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III

Metaphor

Metaphors are no arguments, my pretty maiden.
-The Fortunes of Nigel, Book 2, Chapter 2

TO DRAW attention to a philosopher's ·metaphors is to
belittle him-like praising a logician for his beautiful hand­
writing. Addiction to metaphor is held to be illicit, on the
principle that whereof one can speak only metaphorically,
thereof one ought not to speak at all. Yet the nature of the
offence is unclear. I should like to do something to dispel
the mystery that invests the topic; but since philosophers
(for all their notorious interest in language) have so neglected
the subject, I must get what help I can from the literary
critics. They, at least, do not accept the commandment, "Thou
shalt not commit metaphor," or assume that metaphor is
incompatible with serious thought.

1

.The questions I should like to see answered concern the
"logical grammar" of "metaphor" and words having related
meanings. It would be satisfactory to have convincing answers
to the questions: "How do we recognize a case of metaphor?"
"Are there any criteria for the detection of metaphors?" "Can
metaphors be translated into literal expressions?" "Is met-Iaphor properly regarded as a decoration upon 'plain sense'?"
"What are the relations between metaphor and simile?" "In
what sense, if any, is a metaphor 'creative'?" "What is the
point of using a metaphor?" (Or, more briefly, "What do we
mean by 'metaphor'?" The questions express attempts to
become clearer about some uses of the word "metaphor"-
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METAPHOR

the contrast between the word "plowed" and the remaining
words by which it is accompanied. This would be commonly
expressed by saying that "plowed" has here a metaphorical
sense, while the other words have literal senses. Although we
point to the whole sentence as an instance (a "clear case")
of metaphor, our attention quickly narrows to a single word,
whose presence is the proximate reason for the attribution.
And similar remarks can be made about the next four ex­
amples in the list, the crucial words being, respectively,
"smoke screen," "argumentative," "blotting-paper," and "ne­
groes."

(But the situation is more complicated in the last two ex­
amples of the list. In the quotation from Sir Thomas Browne,
"Light" must be supposed to have a symbolic sense, and cer­
tainly to mean far more than it would in the context of a
textbook on optics. Here, the metaphorical sense of the ex­
pression "the shadow of God" imposes a meaning richer than
usual upon the subject of the sentence. Similar effects can be
noticed in the passage from Auden--consider for instance the
meaning of "white" in the first line. I shall have to neglect
such complexities in this paper.)

In general, when we speak of a relatively simple metaphor,
we are referring to a sentence or another expression in which
some words are used metaphorically while the remainder are
used nonmetaph<;>rically. An attempt to construct an entire
sentence of words that are used metaphorically results in a
proverb, an allegory, or a riddle. No preliminary analysis of
metaphor will satisfactorily cover even so trite an example as
"In the night all cows are black." And cases of symbolism (in
the sense in which Kafka's castle is a "symbol") also need
separate treatment.

2

"The chairman plowed through the discussion." In calling
this sentence a case of metaphor, we are implying that at
least one word (here, the word "plowed") is being used meta-
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METAPHOR

best, and we must beware of attributing to it stricter rules of )
usage than are actually found in practice.

So far, I have been treating "metaphor" as a predicate prop-
erly applicable to certain expressions, without attention to
any occasions on which the expressions...are us~, or to the
t!Io~K~~s, ~~!S, feeliIlgs, and ~ntentions of speakers upon such
occasions. And tliis is surely correct for some expressions. We
recognize that to call a man a "cesspool" is to use a metaphor,
without needing to know who uses the expression, or on what
occasions, or with what intention. Th>U:!..les of ou.!.,5uage
determine that some expressions must count as metaphors;
and a speaker can no more change this than he can legislate
that "cow" shall mean the same as "sheep." But we must also
recognize that the established rules of language leave wide
latitude for individual variation, initiative, and creation.
'There are indefinitely many contexts (including nearly all
the interesting ones) where the meaning of a metaphorical
expression has to be reconstructed from the speaker s_LI!Jt;.:Q.7 \
~ions (and other clues) because the broad rules of standard /
usage are too general to supply the information needed. When
Churchill, in a famous phrase, called Mussolini "that utensil,"
the tone of voice, the verbal setting, the historical back­
ground, helped to make clear what metaphQ.r was being used.
(Yet, even here, it is hard to see ho~ the phrase "that utensil"
could ever be applied to a man except as an insult. Here, as",,)'
elsewhere, the general rules of usage function as limitations .
upon the speaker's freedom to mean whatever he pleases.) ,
This is an example, though still a simple one, of how recogni:
tion and interpretation of a metaphor may require attention /
to the particular circumstances of its utterance.

