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  Abstract 

Conceptual metaphor in diplomatic discourse functions not merely as rhetorical 

embellishment but as a cognitive instrument that enhances linguistic persuasiveness 

and facilitates intercultural communication. Consequently, the interpretation and 

translation of diplomatic metaphor constitute a pivotal factor in bilateral diplomatic 

understanding. Drawing on a parallel corpus of diplomatic statements retrieved 

from the official website of the Chinese Embassy in South Korea, this paper exam-

ines the typological features of conceptual metaphor embedded in China’s diplo-

matic discourse and investigates the corresponding Korean translation methods. 

The analysis identifies three dominant categories: structural metaphor, ontological 

metaphor, and orientational metaphor. To handle these diplomatic metaphors, four 

translation techniques are systematically employed: (i) image retention, (ii) image 

deletion, (iii) image substitution, and (iv) image supplementation with annotation. 

The findings provide an empirically grounded framework for translating conceptual 

metaphor in diplomatic contexts and offer reference resources for trainee diplo-

matic interpreters and translation professionals. 
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1. Introduction 

Diplomatic discourse constitutes a pivotal link in the China–ROK transmission of diplomatic information; its trans-

lation must not only guarantee fidelity to content but also accommodate cultural contexts, political intentions, and 

audience reception. As the official website of the Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of 

Korea1 serves as a principal window for bilateral diplomatic communication, it conscientiously fulfills the mission 

of conveying China’s foreign-policy positions and ideals while fostering the steady development of bilateral relations. 

This paper examines the conceptual metaphors contained on the embassy’s website, identifies their characteristics 

and taxonomies, and analyzes their Korean translation strategies, thereby facilitating the accurate and efficient deliv-

ery of China’s diplomatic narrative in Korea and contributing to the sustained and stable growth of China–ROK 

relations. 

2. Metaphor and Diplomatic Metaphor 

The core of conceptual metaphor is to understand and experience one thing in terms of another (Lakoff et al., 1980). 

A metaphor usually involves two main elements: the source domain and the target domain. The source domain refers 

to concepts that are familiar, concrete, or already known, whereas the target domain is relatively abstract, unfamiliar, 

 
1 http://kr.china-embassy.gov.cn 
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or in need of explanation (Huang & Luo, 2021). In cross-cultural communication, metaphor can facilitate understand-

ing and exchange between different cultures, as it contains rich cultural connotations. Consequently, metaphors 

rooted in different cultural backgrounds often embody the core values and modes of thinking characteristic of those 

cultures. 

Metaphors in diplomatic discourse are termed diplomatic metaphors. Diplomatic metaphor is a key constituent of 

China’s diplomatic discourse system, playing a vital role in elucidating connotations and fulfilling rhetorical func-

tions (Ren & Ji, 2021). In international relations, metaphors in diplomatic discourse also serve as an important means 

of signaling intentions and shaping beliefs (Cao, 2024). Moreover, they perform the functions of image-building and 

identity-construction. The manner and intensity of emotional expression encoded in a diplomatic metaphor directly 

influence international politics and a state’s diplomatic stance (Yang & Liu, 2023). 

3. Metaphors in China’s Diplomatic Discourse 

This study constructs a parallel corpus based on diplomatic texts published on the official website of the Chinese 

Embassy in South Korea: it includes 80 diplomatic texts (covering types such as speeches, press conferences, and 

news releases) issued from 2022 to 2025, with a total word count of approximately 50,000 Chinese characters, ac-

companied by their corresponding Korean translations. These texts, as first-hand materials for China-South Korea 

diplomatic information dissemination, provide a concrete carrier for analyzing metaphors in Chinese diplomatic dis-

course. 

Lakoff & Johnson (1980) argue that beneath every conventional metaphor lies a deeper cognitive mechanism that 

is far more than lexical substitution: it constructs our understanding of one domain by recruiting our knowledge of 

another. This is the essence of conceptual metaphor, in which conceptual elements are systematically mapped from 

a source domain onto a target domain. The three principal types are structural metaphor, ontological metaphor, and 

orientational metaphor. 

3.1 Structural Metaphor 

Structural metaphor configures one concept in terms of the schematic organization of another, projecting the semantic 

domain of a more familiar or concrete term onto a second domain (Yang, 2005). Among the most recurrent in China’s 

diplomatic idiom are journey metaphors, family metaphors, and architecture metaphors (Huang & Luo, 2021). 

