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 evaporate ; exchange rates  fl oat  in the international market; interest 
rates and the exchange rate can  dive, plunge , or  drift , all because of 
the sudden movement of animal spirits (another popular economic 
metaphor); and interest rates can  shore up  or  dampen  the economy and/
or infl ation. For the most part, these metaphors are utilitarian, employed 
frequently in academic and popular discourses. The depoliticization 
effects of these metaphors only really occur when writers use them in 
a disciplinary context. Thus, the governor of the Bank is likened to a 
 pilot  said to be at the  helm  of the Bank, which is characterized as a  ship  
that must  stay the course  with its price stability and infl ation-targeting 
objectives. The resulting impression is of a Bank that is more or less  in 
control  and understands the tendency of markets to create  stormy seas  
of liquidity that  slosh  around the global economy. Crucially, the Bank 
achieves its policy objectives by  anchoring  expectations—where animal 
spirits express themselves—to its infl ation target, a metaphor that 
speaks explicitly of the Bank’s communicative function and that can be 
loosely translated as follows: “the Bank’s job is to persuade everyone 
that it exercises the control that it claims it does.” 

4   Infl ation is a disease —This category of monetary policy metaphors 
works on two levels. First, like “monetary policy is war,” it attributes 
a “bad” to infl ation. Disease is  contagious, dirty , and  deadly . Second, 
“infl ation is like a disease” metaphors tap into the traditional view 
of medicine and doctors as demigods who symbolize the steady 
progress of history, science, and knowledge. Thus, infl ation is a  disease  
that is  contracted  by the Canadian economy, which in turn is often 
characterized as a  sick patient convalescing  from infl ation  fever . The 
Bank is a doctor who knowledgeably  administers doses  of interest rate 
policy that are like  medicine  and  tourniquets . 

 Quantitatively, I was able to roughly gauge the impact of these metaphors 
by associating a set of unique keywords to each category and then counting 
word frequencies. The results of this exercise are encouraging, supporting 
the conclusion that the metaphoric language of monetary policy is strongly 
discouraging of critical thinking. Figure 12.4 puts the use of metaphoric 
activity in the context of the total news corpus (for a given year). Strikingly, 
it reveals a long-term stability in the relative use of all the major metaphor 
categories except the “siren song” class. The stability and weight of “war” 
metaphors are especially intriguing, suggesting that this class of metaphor is 
a permanent feature of the monetary policy discourse in Canada. With some 
exceptions, the “disease” and “liquid” metaphors are similarly stable through 
time, again suggestive of their deeply embedded (but less pervasive) nature in 
the discourse. The “siren song” metaphors by contrast trend lower through 
time, a fact that is probably attributable to (a) the absence of dramatic interest 
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rate events like those of the early 1990s, (b) relatively stable infl ation, and (c) 
the absence of divisive leadership exemplifi ed by John Crow. 

 In sum, the monetary policy discourse draws heavily on two well-known 
categories of metaphors frequently discussed in the cognitive literature, namely, 
metaphors built around restraint (“siren song” metaphors) and violence (“war” 
metaphors). “Disease” and “liquid” metaphors are probably less grounded in 
the sense that, for the most part, they do not bear on our early childhood 
development to the same universal extent or in the same manner.    

 Conclusion  

 The evidence suggests that the Bank has been effective in convincing the 
policy community and the public that it has the ability to control infl ation. 
It has done so through a purposeful strategy that integrates communications 
considerations into the  heart  of its policy-making process, choosing the CPI as 
its policy target on purely communicative grounds. The media have given this 
strategy effect, taking the technical language of monetary policy and, drawing 
on Bay Street sources, translated it with metaphors that suggest the Bank’s 
masterly control over an infl ation nemesis. 

 Remarkably, this communications endeavor has been achieved against the 
backdrop of an academic debate over whether in fact central banks have had 
 anything  to do with the global trend toward low infl ation since the early 1990s, 
a debate well known in the back regions of central banking (Angeriz and Arestis 
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2006) but rarely voiced in front-region interactions with the news media. In 
my research, I interviewed a very senior Bank offi cial (since retired) who, in a 
moment of candor, told me, for example, that “it’s a very real historical issue 
as to how much of the success that we attribute to infl ation targeting is really 
attributable to changes in the structure of global trade, the reduction in the cost 
of global communications, and so on” (Confi dential interview August 4, 2006, 
Ottawa). More remarkably perhaps, the author has had several discussions 
with senior Statistics Canada personnel who confi rm what many suspect, 
namely, that the CPI is a deeply fl awed measure of infl ation (Statistics Canada 
is responsible for this tabulation). Given the Bank’s questionable infl uence over 
such a fl awed measure, a case can be made that central bank talk serves two 
deeper purposes beyond “anchoring” infl ation expectations. 

 First, the Bank’s communication efforts insulate it from much critical 
scrutiny in an area where it  does  play a vital role, namely, in the traditional 
central bank role of backstopping the fi nancial system (Goodhart 1988), which 
since the early 1980s has been consolidating within Canadian borders while 
expanding abroad. The situation is paralleled in most other developed countries 
that have undergone fi nancial “big bangs,” that is the regulatory effacement of 
barriers between insurance, banking, investment banks, and trusts into one-
size-fi ts-all, super-sized fi nancial institutions that “innovate” fi nancial products 
and adopt increasingly levered positions characteristic of fi nancialization and 
the lead up to the 2008–9 fi nancial crisis. The Bank’s complicity in this process 
was vividly illustrated in the spring of 2008 when it sponsored changes to 
the Bank of Canada Act that gave it the power to purchase  any  security of its 
choosing for whatever purpose it deemed necessary to protect the integrity of 
Canada’s fi nancial system and to do so without making public anything about 
the transaction. This purely communicative policy change did away with the 
previous requirement of notifying the public whenever the Bank purchased 
securities not explicitly enumerated in the Bank of Canada Act, a requirement 
viewed by the Bank as akin to yelling “fi re” in a crowded theater because these 
types of purchases would tend to happen only in times of extreme fi nancial 
stress. This little-noted and largely misunderstood legislative change occurred 
even as the Bank continued to trumpet the “openness” and “accountability” 
built into its adherence to easy-to-monitor infl ation targets. 

