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The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
METAPHOR (2) :
Are all metaphors the same? Homonymy and Polysemy; the Interaction of Metaphor; Substitution and Comparative Views of Metaphor; Related Figures; Creative Metaphors
1. Are all metaphors essentially the same? According to Gerard Steen, in Understanding Metaphor in Literature:
Many of the conceptual metaphors found by Lakoff and Johnson may be the conceptual repository of our cultural knowledge, but such knowledge is bound to have highly variable cognitive representations and effects at the level of individual minds.

2. Steen: From ‘the synchronic, empirical perspective on individual processing, many of the conceptual metaphors identified by Lakoff and Johnson [...] may be regarded as instances of polysemy’, and are therefore at best ‘dead and highly conventional metaphors’ which are understood directly or non-metaphorically.
 
3. Polysemy and Homonymy:

a. A polyseme is a word or phrase with different, but related senses. So a word is polysemous if it can be used to express different meanings. The difference between the meanings can be obvious or subtle. 
b. Often confused with polysemy is homonymy. Two or more words are homonyms if they either sound the same (homophones), have the same spelling (homographs), or both, but do not have related meanings. 
c. If you hear (or read) two words that sound (or are written) the same but are not identical in meaning, you need to decide if it is really two words (homonyms), or if it is one word used in two different ways (polysemy). The only real way we have of telling the two apart is by applying our judgement. There are no tests that can tell them apart in a fool-proof manner. Still, for many cases this is enough. There are, however, many other cases, for which this decision is not clear. This does not mean that they are both or halfway between each; that makes no sense, because a word cannot be both one word and two words. Rather, it means that one of the following options holds:

i. Different speakers treat the word differently. It has been proposed that this could mean that it might be one word for one person but two for another person.

ii. We are dealing with two homonyms, but there is enough overlap between them.

iii. We are dealing with one word whose different uses are relatively far enough apart.
1.  A clear case of homonymy 1: The word ‘down’ in sentence (1-a) and the word ‘down’ in sentence (1-b). These are two words that happen to share sound and spelling. There is no relation between them:

a. Sarah climbed down the ladder.

b. Sarah bought a down blanket.

2.  A clear case of homonymy 2: The word ‘bark’ in sentence (2-a) and the word ‘bark’ in sentence (2-b).

a. My dog would always bark at mailmen.

b. The tree’s bark was a rusty brown.

3.  A clear case of polysemy 1: The word ‘good’ in the following two examples. In one case it is a moral judgement; in the other case it is a judgement of skill.

a. John was a good man. He donated a lot of money to charity.

b. Bill was a good painter. His drawings always were exciting to look at.

3.  A clear case of polysemy 2 (or is it?): The word ‘newspaper’ in the following sentences. The object that got wet cannot shed people, and the company didn't get wet. Still, it is obvious that the same word is used to refer to them both.

a. The newspaper got wet in the rain.

b. The newspaper shed some of its editing staff.

5.  Unclear case 1: ‘Hammer’ in sentence (5-a) is a noun referring to a physical object. ‘Hammer’ in sentence (5-b) is a verb describing an action normally (but not in this case) performed with that object. Is this one word or two? Different people may disagree.

a. I own a big heavy hammer.

b. I hammered the tent pole into the ground using a small rock.

6.  Unclear case 2: The word bright in the following two sentences. The meanings are clearly not the same, but is it one word that is used metaphorically in (6-a) and literally in (6-b), or are these two different words?

a. Laura was a very bright student and always got good grades.

