly high percentage in its metaphorical usage
(53.5%) among total usage of滑坡 in CCL (Zhang & Yang, 2023).

Table 2 Top three phrases concerning Landslide in COCA and BNC.

COCA BNC

Clusters ranking Cluster item Frequency % in total Cluster item Frequency*10 % in total

1 In/ by a landslide 788 27.9% Landslide victory(ies) 460 31.3%
2 Win(s) /won a landslide 543 19.2% Win (s)/ won a landslide 240 16.3%
3 Landslide victory(ies) 309 10.9% In/ by a landslide 200 13.6%
Total 1640 58.0% 900 61.2%

Fig. 3 Annotated sample of CCL.

Table 1 Detailed information of three corpora.

Name of corpora Time Language size genre

BNC (British National corpus) 1980s–1990s British English 100 million
words

a wide range of genres (e.g. spoken, fiction,
magazines,
newspapers, and academic)

COCA (Corpus of
Contemporary American
English)

1990–2019 American
contemporary
English

1 billion words spoken, fiction, popular magazines,
newspapers, academic texts, TV and movies
subtitles, blogs, and other web pages

CCL (Center for Chinese
Linguistics)

11th BC century to
contemporary
times

Mandarin 783,463,175
characters

books and newspapers, academic texts,
TV and movies subtitles, web pages
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Departing from this high percentage of metaphorical usage of 滑
坡 frame in Mandarin, we initiated this cross-language meta-
phorical comparison of Landslide frame in English and 滑坡in
Mandarin.

As shown from Table 3, there were a total of 3763 滑坡fre-
quencies in CCL and 2829 Landslide frequencies in COCA, with
2013 (53.5%) and 2344 (82.9%) being metaphorical in CCL and
COCA respectively, which demonstrated that English Landslide
enjoyed an overwhelmingly higher percentage of metaphorical
usage compared with Mandarin滑坡. In addition, there was a
metaphorical percentage of 79.6% of English Landslide in BNC
after an investigation. High percentage of landslide metaphors
both in English and Mandarin reveals frequent visiting of natural
disaster---landslide in both countries because of its familiarity in
daily experiences for one thing, also showcases the frequent
employment of daily perceptible notions to convey abstract
concepts both in English and Mandarin through metaphorical
mappings, which echoes the Embodied Cognition philosophy,
Conceptual Metaphor Theory and beliefs of environmental lin-
guistics for another (Lakoff, 1987; Johnson, 1987; Lakoff and
Johnson, 1980; Harrison, 2023). In the following part, we will
have a detailed analysis and comparison of the metaphorical
target domains categorization of Landslide in English and 滑坡in
Mandarin. The data of 滑坡from CCL is from a previous study of
Zhang and Yang (2023).

As depicted in Table 3, 2344 (82.9%) concordance lines of
Landslide were used metaphorically in COCA. Its metaphorical
target domains categorizations were listed as follows: (1) victory
in political election (2305 frequencies, fre. in the following) and
sports (2 fre.), (2) amount (26 fre.) in hope, food, time, economy
etc., (3) decline (3 fre.) in economy and physical strength, (4)
something like landslide (8 fre.) such as voice, laugh, feelings
and weight. In CCL, 2013 (53.5%) concordance lines of滑坡 were
employed metaphorically. Its metaphorical target domains cate-
gorization was exclusively decline (2013 fre.) in the following
aspects: economy (1372 fre.), health and environment (44 fre.),
quality and management (125 fre.), morality and values (188 fre.),
arts and education (284 fre.).

As a result, Landslide’s metaphorical usage in COCA tended to
be more diverse in metaphorical target domains categorization
like victory, amount and decline compared with 滑坡’s only
metaphorical target domain in decline of various fields. However,
there were some overlaps between Landslide’s and 滑坡’s meta-
phorical usage, such as their common metaphorical target of
economic decline. In order to get a more comprehensive

understanding of Landslide and 滑坡’s metaphorical target
domain categorizations, we presented a detailed analysis and
comparison of their metaphorical usage through examples
extracted from corpora in the rest of this study.