It is especially noteworthy that there are, in general, no
standard rules for the degree of weight or emphasis to be at­
tached to ap.'l~_~~~~~~_~of an expression. To know what l
the user of a metaphor means, we need to know how "se- \
riously" he treats the metaphorical focus. (Would he be jusu
as content to have some rough synonym, or would only that
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else. But an intelligent hearer can easily guess what the
speaker had in mind." 4 This account treats the metaphorical
expression (let us call it "M") as a substitute for some other
literal expression ("L," say) which would have expressed the
same meaning, had it been used instead. On this view, th~'
~in its metaphorical occurrence, is just the­
literal m~ing of L. The metaphorical use of an expression
consists, on this view, of the use of that expression in other

than. itS. proper or normal.se.nse,.i~.m... e.. c.o.....n.te.~~.. !h(lt~.I... I.O.w.."s.. 1
~Jm£!9-~~~~b~s>!~~Ls_~~:~__to.. ~e ~~.t~.c::ted and appro- t>-!

,( J?EE~t:ely.1!~~s!()r:IIled. (The reasons adduced for so remark- /
'. able a performance will be discussed later.) --

Any view which holds that a metaphorical expression is
used in place of some equivalent literal expression, 1 shall
call a substitution view of metaphor. (I should like this label
to cover also any analysis which views the entire sentence that
is the locus of the metaphor as replacing some set of literal
~entences.) Until recently, one or another form of a substitu-~

tion view has been accepted by most writers (usually literary
critics or writers of books on rhetoric) who have had any­
thing to say about metaphor. To take a few examples: Whately
defines a metaphor as "a word substituted for another on ac­
count of the Resemblance or Analogy between their significa,~­

tions." 5 Nor is the entry in the Oxford Dictionary (to jump
to modern times) much different from this: "Metaphor: The
figure of speech in which a name or descriptive term is trans­
ferred to some object different from, but analogous to, that
to which it is properly applicable; an instance of this, a meta­
phorical expression," 6 So strongly entrenched is the view

4 Notice how this type of paraphrase naturally conveys some impli·
cation of fault on the part of the metaphor's author. There is a strong
suggestion that h,e ought to have made up his mind as to what he really
wanted to say--.;:the metaphor is depicted as a way of glossing over un­
clarity and vagueness:

5 Richard Whately, Elements of Rhetoric (7th rev. ed., London, 1846),
p.280.

6 Under "Figure" we find: "Any of the various 'forms' of expression.
deviating from the normal arrangement or use of words, which are
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METAPHOR

the want of convenient abbreviations). So viewed, metaphor
is a species of catachresis, which I shall define as the use of a

"'-..•-----
word in some new sense in order to remedy a gap in the vo-
cabulary; catachresis is the putting of new senses into old
words.s But if a catachresis serves a genuine need, the new
sense introduced will quickly become part of the literal sense.
"Orange" may originally have been applied to the color by
catachresis; but the word is now applied to the color just as
"properly" (and unmetaphorically) as to the fruit. "Osculat­
ing" curves do not kiss for long, and quickly revert to a more
prosaic mathematical contact. And similarly for other cases.
It is the fate of catachresis to disappear when it is successful.

There are, however, many metaphors where the virtues
ascribed to catachresis cannot apply, because there is, or there
is supposed to be, some readily available and equally com­
pendious literal equivalent. Thus in the somewhat unfor­
tunate example,9 "Richard is a lion," which modern writers
have discussed with boring insistence, the literal meaning is
taken to be the same as that of the. sentence, "Richard is

.brave." 10 Here, the metaphor is not supposed to enrich the
vocabulary.

