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Cuts destroy, hurt, kill: a critical metaphor analysis of the
response of UK academics to the UK overseas aid budget
funding cuts
Maria Grazia Imperiale and Alison Phipps

School of Education, University of Glasgow, Glasgow, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT
In this article, we analyse the response of UK academics to the UK
government decision to cut international development research
funding as part of the overseas aid budget reduction, undertaken
in March 2021. This decision affects and will have long-lasting
effects on any research project involving the UK and international
partners, particularly in Global South contexts. We use Critical
Metaphor Analysis (CMA) to analyse news, blogs, interviews that
UK-based academics wrote in response to the cuts
announcement, from 11 March 2021 to 30 April 2021. We
identified the following metaphors: CUTS ARE AN ENTITY; CUTS
ARE A THREAT, CUTS ARE ILLNESS, CUTS ARE VIOLENCE; plus, on
the other hand, RESEARCH IS HEALTH, RESEARCH IS A JOURNEY,
RESEARCH IS CONNECTION. UK academics have used ‘idioms of
distress’, which are cultural expressions, often metaphorical,
through which people articulate distress. Therefore, our
contribution is threefold. First, we suggest that the metaphors
used have a persuasive and evaluative aim and function. Second,
we open up a space for an interdisciplinarity between CMA and
‘idioms of distress’. Third, we warn about the need for the UK
government and responsible institutional bodies to restore
communication and trust with the global academic research
community in International Development.
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Introduction

On 11 March 2021, the UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) body, which leads research
funding across the UK, announced a substantial reduction in the international develop-
ment research budget as a result of the UK government decision to cut the overseas
aid budget. The news of country-by-country cuts was first broken by journalist Peter Geo-
ghegan in early March 20211 and the UKRI cuts by Robin Bisson of Research Professional
News, on 9 March 2021.2 Most of the research projects funded by the Global Challenge
Research Fund (GCRF), which funds international research partnerships in Overseas Devel-
opment Assistance (ODA) contexts, have been affected by the decision to different
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extents. An estimated 800 projects are having to face the consequences of the cuts and
‘reprofile’ their work, to use the metaphor of choice of UKRI, the funders. Some of these
projects have been suspended for the next financial year, others were to be abruptly ter-
minated on 31 July 2021 (despite being contracted to last longer), and for others, UK insti-
tutions have invested resources to cover and allow to continue – at least partially –
already contracted work. For many, the outcome is uncertain and subject to much
delay and several budget wranglings between UKRI and higher education institutions
(HEIs) in the UK. During this painful and chaotic time, UK-based academics, specifically
a number of affected projects’ principal investigators (PIs), have been campaigning pub-
licly to reverse the decision in the press, on social media, and through petitions and letters
to Parliament and their elected representatives.

Our project, Culture for Sustainable and Inclusive Peace Network Plus (CUSP) (University
of Glasgow, PI: Alison Phipps) has been affected by the cuts. We work on Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 5 and SDG16 to strengthen women’s participation in society
and to promote the work of arts and cultural organisations that foster peacebuilding in
the UK, Ghana, Palestine, Mexico, Morocco and Zimbabwe. Alongside our work with
the campaign, we have also continued our work as academics who, even within uncertain
circumstances, try to construct knowledge and make meaning. With our backgrounds in
applied linguistics and anthropology, we resort to language, and to the analysis of the dis-
course around the cuts, as our way to (attempt to) make meaning for this unprecedented
time of crisis for the UK academy. Another project, which Phipps acts on as Co-I and Co-
Director, has also been affected Migration for Development and
Equality (Coventry University; Director: Heaven Crawley; Co-I & Co-Director: Alison Phipps).

The study of discourse in international development studies (IDS) and in development
studies (DS) has drawn considerable attention. For instance, this journal has hosted an
interesting debate on the topic (see, for example, Della Faille 2011; Pieterse 2011), and
it is our hope to contribute to the debate. Discourse analysis in development and inter-
national development studies started in the 1990s; however, it is still considered marginal
by some authors (e.g. Della Faille 2011). Other scholars have pointed out that critical dis-
course analysis (CDA) has been successfully used to counter hegemonic discourses and
practices (Ziai 2015; Pieterse 2011). Attention to language and discourse in DS and IDS
is found in the work of Hilary Footitt (2017) and Cornwall and Eade (2010). Footitt
(2017) explored multilingualism in humanitarian contexts and the language of humanitar-
ian intervention, while Cornwall and Eade (2010) deconstructed buzzwords found in
development discourses. The contribution of these authors is notable as they have
unpacked discourses and narratives, critiquing and pointing out power dynamics, silences
and subtle ways in which language(s) shapes practices in DS and IDS in ways that had not
been addressed before.

