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A political analyst says that society's centre of gravity has shifted. An economist says the market has

gained momentum. A manager wants to streamline an organization, an activist wants to apply

pressure, and a therapist speaks about restoring balance. We talk about society throu...

Society suddenly acquires a centre of gravity

A political analyst says that society's centre of gravity has shifted. An economist says the market has

gained momentum. A manager wants to streamline an organization, an activist wants to apply pressure,

and a therapist speaks about restoring balance. We talk about society through the language of the body

with remarkable frequency. [1][2][3][4][5][6]

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

Most of these images pass unnoticed. They feel natural because movement, force, up and down, near

and far, obstacle and route were part of experience long before we began to think about abstract

systems. Language borrows structure from the body. A political process becomes "stuck", an opponent is

"cornered", reform becomes a "step forward", and a decision becomes a point from which there is "no

way back".

Metaphor is not decorative here. It is a cognitive tool. It lets us approach an unfamiliar or complex

process through relations learned in bodily experience. That is why it is powerful. It is also why it can

mislead. A bodily image can provide order while quietly hiding everything that does not fit.

Balance that never stands still

The metaphor of balance is strong because it promises stability and continuous correction at once. The

ordinary image is static: two pans at equal height, nothing moving. Bodily balance is constant

micro-movement. The nervous system, muscles, vision and inner ear continually correct deviations. A

stable body is not motionless. It is well regulated.
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Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

Transferred to social or institutional life, balance need not mean a midpoint. It may describe a working

range in which different forces and interests constrain and correct one another. A system of checks and

balances remains stable when no actor can remove the others without consequence; equal power is

unnecessary.

The metaphor can still imply false moral neutrality. It may suggest that truth always lies halfway between

two sides. One side may be violating rights and the other enduring the violation. In that case "balance"

becomes false symmetry. The image helps only when the variables to be stabilized are explicit and when

the non-negotiable conditions are named.

Momentum and inertia

Momentum introduces time into an argument. It suggests that a present state has direction and

resistance to change. Campaigns, movements, technologies and business processes do not restart from

zero each morning. Previous decisions, investments, routines and expectations carry them forward. The

image is useful because it reminds us that the same intervention can have different effects in different

states.

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

Physical momentum is precisely defined. Social momentum is not. Does it mean support, attention,

finance, institutional embedding, recruitment capacity or narrative force? Without clarification, the

metaphor becomes circular: something has momentum because it succeeds, and succeeds because it

has momentum.

Inertia is equally tempting. Institutions can resist change through rules, interests and routines. Yet an

institution is not a block of matter. It is composed of people, jurisdictions, incentives and information
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paths. The metaphor identifies persistence; analysis still has to find the mechanisms that reproduce it.

Leverage and the promise of small interventions

The political use of leverage shows how a small intervention becomes a promise of large effect. Systems

theory, management and public policy often search for points where limited resources can produce

significant change. The intuition can be productive. A badly designed rule, information bottleneck or

incentive may distort an entire chain. [10]

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

A physical lever, however, assumes a stable fulcrum, known forces and fixed geometry. In social systems

the fulcrum may move, actors respond, and large effects create counter-effects. A leverage point is not a

magical button. It is a place of intervention whose environment, feedback and side effects must be

studied.

The metaphor becomes dangerous when it implies that the rest of the system need not be understood.

Find the point, press correctly, and the world will move obediently. A physical load does not organize an

opposition campaign or redefine itself. People do.

Flow, channels and blockage

The metaphor of flow is sensitive to channels, yet tends to hide those who build them. Information,

money, attention, energy and work are said to flow through organizations. The image helps us notice

bottlenecks, leakage and distribution. Outcomes depend on intention and on the routes through which

something can move. [8]

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

It is still easy to speak as though flow were natural law. Money is not water. Law, property, contracts,
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infrastructure and power determine where it may go. Information does not simply flow freely either.

Platforms rank, gates filter, algorithms accelerate and institutions classify. Channels are political objects.

Flow language can also imply that more and faster are always better. In some systems delay, verification

and reserve capacity increase safety. Financial, informational and supply chains can become vulnerable

when optimized for speed alone. The relevant question opens in several directions: in what condition

does something flow, with what feedback and under whose control?

