In this essay I will seek to answer the question, ‘are all metaphors essentially the same?’ I must say from the start that I suspect the answer will be ‘yes and no’ and ‘it depends on your point of view.’ Personally speaking, I fall on the side of ‘no.’ Certainly, on a superficial level the answer is of course ‘yes,’ just as it is to the questions ‘are all fruits the same?’ Or, ‘are all cats the same?’ In my mind the question must be dealt with from several directions which could also perhaps be thought of as levels. I believe the key to the question is in the word ‘essentially,’  if however all metaphors are essentially the same on the surface i.e. They describe one thing in terms of another, then there will necessarily be an equally superficial level on which differences can be found in their characteristics such as linguistic structure, whether or not they use anthropomorphism etc. But as we delve deeper into the comparisons, does one side of the argument carry more weight than the other? In other words, upon closer scrutiny are there more differences than similarities?

Many metaphors have become so deeply embedded into our everyday speech that they require little or no cognitive processing in order to be understood. On looking back at the opening paragraph of this essay for instance I can immediately identify no less than nine metaphors and there may well be more. Many of them are so immediately and even subliminally understood that they do not even contain what philosopher Max Black referred to as the ‘principal’ and ‘subsidiary’ subjects[footnoteRef:1], the subsidiary alone is enough for us to understand their meaning. Indeed there are certain metaphors and metaphorical sayings which rely entirely on a complete absence of cognitive processing in order to be understood. Colloquialisms in particular fall into this category, ‘I’ll go to the foot of our stairs’ was commonly used as an expression of surprise where I grew up in the North of England. The phrase was used almost instinctively by many of my family and friends and was equally instinctively understood by the listeners, however if you break down the linguistics of the phrase it makes no sense whatsoever beyond its literal meaning, that of informing the listener that you intend to move to a position at the bottom of a flight of stairs. It is also interesting (and I confess I have only just realised this) that the saying is a metaphor within a metaphor, which would surely only serve to further complicate the process were any actual cognitive reasoning to take place upon encountering the phrase.  [1:  Max Black, Models and Metaphors: Studies in Language and Philosophy (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1962) p. 39] 


A stark contrast to that would be a metaphor such as ‘time is money,’ which although used just as instinctively as the phrase above, actually requires a substantial amount of cognitive processing in order for the similarities between the two (time and money) to become apparent. Then once those similarities are found, the saying stands up to scrutiny and makes perfect sense from a logical standpoint; like money, time is a limited resource, it is precious etc. So if my assertion in the opening paragraph, that the answer to the question is both ‘yes’ and ‘no’ then there must also be some similarity between the two phrases above as well as the quite notable differences.  David Punter writes that ‘the use of metaphor is not to establish a similarity but to project such a similarity into an undecidable field[footnoteRef:2].’ Therefore it can be hypothesised that the differences in the relative requirements of cognitive processing between the two phrases above are in fact a similarity, they are both almost immeasurably abstract. Likewise both phrases contain one purely conceptual element and another which is both physical and conceptual. Time is purely conceptual as is the notion of the ‘foot’ of a flight of stairs while money has both physical and conceptual elements, as does movement towards a particular place. A further and possibly stronger argument for the similarity of metaphors is that these two examples contain those similarities even though they are born of different metaphorical concepts, the former being an orientational[footnoteRef:3] metaphor and the latter a structural[footnoteRef:4] metaphor. [2:  David Punter, Metaphor (London and New York: Routledge, 2007) p. 102]  [3:  George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1980) p. 14]  [4:  Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, p. 7] 


Having established both differences and similarities between two metaphors which are just about as far removed from each other’s as I could fathom, let us move on to some other metaphors in which the similarities are perhaps more immediately apparent. In Chinua Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart one of the characters is a wrestler named Amalinze The Cat. His name is of course metaphoric, insinuating that he moves like a cat, is quick and fearless in his attacks and difficult to catch. The fact that his name immediately conjures up images in the mind of those particular feline attributes rather than us perhaps gaining the impression that he has a tendency to purr, catch mice or perhaps mark his territory with urine is an indication of how common this type of reverse anthropomorphic metaphor is. It is the things that we generally perceive as the dominant aspects of the subsidiary subject that are referred to, although that shouldn’t be confused with it only being positive aspects, if someone is referred to as a ‘rat’ or a ‘weasel’ it is rarely a compliment! Nor should it be thought that reverse anthropomorphism is the only type of metaphor used to describe people or give them nicknames, it is equally common for a person with particular personality traits to be referred to as ‘Hitler’ or ‘Einstein.’ These last two examples where a person is referred to entirely as someone (or indeed something) else are examples of metonymy. Metonymy can be likened to the example I used earlier of a metaphor which is so universally understood within the culture in which it is used that only the subsidiary subject is required for the metaphor to be perceived as intended, or that part of the subsidiary actually stands for the whole.