In this article, we use Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA) (Charteris-Black 2004) to analyse
the metaphors that UK academics have used in the news, blogs, and interviews within the
campaign in response to funding cuts. Metaphors are considered powerful tools to
express concepts and to shape reality (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). They can reveal
language users’ intentions beyond what is said and what is not said, and CMA allows
us to unpack these. Metaphors are also a common way through which distress can be
articulated; in global mental health, psychologists have coined the term ‘Idioms of dis-
tress’ (Nichter 1981, 2010) to refer to culturally representative ways in which people
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express distress, which are often metaphorical. In this article, we open up an interdisciplin-
ary conversation between CMA and ‘idioms of distress’, analysing the metaphorical idioms
of distress used by UK academics to express the distress caused by the funding cuts.

This article is structured as follows: in the first section, we present an overview of CMA
and of idioms of distress, bringing them into the conversation. In the second section, we
present the methods used in our study, and in the third, we present our analysis and dis-
cussion of the findings. Finally, we draw our concluding remarks, pointing out the contri-
bution that this article makes to Critical Metaphor Analysis and to idioms of distress, while
also discussing potentially problematic issues for future international development
research.

Critical metaphor analysis and idioms of distress

In this section, we introduce Critical Metaphor Analysis and the concept of idioms of dis-
tress, showing the potential for interdisciplinary conversations. In a search of over 40 data-
bases within PROQuest Academic and EBSCOHost, both keyword combinations of ‘critical
metaphor analysis’ AND ‘idioms of distress’; ‘critical discourse analysis’ AND ‘idioms of dis-
tress’ gave no results. To the best of our knowledge, and after a careful review of specific
applied linguistics journals, we are confident that CMA and idioms of distress have never
been explored in combination. This is not entirely surprising since, as applied linguists
ourselves, we first encountered the concept of ‘idioms of distress’ thanks to interdisciplin-
ary working between Global Mental Health and Applied Linguistics during the Idioms of
Distress, Resilience and Wellbeing research project (Imperiale 2020) (University of Glasgow,
PI: Alison Phipps). In this section, we first discuss CMA and then idioms of distress, and we
conclude by trying to open up a conversation between the two concepts.

Critical metaphor analysis

First developed by Charteris-Black (2004), Critical Metaphor Analysis (CMA) is a critical
approach within metaphor studies that aims to reveal the ‘covert intentions of language
users’ (34), and it involves critical discourse analysis (CDA), conceptual metaphor theory
(CMT) and corpus linguistics. Given that this study aims to explore the metaphors used
by academics in their response to research funding cuts, and to understand the ideologi-
cal role of these metaphors in a specific discourse context, this theory seemed the most
appropriate. In the next sub-sections, we illustrate the pillars of CMA – namely CDA and
CMT. We do not focus on corpus linguistics, since, as further explained in the `Methods’
section, we did not adopt it as part of our study.

Critical discourse analysis
CDA is concerned with theorising the ‘mediation between the social and the linguistic’
(Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999, 58) through the integration of textual analysis and
social theories. CDA studies the text but also how a text is produced, distributed and
received and how it could shape narratives and social action. There is a variety of
approaches and methods used within CDA, suggesting the development of different
strands and focuses (Van Dijk 2001). However, there are certain basic principles and
tenets that constitute the shared agenda of CDA practitioners (Weiss and Wodak 2003;
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Van Dijk 2001). For instance, texts are perceived as fundamental to meaning making and
are studied in terms of the social effects that they can produce and as ‘representations
which can be shown to contribute to social relations of power and domination’ (Fair-
clough 2003, 9–10). The approach, therefore, aims to address social problems and
power relations, which are discursive (Wodak and Fairclough 1997) and textually pro-
duced. CDA has been used widely also as a tool to reveal the ‘silences’ and covert assump-
tions present in texts and discourses, therefore revealing power dynamics and dominant
positions between language users (Wodak 1996; Munro 2018).

Van Dijk (2001, 2009) works from the understanding that power, in contemporary
societies, is expressed and performed through what Antonio Gramsci called ‘cultural
hegemony’ and consensus. Power is seldom perceived in terms of overt domination
but rather exercised through the creation of consensus, and this largely occurs through
language. Therefore, any analysis of discourses should consider the context in which dis-
cursive practices are constituted, including the socio-political and historical context. CDA
helps to link the ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ levels (Van Dijk 2001).