When catachresis cannot be invoked, the reasons for sub-

s The O.E.D. defines catachresis as: "Improper use of words; appli­
cation of a term to a thing which it does not properly denote; abuse
or perversion of a trope or metaphor." I wish to exclude the pejorative
suggestions. There is nothing perverse or abusive in stretching old
words to fit new situations. Catachresis is merely a striking case of the
transformation of meaning that is constantly occurring in any living
language. '

9 Can we imagine anybody saying this nowadays and seriously mean­
ing anything? I find it hard to do so. But in default of an authentic
context of use, any analysis is liable to be thin, obvious, and unprofita­
ble.

10 A full discussion of this example, complete with diagrams, will be
found in Gustaf Stern's Meaning and Change of Meaning (Goteborgs
Hogskolas Arsskrift, vol. 38, 1932, part 1), pp. 300 ff. Stern's account
tries to show how the reader is led by the context to select from the
connotation of "lion" the attribute (bravery) that will fit Richard
the man. I take him to be defending a form of the substitution view.
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4

The view that a metaphorical expression has a meaning that
is some transform of its normal literal meaning is a special case
of a more general view about "figurative" language. This""
holds that any figure of speech involving semantic change (and I
not merely syntactic change, like inversion of normal word or- I
der) consists in some transformation of a literal meaning. The·-l
author provides, not his intended meaning, m, but some
function thereof, f(m); the reader's task is to apply the in­
verse function, f- 1, and so to obtain f- 1(f(m)), i.e., m, the
original meaning. When different functions are used, differ~

ent tropes result. Thus, in irony, the author says the opposite
of what he means; in hyperbole, he exaggerates his meaning;
and so on. '

What, then, is the cl!~!acteristic transforming fll!1ction in­
volved in metaphor? To this the answer has been made: either
analogy or similarity. M is either similar or analogous in
meaning to its literal equivalent L. Once the reader has
detected the ground of the intended analogy or simile (with
the help of the frame, or clues drawn from the wider context)
he can retrace the author's path and so reach the original
literal meaning (the meaning of L).

" If a writer holds that a metaphor consists in the presenta- r \

tion of the...umiel'-lyin.g,-aB,@Zl: or sim.llariqr, he will be taking )
what I shall call a cf?"E.2.q.,risCt11.1l.iew QL~taE.hor. When Scho­
penhauer calledageometrical proof a mousetrap, he was, ac~

cording to such a view, saying (though not explicitly): "A geo-
. metrical proof is like a mousetrap, since both offer a delusive
i
l
reward, entice their victims by degrees, lead to disagreeable

i~::~~~l :~~l~~s~~lf ;;e:'~~ej~l~~r~~;~~~-:~;1:::§~~:~l)

I
'is a special tase of a "substitution view." For it holds that',
; the metaphorical statement might be replaced by an equiva-h A. " e-J..J
/ lent literal comparison. / /;.. rr~

Whately says: "The Simile or Comparison may be con- e.J.J-
[35]
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5
I turn now to consider a type of analysis which I shall call

ani!rt~·@~ionY-~1J!.~t)r.This seems to me to be free
from die main defects of substitution and comparison views
and to offer some important insight into the uses and limita­
tions of metaphor.l7
L Let us begin with the following statement: "In the simples.t

)Itormulation, when we use a metaphor we have two thoughts
/~f different things active together and supported by a single

i. word, or phrase, whose meaning is a resultant of their inter-.
I action." 18 We may discover what is here intended by apply­
I ing Richard's remark to 9ur earlier example, "The poor af~

the negroes of Europe." The substitution view, at its crude~t,

tells us that something is being indirectly said about the po~J:'<

of Europe. (But what? That they are an oppressed class,{~

standing reproach to the community's official ideals, that p~~.i
erty is inherited and indelible?) the comparison view clai~~
that the epigram presents some comparison between the p<?g'(

\

' and. the negroes. In opposition to both,IRichards says th.a.t...................... -­
" "thoughts" about European poor and American negroes
'\ "active together" and "interact" to produce a m.ea.ning ,.

is a resultant of that interaction.
I think this must mean that/in the given conte;t/1~he .