Landslide’s metaphorical analysis in COCA. After careful
investigation and classification, there were four categories in
metaphorical target domains of Landslide in COCA. In the fol-
lowing section, we would discuss these four categories one by one
with our carefully chosen examples from corpora.

Victory. After corpora analysis, Landslide as a natural disaster
presented a massive majority of metaphorical mappings in vic-
tory, especially in political victory (2305 fre., accounting for a
percentage of 98.3% in the total metaphorical usage of Landslide
in COCA), with sports victory being a modest number (2 fre.).
The following were four examples of Landslide mapping victory
both in political and sports sectors.

Examples (1)–(4)

(1) 2008 vote totals were lower than might have been expected
given the Democrats’ Congressional landslide victory.

(2) Franklin Delano Roosevelt at the height of the Great
Depression. Roosevelt won by a landslide.

(3) As an example look at 1984. It was a landslide for Reagan by
any count.

(4) Her teammates at the camp, winning the two-day meet by
0.650 points, a landslide in gymnastics.

Grammatically, above landslides functioned as an adjective, an
adverb with prepositions and noun consecutively in examples
(1)–(3). However, regardless of their different grammatical
functions in these three typical examples, above landslides
exclusively symbolized victories and triumph in political arena.
In the same vein, landslide signified victory in sports in example
(4). Natural disaster is often endowed with psychological
representation with disastrous features, catastrophic aftermath
and negative valence, carrying suffering image and impression.
Landslide in this categorization, however, offered us a fresh
perspective, symbolizing fantastically positive aspects of its target
domains. Under a careful and comprehensive observation of
Landslide’s own definition, landslide refers to the downward
movement of a mass of rock, debris, earth, or soil (soil being a
mixture of earth and debris). Landslides occur when gravitational
and other types of shear stresses within a slope exceed the shear

Table 3 Categorization of English Landslide and Mandarin 滑坡 in COCA and CCL.

Items COCA (2829 total frequency) CCL (3763 total frequency)

Literal frequency of “landslide”(滑坡) 485 (17.1%) 1750 (46.5%)
Metaphorical frequency of “landslide”(滑坡) 2344 (82.9%) 2013 (53.5%)
Metaphorical target domain categorization Victory (2307) in:

Political election (2305)
Sports (2)
Amount (26) in:
Hope, food, time, economy etc.
Decline (3) in:
Economy
Physical strength
Morality
Something like landslide (8):
Voice
Laugh
Feeling
Weight

Decline in:
Economy (1372)
Health and environment (44) Quality and management (125)
Morality and values (188)
Arts and education (284)
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strength (resistance to shearing) of the materials that form the
slope (Britannica, 2023). Therefore, in the victory-landslide
metaphor, the physical features of landslide’s massiveness,
grandness and magnificence of the rock, earth and soil get salient
and map perfectly on the overwhelming and weight of victories.
This metaphorical mapping between landslide’ massiveness and
overwhelming victory is in line with definition of framing and to
frame (Entman, 1993), both of which stress the selection and
omission. In this victory-landslide metaphor, the grandness and
massiveness of landslide gets salient and selected by victory. The
usual mental representation of its disastrous and negative
characteristics get omitted in this metaphor. In the end, landslide
symbolizes victory and presents a wholly positive and exciting
image schema and metaphorical mapping.

Besides, victory-landslide metaphor is effective in commu-
nicating victories in various field in the following three aspects:
landslide, as the source domain, brings to mind the salient
knowledge structure and emotions. Just what have been
mentioned above, landslide’ massiveness and overwhelming are
highlighted and well mapped onto the target domain victory; the
knowledge regarding victory and landslide is well known to
English speakers; and comparison of the target (victory) to the
source domain (landslide) is apt in English culture because its
frequent metaphorical usage in daily life (Flusberg, Matlock and
Thibodeau, 2018).

Amount. Examples (5)–(7):

(5) His story touched off a small landslide of letters here at
Prime time, too- letters from lawyers and waitresses,
students.