The only way to link the ‘macro’ and the ‘micro’ levels, according to Van Dijk (1993), is
through a socio-cognitive approach which was initially neglected in CDA, and this was
one of its major shortcomings. Similarly, Koller (2005) points out that CDA has usually
considered metaphors in terms of linguistic expression rather than through a cognitive
approach, hence the limited work overall on metaphors within CDA (Koller 2005;
Davidson 2010). Fairclough (1992a, 194–195, 1992b), however, did consider metaphors
as part of his work:

When we signify things through one metaphor rather than through another, we are con-
structing our reality in one way rather than another. Metaphors structure the way we think
and the way we act, and our systems of knowledge and belief, in pervasive and fundamental
ways. How a particular domain of experience is metaphorised is one of the stakes in the
struggle within and over discourse practices.

Davidson (2010) and Koller (2005) wrote that the quote above resonates with Lakoff and
Johnson (1980)’s understanding of metaphors as carrying an intrinsic evaluative power
and as shaping realities. This is the main principle of Lakoff and Johnson’s seminal
work Metaphors we live by, on which conceptual metaphor theory, the second pillar of
Critical Metaphor Analysis, is based.

Conceptual metaphor theory
Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) workMetaphors We Live By has been influential in developing
conceptual metaphor theory (CMT), which is a cognitive approach to metaphors. In their
work, the authors argue that there are ‘conceptual metaphors’ that govern the creation of
our metaphors (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). Conceptual metaphors link and move across
two domains – the source one, and the target one; for instance, in the formula A IS B,
B (the source domain) is mapped into the domain of A (the target domain). In the well-
known example, ARGUMENT IS WAR,3 the domain of WAR is transferred to ARGUMENT.
Lakoff and Johnson (1980) explain that by interpreting ARGUMENT AS WAR, while we
highlight a series of meanings related to winning/losing an argument, at the same
time, we hide other aspects of ‘argument’: for example, a more positive approach in
which interlocutors recognise that they donated time and energy to build the argument
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and to reciprocally listen to each other. Metaphors create realities by associating two
domains coherently (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). The source domain, B (WAR in our
example), is often experiential, while the target domain, A, is often abstract (ARGUMENT).
Abstract concepts are usually less clearly delineated, whereas we have a better knowledge
and shared understanding of B as a sensory, embodied, concrete experience (Lakoff and
Johnson 1980). The form ‘A IS B’, therefore, is not arbitrary; it presupposes ‘directionality’
and some shared life experiences between language users (Koch and Deetz 1981). Coher-
ence is given by the association of the two domains.

Kövecses (2020) highlights that CMT has been well developed after the initial work of
Lakoff and Johnson (1980), and that it has addressed some of the critiques of it that had
beenmade. However, he acknowledges that the main critique, the fact that CMT research-
ers did not pay sufficient attention to ‘the discourse and social-pragmatic functions of
metaphors in real discourses’, remains valid (Kövecses 2020). This includes the oral
domains of social life. A second critique of CMT concerns ‘universal conceptual meta-
phors’ (Kövecses 2020).

CMT scholars argue that there are ‘universal conceptual metaphors’, whereas other
metaphors are culturally and contextually coherent and created. Kövecses (2020, 11),
we believe, simplifies the response to this critique by writing that

Since the human body and the brain are predominantly universal, the metaphorical struc-
tures that are based on them will also be predominantly universal. This explains why many
conceptual metaphors, such as KNOWING IS SEEING, can be found in a large number of geneti-
cally unrelated languages. This does not mean, however, that all conceptual metaphors that
are based on primary metaphors will be the same from language/culture to language/culture.

Even though he acknowledges that there are non-universal, ‘context-induced’metaphors,
we believe that this statement partially fails to recognise the agency of human beings,
and how discourses are locally and contextually constituted. We believe that CMA
addresses the main shortcomings of both CDA and CMT by using the two theories in a
complementary way; on one hand, CMT offers a stronger cognitive dimension to CDA,
while on the other, CDA contributes to CMT with its socio-discursive and linguistic
approach.

Idioms of distress

Idioms of distress are contextually grounded expressions through which individuals
articulate distress. The concept was developed by Mark Nichter (1981, 2010) in the field
of global mental health and then used to provide culturally responsive psychological
interventions and assessment of mental distress (Nichter 1981, 2010). In his initial work,
Nichter (1981) studied the ways in which women in South India expressed distress
through different modes – often through metaphors – also focusing on the dynamic
social contexts that affect our expressions. He argues that being attentive to idioms of dis-
tress and metaphors helped him build emphatic connections with the individuals
suffering from mental distress (Nichter 1981). In his revised definition, Nichter (2010,
405) states:

Idioms of distress are socially and culturally resonant means of experiencing and expres-
sing distress in local worlds. They are evocative and index past traumatic memories as
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well as present stressors, such as anger, powerlessness, social marginalization and insecur-
ity, and possible future sources of anxiety, loss and angst. Idioms of distress communicate
experiential states that lie on a trajectory from the mildly stressful to depths of suffering
that render individuals and groups incapable of functioning as productive members of
society. In some cases, idioms of distress are culturally and interpersonally effective
ways of expressing and coping with distress, and in other cases, they are indicative of psy-
chopathological states that undermine individual and collective states of well-being (our
emphasis).