,-.-.-_ ..'-' - -

A
17 Th~ best sources are the .writ~.-QLJ..:~A..-Rj.m~rds,_es

Chapter 5 (..Metaphor"l~I!.!!.J:;hap.t.«Ji~mm..ang-.2l.1v.t:eta
!lI~TJT~_PTiliOiUjihiQf-BbetQric (Oxford, 1936). ~hapters and.
Wter2.retatim:Lin.-.Tc.ac..l!i!!g.-J!.ondon, 1938) cover much
ground. W. Bedell Stanford's Greek Metaphor (Oxford, ,1986)
what he calls an "integration theory" (see esp. pp. 101 fl.) w8~
learning and skill. Unfortunately, both writers have greattr()~

making clear the nature of the positions they are defending.(J·
18 of W~~~~.r~_Qt._C&mP.leX--W..1lr.ds...(LondoIl,
.i!a useful discussion.~liichards' vieWLOJ.LJ:ne.tap.hDr.

18 The Philosophy of Rhetoric, p. 93. R.lchardsals~ays that
is .:1!!ndameI!!lllly a borrowing between and i~ourse 0

...!~~lillRE~.~..m:~~" (p. 94)· M~ph~l!~ s~y~!.-!e
ideas "which co-operate in an inclusive meaning" (p. 119).---_..._--~_. _.. -.. _.'"'" ...~-.•""-----~_ .._.,
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WQrd_··,negro.ei~ohtainsa new meanin.&..!"'h_~£.!Lj~"not_ql!i.t.~

)t~~i.!!.[i!?;}}te!al_1!.s.~~,nor quite the meaning which~
lit~l substitute would have. The new context (the "frame"

~.... of the metaphor, in my terminology) imE~ses extension ~of

\ ~ing upon the focal word. Andl!i:!~~R1chard,s tobe~ay­

i~ that for the _mtl~p.h9ctQ_WJlrlL1h~n:ad~rmll~LIemain

/ aware of the exten~i9l!,.QLro~E:!!ing-~._~~~~~9:,t_o£~!!J:the
;/:.; .Q!<:l.An...d..the new meaning.Ltog.ether.19

. But how is this extension or change of meaning brought
about? At one point, Richards speaks of the "common char­
acteristics" of the two terms (the poor and negroes) as "the
ground of the metaphor" (The Philosophy of Rhetoric) p.
117), so that in its metaphorical use a word or expression must
connote only a selection from the characteristics connoted in
its literal uses. This, however, seems a rare lapse into the
older and less sophisticated analyses he is trying to super­
sede.20 He is on firmer ground when he says that the_re!!d~rjs

forced to "connect" the two ideas (p. 125). !I1,Jhis~.'.'.cmmec­

ti?n';--~esI~~h.~.$e~:ret <lIl"<!~''ili~~~y'g,~t:Y oLmetaphor. T Q
speak"oIthe "interaction" of two thoughts "active together"
(or, again, o£ their "interilluminatiun" or "to-operation") is
to use a metaphor emphasizing the dynamic aspects of~
reader's response to a nontrivial metaphor. I have no quarrel
with the use of metaphors (if they are good ones) in talking
about metaphor. But it may be as well to use several, lest we
are misled by the adventitious charms of our favorites.

Let us try, for instance, to think of a metaphor as a filter.
Consider the statement, "Man is a wolf." Here, we may say,
are two subjects.......:.the principal subject, Man (or: men) and
the subsidiary subject, Wolf (or: wolves). Now the metaphor­
ical sentence in question will not convey its intended mean-

19 It is this, perhaps, that lead0Richards to say that "talk about the
identification or fusion that a metaphor effects is nearly always mislead­
ing and pernicious" (ibid.) p. 127).