(6) That could be a problem, given the landslide of last-minute
rules that seems to be coming.

(7) Tears of joy. Tears of relief. A stunning, whopping landslide
of hope in a time of deep despair.

Grammatically, examples (5)–(7) present themselves in the
structure “landslide+ of ” and landslide refers to “amount” from
the contextual clues. In the above examples of victory-landslide
metaphor analysis, the structure of landslide eruption being
overwhelming and massiveness is selected and highlighted. In
present examples, the physical features of landslide’s massiveness,
grandness and magnificence of the rock, earth and soil converts
into the feature of amount in this amount-landslide metaphor.
The concrete concept of “number or amount” of landslide
eruption is highlighted and mapped onto the actual amount or
number of various fields such as letters, rules, hope etc. In this
landslide-amount metaphor, the negative emotions and urgency
evoked by natural disaster landslide is omitted and “filtered”.
Furthermore, the emphasis on massiveness of landslide and de-
emphasis on its negative disastrous and threatening nature is apt
in the English culture, just like the case in landslide-victory
metaphor. The usage-based theory of language might explain the
omission of negative disastrous and threatening feature.

Decline. Examples (8)–(10):

(8) The quickest way to stop the physiological landslide—and
conserve your energy for better things—is to correct the poor
breathing.

(9) That could be enough to set off an economic landslide even if
the ratings remain unchanged.

(10) He knew there would be a moral landslide, that humanity
would wax worse and worse.

From examples (8)–(10), Landslides were definitely in their
metaphorical usage and their target domains were self-evident:
physiological decline, economic decline and moral decline—the

exact domain presented before the word “landslide”. Turning
back to the definition of landslide “the downward movement of a
mass of rock etc.”, apparently, the mass feature of landslide has
been weakened or even omitted in these cases. However, the
downward movement feature of landslide has been salient and
highlighted in examples (8)–(10) based on the decline-landslide
metaphor. And the downward feature means abstract decrease
and decline in the development of respective areas. As is depicted
in the examples, the downward movement of concrete “landslide”
frame is mapped onto abstract physical loss, economic concession
and morality deterioration in these metaphorical usage.

Simile (something like landslide). Examples (11)–(13):

(11) but Holly laughed, as loud as a landslide.
(12) Stone-Made-Soft said, its voice low and rough as a landslide.

“They don’t appear to have impressed each other favorably”.
(13) The weight of Milton’s family fell on his back like a landslide.

There are three influential models describing how metaphors
and similes are processed: Comparison (Miller, 1979), Categor-
ization (Glucksberg, 2003), and Career of Metaphor (COM)
(Bowdle and Gentner, 2005) models. Though processing models,
they would give us some hints about simile and metaphor.
According to the gist of Comparison model (Miller, 1979), simile
and metaphor offer an explicit and implicit comparison between
source and target domain respectively. Although there are doubts
whether metaphors have to be translated into similes before
metaphor processing, similes and metaphors reveal the same
fundamental comprehension processes and conceptual mapping
between source and target (Pambuccian and Raney, 2021).

In the examples of 11–12, the laugh and voice are compared to
landslide. After close observation of the contexts, it is demon-
strated that similar overwhelming loudness between voice and
landslide serves as the common ground for these simile. In
addition, synaesthesia between landslide’s overwhelming weight
and voice’s loudness might also explain these similes. Regarding
example 13, it is apparent that the weight of earth and rocks in a
landslide is mapped onto the weight or burden of family, which
results in a explicit comparison and mapping between family
burden and landslide. As is revealed that there are dramatically
less amount in simile after corpus analysis, simile might be more
flexible and a result of sudden thought, whereas metaphor is
conceptual and might be ingrained as a cognitive schema and
their understanding is realized through concrete metaphors
(Gibbs, 1994).