Nichter (2010) argues that some idioms are ‘commonplace’, whereas others are ‘culturally
unique’. For example, references to cleanliness and order are often identifiable with obses-
sive compulsive disorder; however, for Brahman women in India, cleanliness is associated
with purity and individual identity, hence it carries localised cultural meanings (Nichter
2010).

Idioms of distress communicate ‘experiential states’ in metaphorical forms. For
example, common idioms of distress are ‘thinking too much’ (Keiser et al. 2015),
‘feeling broken/destroyed’ (Barber et al. 2016). These idioms of distress communicate
an experiential state of feeling unwell, not being able to sleep, having migraines,
feeling anxious or depressed. Keiser et al. (2015) study on ‘thinking too much’ found
that the metaphor is used all over the world to describe the syndrome, symptoms and
causes of distress. Although it is used widely, the idiom carries different nuances in
different locations, and it is linked to local values and social constructs. For instance,
Baganda men in Uganda, use ‘thinking too much’ to describe the illness that men
develop after their wives leave them (Okello and Ekblad 2006).

The literature on idioms of distress in global mental health is abundant, but of particu-
lar interest to our discussion – relating idioms of distress to Critical Metaphor Analysis – is
how the experiential domain is not the source domain – as per Lakoff and Johnson’s
theorisation – but rather the target domain. For instance, instead of saying ‘I am physically
unwell’, we often say ‘I am thinking too much’. In our understanding, then, the direction-
ality of A IS B, when applied to idioms of distress, is not univocal.

A second relevant point for our discussion is that while conceptual metaphors are har-
monious and follow a precise image-scheme (Johnson 1987), idioms of distress are con-
tradictory and may disaggregate coherence (Nichter 2010). Nichter (2010) argued for an
approach attentive to semantics, pragmatics and micropolitics of communication which
avoids static representations and rather allows for contradictory and negotiable presenta-
tions to emerge. The lack of coherence and the irrational fluidity of thought might be
explained following Scarry (1985), as she argues that pain and trauma are language
destroying. As other psychologists and psychotherapists have pointed out, pain and
trauma reduce our capacity to ‘language’, to articulate thoughts logically and rationally
(Costa and Dewaele 2012; Rolland et al. 2017).

The points above may seem to contradict both CMT and Lakoff and Johnson (1980)’s
work. We argue that these do indeed contradict with the schemes they have developed,
because Lakoff and Johnson (1980) did not conceptualise what happens to language and
to languaging when pain and trauma are experienced. Extreme circumstances also push
language into extremity. We, therefore, argue that considering idioms of distress in CMT
may add a further dimension to the refinement and application of conceptual metaphors
and coherence in traumatic and painful situations.
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A final point for our discussion is that scholars argue that idioms of distress are not
independent of the socio-political context in which they are produced (e.g. Nichter
2010). These need to be considered and understood within the socio-political contexts,
and not just in terms of psychological processes (Barber et al. 2016; de Jong and Reis
2010; Nichter 2010). Citing an example from Palestine, Barber et al. (2016) find that
‘feeling broken/destroyed’ are sentiments that directly reflect the political history of the
protracted conflict that Palestinians experience. This, therefore, points towards not only
understanding the individual’s personal story, but – referring to Van Dijk (2001)’s work
in CDA – also, the historical and social context, and potentially how one way of expressing
distress creates a structural discourse and practices around distress and wellbeing (Cork,
Kaiser, and White 2019).

However, perhaps for efficiency, idioms of distress are sometimes not analysed in
context, but rather extrapolated, thus limiting understanding of structural issues. For
example, Hassan and colleagues (2015) compiled a table with a translation of idioms
used in Kurdish and in Arabic, translated into English. However, Imperiale (2020) demon-
strated that taking idioms out of context may result in misunderstandings. For example,
analysing the idioms used by Palestinians in Gaza during the 2014 military operation, ‘I
can’t breathe’ was one which frequently indicated distress. The analysis showed that
this was both a metaphorical and a literal phrase, as it was the result of explosions,
where breathing issues were due to the dust and rubble and anxiety attack symptoms.
Imperiale argued for using a context-based translation approach and for studying the
idioms of distress through CDA, which could offer an understanding not only of distress
but also of the discursive power in which distress is manifested (Imperiale 2020).