1. Journey Metaphor: a structural metaphor that models an abstract process on a physical journey, thereby invoking 

such schematic slots as point of departure, path, obstacle, and destination to narrate change, progress, or development. 

例如：在经济全球化时代，需要的不是制造分裂的鸿沟，而是架起沟通的桥梁；不是升起对抗的铁

幕，而是铺就合作的坦途。 

Example: In the era of economic globalization what is needed is not a chasm that creates division, but 

bridges that open channels of communication; not an iron curtain that pits us against one another, but a 

broad, level road that paves the way for cooperation. (来源：弘扬和平共处五项原则携手构建人类命运

共同体——在和平共处五项原则发表 70 周年纪念大会上的讲话，” Upholding the Five Principles of 

Peaceful Coexistence and Working Together to Build a Community with a Shared Future for Mankind,” 

Address at the Marking of the 70th Anniversary of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence, 2024-06-

28) 

In this excerpt the target domains “communication” and “cooperation” are mapped onto the source-domain lex-

emes “bridges” and “broad, level road,” while “chasm” and “iron curtain” map onto division and confrontation. The 

metaphorical trajectory foregrounds the necessity of constructing and maintaining connective, cooperative pathways 

if global prosperity is to be achieved, rather than erecting barriers that impede progress. 

2. Family Metaphors: Social relations or organizations are conceptualized as a family structure, through which 

social interactions and connections are described in terms of roles and relationships among family members. 

例如：中国一直按照”不干涉内政”的原则对待对古关系，双边关系最终经受住了国际风云变幻的考

验，两国发展成为”好朋友、好同志、好兄弟”。  

Example: China has consistently adhered to the principle of ‘non-interference in internal affairs’ in its rela-
tions with Cuba; the bilateral relationship has ultimately withstood the test of shifting international 
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circumstances, and the two countries have evolved into ‘good friends, good comrades, and good brothers.’

（来源: 中古关系三点启示, Three Lessons from China-Cuba Relations 2016-09-30) 

In the above example, the expression “good brothers” metaphorically recasts interstate diplomatic relations as 

kinship, conveying emotional trust and intimacy. 

3. Architectural Metaphors: With components such as “bricks” and “tiles,” and construction actions like “building” 

and “reinforcing,” thereby rendering abstract systems into tangible entities. 

例如：期待庆北对华友好合作不断取得新的更大发展，为中韩关系发展添砖加瓦，中国大使馆和总

领馆将予积极支持。 

Example: We look forward to even greater progress in friendly cooperation between Gyeongbuk and China, 

and are willing to add bricks and tiles to the development of China-ROK relations. The Chinese Embassy 

and Consulates-General will offer active support. (来源: “德不孤，必有邻”——邢海明大使夫妇应邀访

问韩国庆尚北道，”Virtue is not left to stand alone. He who has it will have neighbors.” — Ambassador 

Xing Haiming and his spouse visit Gyeongsangbuk-do, South Korea, 2024-05-08) 

The concrete physical action of “laying bricks and tiles” is metaphorically employed to denote any contribution or 

effort that positively advances the development of bilateral relations. 

3.2 Ontological Metaphor 

Ontological metaphor projects abstract notions or states onto concrete entities or substances, allowing the otherwise 

intangible to be grasped as if it were palpable. Within this category, the most salient sub-types include entity meta-

phors proper (those mapped onto the human body, flora, or fauna) and container metaphors (Sun & Li, 2025). 

1.Entity Metaphor 

(1) Human-body Metaphor: The attribution of human characteristics, emotions, or behaviors to non-human entities. 

例如：东亚各国更应发扬”同舟共济”精神，携手共创本地区更美好的未来。 

Example: East-Asian countries should even more vigorously carry forward the spirit of ‘being in the same 

boat and helping one another,’ joining hands to create a brighter future for the region. (来源：2024 东亚

未来论坛在首尔举行 2024 East-Asia Future Forum Held in Seoul, 2024-08-28) 

The metaphor maps the source domain of people joining hands onto the target domain of relations among East 

Asian nations, thereby personifying the abstract notion of international cooperation: states are portrayed as being able 

to “join hands” to meet common challenges. 

(2) Botanical Metaphor: A subset of ontological metaphor in which components or developmental states of plants 

are selectively projected onto the target domain, thereby recasting the abstract in vegetal terms (Huang & Luo, 2021). 