b. The lights in this room are very bright.
7.  A case of likely polysemy that remains unclear, at least for some, might be the verb ‘to get’, which can mean
a. ‘obtain’ (as in ‘go and get the horses’), 
b. ‘have’ (as in ‘have you got the horses?’), 
c. ‘understand’ (as in ‘do you get what I mean?’), 
d. ‘become’ (as in ‘the horses stampeded and you got scared’).  
At least (7-c) is likely to be a conceptual-metaphorical use of ‘get’.
4. In order to understand metaphor, its different kinds, whether metaphors actually create or discover similarities, and how metaphor differs from closely related or apparently similar figures and linguistic features, we need to make distinctions like the following.
a. Steen: literal language or non-metaphorical literality is ‘directly meaningful language - not language that is potentially understandable, even partly, in terms of something else’.
 Excluded from this definition are those linguistic metaphors that are conceptual metaphors and those that are dead or highly conventional. 
b. Steen: since the work of Lakoff and Johnson, research on the cognitive character of metaphor has revealed that there are three aspects: 
i. metaphor as conceptual structure; 
ii. metaphor as linguistic structure; 
iii. metaphor as an on-going process of cognition or interpretation. 
Steen says that although the first and second aspects affect the third, the precise interaction remains unclear.

c. There would seem to be a need to discriminate between the following:

i. polysemy, 
ii. linguistic metaphors, which require no cognitive processing, 
iii. linguistic metaphors, which are conceptual metaphors:

By arguing for a view of metaphor as cognitively significant, one is not committed to deny that metaphor can ever be simply dead.

5. What do we mean when we talk about creative metaphors, or novel metaphors? Max Black’s interest is primarily in creative metaphors. Unlike Lakoff and Johnson, Max Black does not unpick systems of metaphorical expressions in ordinary so-called literal language when he writes about metaphor, but he similarly claims that the principal and subsidiary subjects ‘are often best regarded as “systems of things”, rather than “things”’.
 
a. There exists a stock of commonplaces associated with the subsidiary subject, platitudes which are the common possession of the members of a speech community, which he terms the ‘system of associated commonplaces’.

b. Drawn from the system of associated commonplaces is ‘a system of “associated implications” characteristic of the subsidiary subject’.
 We are led by this system to construct a corresponding system of implications about the principal subject.
 Concepts are brought together by the identity (a is b) of metaphor.
 
c. In Lakoff and Johnson’s notion of metaphorical systematicity, a concept is defined in terms not only of another concept, but of a host of metaphorical concepts that are related in terms of entailments. Time is money entails that time is a limited resource, which entails that time is a valuable commodity. Black explains how the corresponding set of implications about the principal subject arises. He states that the metaphor ‘selects, emphasizes, suppresses, and organizes features of the principal subject by implying statements about it that normally apply to the subsidiary subject.’
 These are, to use the term of Beardsley, the ‘significant connotations’ of the metaphor.

6. Black and Beardsley are concerned in this respect neither with (a) nor (b):
a. metaphors that barely produce a change of meaning at all;
b. ‘dead’ or inert metaphors, such as ‘the leg of a table’, which transfers the concept of supportive function from the concept of the corresponding part of animals, to that for which there is no other literal term, and does so with probably no processing of a metaphorical concept. Arguably this is an example of that form of catachresis wherein an existing word denotes something that has no other name in the current language. According to Ricoeur, a dead metaphor is a metaphor that is ‘adopted by an influential part of the speech community, [...] become[s] a standard meaning and [is] added to the polysemy of the literal entities, contributing in that way to the history of language as langue, code, or system’.

7. There is another view of metaphor that rejects the notion of any distinct conceptual process, holding instead that a metaphorical expression is merely a substitute for some other literal expression. This is often referred to as the ‘substitution view’: 
a. metaphors supply the want of a convenient abbreviation in the literal vocabulary and are therefore a species of catachresis
b. metaphors are merely stylistic, a decoration.
 