Methods

In our study, we followed the three-step process identified by Charteris-Black’s (2004)
conceptualisation of CMA: identification, interpretation, and explanation. To identify
the metaphors, we first read our sample closely and critically. We then used the Prag-
glejaz Group’s approach (2007), which considers lexical units and determines if each
unit has ‘a more basic contemporary meaning in other contexts than the one in the
given context’ (Pragglejaz Group 2007, 3). The interpretation step involves establishing
the conceptual metaphor and identifying the source domain (Charteris-Black 2004).
Imperiale identified and interpreted the metaphors, and Phipps checked the
expressions grouped into conceptual metaphors; the codes over which both authors
disagreed were negotiated until agreement was reached. This process ensured the
metaphors’ coding reliability (Fallah and Moini 2016). For the explanation step, we
took into account conceptual metaphors contextual and cultural considerations as
well as metaphors’ pragmatic function, especially persuasion and evaluation (Char-
teris-Black 2004).

The approach we adopted for the analysis was inductive. SteeN (2007) differentiates
between a deductive and an inductive approach to metaphor research; a deductive
approach is particularly suited for corpus analysis as it begins with conceptual metaphors
and then the corpus is searched to find those specific conceptual metaphors. An inductive
method instead starts with the sample and determines metaphors based on a thorough
analysis of lexical units, as seen in Pragglejaz Group’s work (2007). Given the manageable
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size of our sample and our focus on the ideological role of metaphors, the inductive
approach was preferred.

Our sample included articles taken from online newspapers articles (e.g. The Guardian,
The National) in which UK academics were interviewed and directly quoted, and blogposts
and open letters written by academics themselves. We consider blogposts and open letters
as public data, as they were written by academics as public servants. The blogposts were
written purposefully and from academic organisations and project sites to reach a wider
audience. No formal informed consent was required. The blogposts and articles included
in our sample can be found by unravelling the following twitter thread: https://twitter.
com/alison_phipps/status/1374585559067324416?s=12. The chosen timeframe was
between 11 March 2021 (the date the announcement was made) and 30 April 2021. We
chose this limited timeframe since we wanted to analyse the immediate reactions in the
period during which academics stopped their work to focus on immediate issues emerging
from the cuts and tried to make sense of what was being experienced both by ourselves as
academics and by our peers and partners.

Analysis and discussion

In this section, we present our findings, our analysis and discussion. We first start with the
CUTS AS ENTITY metaphor, then within this ontological metaphor we analyse CUTS ARE A
THREAT, CUTS ARE ILLNESS and CUTS ARE VIOLENCE metaphors. Within the CUTS ARE
ILLNESS metaphors we also discuss idioms of distress that we have identified. We then
move onto metaphors related to research, as we identified RESEARCH IS HEALTH,
RESEARCH IS CONNECTION and RESEARCH IS A JOURNEY.

In identifying and analysing the metaphors in the texts around cuts, it is first striking
that ‘the cuts’ are often presented as active agents – they abandon, expose, imperil,
damage, hinder, destroy, hurt, undermine. The UK government is often mentioned as
responsible for the decisions that led to the cuts, and, similarly, so is the UKRI; however,
‘cuts’ are often used as the subject of sentences. We explain this as CUTS ARE AN ENTITY.

Funding cuts at the United Kingdom’s Global Challenges Research Fund imperil the Rights for
Time Network.4

The cuts will destroy international partnerships with businesses, governments, and the third
sector, as well as the UK’s reputation as a reliable and trustworthy business partner.5

The cuts expose the hollowness of the UK government’s vision of a ‘Global Britain’ centred on
openness for prosperity, multilateral solutions to global issues, and positioning the UK as a
force for good.6

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), in their chapter on Ontological Metaphors, talk about how we
conceptualise things that are not bounded as entities and substances so that we can refer
to them and quantify them in an attempt to better comprehend them. Even though ‘cuts’
are a number, and therefore a quantity, the experience of having a project cut is not
something we can easily relate to as the consequences are unknown, and as such we
might not know how to pin it down. Referring to cuts as entities allows us to identify a
particular aspect of it. However, interestingly, using the CUTS AS AN ENTITY metaphor
not only helps our understanding but it also allows academics to distance themselves
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from it; since cuts are an entity of their own, they have their agency and are out of our
control. It is the cuts as an entity that destroy, damage, hinder, expose and imperil, and
we as academics have limited, if any, agency to stop them.