例如：7 日，外交部回应美英情报官员涉华表态，表示有关负责人应从黑暗的屋子走出来见见阳光，

不要无谓树立所谓”假想敌”。 

Example: On the 7th, responding to recent statements by U.S. and British intelligence officials, the Foreign 

Ministry advised the persons concerned to ‘step out of the dark room into the sunlight’ and to stop fabricat-

ing so-called ‘imaginary enemies.’ (来源: 要闻, News Headlines, 2024-07-08) 

In the natural world, sunlight is an indispensable condition for photosynthesis and vigorous growth; analogously, 

the “sunlight” invoked here metaphorically stands for truth and verifiable reality. The injunction to leave “the dark 

room” urges abandonment of misperception or willful ignorance and an orientation toward the clarity and enlighten-

ment symbolized by sunlight. 

2.Container Metaphor: Intangible and abstract notions—such as ideas, emotions, or states—are construed 

as bounded, quantifiable containers (Sun & Li, 2025). 

例如：我对当前双边关系面临改善发展重要机遇感到欣慰，对双方互利合作蛋糕越做越大感到高兴，

对两国民间友好历久弥坚感到感动。 

Example: I am heartened by the important opportunities now emerging for the improvement and 
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development of current bilateral relations, delighted to see the cake of our mutually beneficial cooperation 

grow ever larger, and moved by the enduring friendship between our two peoples. 

(来源: 邢海明大使举行离任招待会, Xing Haiming, Farewell Reception, 2024-07-10) 

The intangible benefits of collaboration are reified into a tangible entity capable of continuous expansion; the 

phrase “grow ever larger” narrates the evolution of cooperation, rendering abstract economic gains and collaborative 

outcomes concrete and imaginable. 

3.3 Orientational Metaphor 

Orientational metaphor is by projecting concrete spatial relations onto intangible notions, speakers render the latter 

more immediately graspable and describable. Recurrent orientational patterns include the up–down cluster, the front–

back cluster, and the center–periphery cluster (Huang & Luo, 2021). 

1. Center–Periphery Metaphor 

The center–periphery family of metaphors projects the spatial opposition between “center” and “periphery” onto 

the target domain of international relations (Huang & Luo, 2021). 

例如：相信只要双方相互尊重核心利益，妥善管控分歧，坚持开放包容，就能克服和跨越各种困难，

实现彼此成就，推动两国关系不断向前发展。 

Example: I believe that as long as both sides respect each other’s core interests, manage differences properly, 

and uphold openness and inclusiveness, we will be able to overcome every difficulty, achieve mutual suc-

cess, and keep moving bilateral relations forward. (来源: 邢海明: 欢迎韩国各界多到中国访问, Xing 

Haiming, “Welcome to Korean Friends from All Walks of Life to Visit China,” 2023-07-07) 

By designating certain interests as “core interests,” the metaphor foregrounds their paramount and non-negotiable 

status in the diplomatic landscape. It thereby prescribes that states, prior to any cooperative endeavor, must recognize 

and honor these central concerns of the counterpart while seeking to reconcile remaining differences. 

2. Up–Down Metaphor 

Vertical spatial concepts— “up” and “down”—are recruited to encode changes in status, hierarchy, quantity, qual-

ity, or state (Huang & Luo, 2021). 

例如：当前半岛紧张局势螺旋式上升，极限施压只会进一步激化矛盾，对抗只会招致紧张甚至战争。 

Example: The current situation on the Peninsula is spiraling upward; maximum pressure will only intensify 

the contradictions, and confrontation will invite tension—or even war. (来源：邢海明大使出席第 18 届

济州论坛，Ambassador Xing Haiming, 18th Jeju Forum, 2023-06-02) 

The phrase “spiraling upward” maps the abstract intensification of tension onto an ascending helical trajectory, 

thereby rendering the accelerating deterioration of the security environment both vivid and immediately intelligible. 

3. Front–Back Metaphor 

The front–back cluster recruits the horizontal axis of space to structure temporal and evaluative relations: what lies 

“ahead” is future-oriented or progressive, whereas what is “behind” belongs to the past or to regression. 