20 UsU~!YL:B:ifh~.!ds_!ri~s.Y~.~h:o\\'t1lat .siIllil~~ity_~e.t~ee_,!.~:_~~()
t~rms i~.~.t.l~~st. ..PE!L.9.!.!h~l>l!§j§,_fgJ..,Jh~_i.I!!~!!~!~<?.I.I __~Lm~nings-in-a-­
'eta hor.
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lineated, and yet sufficiently definite to admit of detailed
m ' t' , Ii \.enu era Ion. .' :\ r-n ", \2 ,;! Th~~t,/then, of (metaphorically) calling a man a "wolf"

I is to ~¥he wolf-system of related commonplaces. If the
man IS a wolf, he preys upon other animals, is fierce, hungry,
engaged in constant struggle, a scavenger, and so on. Each of
these implied assertions has now to ,bem~cl~to]ibthe prin-
•• • z..__/~,-~,-._~/

Clpal subject (the man) eIther in normal or in abnormal
senses. If the metaphor is at all appropriate, this can be done
'-up to a point at least. A sui~le hearer will be led by the
,wolf-system of i~li~l}s to ~_o.nstJ.:~ct a <:~:r:res.p0J:l..cI.Lng sys- ,.
I teIIl of_~Elicatig.m about the principal subject. But these
! implications will not be those comprised in the commonplaces

normally implied by literal uses of "man." The new implica-
tions must be determined by the pattern of implications as­
sociated with literal uses of the word "wolf." Any human ~.

traits that can without undue strain be talked about in "wolf·
language" will be rendered prominent, and any that cannot .-(
will be pushed into the background. The wolf-metaphor sup- I'

presses some details, emphasizes others-in short, organizes
our view of man. (~~i I c-

Suppose I look at the night sky through a piece of heavily
smoked glass on which certain lines have been left clear. Then
I shall see only the stars that can be made to lie on the lines
previously prepared upon the screen, and the stars I do see will
be seen as organized by the screen's structure. We can think

r
of a metaphor as such a screen and the system of" "associated
SC:>!11!l.!Q.I!pl,!~~s"ofth~ focal wordc'ls the IlefworKof lines
upon the screen. We can say' thaf ihe--prin-cipal' subject-is
"seen- through" the metaphorical expression-or, if we pre­

I fer, that the principal subject is "projected upon" the field ofl
the SUbsidiary subject. (In the latter analogy, the implication-/
system of the focal expression must be taken to determine i I
the "law of projection.") .

Or take another example. Suppose I am set the task of
describing a battle in words drawn as largely as possible from
the vocabulary of chess. These latter terms determine a sys-

r _ r . Ii 'I [41]
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tion soon shows all kinds of "grounds" for shifts of meaning
with context-and even no ground at all, sometimes.)

Secondly, I would not deny that a metaphor may involve a
number of subordinate metaphors among its implications. But
these subordinate metaphors are, I think, usually intended
to be taken less "emphatically," i.e., with less stress upon their
implications. (The implications of a metaphor are like the
overtones of it musical chord; to attach too much "~~t"
to them is like trying to make the overtones sound as loud
as the main notes-and just as pointless.) In any case, primary
and subordinate metaphors will normally belong to the same"" ,
field of discourse, so that they mutually reinforce one and the

, same system of implications. Conversely, where substantially
new metaphors appear as the primary metaphor is unraveled,
there is serious risk of confusion of thought (compare the

, customary prohibition against "mixed metaphors").
But the preceding account of metaphor needs correction,

if it is to be reasonably adequate. Reference to "associated
commonplaces" will fit the commonest cases where the author
simply plays upon the stock of common knowledge (and com­
mon misinformation) presumably shared by the reader and
himself. But in a poem, or a piece of sustained prose, the'-

(~iter can establish a P>Qyel pattern ofjmplications for the
\ literal uses of the k'eY exp';es~kmS,prior- to Ilslug them as
L vehicles for his metaphors. (An author can do much to sup-

press unwanted implications of the word "contract," by ex­
plicit discussion of its intended ~eaning, before he proceeds
to develop a contract theory of sovereignty. Or a naturalist
who really knows wolves may tell us so much about them
that his description of man as a wolf diverges quite markedly
from the stock uses of that figure.) Metaphors can be sup~ .z
ported by specially constructed systems~Qf iI!!Plications, as
well as by accepted commonplace~tanb;~adet-ome~\\('1'

re and need not be reach-me-downs.
It was a simplification, again, to speak as if !be iI!!PJifation: ..
stem of the metaphorical expression remaiiisliiiiir1:eredhy!
e metaphorical statement. The nature of the intended ap-

, '-,.._---~-~._-----~,-_.-..--~-~.....;...,,_...---
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ments about it that normally apply to the subsidiary subject.
(6) This involves shifts in meaning of words belonging

to the same family or system as the metaphorical expression;
and some of these shifts, though not all, may be metaphorical
transfers. (The subordinate metaphors are, however, to be
read less "emphatically.")