The favouring of nominalisation – that is in this context the preference for using the
noun ‘cuts’ instead of the verb form ‘to cut’ – was explained by Fairclough (2000) in his
study on the old and New Labour language where he discusses ‘exclusion’. He explains
that adopting nominalisation (exclusion) instead of the verb form (to exclude) shifts atten-
tion from the causal process behind exclusion to the outcome; exclusion is ‘a condition
people are in rather than something that is done to them’ (Fairclough 2000, 54). This is
relevant to our analysis; again, we as academics are campaigning to reverse the cuts,
but we are at the same time acknowledging that we have very limited agency as cuts
were imposed on us, giving us little room for action.

Within the ontological metaphor of cuts as entity, we identify another metaphor: CUTS
ARE A THREAT. Threat metaphors are often used in political discourse to strengthen div-
isions between groups and countries (Semino 2008). In the following, we can see how
threat metaphors are used to convey ideas about an unknown, problematic future, and
to evoke fear:

Abruptly truncating, or cutting research funding is not consequence free7

Most developing countries are now very nervous. The clock is ticking.8

This is an action from which it will be hard to recover.9

These rhetorical strategies suggest vagueness and opacity around the possible conse-
quences of the cuts – as these are unknown; but at the same time, these are intimidating.
The intimidating effect is also perhaps achieved because these metaphors are used in
conjunction with health/illness metaphors, as for example the use of the word
‘recover’. Semino (2008) points out how these metaphors also implicitly encourage the
audience to choose a side within the debate.

We identified another metaphor within the ontological metaphor of cuts as entity,
namely the metaphor CUTS ARE ILLNESS. Charteris-Black (2011, 101) writes that the oppo-
sition health/illness has a strong ‘persuasive role in discourse’, since it is evocative of
emotions first of all, and it covers an evaluative role. If there is an association, in our
case between illness and cuts, then there is, first of all, the possibility of a political argu-
ment that favours those who are fighting against cuts – academics – since, by opposition,
they are trying to restore ‘health’; second, there is also the possibility that the disease
improves with an ultimate return to health. Health metaphors are rooted in the experi-
ence of life and death, and Charteris-Black (2011) writes that we associate anyone who
is trying to restore health with someone who has the right intentions. Here lies the evo-
cative and persuasive power of health/illness metaphors:

These cuts will not just affect researchers like us: they will hurt the marginalized communities
with which we work. (12 April 2021, nature.com)10

This decision is the single worst self-inflicted injury in this kind of diplomacy that most of us
have seen for a very long time.11

The decimation of this vital funding stream will have drastic impacts.12
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In these examples, we can see that metaphors are graded, since there are different
degrees of health and illness (Charteris-Black 2011). Stronger evaluations are found in
the opposition decimation/vital, whereas hurt may be a milder form of evaluation com-
pared to the other examples on the health/illness spectrum. However, within the first
example, hurt is used in comparison with affect, thus still showing a strong evaluation.
In the following, we reach the extremes of the life/death spectrum:

Abruptly truncating funded projects kills that process dead.13

The relations on which health metaphors are based are relations of contrast, reaching a
polarity between what is right (health) against what is wrong (illness), between who
caused the disease, and those who try to restore health or are at least fighting for it (Char-
teris-Black 2011). Charteris-Black (2011, 181) notes that ‘the rhetorical effect of this con-
trast is to reinforce and heighten the differences between the two parties’, and we
agree with his statement; academics are also campaigning to get the support of the
wider audience.

It is also important to point out at the time of writing (summer 2021) and of the cuts,
the world is re-emerging, or trying to re-emerge, from the COVID-19 pandemic. Thus, the
crisis communication discourse in relation to the polarisation between life/death and
health/illness has been omnipresent in the last year (see Wodak 2021). Using health/
illness metaphors in this specific moment in time has a strong persuasive and evaluative
function – even more so as some research projects that have been cut have a focus on
health and medicine, including ‘vital coronavirus research’.14

Other types of health/illness metaphors are identified in our sample, where academics
describe how cuts made them ‘sick’. In the examples above we have discussed a rather
generic contrast between health and illness, whereas in the next section we identify
‘idioms of distress’, which are the ways in which academics expressed their own mental
and physical distress as caused by the cuts.

