
Metaphor
After a somewhat desultory history in philosophy for more than 2,000 years, the topic of metaphor began to receive intense attention in the latter part of the 20th century.  Occasional remarks about metaphor are to be found in Aristotle, Hobbes, Locke, and Nietzsche, among others, but the topic seems to have begun to receive continuous attention, especially from analytical philosophers, some time after 1950.  The significance of metaphor in the philosophy of language and in the philosophy of art has now been acknowledged, and some have thought that the topic has importance for philosophy in general.  Jacques Derrida (Derrida 1974) has claimed that virtually all statements are, in some sense, metaphorical; and George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (Lakoff and Johnson 1980) have argued that the structure of thought itself is deeply metaphorical.  These bold assertions have not had very much influence on analytical philosophers, but they have been widely embraced by a number of people in other fields.  An early central text, for analytical philosophers and for others, was Max Black’s “Metaphor,” although that essay itself first came to be widely considered only about a dozen years after its publication when it received a favorable mention by Nelson Goodman.  (Goodman 1968.  Goodman’s thesis is elaborated and defended in Scheffler 1979.)

Metaphor is one of a variety of uses of language in which what is communicated is not what the words mean literally.  It is, therefore, so to speak, a way of speaking of something by talking about something else.  Thus one has said (or written) X and thereby communicated Y.  This characteristic of “indirectness” is not alone sufficient to distinguish metaphors from other non-standard uses of language, but there is also a question as to whether metaphors in general are sufficiently similar to one another to permit a single, unified description of them.

On one hand, metaphor has been a feature of poetry for centuries, conspicuous in the work of Homer and Shakespeare and countless other poets.  But on the other hand, metaphor is pervasive in ordinary language, both in speech and in writing.  It is not obvious that a single account of metaphor could be adequate to both poetic and more prosaic uses of figurative language?

Here are two examples from well-known poetry, followed by a few other metaphorical lines.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang.

He is a tabula rasa no one has written on.

Miles Davis is the Picasso of jazz.

Wagner is the Puccini of music.

In the first two cases we have a metaphorical line already deeply embedded in a context.  Not only is everything appropriate to the appreciation of poetry relevant to the understanding of these lines, but the metaphor itself is explicitly elaborated and amplified by the rest of the poem.  Consider the lines again, this time within their homes:

Do not go gentle into that good night,

Old age should burn and rave at close of day;

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Though wise men at their end know dark is right,

Because their words had forked no lightning they

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Good men, the last wave by, crying how bright

Their frail deeds might have danced in a green bay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight,

And learn, too late, they grieved it on its way,

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Grave men, near death, who see with blinding sight

Blind eyes could blaze like meteors and be gay,

Rage, rage against the dying of the light.

And you, my father, there on the sad height,

Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray.

Do not go gentle into that good night.

Rage, rage against the dying of the light

(Dylan Thomas, “Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night.”)

..........................................................................
That time of year thou mayst in me behold

When yellow leaves, or none, or few, do hang

Upon those boughs which shake against the cold, 

Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang. 

In me thou see'st the twilight of such day

As after sunset fadeth in the west; 

Which by and by black night doth take away, 

Death's second self, that seals up all in rest

In me thou see'st the glowing of such fire, 

That on the ashes of his youth doth lie, 

As the death-bed, whereon it must expire, 

Consumed with that which it was nourish'd by. 

This thou perceiv'st, which makes thy love more strong, 

To love that well, which thou must leave ere long.
(Shakespeare, Sonnet 73.)

In the other three cases, even if it is as if a little bit of poetry had shown up in more or less ordinary prose, the elaboration of the metaphor, if it is done at all, is left entirely to the reader.  (The best treatment of the contextual character of metaphor as it occurs in lyric poetry and elsewhere is Roger White (1996).  White elaborates a powerful and subtle theory, intended to accommodate the fact that metaphor often occurs within a complex context.)

The comprehension of a metaphor may be illustrated by one's ability to paraphrase it, but its mastery may be even better shown in one's ability to carry on with its story.  For instance, if Miles Davis is the Picasso of jazz, then who is its Rembrandt?  (Louis Armstrong?)  Who is its Dali?  (John Coltrane?)  And if Miles Davis is the Picasso of jazz, did he have a blue period?  A cubist period?

In general, we might think of a metaphor as the use of some term 'M' in order to talk about something literally referred to by some term 'L'.  Black, by implication, and then Goodman, explicitly, noted that although the metaphor makes use of 'M' and 'L', essentially present in the background are the words that "belong with" 'M' and the ones that belong with 'L'.  And so the application of 'Picasso' to Miles Davis carries the question of what names of painters apply to which jazz musicians.