According to (a) metaphor resembles that form of catachresis wherein an existing word denotes something that has no other name in the current language: thus, gold is used to denote the metal and the colour of that metal wherever we find it. 
8. A special case of the ‘substitution view’ is the ‘comparison view’, which holds that metaphors are compressed, disguised, or elliptical similes, analogies or comparisons, capable of describing only pre-existing isolated similarities which are paraphraseable in literal terms:
 x is like y in these particulars. 
a. Philosopher Carl Hausman argues that ‘an analogy can be expressed as a complex simile’: ‘The point of an analogy is to make a comparison’.
 
b. Analogies and similes are usually, though not always, paraphraseable. It should be conceded though that some similes have a stronger impact of transformed meaning than others, and even than some metaphors. Certain to qualify as such a simile is ‘O My Luve’s like a red, red rose’.
 This simile and others which have a strong impact of transformed meaning frequently have ‘metaphorical roots’; i.e. a is like b, when and only when b is understood metaphorically. It would be more precise to say that such similes have active metaphorical roots, for, given that our conventional conceptual system is arguably largely defined metaphorically, similes as well as metaphors have (more or less) metaphorical roots, though these roots may be relatively actively or inertly metaphorical.
c. Since analogies and similes are usually paraphraseable, the ‘comparison view’ is also called the ‘simple-analogy view’ of metaphor, and corresponds to what Beardsley calls the ‘Literalist Theory’. 
i. Many cognitive scientists now consider the kind of metaphorical understanding described by Lakoff and Johnson to be guided by analogy.
 
ii. Such a view has considerable authority behind it. Analogy provides one possible ground of metaphor in Aristotle’s formulation, such that ‘there are four terms so related that the second (B) is to the first (A), as the fourth (D) to the third (C); for one may then metaphorically put D in lieu of B, and B in lieu of D.

d. Since there is no fundamental difference, on this view, between metaphors and analogies, metaphors ‘can be understood the way similes are, by the ordinary rules of language, and present no special problems for explication.’
 
e. As matters of language, rather than of thought, metaphors are regarded on the comparison view as capable of describing only pre-existing isolated similarities, even if these similarities were formerly hidden, in which case we should perhaps say they were discovered.
 
f. Aristotle claims that ‘a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars’, thereby assuming the antecedent existence of the similarities perceived therein.
 However, Aristotle’s theory does suggest that metaphor is not a mere ornament of language; it is involved in the redefinition of reality through intuition and discovery.
9. According to philosophers like Beardsley, Black, Ricoeur and Hausman, the substitution or comparison view does not provide an adequate way of understanding creative metaphors. 
a. On the distinct conceptual process of what is frequently referred to as the ‘area of interaction’ in a metaphor, Black is consistent with the conceptual theory of Lakoff and Johnson, in maintaining that the use of a ‘subsidiary subject’ to foster insight into a ‘principal subject’ demands simultaneous awareness of both subjects but is not reducible to any comparison between the two.
 
i. In other words, the overlapping area of the two circles does not contain the ways in which the two subjects of the metaphor were already similar to each other before the metaphor existed. 
ii. Rather the overlapping area is one wherein the two terms interact productively. 
iii. So a metaphorical expression is not merely a substitute for some other literal expression as a ‘substitution view’ supposes.
 
b. Similarly I.A. Richards refers to ‘“the interanimation of words” to cover the way the words depend on one another when they function in metaphorical sentences. The degree of interdependence varies.’ 
i. ‘[T]his interaction is the condition for a meaning not carried by any of the terms as they function independently of the metaphorical context.’ 
ii. But Richards also ‘wants a ground for metaphor, and this seems to lie in something in common that is referred to by the terms’. Even so, he ‘repudiates the idea that the terms of metaphors are related only through common meanings or resemblances’.

10. Beardsley notices how similes are ‘empty and uncontrolled without a context’, or closed with a similarity in one particular respect.
 By contrast, metaphors are ‘full and rich, apart from any context’, although the context may ‘eliminate possible meanings’.
 
a. ‘Complex’, interesting metaphors are the linguistic site not simply of a single relation, but open out such that the subject is the predicate in more ways than one.
 
b. ‘There is an important difference between a predication that is merely suggested and one that is overtly stated … and [the difference] is lost in the paraphrase’.
 Paul Ricoeur agrees that ‘this is why you cannot translate an interaction metaphor in plain language without “a loss in cognitive content”’.
 
