HPEN 4012
The Study of Literature: Text and Theory
METAPHOR (1) :
The Structure and Function of Metaphor; 
the Cognitive or Conceptual View 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.
4. 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. 

5. 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.
6. 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’.
 
7. 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”.’

8. 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.

9. 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)
10. 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.

11. 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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