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METAPHOR AND FIGURATIVE & LITERAL LANGUAGE IN EARLY MODERN AND PRESENT DAY ENGLISH :

Early Modern and Modern Conceptual Theories of Metaphor
1. ‘Metaphor’ (Greek): ‘carrying from one place to another’.

2. The structure of metaphor is composed of two distinct subjects:

	The Literal Subject
	The Metaphorical Word
	

	‘frame’ of the sentence understood literally
	the focus, or ‘focal word’
	

	‘subject’
	‘predicate’ or ‘modifier’
	Monroe Beardsley

	‘principal’ subject  
	‘subsidiary’ subject
	Max Black

	‘tenor’ (the general drift or underlying idea which the metaphor expresses
	‘vehicle’ * (the basic analogy which is used to embody or carry the tenor)
	I. A. Richards


3. Renaissance anatomist Alessandro Benedetti’s Anatomice:
On the tenth day the bubble of the heart swells with the boiling spirit within it. With the drying heat outside it the material of the secundinae is made firm since both plant and shell or covering are generated at the same time.

a. One term – plant – has replaced the other – human embryo – thereby creating a metaphor, composed of ‘two distinct subjects - a “principal” subject and a “subsidiary” one [= the ‘focal word’].’
 The metaphorical word, in this case plant, is the ‘focus’, but ‘this focus requires the “frame” of the [literal] sentence’, which is animal and human embryology.

b. In this example the embryo is turned into something which it is not but is described and imagined as equivalent to – vegetation. 
c. Between the principle and subsidiary subjects there is both similarity and difference. The similarities between the meanings of the two terms or subjects concern growth, and the differences between the physiological processes and anatomical structures compared appear either to have been elided or overcast, such that one set of concepts - the nutrition, growth and structures of the embryo and foetus in the egg or uterus - is described and understood as like another set of concepts - the nutrition, growth and structures of a plant. There must be both similarity and difference in order to turn literal language into figurative language through metaphor.
d. For Benedetti, the rationale of the metaphor of the plant for the human embryo at ten days since conception is likely related to the concept of the vegetative soul which governed nutrition in the human body and that human beings shared with plants. This was thought to develop earlier than other parts of the human soul such as the motile soul giving rise to movement. This explanation suggests that to understand a metaphor it may be important to understand not just the frame of the sentence in which the metaphor occurs, but the context – linguistic, social, historical, cultural, intellectual – of the discourse.

4. Since at least the time of Aristotle, Western literature, writings on language or linguistics, and critical writings have been interested in the possibility of differentiating between literal and figurative language. Within this general process within these traditions of writing, attention has focused on establishing a system both on which to base this differentiation and within which to distinguish further between different valuations of the figurative, and consequently between, on the one hand, views of metaphor as adornment or elaboration, and, on the other, metaphor as the basic structure of language, according to which representations offer ‘versions’ of referents and thus inevitably imply an ‘originary’ process of metaphorization.

5. Aristotle is generally regarded as the first thinker to elaborate a theory of metaphor.
a. In his Poetics (350 BC), Aristotle first characterises metaphor as a sign of absolute linguistic mastery. He says: ‘It is the one thing that cannot be learnt from others, and it is also a sign of genius, since a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity in dissimilars’.
b. Aristotle made a careful disposition of the arts of language into three distinct categories: logic, rhetoric, and poetic. His philosophy implies that these categories could be considered as separate entities on the grounds that different purposes and different criteria select different aspects of language to constitute different wholes from different parts. In effect, the language of poetry would be distinct from the language of logic and rhetoric, and would have a different purpose in view.
c. Aristotle located the specific use of metaphor in poetry rather than in either of the other great divisions of the arts of language (discourse): rhetoric and logic.
d. Poetry is said to draw heavily on metaphor because of its involvement with the process of ‘imitation’, and its characteristic pursuit of ‘distinctiveness’ of expression. Logic and rhetoric, on the other hand, have ‘clarity’ and ‘persuasion’ as their respective goals and although they may use metaphor from time to time for certain effects, they are much more closely involved with the medium of prose and the structures of ‘ordinary’ speech.
e. In Aristotle’s thinking, the difference between the ‘ordinary’ or ‘prose’ use of words and the ‘distinctive’ or ‘poetic’ use of them is inherent.
f. Aristotle goes into the greatest detail on the subject of metaphor in the Poetics (Chapters 21-25) and the Rhetoric (Book III). He distinguishes four kinds within the general definition that ‘Metaphor is the application to one thing of a name belonging to another thing’. The analysis is carried out in terms of content, not form, and the ‘transference’ involved may be as follows:
1. From the genus to the species (‘Here lies my ship’: ‘lying’ is a genus, ‘lying at anchor’ a species).