滑坡(huá pō)’s metaphorical analysis in CCL
Decline. It was argued that metaphorical usage of Mandarin滑坡
was salient and enjoyed an overwhelmingly higher percentage in
its metaphorical usage (53.5%, 2013 metaphorical usage fre-
quency) among total usage in CCL than other top nine frequent
natural disaster frames in Mandarin (earthquake, flood, fire
hazard, drought, typhoon, landslide, volcano, sandstorm, tsu-
nami, debris flow) (Zhang and Yang, 2023). Among all of these
metaphorical usage, their metaphorical target domain is exclu-
sively decline in various sectors. The following are some meta-
phorical usages of 滑坡 in Mandarin extracted from CCL.

(14) 由于 1989年下半年后的 经济[滑坡],

As a result of second half of 1989 the economic [landslide],
使 许多 实力不甚雄厚的饮料厂 都关了门。
let many less powerful beverage factories closed their doors.)
‘ As a result of the economic [recession] after the second half of

1989, many of the less powerful beverage factories closed their
doors’.
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(15) 教学质量 面临 严重 [滑坡]的 危险。
The quality of teaching face serious [landslide] danger
‘The quality of teaching is in serious danger of [decline].’

(16) 只要 思想 不[滑坡], 办法 总比 困难多。

As long as the mindset does not [landslide], solutions more than
difficulties. ‘As long as the mindset does not deteriorate, there are
always more solutions than difficulties’.

(16) 抓获 一批 各类 犯罪分子,
arrest a batch different kinds criminals,
有力地 遏制了 乐平 社会治安的 严重[滑坡]。
strongly curbed Leping social security serious [landslide].
‘The arrest of a number of criminals of various types has

strongly curbed the serious [decline] of social security in Leping’.
Examples 14–17 are some cases of metaphorical usage of

Mandarin滑坡(The translation of Mandarin滑坡 is not equiva-
lent to “landslide” exactly in English in some examples. The final
presented translation version with “landslide” only indicates the
location and counterpart of Mandarin滑坡in these examples.).滑
坡(huá pō) “landslide” refers usually to a downward movement of
earth, rocks, debris and so on, which usually brings danger to the
lives right below the landslide and causes blocking and traffic
congestion. The landslide frame in these examples transfers and
maps downward and sliding structure perfectly onto economic
development, the quality of teaching, mindset, social security.
Therefore, that “decline of economic development/ quality/
mindset/ social security is 滑坡(huá pō) ” serves as the conceptual
metaphor between natural disaster landslide frame and all these
target domains. This is well-defined schematic knowledge for a
prototypical landslide in Mandarin.

In these Mandarin cases, the downward movement of landslide
frame is selected and highlighted to indicate the downturn or
decline of target domains. What is also highlighted and selected is
the negative aftermath of landslide. Furthermore, knowledge of a
prototypical landslide is widespread in Chinese culture, especially
its emotions, urgency and disastrous and threatening structures.
Therefore, landslide is rarely related with something positive for
its frequent and exclusive metaphorical mapping with disaster
and decline in Mandarin. In addition, the decline and recession in
various fields resemble the eruption of landslide in downward
movement of landslide and economy etc.

Discussion
Various natural disaster frames like volcano, storm, earthquake,
tsunami etc. are more or less employed to grasp abstract notions
through metaphors in English, Spanish and so on in prior studies
(Charteris-Black and Ennis, 2001; Charteris-Black and Musolff,
2003; de los Ríos, 2010; Piromalli, 2021; Wang, Runtsova and
Chen, 2013). Meanwhile, Mandarin滑坡possesses an incredibly
high usage and metaphorical percentage among the top ten fre-
quent natural disaster frames in Mandarin (Zhang and Yang,
2023). The questions regarding metaphorical salience of English
Landslide, its differences as well as similarities with Mandarin 滑
坡 arise, which is our starting point. Our cross-linguistic analysis
of both English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡indicates that
landslide is used fairly regular as a metaphor in contemporary
English and Mandarin, as indicated in our corpora analysis, and
enabled us to answer the research questions with which we
started: What’s the difference of Landslide metaphors between
Mandarin and English? What does the difference reveal?