c. The ‘creative’ metaphor is ‘not expendable’; it ‘is more than a mere substitution for another literal word [i.e. a kind of catachresis] which an exhausting paraphrase could restitute at the same place’.
 Such metaphors therefore cannot be elliptical similes.
d. Beardsley provides the criterion, that a discourse can be regarded as a paraphrase of another discourse, if both discourses have ‘identical cognitive content’.

i. He discusses how ‘a set of literal statements that are equivalent to the metaphor’ ‘do not seem to exhaust its meaning completely’, adding ‘nor does it seem as if, in practice at least, we can ever exhaust that meaning, or be certain we have exhausted it’.
 
ii. Moreover, ‘it is significant that when we try to explicate metaphorical attributions, that is, give partial paraphrases, we fall back, more often than not, upon other metaphors, or upon figurative language of other sorts’. 
This may not prove to be a fatal difficulty, an argument to show the impossibility of literal paraphrase. But, although ‘[i]t does not seem that there is no conclusive argument against the possibility, in principle, of paraphrase [...] there are excellent reasons for supposing it to be usually impossible in practice’.

11. Black: ‘It would be more illuminating in some of these cases to say that the metaphor creates the similarity than to say that it formulates some similarity antecedently existing.’
 
a. Sam Glucksberg and Boaz Keysar also argue against the view that metaphors are implicit similes, and develop a theory that the category of the defined term is assigned to the category of the defining term, with the resultant effect that: ‘The similarity that is thereby perceived among category members is thus a product of that categorization, not an antecedent of it. That is, the categorization produces the similarity, not the other way around.’
 
b. According to Steen, this is ‘a well-founded psychological explanation of the [...] view in metaphorology that some metaphors create similarities rather than formulate pre-existing ones’. He adds that, ‘for conventional metaphors [...] there may be an ad hoc category which is already there in the mind’, but for less familiar and novel metaphors, analogical processing may still have to work out how, at the level of categorisation, the defining and defined terms are similar, and ‘similarity and analogy may play a crucial role in creating the ad hoc category’.

12. In Black’s ‘interaction view’ of metaphor, the thoughts of a hearer or reader about the subjects of a metaphor are ‘active together’ and ‘interact’ to produce meaning.
 
a. Similarly Richards argues:
In the simplest formulation, when we use a metaphor we have two thoughts of different things active together and supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning is a resultant of their interaction.

b. Hausman: ‘ The generation of multiple meanings - the open-endedness, or what Ricoeur calls “plurisignification” - of metaphor must not be taken for ambiguity. Ambiguity is dependent on a condition of undecidability about which of several determinate meanings is appropriate.’
 This definition of ambiguity is indebted to Beardsley: 
I reserve the term “ambiguity” for linguistic expressions that are doubtful in meaning because they could have either, but not both, of two possible meanings and provide no ground for a decision between them. Where there is suggestion or connotation, no choice is called for; several things are meant at once.’
 
13. Due to the reasons given above (9-12)  In these ways, metaphor’s generation of multiple meanings is distinct and particular to metaphor, or perhaps more specifically, creative metaphor. Lakoff and Johnson propose three subspecies of imaginative or creative metaphor:

a. metaphor that extends the ordinarily used parts of the defining concept or domain;
b. the use of the ordinarily unused part of the defining domain of a metaphor;
c. novel or new metaphor, which is the only metaphor that by putting aside, hiding or downplaying some aspects of the defined concept and by virtue of giving ‘coherent structure’ to a newly highlighted range of aspects, actually ‘creates similarities of a new kind’ between the ranges of aspects of the defined and defining concepts.
14. In conclusion: When examining creative metaphor, in, for example, literary texts, the considerations of this lecture suggest:

a. there may be a distinct conceptual process that is described as an interaction between the principal and subsidiary subjects, or between the implications of those subjects; 
b. creative metaphors may be full and rich, apart from any context, rather than reducible to a comparison or a paraphrase, although the context in which we find them may eliminate possible meanings; 
c. creative metaphor may create similarities rather than formulating some similarity that antecedently exists.
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