Although I used the word ‘universally’ above, it is important to bear in mind that metaphors are actually cultural or even colloquial and not truly universally understood. The  abstract nature of the references make it necessary for both the author / speaker and the receiver to be not only familiar with, but also hold in the same regard both the principal and subsidiary subjects used. For example in a conversation between somebody from the United Kingdom and a Chinese person, were one of them to use a metaphor which perhaps likened someone to a dragon, that would likely have very different connotations for each of the participants. Similarly and much closer both in terms of language and geography, two people who hail from different regions within the United Kingdom may not understand certain metaphors which are peculiar to their respective neighbourhoods. That rule however only applies to the subjects of the metaphor, linguistically speaking the process of forming a metaphor and of expressing one thing in terms of another remains the same across all cultures and languages. 

One example of a metaphor or rather a metaphorical construct which is very widely known but rarely fully understood (and even disputed) is that in the balcony scene (act 2, scene 2) from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet.[footnoteRef:5] Romeo describes his love as ‘the sun’ and continues in the same vein with talk of how she should ‘rise’ (come outside). There is some disagreement regarding the meaning of the following metaphor regarding the moon however, and indeed whether or not it is a metaphor at all. Does it mean that she would (figuratively) outshine the moon with her radiant beauty or is it a rather more sordid reference to Juliet’s purity (virginity) and Romeo’s wish to ‘remedy’ her ‘green sickness?’ That is a discussion for a different time, nevertheless the example serves to indicate how metaphors can be both understood and misunderstood at the same time, depending on how familiar the receiver is to the vernacular of the author or speaker. [5:  William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet (first Digital Edition: Anna Ruggieri, 2007) pp. 52-3] 


Poetry is perhaps the richest single source of metaphor and so might be a good place to find a definitive answer to our question, if indeed there is one. It is common in many lyric poems to use a metaphoric theme, in fact I think a more difficult task would be to find a poem which does not rely on metaphor in order to convey its message. For example in Wordsworth’s  I Wandered Lonely As A Cloud, although the title of the poem is a simile due to the use of the word ‘as,’  in the comparison of the title, the main body of the poem is quite rich in metaphor and has at least one in each stanza. It is worth noting that in this poem Wordsworth reuses the same metaphor over and over again in order to convey the initial scene, then in the final stanza when he is in a different place reminiscing about his walk, he uses a different metaphor entirely. In the first stanza Wordsworth anthropomorphises the daffodils to be a crowd of people, dancing. The second of the four stanzas has a metaphor in the last line, again envisioning the flowers dancing. In the third stanza the waves on the lake not only join in with the dancing but are in competition with the daffodils, the addition of an element of competition serving to deepen the metaphor. Then in the final stanza when he is lying on his couch reminiscing about the scene that so captured his imagination he uses a different metaphorical concept, that of the mind’s eye, before returning to the dancing metaphor, this time to refer to the joy in his heart at his recollection of the scene. Of course the metaphorical concepts in that poem run far deeper than the few things I have mentioned here, theres a far more detailed analysis in an essay by Gerard Steen entitled  Analyzing Metaphor in Literature: With Examples from William Wordsworth's "I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud.”[footnoteRef:6] I must confess that I referred to that article in the hopes of finding some similarities between the various metaphors used in the poem in support of the argument on which this easy is based as I was finding it difficult to pinpoint any on my own. My search was however fruitless and only served to further support my own view that all metaphors are not the same. [6:  Gerard Steen, ‘Analyzing Metaphor in Literature: With Examples from Wordsworth’s “I Wandered Lonely as a Cloud”’, in Poetics Today Vol. 20, Number 3, Metaphor and Beyond: New Cognitive Developments (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999) pp. 499-522] 


In conclusion then, I am forced to go with my own belief that the answer to the question is in fact a resounding ‘no.’ Despite my personal opinion on the subject I approached this essay with an open mind and with a genuine wish to discover a definitive answer to the question and fully aware that my opinion could be wrong. I think actually that the question itself is perhaps the biggest problem. To ask if all metaphors are essentially the same is at once both a rather fragile position because it only requires the tiniest of differences to be discovered in the vast area of metaphoric concepts in order to deliver a negative reply and yet at the same time it can fall back on a position of ultimate superficiality in order to defend itself; all metaphors seek to describe one thing in terms of another. However the question itself does not assume a position, it is the responsibility of the person seeking the answer to argue both sides and come to a decision based on research and subsequent impartially presented evidence. In that, I have found myself in rather more of an internal argument than I expected when starting out on my quest, mainly because I began with the opinion that there really is no definitive answer (there never seems to be when there is an element of philosophy involved) and because I firmly believe that researching both of the opposing views can only serve to strengthen my own position and furthermore because I wanted the ability to defend my own belief with a truly informed point of view and with as much evidential support as possible.
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