Martial-arts images

Martial arts provide a rich vocabulary of metaphor: centreline, rooting, redirection, yielding, rhythm,

empty and full side, using an opponent's force. These images can illuminate conflict, negotiation and

organization by drawing attention to distance, timing, state and relation.

Martial-arts metaphors are useful when they generate questions and dangerous when they impersonate

evidence. The fact that force can be redirected in a partner exercise does not prove that a soft strategy

works in every political conflict. An opponent's intentions, institutional power and time horizon differ

radically from a physical drill.

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

The metaphor becomes more productive when operationalized. What is the centreline here: the decision

channel, public attention or a critical resource? What does redirection mean: shifting the arena, changing

cost or adding actors? Once such questions are answered, the image may begin to become a model.

Before then, it is only attractive advice.

Dance, leading and following

Dance language also travels easily into social analysis: leading and following, rhythm, space, partner

awareness, shared weight and improvisation. It is attractive because cooperation appears as

coordination changing through time.

Roles in dance may be fixed, exchangeable or continuously negotiated. The same distinction matters in

organizations. "The good leader leads the dance" can hide both authoritarian and collaborative models.

Who chooses the music? Who may refuse? Can roles change? What happens when one person's error

is carried by another body?

The metaphor is precise when it emphasizes mutual perception, timing and adaptation. It distorts when

harmony appears natural and conflict becomes mere clumsiness. Many social disputes are not badly led

dances. They are genuine conflicts of interest.

The boundary between metaphor and model
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A metaphor is not yet a model until we can state where the correspondence breaks. A model specifies

variables, relations, scope and testable consequences. A metaphor is looser. It transfers a structure and

enables new questions. That function has its own value and must still be distinguished from modelling. [7]

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

A good metaphor is exploratory. It suggests that an organization may have a centre of gravity if this is

understood as a concentration of decisions and resources. It suggests that a movement may have

momentum if enduring support, network growth and institutional capacity sustain it. The next step is

measurement, comparison and counterexample.

A bad metaphor closes investigation. "The market is a living organism." "Society is a body." "The leader

is the head." Such images naturalize hierarchy, pathologize difference or conceal the agency of

participants. Linguistic elegance then performs political work without admitting it.

Cultural variation

Bodily experience is widespread, but the metaphors built from it are not completely universal. Culture,

technology and social practice determine which movements become basic images. An equestrian society

may use different metaphors of direction, force and rank from a motorized, networked or digital

environment.

Even up and down are not innocent. In many languages, up is good, powerful or more; down is bad,

weak or less. This relates partly to bodily experience and partly to social hierarchy. Metaphor therefore

carries norms. When someone is "elevated", value has already been attached to direction.

Cultural analysis does not invalidate embodied cognition. It refines it. Bodily experience and social

learning jointly shape conceptual resources. The same movement can take on a different meaning in

another story.

An FD reading: metaphor as a temporary bridge

FD can treat metaphor as a temporary bridge between two state spaces. One contains bodily relations:

force, direction, distance, rhythm and balance. The other contains social or conceptual relations: power,

access, conflict, timing and stability. The bridge works when correspondences and breakpoints are made

explicit.

This preserves creative force without promoting metaphor to proof. A bodily image may reveal a variable,

but the beauty of the image does not determine the strength of the claim. "Centre of gravity" becomes an

analytical term only when the relevant concentration of decisions, resources and relationships can be

specified.
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Multi-valued treatment is useful here. A metaphor may be illuminating and misleading, productive and

politically loaded at the same time. It need not be accepted wholesale or discarded. It can be given a

scope.

Returning to the measurable world

A metaphor born from movement remains honest when it allows us to return to the measurable world. It

may begin inquiry, reveal structure and even inspire a model. At the end, however, we must know what

remained an image, what became a testable claim and where the comparison began to live a life of its

own. [9]

Illustration for When Movement Becomes Metaphor

The body supplies experience without automatically explaining it. It provides experience from which

language constructs form. Sometimes the form sharpens vision; sometimes it creates beautiful fog. The

difference lies in the discipline of use; bodily origin alone settles nothing.

Society may have a centre of gravity - if we state what is being measured. It may have momentum - if we

do not forget who keeps it moving. It may have balance - if justice is not confused with the midpoint.

Movement is material for thought. The work of proof begins afterwards.
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