2. From the species to the genus (‘Ten thousand good deeds’: a specific number, used instead of the genus ‘many’).

3. From one species to another (‘Draining off the life with the bronze’, ‘draining off’ used in place of ‘severing’. Both are species of ‘taking away’).

4. A matter of analogy.

Types 1 to 3 are closely related to each other in a way that 4 is not. Aristotle devotes some time to an account of this last ‘proportional’ sort of metaphor. If the first three types can be said to be ‘simple’ metaphors, type 4 could be termed complex, since it involves the use of analogy: ‘I explain metaphor by analogy as what may happen when of four things the second stands in the same relationship to the first as the fourth to the third’. That is, the four elements of the metaphor, A, B, C, D, are connected in the way that B’s relationship with A is analogous to D’s relationship with C.

Thus, a goblet stands in the same relationship to the god of wine, Dionysus, as a shield does to the god of war, Ares. So, a goblet may be called ‘the shield of Dionysus’, and a shield may be called ‘the goblet of Ares’. Old age is to life as evening is to day’.
g. The simile is also considered as a kind of metaphor (Rhetoric III, 1406b)), and those which are successful ‘always involve two relations like the proportional metaphor’.
h. By distinguishing metaphor as poetic, rather than rhetoric or logic, Aristotle makes clear that he does not regard metaphor as integral to language’s functioning; rather, as an entity in itself, metaphor is a kind of decoration or ornament. It is additive to language, to be used in specific ways, and at specific times and places. ‘Clarity’ is presumed to reside in ‘ordinary’ language, which is non-metaphorical: metaphor is a kind of dignifying, enlivening ingredient, a set of ‘unfamiliar usages’ which, ‘by the very fact of not being normal idiom’ can ‘raise the diction above the level of the commonplace’. By implication, ‘there are not the same standards of correctness in poetry as in political theory or any other art’.
i. The effect of metaphor ‘properly’ used is that by combining the familiar with the unfamiliar, it adds charm, and distinction, to clarity. Clarity comes from familiar ‘everyday words’, the ‘proper or regular’ class of terms used by everybody in conversation. Charm comes from the intellectual pleasure afforded by the new resemblances noted in the metaphor, distinction from the surprising nature of some of the resemblances discerned. The ‘proper’ use of metaphor also involves the principle of decorum. Metaphors must be ‘fitting’, i.e., in keeping with the theme or purpose. They must not be far-fetched or strange, and should make use of words which are beautiful in themselves.
j. Behind this view of metaphor there may be discerned two fundamental ideas about language and its relationship to the ‘real’ world; first, that language and reality, words and the objective world to which they refer, are quite separate entities; and second, that the manner in which something is said does not significantly condition or alter what is said. Allied to the first of these ideas is the notion that every ‘thing’ in nature has its own ‘proper name’; metaphor constitutes a kind of infringement of this rule, whereby names are conveyed from one thing to another. This may be done in the literal comparisons of simile; or there may be a certain ‘hidden-ness’ which is more typical of other processes of metaphor. In either case, the underlying intent, according to Aristotle, is to point out resemblances; these resemblances may move the reader or hearer beyond the ‘usual’ linguistic and rhetorical rules of clarity and decorum, but they are justified because the reader is in the presence of something unusual, something outside language’s normal ambit, and this can serve to deepen the reader’s experience, to bring a suddenly enriched apprehension of the world.
6. One of the reasons that those who read Shakespeare can find him hard to understand is that the language of Shakespeare’s texts is frequently full of metaphors, similes, and other figures of speech. The actress Vivien Leigh once said of Shakespeare that he is like bathing in the sea – one swims where one wants. The romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge referred to him as ‘myriad-minded’ and said that ‘the body and substance of his works came out of the unfathomable depths of his own oceanic mind’. Both these responses to Shakespeare’s writings are responses to the abundance of metaphors therein. But they are also, in themselves, metaphorical ways of trying to grasp the metaphorical language of Shakespeare.
7. What this might suggest is that metaphor is not so much an occasional intrusion into ‘normal’ patterns of speech; rather, it constitutes a continuing process of ‘translation’. Where a concept, an idea, an emotion may be hard to grasp in language, then a metaphor, an offering of perceived resemblances, may enable us the better to ‘come to grips with’ or ‘get a handle on’ the issue.
8. According to the critic of Early Modern Literature, Rosamund Tuve, in Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery, the sixteenth- or seventeenth-century poet was concerned to emphasise and reinforce what was felt to be an overall order beneath the surface differences of nature and the world. S/he is concerned with values and meanings that are not private and personal but generally accepted and believed. By contrast, it may be argued a modern poet constructs metaphors that realise, or attempt to realise, personal responses to the world, and tries to convey these with some degree of accuracy. The seventeenth-century poet, in Early Modern English, on the other hand, constructs metaphors from ‘public’ elements with ‘established’ ranges of relationships. In general, these metaphors are self-consciously ‘artificial’ rather than sensuously vivid, designed to please on grounds of formal excellence rather than by means of any ‘likeness to the stuff of life’:
There is a garden in her face,