Idioms of distress

As we described in the first section of this article, idioms of distress are ways in which
people articulate distress. These are often metaphors that are culturally relevant, some-
times even contradictory, and used to express pain, physical and mental distress. We
found abundant use of these forms in our sample:

People are shocked [by the aid cut].15

Hearing that the project is being cancelled was heartbreaking.16

I am exasperated. But what can we do?17

It’s not easy to find the wordswhen your life’s work is blown up and those to whom you have a
duty of care, and a heart of love, are to be the first to suffer, not easy to watch, with a sword to
your head, and when asked to be the one to break the news, to wield a sword.18

Idioms of distress often use abstract descriptions to signify physical conditions and pain.
We think that what academics are saying in the extracts above and through idioms of dis-
tress is that they have been suffering from some kind of distress as a result of the decision
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to cut research funding. It is already well-known that academics often suffer from burn-
out (for systematic literature reviews on this issue, see Watts and Robertson 2011;
Khan, Din, and Anwar 2019), but the stress and anxiety caused by the cuts go beyond
the distress that academics feel on an everyday basis. Being in shock, or when something
is heart-breaking, are idioms often used to describe a traumatic experience – sometimes
this can be associated with physical symptoms such as lack of sleep, lack of appetite,
tachycardia (e.g. see Keys et al. 2012; Rechsteiner, Tol, and Maercker 2019). Not being
able to find words, worrying, and thinking too much are often categorised as psychological
idioms related to feeling helpless or sad – and research has linked these idioms to
depression, anxiety and psychological health problems (e.g. Keiser et al. 2015; Thakur
and Rangaswamy 2019). We, therefore, think that what the academics are saying –
what we are saying – by using these idioms of distress is that we are deeply unwell,
mentally and physically, and unable to work up to the standards we are used to, as
significant work had to focus on re-profiling, re-working, re-organising the complexities
of suspended research projects.

Other recurrent expressions used to express distress are related to physical violence:

We are all responding as though we have been physically assaulted.19

This is really violent information because we were not expecting it at all.20

Like colleagues leading the many projects affected across Scotland I am reeling and feeling
the full, sickening savagery of this violent assault on my person […].21

In the literature on physical violence and idioms of distress, scholars demonstrated how
the expression of violence, especially gender-based violence, can be culturally deter-
mined and are often delivered through metaphors (Thakur and Rangaswamy 2019;
Kimmel et al. 2020). In our context, nonetheless, physical violence becomes a metaphor
itself. This confirms perhaps Lakoff and Johnson (1980)’s work on the directionality of
metaphors – where the source domain is experiential, while the target domain is abstract.
We, therefore, categorise these expressions as within the entity metaphor, as CUTS ARE
VIOLENCE.

Related to the example we reported above, we cannot omit to comment on the word
savagery, used alongside the metaphors related to physical violence. Postcolonial scholars
are particularly mindful of using the semantic field related to ‘savage’. Edward Said (1978)
and many others after him, understands the process of Othering as ultimately a process of
self-identification by creating a polarised representation of Us/Them. ‘Savage’ is often an
adjective used to describe ‘Them’; the coloniser is wise and rational, while the colonized is
exotic and savage (Said 1978; Moosavinia, Niazi, and Ghaforian 2011). The phrase ‘sicken-
ing savagery of this violent assault’, perhaps aims to build a wall between Us and Them,
where Us and Them are respectively those fighting against the cuts and those who ulti-
mately decided to cut the international development budget. This also confirms the
polarisation that we identified in the health metaphors. However, we acknowledge that
this term may cause a problematic association and as such it may convey an evaluative
discourse – exactly what post-colonial studies scholars are trying to dismantle. We
hence recommend close surveillance when using this term.

As opposed to cuts which are VIOLENCE, ILLNESS and THREAT, research is what allows
us to break walls and barriers, and ultimately to return to health. We focus here on three
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metaphors we identified related to research: RESEARCH AS CONNECTION, RESEARCH AS
HEALTH and RESEARCH AS A JOURNEY.

Research is what can unite us and brings us back together to health through our net-
works and relationships. We interpret this metaphor as RESEARCH AS CONNECTION.

It calls into question the longstanding relationships of trust that we have built with the associ-
ations and public institutions around this project, that have raised so much hope.22

The GCRF has enabled UK-based researchers to develop new networks and projects in low- and
middle-income countries across the world.23

Collectively we are bringing the hidden legacies of conflict directly into humanitarian protec-
tion, human rights policy and practice.24

It’s an amazing project and based on him spending two years building trust with these indi-
genous communities. That trust is now completely broken.25

Such metaphors have a strong affective component, since the domain of physical connec-
tion is mapped onto the domain of research (Davidson 2010). Research can bring proxi-
mity as it builds networks and as its foundations are relationships of trust built over the
years. Research links, while cuts separate.

Not only research connects, but research leads us to health, not just metaphorically. In
the extract below, the reference to health is strong as research allows the development of
a vaccine during a world-wide pandemic.