例如：近段时间，使馆后门的”布帐马车”时隔一年多再次摆起了露天桌椅，明洞街巷里的各种商铺

也重新开张，正逐渐恢复以前的熙熙攘攘。 

Example: Recently, the ‘canvas-tent taverns’ behind the Embassy’s rear gate have once again set up outdoor 

tables after more than a year, and shops along the Myeong-dong alleys have reopened, gradually restoring 

the hustle and bustle of before. (来源: “动态清零”是中国的最优选择——邢海明大使在《韩国先驱报》

发表署名文，Xing Haiming, “‘Dynam，ic Zero-COVID’ Is China’s Optimal Choice,” The Korea Herald, 

2022-05-26) 

The adverb “before” indexes a distal temporal point behind the present moment, creating a sharp contrast with the 

reviving street scene. The passage thus sketches the entire trajectory of Myeong-dong’s brief pandemic-induced lull 

and its subsequent return to the lively atmosphere that had existed prior. 
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4. Methods for Translating Metaphors in Diplomatic Discourse 

4.1 Image-Retention Method 

The image-retention method consists in preserving, to the greatest possible extent, the original image contained in 

the source text. By doing so, it safeguards the vividness of the metaphor and the cultural meanings it encodes, allow-

ing target-language readers to intuitively grasp the metaphorical sense intended in the original. This method is em-

ployed when the source and target cultures share a comparable cognitive mapping of the image in question. 

例 1:中国愿向全世界分享自身发展进步的经验和做法，仅供参考。但绝不会自诩为”标准”“灯塔”，

更不会向全世界强行输出自己的道路模式。 

Example 1: China is ready to share with the world the experience and practices that have underpinned its 

own development, purely for others’ reference. It will never claim to be a “standard” or a “lighthouse,” still 

less seek to impose its own path or model on anyone else. 

Translation: 중국은 중국의 발전 경험과 방법을 전 세계가 참고할 수 있도록 공유할 의향이 

있지만, 절대로 ‘표준’이나 ‘등대’를 자처하지 않을 것이며, 전 세계에 중국의 길과 모델을 

강제로 수출하지도 않을 것입니다. (来源：携手构建人类命运共同体，共同谱写中韩合作新篇章

—邢海明大使在韩国崇实大学发表演讲,” Join Hands to Build a Community with a Shared Future for 

Mankind and Open a New Chapter in China-ROK Cooperation”—Ambassador Xing Haiming’s address at 

Soongsil University, 2023-10-12) 

In the source text, “standard” denotes a norm or criterion, while “lighthouse” functions as an image that orients 

and guides. The corresponding Korean terms “표준” (standard) and “등대” (lighthouse) evoke the same conceptual 

metaphors, ensuring that Korean readers immediately perceive the modest, open stance China adopts when offering 

its development insights. The retained imagery underscores China’s respect for the diversity and autonomy of every 

country’s chosen path, allowing the audience to grasp at once the governing philosophy behind China’s external 

engagement. 

4.2 Image-Abandonment Method 

The image-abandonment method entails the deliberate omission of the source-text image and the direct articulation 

of the abstract meaning or core idea that the metaphor conveys. By discarding a culture-specific concrete image, this 

strategy presents the underlying proposition in a more immediate and transparent fashion. It is adopted whenever the 

cultural backgrounds of the source and target languages diverge markedly, so that the image either does not exist in 

the target culture or fails to trigger a comparable associative response (Yang & Zhao, 2020). 

例 2:建交 31 年来，两国业已形成水乳交融、密不可分的互利共赢关系。 

Example 2: Over the 31 years since the establishment of diplomatic relations, the two countries have forged 

a mutually beneficial and win-win partnership that is extremely close and inseparable. 

Translation: 그러면서 수교 31 년간 양국은 이미 매우 밀접하고 서로 뗄 수 없는 호혜와 

상생의 관계가 되었다고 하였다. (来源：邢海明大使会见亚太都市合作网络秘书处首席执行官金

正基，Ambassador Xing Haiming Meets with Kim Jong-ki, CEO of the Secretariat of the Asia-Pacific 

Urban Cooperation Network 2023-07-18) 

The Chinese idiom “水乳交融” (lit. “water and milk blended together”) conjures an intimate picture of two liquids 

fused beyond separation, functioning as an ontological metaphor that foregrounds indivisible closeness. Because the 

cultural vignette of “water-and-milk” carries little resonance in Korean, the interpreter jettisons the image and renders 

the idea as “매우밀접하고” (“extremely close”). The abandonment of the original metaphor does not weaken the 

text; instead, it transmits the essential feature of the bilateral relationship—its tight-knit and indivisible nature—more 

directly to the target readership. 

4.3 Image Substitution Method 

The image substitution method replaces the source-image with a target-culture image that fulfils a comparable 
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symbolic or rhetorical function. By substituting a familiar cultural token for an exotic one, the translator enables the 

audience to grasp the metaphorical intent without cognitive strain, thereby enhancing both readability and accepta-

bility. 