Even if “poetic” metaphor is significantly different from the metaphors appearing in “ordinary language,” we may attempt at least a provisional description of metaphor in general.

Among these "oblique" uses of language, the first distinguishing feature of metaphor is that Y (what is communicated) somehow depends upon X (the meaning of what is said or written), although this feature is not sufficient to distinguish metaphor from all other oblique uses.  It will do, however, to distinguish metaphors from idioms.  Here are some idiomatic expressions by means of which one might communicate that someone has died:

He bought the farm.

He kicked the bucket.

He went west.

He gave up the ghost.
In none of these examples does it matter whether one knows how the expression has come to be a way of saying that he died, although presumably there is an explanation to be given in every case.  (The only one I know is that of 'He bought the farm', and I am not entirely sure of this.  American soldiers in World War I carried life insurance.  If one of them were killed, the insurance would pay out, and so a farm the soldier had bought with a mortgage could be paid for with the insurance money.  Thus in dying he bought the farm.)

If I know this history (whether or not it is correct), about military government insurance, then I might figure out that 'He bought the farm' is a way of saying he died, but, plainly, I needn't know any of this in order to know that 'He bought the farm' means that he died.  Even though the semantics of 'He bought the farm' is historically dependent on this history, no one using the expression needs to know this history, either to produce it or to understand it, and in that sense there is no dependence.  In fact, although it is extremely unlikely that a competent English-speaker not grasp the literal meaning of 'He bought the farm', it is possible that one understand the expression to mean only that he died.  With a genuine metaphor, however, it is impossible to grasp what is being communicated without making use of the literal sense of the expression.  For instance, with

Miles Davis is the Picasso of jazz,

All the world's a stage, and

He is a tabula rasa no one has written on,

there is no chance of grasping their import without appealing to the literal senses of their constituents.  In these cases, and in this sense, Y is dependent upon X.

There is a kind of oblique communication, however, that exhibits this dependence but is not metaphorical.  It is irony.  Suppose a student has studied with me because his friend recommended me highly.  But the student is greatly disappointed in me, finding me a useless instructor.  He says to his friend, "Well, thanks so much for that recommendation.  Cohen is a wonderful teacher."  In saying 'Cohen is a wonderful teacher', the student communicates his opinion that Cohen is a very poor teacher.  To identify this communication, the student's friend must attend to the literal expression 'Cohen is a wonderful teacher', because the ironic communication is dependent upon it.  There is no sensible way of assigning "Cohen is a very bad teacher" as a meaning of 'Cohen is a wonderful teacher', and in this respect it is different from 'He bought the farm', one of whose meanings is that he died.  This fact led Paul Grice to say that what is communicated in irony is not a meaning of the expression, but is rather what the user of the expression means by the expression, distinguishing what he called speaker's meaning from utterance meaning (Grice 1989).

One might think of irony in this way:  attached to the expression is an irony operator, and this operator converts X (the literal meaning of the expression) into Y (the ironic meaning communicated).  It is not easy to specify just what this operator does in relating Y to X.  Given X, it produces what might be called the opposite of X, or the reverse of X, or an exaggerated negation of X.  It is, perhaps, as if X indicated a position on an axis, and Y were the result of moving an equal distance from the axis' origin, but in the opposite direction.  But however the operator may be characterized, it does seem right to suppose that some such operation is indicated when an expression is used ironically.

If irony is like metaphor, and unlike idiomatic expression, in so far as Y is dependent upon X, then what distinguishes metaphor from irony?  The difference between metaphor and irony is profound.  Understanding a metaphor is, or can be a task of much greater difficulty and complexity.  It may be difficult to understand why irony has been used, and it may be difficult to detect it, but once it is known that the expression is ironic, it is almost routine to compute what the speaker means by his ironical utterance.  One takes the ironical expression and performs a standard operation upon its literal meaning, and thereby arrives at the intended meaning.  With a metaphor, however, one must remain with the words of the metaphor, so to speak, trying to find a way of understanding how those words can be combined in order to convey something other than the literal meaning of the expression.  With a putative ironical expression there may be an argument as to whether it is in fact ironical, but there will be no significant argument about what, if it is ironical, is meant by it; but with a metaphor there is often a very significant argument over what the expression means once it is has been declared to be a metaphor.