(7) There is, in general, no simple "ground" for the neces­
sary shifts of meaning-no blanket reason why some meta­
phors work and others fail.

It will be found, upon consideration, that point (1) is in­
compatible with the simplest forms of a "substitution view,"
point (7) is formally incompatible with a "comparison view";
while the remaining points elaborate reasons for regarding
"colJlparison views" as inadequate.
~ it is easy to overstate the conflicts between these three

views. If we were to insist that only examples satisfying all
seven of the claims listed above should be allowed to count
as "'genuine" metaphors, we should restrict the correct uses of
the word "metaphor" to a very small number of cases. This
would be to advocate a persuasive definition of "metaphor"
that would tend to make all metaphors interestingly com­
plex.22 And such a deviation from current uses of the word
"metaphor". would leave us without a convenient label for
the more trivial cases. Now it is in just such trivial cases that
"substitution" and "comparison" views sometimes seem
nearli.,the mark than "interaction" views. The point might~)

be nt"by classifying metaphors as instances of substitution, \
comparison, or interaction. Only the last kind are of impor- \
tance in philosophy.

For substitution-metaphors and comparison-metaphors can
be replaced by literal translations (with possible exception for

22 I can sympathize with Empson's contention that "The term ['meta­
phor'] had better correspond to what the speakers themselves feel to
be a rich or suggestive or persuasive use of a word, rather than include
uses like the leg of a table" (The Structure of Complex Words) p. 333).
But there is the opposite danger, also, of making metaphors too impor­
tant by definition, and so narrowing our view of the subject excessively.
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No doubt metaphors are dangerous-and perhaps especially
so in philosophy. But a prohibition against their use would
be a willful and harmful restriction upon our powers of in­
quiry.23

23 (A note on terminology): For metaphors tha~ fit .<1. substitution or
comparison view, the factors needing to be distinguished are: (i) some
word or expression E, (ii) occurring in some verbal "frame" F, so that
(iii) F(E) is the metaphorical statement in question; (iv) the meaning
m'(E) which E has in F(E), (v) which is the same as the literal meaning,
m(X), of some literal synonym, X. A sufficient technical vocabulary
would be: "metaphorical expression" (for E), "metaphorical statement"
(for F(E)), "metaphorical meaning" (for m') and "literal meaning" (for
m).

Where the interaction view is. appropriate, the situation is more com­
plicated. We may also need to refer to (vi) the principal subject of
F(E) , say P (roughly, what the statement is "really" about); (vii) the
subsidiary subject, S (what F(E) would be about if read literally); (viii)
the relevant system of implications, I, connected with S; and (ix) the
resulting system of attributions, A, asserted of P. We must accept at
least so much complexity if we agree that the meaning of E in its
setting F depends upon the transformation of I into A by using lan­
guage, normally applied to S, to apply to P instead.

____. Richards has suggested using the words "tenor" and "vehicle" for
\ . the two "thoughts" which, in his view, are "active together" (for "the
.• two ideas that m'etaphor, at its simplest, gives us"-The Philosophy ot

.,'''')-'! Rhetoric, p. 96, my italics) and urges that we reserve "the word 'meta­
(~~hor' for the whole double unit" (ibid.). But this picture of two ideas
--working upon each other is an inconvenient fiction. And it is significant

that Richards himself soon lapses into speaking of "tenor" and "ve­
hicle" as "things" (e.g. on p. 118). Richards' "vehicle" vacillates in ref­
erence between the metaphorical expression (E), the subsidiary subject
(S) and the connected implication system (I). It is less clear what his
"tenor" means: sometimes it stands for the principal subject (P), some­
times for the implications connected with that subject (which I have
not symbolized above). sometimes. in spite of Richards' own intentions,
for the resultant meaning (or as we might say the "full import") of E
in its context, F(E).

There is probably no hope of getting an accepted terminology so
long as writers upon the subject are still so much at variance with one
nother.
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