Where roses and white lilies grow;

A heav’nly paradise is that place,

Wherein all pleasant fruits do flow.

There cherries grow, which none may buy

Till ‘Cherry-ripe’ themselves do cry.

(Thomas Campion, from The Third and Fourth Booke of Ayres, 1617)

Here the plants and the garden are selected as elements in the metaphor on grounds of their appropriateness rather than their accuracy. They are appropriate, not because the lady’s face in any way physically resembles a garden, but because they enable the poet to associate her beauty with the Garden of Eden, and her virginity with the innocence that pertained there. The lady thus takes her place in an ordered and unified world which links her virginity with a state of holy innocence embracing both the Virgin Mary and, under her death, England’s Virgin Queen, Elizabeth I.
9. Metaphor in Early Modern English poetry represents an act of ‘ordering’ imposed on Nature. Its main principles are those of decorum or aptness, consistency and coherence. Its mode is artificial, but the poet is like the gardener who art ‘helps’ nature. The metaphor had a didactic role and was concerned to manifest truths, ideas, and values that carried public assent. Its function was to reinforce an established view of the world, certainly not to challenge or question that view by means of a particular ‘local’ or ‘singular’ insight. The poet’s metaphor draws attention, not to his/her own powers, but to God’s who wrote the ‘book’ s/he is interpreting. The relationships that the metaphor establishes are created in the first place by God; the poet merely discovers them.
10. Let’s consider, as an example, John Donne’s famous metaphor of the two lovers’ souls and the mathematical compasses:
If they be two, they are two so

As stiffe twin compasses are two,

Thy soule the fixt foot, makes no show

To move, but doth, if th’other doe.

And though it in the center sit, 

Yet when the other far doth rome,

It leanes, and hearkens after it,

And grows erect, as that comes home.

Such wilt thou be to mee, who must

Like th’other foot, obliquely runne;

Thy firmness makes my circle just,

And makes me end, where I begunne.