A subsidiary question about metaphors is, how are they recognized?  No matter how one explains just what a reader or hearer does to understand a metaphor, there is, seemingly, first the question of how that reader or hearer realizes that the expression in fact is a metaphor.  Some early theorists, Monroe Beardsley, for example, thought that the recipient of a metaphor would be driven to attempt a metaphorical understanding because he found himself blocked when trying to take the expression literally (see Beardsley 1962).  He would be blocked because, taken literally, the expression would be self-contradictory or somehow semantically hopeless.  This idea cannot be quite right because, although it may be true that ‘Juliet is the sun’ or ‘All the world’s a stage’ is, if taken literally, semantically anomalous, at least in the sense of being obviously, outrageously false, there are metaphors that can withstand a literal reading, for instance ‘No man is an island’ or ‘Al Capone was an animal’.  In those cases, perhaps, what blocks a literal reading is the fact that the expressions taken literally are so blatantly, patently true that it is inconceivable that their author could intend them to be taken in that way because there can be no point in attempting to inform someone of something that both author and recipient already know, and know what one another know.  But there may be examples in which nothing blocks a literal reading, and the audience for the metaphor must, on its own, so to speak, attempt a metaphorical understanding.  There may be lines of lyric poetry, for instance, that can perfectly well be taken literally and found informative, and yet it is their metaphorical import that matters.  For instance, ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ and some of the succeeding lines in that poem might be read as nothing more or less than an injunction not to be casual about going outdoors after dark.

Thus there may be no uniform, general explanation possible of how it is that metaphors are recognized, and this might be related to the fact that there are sometimes interpretations of works of art--especially literary works--that simply have to be found, when there is nothing in the work itself to demand that a reader go looking for extra levels.  If this is so, then there may be examples of metaphor in which the discovery that the expression is a metaphor is itself a significant undertaking, and for those examples there may be arguments about whether or not a metaphor is present just as interesting as the more frequent arguments about whether some expression is ironical.
In this discussion, so far, there has been casual mention of what is communicated in a metaphor, and even the suggestion that this should be regarded as a meaning, but it may be necessary to regard this as only a manner of speaking, for the question of whether there is such a thing as metaphorical meaning is a contested question in contemporary discussions.

There are at least two apparent reasons for speaking of metaphorical meaning, one informal and somewhat imprecise, and the other more strict and rigorous.  The first is, simply, that we want to say that a successful appreciator understands a metaphor.  Understanding is understood, naturally enough, as grasping a meaning.  Thus if a metaphor can be understood, it must present something that can be grasped, that is, a meaning.

The second reason is that we may want to say of some metaphors that they are true (or false).  Thus we need something to have a truth value--a proposition, say.  In fact we will need two propositions.  Taken literally, the sentence is false; taken metaphorically, it is true.  A proposition, roughly, is the meaning of a sentence.  So there must be two meanings, one literal and one metaphorical.

These reasons are compelling, and they have helped convince some philosophers of the existence of metaphorical meaning, but they are not decisive.  It is entirely possible to think of understanding a metaphor, and so find a putative understanding apt or inept without referring to a specific metaphorical meaning.  Grasping a metaphor seems to require, as it were, an extra exertion, something beyond and in addition to what is required in grasping a literal meaning.  Why suppose that there is a special kind of meaning that cannot be grasped in the customary way?  Furthermore, even if the point of a metaphor is relatively specific and fixed, it is still true that metaphorical import often seems open-ended, and not able to be captured in a tidy paraphrase.  In this respect a metaphor seems less something with a determinate meaning than a stimulus to the imagination, an incitement to imaginative and fanciful thought.

It is not uncommon to think of metaphors as expressions with more than one meaning, and in fact until a few years ago, texts in language and linguistics sometimes discussed metaphor within the general topic of polysemy along with ambiguity.  Thus one thought of both ambiguity and metaphor in terms of expressions that have two (or more) meanings.  But even if this view were plausible, it will not do, because it covers up more than it reveals, and what it conceals is the relation of dependence.

In the case of a genuinely ambiguous expression, there is no relation of dependence.  ‘He spent the night on the bank’ might mean that he spent the night atop a building, or it might mean that he spent the night beside a river, but neither of these meanings depends upon the other, and, indeed, one might very well know either of the meanings without knowing the other.  But in examples of genuine metaphors, expressions like ‘Juliet is the sun’ or ‘No man is an island’, even if the metaphorical meaning is a second meaning, that meaning is absolutely dependent upon the first, literal meaning, and it is impossible to grasp the metaphorical meaning without referring to the literal meaning.  
A lexicographer must decide, in the case of a genuinely ambiguous term, whether there is a word with more than one meaning, or more than one word, and he will do this on philological grounds.  Thus one dictionary may list 'bank' only once, but identify two meanings, one having to do with a financial institution, and the other concerned with the sides of rivers; while another dictionary lists two distinct words that happen to have the same orthographic representation.  Either way, it is plainly possible for a speaker of the language to know one meaning but not the other, and this is true of either meaning.

