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"Cancer" and "Sunlight": The Metaphorical Patterns of "Grey Income" in
Academic Discourse and Their Cognitive Functions

Wang Rong
(School of Foreign Languages, Beihang University, Haidian District, Beijing, 100191)

Abstract: Chinese academic discourse on "grey income" has developed a stable system of metaphors.
Based on a corpus of abstracts from CSSCl-source journals between 1993 and 2017 that use "grey
income" as a keyword, this paper examines the composition, operational mechanisms, and cognitive
functions of this metaphorical system. The study finds that the metaphorical construction of "grey income"
in academic discourse operates on two levels: in naming the causes, scholars employ spatial metaphors
(e.g., "loopholes," "blind spots," "gaps") to locate the problem in the interstices of the institutional
framework, cognitively transforming abstract systemic deficiencies into perceivable physical spaces; in
framing governance solutions, scholars deploy pathological/light metaphors ranging from "cancer" to
"sunlight," which respectively serve to argue for the severity of the problem and the effectiveness of
proposed measures. This metaphorical system has remained highly stable over more than two decades
and has transcended disciplinary boundaries to enter official discourse. The paper further points out that
the distribution of metaphorical resources is closely related to the cognitive attributes of the attributed
causes—when the problem is constructed as a deficiency in institutional design, spatial and pathological
metaphors can operate fully; when the problem is constructed as a matter of conflicting interests,
metaphorical resources are significantly scarce. This finding reveals the cognitive boundaries of
metaphor use in academic discourse.

Keywords: metaphor; grey income; academic discourse; cognitive functions; critical discourse analysis
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