(‘A Valediction: forbidding mourning’)

In the terms in which Donne was working, though it may be surprising to compare two lovers’ souls with mathematical compasses, the metaphor exhibits decorum: it is uniquely suited to its subject, precisely apt for the purpose, and in no way shocking. The compasses, which drew perfect circles, were acceptable symbols of perfection – as their circles were symbols of unity. The metaphor thus is consistent with the theme of the poem and exemplifies the coherence of a world in which lovers and compasses have this relationship.

The result, aimed at and achieved here, is clarity. It is not the clarity of plainness, for the aim is not to reproduce the mere visible world. The object of a metaphor of this sort is to reproduce the intelligible world; that is, the world that our intellects impose upon Nature, in accordance with our beliefs and our whole way of life. Given that, in a Christian society, God is the focus of this way of life, Donne might well have regarded his metaphor as an instance of God’s cleverness rather than his own. As a poet, he has, as it were, discovered the potential ‘transference’ or ‘transport’ between lovers and compasses, not devised it.

It should be quite clear from this poem that there is nothing extrinsic about Donne’s metaphors; they are not ‘added’ as a kind of ornament to his poetry. They are intrinsic to its meaning. If Donne’s, or indeed Shakespeare’s, metaphors were mere ‘ornamentation’, that would imply that they could have ‘made their point’ in some other, more ‘literal’ way. But this is highly arguable.
11. To approach this question from a very different field – that of politics – and time – the 1978 general election in the UK: when the Conservative Party came up with the election slogan ‘Labour isn’t working’, the intention was to juxtapose two different ideas. The first, reinforced by the accompanying picture of a queue outside an unemployment office, was that under a Labour government unemployment was rife; the second was to imply that the Labour government was ‘not working’ in the sense that it was being ineffectual. But it is not easy to see how this slogan could have been expressed in any other form; certainly, had such an attempt been made it would have been inordinately long and boring. Also, by spelling out the connection between the hidden statements, there would have been the danger of a certain subterfuge being exposed, of voters wondering whether the system of cause and effect between the ineffectiveness of the Labour government and high unemployment proposed in the slogan really withstood closer scrutiny.
12. There is here a whole set of questions about latent and manifest meaning. The metaphor can be considered in some sense and under some circumstances to be a kind of sleight of hand by means of which meanings can be surreptitiously smuggled into an apparently innocent discourse. In this context, classical definitions of metaphor have tended to separate the material of the metaphor into two levels or parts, such as the ‘tenor’, or the material which is supposed to be conveyed by the metaphor, and the ‘vehicle’, which is the term for the image doing the conveying. But in this particular slogan it is difficult, if not impossible, to provide such a hierarchical arrangement; the intention is to convey both ideas simultaneously, and to solder them together in the mind of the recipient.
13. Consider the difference between the following two definitions of metaphor:
a. ‘A figure of speech in which one thing is described in terms of another’. J.A. Cuddon, The Penguin Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory, 3rd edn (London: Penguin, 1992), p. 542. This dictionary also states that metaphor is ‘[t]he basic figure in poetry’.
b. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, p. 5: the ‘essence of metaphor’ is ‘understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another’. This definition suggests that metaphor is conceptual, a ‘metaphorical concept’, in being not only a matter of the language used to speak or write about a concept, but rather in shaping, structuring and defining that concept and our experience of its referent (that which the subsidiary subject refers to in the world).
 Paradoxically, metaphor creates or extends similarities that connect two concepts which are dissimilar when literally interpreted, and metaphor thereby has ‘irreducible cognitive content’ or ‘significance’. This is a view shared in its essentials by the philosophers Max Black, Monroe Beardsley, Paul Ricoeur, and Carl Hausman, among others. 