But with metaphor it is entirely different.  Even if something called its metaphorical meaning could be identified for some expression or term, it will be inapt to list this as a separate, independent meaning.  When it becomes possible to list this so-called metaphorical meaning as a separate meaning, this will show that the metaphor has frozen or died, which is to say that it is no longer a metaphor.

Whether or not there is metaphorical meaning, there is something communicated or conveyed or gotten across by a metaphor, and a pressing question is how that "content" is extracted from the expression that conveys it.  Since the earliest writing about metaphor, a persistent thought has been that a metaphor somehow implicates a similarity.  Thus in any expression 'F is G', in which F is said to be metaphorically G, it seems that F and G are being said to be similar.  This leads to the idea that the metaphorical sense of 'F is G' can be given by 'F is like G'.  This idea construes metaphors to be, essentially, abbreviated or compressed similes.

The relation of metaphor to simile has figured prominently in discussions of what has been called the paraphrasability of metaphor, and early installments in this discussion were beset by a confusion.  The leading question was whether metaphorical expressions can be expressed in wholly literal language.  Some theorists thought this could be done by "reducing" a metaphor to its corresponding simile.  This thought sometimes confused the question of whether the meaning of a metaphor is captured by its attendant simile with the question of whether a metaphor has a literal equivalent.  The confusion is evident once it is noted that even if the metaphor 'F is G' is semantically equivalent to 'F is like G' (which, on the face of it, is unlikely, for, after all, in general ‘X is Y’ does not mean the same thing as ‘X is like Y’), it is still an open question whether 'F is like G' is literal.  For instance, suppose that Romeo's 'Juliet is the sun' is reducible to 'Juliet is like the sun.  It is innocuous to require, if 'Juliet is like the sun' is true, that Juliet and the sun be alike in some respect or other, that is, that they share some property.  And now an unattractive dilemma arises.  On the one hand, it is easy to find properties shared by Juliet and the sun.  They both have mass, occupy space, and are visible objects.  But none of these properties is relevant to the import of Romeo's metaphorical declaration.  On the other hand, there are properties shared by Juliet and the sun that are relevant.  For instance, both are sources of warmth.  So both Juliet and the sun are warm.  But Juliet is not warm in the sense in which the sun in warm.  In fact, the property putatively shared by Juliet and the sun is not, literally, a property of Juliet.  'Juliet is warm' is itself a figure of speech, no more literal than the original metaphor 'Juliet is the sun'.  (The leading discussion of how the relevant properties are located by someone who understands a metaphor is Stern 2000, which is also an admirable defense of the idea that there is something to be called the meaning of a metaphor.  Stern’s work is one of the very few full-scale theories of metaphor, grounded in very sophisticated philosophy of language and linguistics, and his attention to the details of such a theory deserves serious study.)  It also follows that even if a metaphor's content can be carried by a simile, there is no reason to expect the simile to be literal, and indeed the simile will almost certainly not be literal.

It follows that those who wish to deny that metaphors have literal equivalents have no need to deny that metaphors can be paraphrased as similes.  (An extremely useful discussion of the relation of similes to literality, along with a forceful defense of the idea that metaphors involve comparisons is found in Fogelin 1988.)
It is tempting to suppose that what underlies the metaphor is a construction more complex than a simile, namely an analogy.  Thus Juliet stands to Romeo as the sun stands to something--perhaps also Romeo.  Or, perhaps, Juliet stands to Romeo as the moon stands to some other man, as if Romeo were noting that whereas other men thought of their beloveds as the moon, Juliet outshines those women as the sun outshines the moon.  (For a sophisticated development of this suggestion see Tormey 1983.)

This move from similes to analogies looks promising, if only beccause it acknowledges the complexities invoked by some metaphors, but this is an illusion because typically there is no move toward literality.  Such an explanation by analogy, in the end, is nothing but an explanation by simile.