To begin with, comparatively speaking, our corpora-based
study demonstrates that the similarities weighs much more than
the differences in Landslide metaphor in COCA and BNC.
Indeed, there is a difference in the size of landslide in COCA
(2829 fre. in 1 billion words) and BNC(147 fre. In 100 million
words). However, landslides in American and British English

share the following two apparent similarities: the common top
three phrase items and high metaphorical percentage use of
landslide. Despite the various structure of landslide, the following
phrase items (with a minor ranking differences between BNC and
COCA) rank the top three in both corpora: in/ by landslide,
win(s)/ won a landslide, landslide victory. In addition, that the
metaphorical percentage use of landslide is overwhelmingly high
both in COCA (82.9%) and BNC (79.6%) indicates a shared
higher percentage of metaphorical usage of Landslide frame both
in American English and British English.

Moreover, both English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡exhibit
high percentage of metaphorical usage. Landslide, an often-prone
natural disaster around the world, whose features have been
mentally represented as a cognitive schema, is employed to
construct vocabulary “landslide” itself and its implications, also
employed to access abstract notions metaphorically. On the other
hand, the word “landslide” itself undertakes the role of presenting
its schema and communicating its image to human beings. From
the perspective of metaphorical mapping, landslide’s downward
movement feature is mapped onto decline both in English and
Mandarin. Its massive weight and velocity has been mapped onto
victory and amount in English. Though differences across English
and Mandarin, similarities exist between metaphorical usage in
these two languages, which demonstrates the universal philoso-
phy of Embodied Cognition in both Chinese and English culture
(Johnson, 1987; Lakoff, 1987), the gist that the metaphor func-
tions as a way of thought in Conceptual Metaphor Theory (Lakoff
and Johnson, 1980), and displays the mutual and reciprocal
construction between language and environment (Harrison,
2023), to which natural disasters belong and being omnipresent.
Therefore, the difference of landslide metaphors in English and
Mandarin indicates that the specific meaning of a landslide
metaphor and its entailment depend on the context in which it is
used ((Flusberg, Matlock & Thibodeau, 2018). In Chinese context,
landslide metaphors illustrate the negative consequences and
social issues. Whereas in English context, landslide metaphors are
adopted to abstract exhilarating and fantastic victory and the
negative emotions are greatly weakened and “filtered”.

In addition, it is apparent that there is substantial difference in
the target domains and metaphorical implications between Eng-
lish landslide and Mandarin 滑坡 even though English landslide
and Mandarin 滑坡 refer to the same natural disaster. The major
difference between English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡lies in
the difference in metaphorical mapping in target domains, with
English landslide symbolizing various target domains like victory,
amount and decline, especially in political victory. Mandarin滑坡
undertakes metaphorical mapping exclusively in target domain
decline, economic decline or recession specifically. The target
domain difference between English and Mandarin lies mainly in
the political election and economy, with English emphasizing
political election victory and Mandarin on economy recession.
Therefore, in order to find a possible cause to illustrate the dif-
ference, we attempted to search “economy” and “election” in
English COCA and “经济” and “选举” in Chinese CCL and
compare these two searching items in their own languages. We
found a frequency of 126,868 “economy” and 117,214 “election”
in English, and a frequency of 1,918,402 “经济” and 130, 151 “选
举” in Chinese. The frequency of these key words might reveal
their trend in topics and further illustrate why English and
Mandarin landslides have different emphasis in their metapho-
rical use. According to the statistics in key words searching, there
is little difference in frequency in “economy” and “election” in
English and huge difference in the frequency of “经济” and “选
举”. Even though the difference in English can not reveal why
landslide metaphor target domain is mainly on political election
victory, the difference in Mandarin demonstrates that people talk
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about economy overwhelmingly more frequent than election.
Therefore, we believe that different social focus might explain the
difference in the landslide metaphorical uses in English and
Mandarin. Taking all the metaphorical usage in both language as
a whole, different target domain selects and omits different fea-
tures of Landslide out of cognitive and understanding facilitation.
Moreover, Landslide metaphors in English and Mandarin endow
audience with both positive and negative valence. Semino (2021)
has pointed out that metaphors can be deceptive and pre-
varicating, and they can also be enlightening and comforting.
Therefore, appropriateness of a metaphorical frame depends
greatly on the communicator, context, purpose and audience
(Semino et al., 2018), and also depend on the particular features
extracted from the metaphorical frame.