Research is about learning what works and amplifying success. Typically, we hear about the
end point, but getting to the end point relies on building networks, pooling talent, strength-
ening capacity, engagement in discussion, and critical analysis along the way. This process
has enabled UK research to lead and benefit from research in areas such as vaccine devel-
opment [..].

UK’s aid cuts hit vital coronavirus research around the world26

Research is vital. We are here again within the health/illness opposition, on the other
extreme of the life/death spectrum, with research being HEALTH. In the extract above,
we can also see the metaphor of RESEARCH AS A JOURNEY, with expressions as ‘the
end point’, ‘getting to the end point’, ‘along the way’, and ‘process’. The physical
domain of journey is used to better conceptualise research not in terms of outcomes
but rather in terms of process. This is an evocative strategy that allows a non-expert audi-
ence to perceive what research entails.

We conclude our analysis and discussion by reflecting on the ideological role of
the metaphors used. We see in these metaphors a strong evaluative and persuasive
power, together with the ability to reach a wider audience to gain support with the
campaign to reverse the cuts. As part of that, there is also the attempt to explain
what research entails and what it can achieve. Academics protesting are trying to
reach consensus in a crisis by exposing themselves publicly, without reservations.
They also use idioms of distress to tell us how they are feeling, which may limit aca-
demics’ productivity at full capacity. This may have consequences for the UK academy
more broadly, and not only for the projects affected by the cuts: to give two
examples, the mass resignations of peer reviewers and the integrity of the Haldane
Principle.27
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Conclusion

In this article, we have analysed the metaphors used by UK academics to represent the
research funding cuts decided by the UK government in March 2021, which saw hundreds
of ongoing international research projects terminated, suspended, or significantly altered.
The response of UK academics was strong and powerful, and we have analysed here some
of the metaphors that were used: CUTS ARE AN ENTITY, and within that, CUTS ARE VIO-
LENCE, CUTS ARE ILLNESS, CUTS ARE A THREAT; and conversely, RESEARCH IS HEALTH,
RESEARCH IS CONNECTION, and RESEARCH IS A JOURNEY.

Research is based on relations, on trust, and nowhere more so than research in inter-
national development, where paradigms of participatory work and co-design are the
normative basis for working with and safeguarding partners worldwide. The implemen-
tation of the cuts has broken the trust that academics had in the UK Research and Inno-
vation funding body. Cuts are perceived as violence, as an illness in that they break all
that has been built over the years, and all the vital progress that has been made – not
least during the already difficult times of the pandemic. Academics are suffering, and
they use idioms of distress to describe how and what they are feeling: they, we, are
angry, we are sick, we are heart-broken, we are in shock. These are ways to say we
are deeply unwell, suffering anxiety, depression, lack of sleep, and we are unproductive
as a result, and as a result, we cannot offer the services we are employed to offer to stu-
dents, colleagues and to the wider society. This is a very concerning time for the UK
academy.

During this period, we have also seen silences around the cuts. Namely two, the first is
the silence of the UK government and of UKRI, which, a month after the announcement,
had not provided any further statements and left academics to campaign against the
decision without opening up communication with them. This was hard to accept. We,
as academics, work to construct and share knowledge, we work through conversations
that are supposed to be based on the Habermasian principles of truthfulness, transpar-
ency, and accuracy. This has been taken away from us, and we were left with a decision
that had a horrible impact on our work, without having been heard, consulted, and
without the chance to receive an answer to our protests. We as academics have also docu-
mented, repeatedly, within our multiple disciplines, the chilling consequences of such
suppression of truthfulness, transparency and accuracy.

The second silence though, is within the academy, as we also need to reflect on how
we represent and communicate our work. The experiences of early career researchers,
who often are in precarious positions, and the experiences of the international partners,
who are the ones most affected by the cuts, have not been spotlighted in the debate.
There could be a protective feature here, to not expose those who are at the lowest
levels of the hierarchy and those in the worst positions. However, this made us reflect
further. The GCRF (Global Challenge Research Fund) was created to fund and develop
‘equitable partnerships’. We did believe it, and we talked about equitable partnerships
in our projects, in presentations, at conferences, in our articles. Moreover, we sought to
change research and develop a more ethical approach that allowed partnerships to be
considered equitable.

Perhaps this was an illusion. When someone comes with money, and others are at the
recipient end, no partnerships can be equitable. When money is taken away, and only
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some jobs are affected while others are not, partnerships are not equitable either. When
the voices we hear are mostly the ones in powerful positions, again we wonder whether
we can call these partnerships equitable. Perhaps then, we might need to change the
discourse around partnerships; surely, we can call them ethical, but perhaps inter-
national development research is not and will not ever be equitable. But it definitely
can be healthy, it can mean connection, it can be a journey undertaken together for
the better.
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