What analogies underlie ‘Juliet is the sun’ or ‘God is my father’?  Suppose we take Romeo to be saying that Juliet is to other women as the sun is to the moon.  Then we may write

jRw : sR*m.
And let us suppose that the line in a Yom Kippur poem says that God stands to me as my father stands to me.  Then we may write

gRt : fR*t.
Now in both cases, with the analogies represented in this way, we need to understand the ‘as’ in

xRy : wR*z [x is to y as w is to z].
and the obvious question is, what is the relation to one another of these two relations, R and R*?

Are the relations the same, as they are, for instance, in

2 is to 4 as 3 is to 6?
Here the relation R is the same in both cases.  That is, even if we write


2R4 : 3R*6,
R and R* are the same, and so we might as well have written

2R4 : 3R6.
Those who think that metaphors are underwritten by literal analogies must be thinking that R and R* are the same.  But in most cases of metaphor they are not.  The relation of the sun to the moon is not the same relation as that of Juliet to other women, nor is the relation of God to me the same relation as that of my father to me.  There is, no doubt, a similarity between the two relations, but this means that the promised explanation by analogy as an improvement over an explanation by simile is an improvement only in the sense that the putative underlying similarity is now a relational similarity, and it is no more a literal similarity than is the original metaphor a literal statement.  One may indeed offer statements of similarity as aids in understanding metaphor, and it may be even more helpful to offer statements of analogy, but the aids are still themselves figurative, and we are no closer to understanding just what literal similarity it is that anchors the metaphor.
Whether or not metaphors have literal equivalents, and whether or not every metaphor is expressible as a simile or as an analogy, there remains a conspicuous feature of metaphorical language as such, namely what seems to happen when one encounters a metaphor.  A persistent thought about metaphor is that it supplies something like a picture, or an image.  The thought is carried in the description of metaphor as an example of figurative language--language that presents a figure.  (The same sense is found in German, when such language is called bildliche, and in French, where it is figuratif.)  The idea is that to comprehend ‘Juliet is the sun’ one must somehow think of Juliet as the sun, and this is to construct something like a picture in one’s imagination.  Since it is commonly thought that a picture is somehow more compelling, more insistent than a sentence, it is, then, natural to think that a metaphor is more intrusive, and harder to resist, than a literal expression.  Thus one might refuse to believe that Western civilization is a wasteland, but Eliot’s poetry will have given one an image of it as such that lingers despite one’s beliefs.  (An exceptionally useful discussion of this matter is found in Moran 1989, a sensitive and analytically deep study.)

Suppose there is no such thing as the specific semantic content of a metaphor, nor even any specific pragmatic effect.  Suppose, that is, following Davidson, that a metaphor is something like an open stimulation to the imagination, with no strictly linguistic controls at work.  (Davidson 1978 has argued that there is no such thing as metaphorical meaning, and that the effects of metaphors must be understood in some other way.  This essay has become a standard condensed argument against the idea of metaphorical meaning.  A more comprehensive argument against the existence of metaphorical meaning is found in Cooper 1986.   For a contrary view, see Levinson 2001, and Stern 2000.)

  It is still true that not every response to a metaphor is legitimate.  Not every way of taking 'Juliet is the sun' or 'Miles Davis is the Picasso of jazz' is acceptable.  If you do not grasp that Romeo finds Juliet comforting and stimulating, or that the Miles Davis fan thinks that Miles Davis was innovative with a formidable plastic imagination, then there is something in or about these metaphors that you have missed.  It is a strong temptation to say that you have failed to grasp a meaning, and if we are not to say that, then how shall we describe your failure?  Could we say that it is like a failure to comprehend a work of art?  Suppose someone does not see that King Lear is, among other things, about the terrible hopelessness of growing old.  How shall we describe his failure?  In the richest sense of an often-depreciated word, we might say that he has failed to appreciate the play.  Might we say, similarly, that one either appreciates or fails to appreciate a metaphor?

The word 'appreciate' often connotes both understanding and having some feeling about the thing appreciated.  To say that he appreciates a Mozart opera is to say not only that he comprehends something but also that he cares for it.  Although it is possible that a metaphor be used only to describe something, it is far more common for a metaphor to be used also to indicate how the metaphor-maker feels about something, and in such a case it is not uncommon for the metaphor-maker to hope to induce this feeling in those who appreciate his metaphor.  Max Black explicitly challenged those who think metaphors have only "emotive" significance, arguing that metaphors can be "cognitive."  But perhaps a typical case is one in which a metaphor is both:  it offers a novel way of seeing something, and that novel sight brings a feeling with it.

We are still some way from a complete understanding of exactly what metaphors are, why they are used, and how they work; but there is no doubt that by now the topic is widely and richly appreciated, continuing to engage the attention of a wide and diverse group.
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