例 3:邢海明表示，今年以来，中国经济各项指标持续回升，实现”开门红”，国际社会看好中国的声

音在增多，对中国发展的信心在增长。 

Example 3: Ambassador Xing Haiming noted that, since the beginning of this year, China’s major economic 

indicators have kept rebounding, giving the economy a flying start. International observers are becoming 

more upbeat about China, and confidence in the country’s development trajectory is on the rise. 

Translation:싱하이밍 대사는 올해 들어 중국의 각 경제 지표들이 지속적으로 반등해 ‘좋은 

출발을 보였다’라고 하며, 국제사회에서 중국의 전망에 대해 낙관적인 견해가 많아지고 있고 

중국의 발전에 대한 신뢰도 높아지고 있다고 말했다. (来源：第六届”新时代中国大讲堂”在韩

开讲，Sixth “New-Era China Forum” opens in Seoul, 2024-04-18) 

The Chinese metaphor “开门红” (lit. “red door opens”)—an orientational metaphor that encodes auspicious be-

ginnings—was shifted to the Korean idiom “좋은출발을보였다” (“showed a good departure”). The colour-red aus-

pice, culturally salient in China but less so in Korea, is thus recast as a universally transparent “good start,” preserving 

the original evaluative thrust while aligning the text with Korean rhetorical expectations. 

4.4 Glossing-Plus Method 

The glossing-plus method supplies an explanatory note—either in-text or parenthetical—to clarify culture-bound 

images, allusions or background knowledge that cannot be inferred from the immediate co-text. By appending concise 

interpretive information, the translator bridges the cognitive gap created by divergent cultural schemata and guaran-

tees that the metaphor’s evaluative force is fully recoverable. 

例 4:建交至今的韩中关系做到”松茂柏悦”，即互相扶持、互相成就。 

Example 4: Since the establishment of diplomatic ties, China-ROK relations have embodied the spirit of 

song-mao bai-yue (松茂柏悦, lit. “the pine flourishes and the cypress rejoices”), an idiom that depicts one 

tree’s luxuriance gladdening its companion, symbolising mutual support and shared success. 

Translation: 수교 이후 지금까지 한중 관계는 ‘송무백열( 松 茂 柏 悅 , 소나무의 무성함을 

잣나무가 기뻐하다, 벗이 잘되는 것을 기뻐함)’의 관계로 서로 도와주고 함께 성취했으며 

(来源：邢海明大使出席”纪念中韩建交 30 周年专家及青年论坛”开幕式，Opening Ceremony of the 

30th Anniversary Forum of China-ROK Diplomatic Relations, 2022-08-24) 

The four-character Chinese metaphor song-mao bai-yue—an ontological metaphor mapping vegetal symbiosis 

onto interstate amity—was retained in Korean as “송무백열” and immediately glossed: “소나무의 무성함을 

잣나무가 기뻐하다，벗이 잘되는 것을 기뻐함” (“when the pine prospers, the cypress is joyful; to delight in a 

friend’s success”). The dual strategy of phonetic loan plus semantic paraphrase preserves the source image while 

supplying the cultural script needed for Korean readers to decode the metaphor’s interpersonal logic, thereby deep-

ening their appreciation of the reciprocal, win-win nature of China-ROK partnership. 

5. Conclusion 

This study undertakes a systematic mapping of the conceptual metaphors embedded in the texts published on the 

Embassy of the People’s Republic of China in the Republic of Korea, and offers an in-depth analysis of their charac-

teristics, typology, and corresponding Korean translation strategies. It is found that the conceptual metaphors in Chi-

nese diplomatic discourse can be classified into structural metaphor, ontological metaphor, and orientational meta-

phor. Among them, structural metaphor is further subdivided into journey metaphor, family metaphor, and architec-

tural metaphor. Ontological metaphor manifests itself primarily as entity metaphor (human-body and flora-fauna 

categories) and container metaphor. The most frequent patterns of orientational metaphor are up–down, front–back, 

and center–periphery. The translation of diplomatic metaphor is commonly handled through four procedures: (a) 

image retention, (b) image abandonment, (c) image substitution, and (d) image supplementation. Judicious 
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deployment of the above methods can effectively neutralize the challenges posed by Sino-Korean cultural differences, 

ensuring that conceptual metaphors are accurately transmitted and correctly interpreted in intercultural communica-

tion. 
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