Furthermore, Whether English landslide’s metaphorical map-
pings onto victory, amount, decline or Mandarin 滑坡’s mapping
exclusively on decline, these metaphorical usages select and
highlight only some features while omit other features of this
natural disaster landslide frame, which unveils the underlying
functioning of framing and to frame in metaphor, about selection
and salience gist of metaphorical framing (Entman, 1993).
Landslide serves a metaphorical frame in our research. Framing,
seen as a function of metaphor (Semino et al., 2018), involves
selection, salience as well as omission. Landslide is featured with
being massive in weight and size, being downward in moving
direction, rapid in moving speed and negatively disastrous in its
aftermath. However, not all features are selected in one landslide
metaphor. One metaphorical usage of landslide only reveals a tip
of iceberg of this metaphor. To be specific, in Mandarin, decline--
landslide metaphor selected the downward and disastrously
negative features of landslide frame and mapped to various areas
like economy, health, quality, morality, education, etc. while
omitting its grandness, loudness and magnificence. In English,
victory--landslide and amount-victory metaphors selected the
weight, velocity and overwhelming aspects of landslide and cor-
responded them with victory and amount; decline--landslide
metaphor also chose disastrous and negative aspects of landslide
to be salient just like it did in Mandarin. English’s over-
whelmingly high percentage mapping on election and landslide
Mandarin’ exclusive mapping on decline display the linguistic
relativity (Wolff, Holmes (2011)). The long-term usage of a
specific vocabulary would affect one’s way of thought. For
instance, the usage of metaphorical landslide frame in English
shape its interpretation as something overwhelming and exciting,
especially in political election. Whereas Mandarin’s metaphorical
usage of 滑坡 determine its negative and dramatic decline in
various fields.

Lastly, in the usage-based theory, it is believed that symbolic
structure or language knowledge is formed based on three con-
ditions: language device, internal cognitive ability like abstraction
and external high token frequency in daily life (Langacker, 2008).
The frequent metaphorical usage of English landslide on victory
and Mandarin滑坡on decline demonstrate their frequent usage of
these two metaphors in their respective languages in daily life,
thus leading to the formation of symbolic structure in these two
languages. From this perspective, it is again believed that language
would shape humanity’s thought to a great extent. The mentioned
metaphors of different target domains above facilitate our
understanding of these targets with the linguistic appliance of
Landslide frame, especially the selection and omission of features
of the frame. And both metaphorical usages analysis in one
language and cross-language comparison usage of a frame would
compose a larger picture, if not the whole picture of Landslide
frame. In the case of Landslide frame, its English and Mandarin
metaphorical usage renders us a broader view of Landslide
metaphor.

Conclusion
In this article, it is shown that there is a widespread metaphorical
usage of English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡in both languages,
supported by the dramatically high metaphorical percentage
compared with literal ones. Differences as well as similarities have
been identified regarding metaphorical target domains between
English Landslide and Mandarin滑坡. We have referred to
research on framing and to frame, linguistic relativity and usage-
based theory to explain why this might be the case concerning
different conceptualizations and target domains within and across
languages. However, there are certainly a couple of limitations in
this study. There is a shortage of evidence whether English
Landslide metaphor stands out and gets salient among the most
frequent natural disaster frames in the English language just like
Mandarin 滑坡frame does. What’s more, when it comes to
metaphorical framing, a comparison of English Landslide (in
victory conceptualizations) and Mandarin 滑坡(in decline or
downturn conceptualizations) metaphorical framing effect would
present us a more comprehensive and clear-cut understanding of
metaphorical framing effect.

Data availability
Data used in this study are available from the corresponding
author upon reasonable request.
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