 Second, the modern central bank’s communications efforts are also an 
exercise in distraction in the sense that they take our eye away from where 
the real and enduring power over economic outcomes is to be found—in 
our democratically elected institutions and their power to affect change 
through spending and taxation. If central banks are assumed to have near-
perfect control over infl ation outcomes and if this in turn means that central 
banks necessarily adopt counter-cyclical (symmetric) policy stances, then 
there is really no need for the politicians to get their hands messy with fi scal 
policy. 
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 The 2008–9 crisis briefl y exposed the hollowness of the assumptions 
underpinning this view, but despite the sudden pragmatic reembrace of fi scal 
policy, few have called for a permanent return to activist fi scal policy. Instead, 
most worry about the “destabilizing” effects of rising government defi cits and 
debt (“sovereign default risk”) and the “infl ationary-effects” of central bank 
policy interventions because of all the “money sloshing” around in the banking 
system. In short, the narrative is shaping up as one where the central bank 
must once again discipline the Canadian economy by vanquishing any hint of 
infl ation while scolding sovereign governments about their fi scal policies. 

 This attempt to reimpose what is essentially the infl ation-targeting discourse 
of the past 20 years is particularly distressing because it coincides with a 
growing community of economic scholars (Mitchell 2008; Wray 1998) who 
persuasively argue that the limits of fi scal policy are, for the most part, self-
imposed. While the rationale for this argument is too detailed to address 
here, the nub of the argument rests on recognizing the full implications of 
abandoning the same gold standard regime that may have been the genesis 
of Frank L. Baum’s  The Wonderful Wizard of Oz  and whose abandonment 
arguably kick-started the communications revolution in central banking: 9  In 
a non-gold standard world such as ours, sovereign governments create money 
 ex nihilo  every time they spend. They are no more limited in this capacity than 
a scorekeeper in a football game—only self-imposed rules defi ne the limits of 
our score keeping, much like poor self-image limited the development of the 
characters in  The Wizard of Oz . The media, unfortunately, have not seen fi t to 
peer behind the curtain and discuss this new, persuasive, research. Rather, they 
have actively constructed and propagated a deception based on the purported 
folly of fi scal policy and the sanctity of monetary mechanisms. In so doing, this 
discourse prevents people from recognizing that much of the power to wrestle 
control over economic outcomes lies in having the heart, the mind, and the 
courage to see true and through the forces of monetary mystifi cation.    

 Notes  

1  “Front-region” refers to the intersection of government, bureaucratic, and media 
discourses, the “public sphere” if you will; bureaucrats and governments typically 
try to impose some “enclosure” on internal discourse, to fence it in and allow 
only a well-defi ned narrative to be exposed in front-region activities 4. 

2  For example, unions typically base their wage demands on expected infl ation 
to avoid a loss in real income for their members. If union and employers are 
reasonably certain that the Bank can deliver on its 2 percent infl ation target, 
then wage increase will tend to settle around this fi gure, potentially creating a 
self-fulfi lling prophecy such that the general rate of price change (infl uenced 
greatly by wage settlements) is on target at 2 percent. 
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3  “Crowding out” refers to the theory that the government borrowing displaces 
private-sector borrowing by “using up” a supposedly limited pool of savings. 

4  As I argue elsewhere (Pigeon 2008), television, radio, and the general news section 
of newspapers played an important—albeit second order—role in spreading elite 
views about monetary policy (crystallized through, and by, the business media) 
to the general nonelite public. The general public’s views, in turn, were measured 
(and fed back to the elite) using the technology of public-opinion polling that, 
following Lewis (2001), I argue acted largely as a barometer of the degree to 
which elite views—carried through these more general interest media—were 
becoming the instinctual—rather than elaborated—response to monetary policy 
(and fi scal policy) questions. 

5  Personal communication with Warren Clement, a long-time editorial writer at 
 The Globe and Mail . 

6  For information on this software package and related theoretical work, visit the 
Yoshikoder homepage at http://www.yoshikoder.wordpress.com/. 

7  “Bay Street” is Canada’s version of “Wall Street.” In other words, this downtown 
Toronto street represents the hub of Canada’s fi nancial sector. 

8  In a 2007 column,  National Post  editor Terence Corcoran (2007) echoed this 
view, noting that Canada’s “now sacrosanct infl ation targets” were not always 
popular among business leaders. Corcoran quotes Catherine Swift, head of the 
Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB), as praising Dodge upon his 
retirement for taking “the punch bowl away just as the party was getting good 
and everybody was starting to have a good time” (a common metaphor used to 
describe infl ation-targeting monetary policy) and contrasts this quotation with 
what she had said in the early 1990s, when she accused Crow of instituting a 
policy that “guaranteed that domestic business will be crippled” and noted that 
“when you kill an economy, one of the things you kill is infl ation.” 

9  In Pigeon (2008), I note that the Bank’s fi rst serious attempts to engage with the 
public occurred around the time of the collapse of the Bretton Woods agreement.        
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