14. The cognitive or conceptual view of metaphor opposes a view of language in which, for something, a statement, actually to be true, fixed objective meanings of words would correspond to things that are inherent in the concepts, which would in turn correspond to properties inherent in well-defined objects in the world. The literal sense of metaphors is usually blatantly false and therefore according to this ‘objectivist’ view of language, metaphors should be excluded from semantics and regarded as ornamental linguistic devices, the meaning of which may be translated into a literal paraphrase and thereby understood.
15. Lakoff and Johnson are concerned with how human beings get a handle on concepts, ‘how they understand [...] and function in terms of’ their understanding of concepts;
 with truth as relative to a conceptual system defined in large part by metaphor, by virtue of which definition ‘metaphors can be true or false’.
 
16. According to Johnson, in his work The Body in the Mind: ‘[…] any adequate account of meaning and rationality must give a central place to embodied and imaginative structures of understanding by which we grasp the world’
 This is what Lakoff and Johnson refer to as ‘imaginative rationality’.
 Terence Hawkes, in a book entitled Metaphor, similarly argues that metaphor is ‘the “omni-present principle” of all language. Indeed, all languages contain deeply embedded metaphorical structures which covertly influence overt “meaning”.’

17. Lakoff and Johnson propose that the defining or structuring concept of a conceptual or ‘structural metaphor’ emerges directly or metaphorically from our bodily experience.
 Typically, we conceptualise the nonphysical in terms of the physical (although the physical is said to be more or less culturally mediated). 
a. By means of ‘spatial-orientational metaphors’ (e.g. ‘we sink under the weight of responsibility’), whole systems of concepts ‘arise from the fact that we have bodies of the sort we have and that they function as they do in our physical environment’.
 
b. Our experiences with physical objects (especially our bodies) are said to provide the basis for ontological metaphors, which are similarly grounded within our bodily experience, and whereby more abstract phenomena, such as emotions or ideas, are understood as entities and substances.

18. Consider the following appeal to her son, Hamlet, by Gertrude, in Shakespeare’s play:

Gertrude:


O gentle son,

Upon the heat and flame of thy distemper

Sprinkle cool patience.

(Hamlet, 3.4.121-23)
19. The grounding of our conceptual system is achieved, say Lakoff and Johnson (without ‘claiming that physical experience is in any way more basic than other kinds of experience’), by way of concepts which emerge directly, or partly or wholly metaphorically, from our physical, bodily experience.
 
a. This understanding is consistent with the view that the body is one of the first and most basic entities the mind can grasp. 
b. The orientational or ontological metaphors that allow us to conceptualise abstract phenomena in more sharply defined terms are referred to by Lakoff and Johnson as ‘emergent metaphors and emergent concepts’.
 
c. Once an anthropomorphic or ontological conceptualisation of an abstract phenomenon has evolved, however, the original corporeal source dies imaginatively, and so most of the metaphorical concepts of which Lakoff and Johnson write are actually conventional metaphors that we often don’t realise are metaphors anymore. Much of our apparently literal language is metaphorical in this way.

20. The conceptual view of metaphor opposes an ‘abstractionist’ view of metaphor, which asserts an epistemological distinction between empirical or concrete truth, which might be had by using literal language, and abstract truth, referred to or signified by metaphor. According to an abstractionist view:

a. Metaphor is based on pre-existing similarities in meanings which correspond to objectively inherent properties of each of the special cases of the subsidiary subject: its literal sense and its meaning in the metaphorical context.
 
b. There is no direction of metaphorical structuring of the principle subject by the subsidiary subject and there is no creation of similarity since metaphor merely identifies pre-existing, abstract similarities. 
c. The pre-existing similarities in the meanings of both subsidiary and principal subjects may be translated into a literal paraphrase and thereby understood.
d. Lakoff and Johnson’s objection to the abstractionist view is that it fails to account for ‘metaphorical systematicity’ – the tendency to use language consistent with a conceptualisation of a concept in speaking or writing about that concept. In this way, ‘metaphorical expressions in our language are tied to metaphorical concepts in a systematic way’,
 and the entire system is characterised by the most specific metaphorical concept and its entailments.
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