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METAPHOR: SOME DICTICNARY FACTS
AND WHAT THEY IMPLY

Houghton Dalrymple

In thls paper I.try to do two things—to say wbhat a metaphor is and
to show that phileosophers have been confused about what it is they are
asking when they ask what a metaphor is. Since my answer to the ques-
tion about the meaning of “metaphor” contains little new, my main excuse
for writing this paper is to clarify the meaning of the guestion, "What
is a metaphor?', I believe, however, that if the meaning of the ques-
tion can be made more clear, the answer to the question will appear to
be less of a problem than it has appeared to be in the past.

When a child asks, '"Mother, what is a robin?", he expects to be
told what the word "robin" means, how he would g0 about recognizing or
identifying a robin. Philosophers tco ask what "X" is, that is, what
"X'" means, and provide answers that expiain, or try to. explain, how "X"
is used. This has puzzled some people, for the questions are usually
asked about words that everybody knows perfectly well how to use. There
is something odd in the picture of a philosopher presuming to tell a
man-cn-tie-street what the man means when he says "X"—particularly if
"X" is a simple and commonplace expression. G. E. Moore has gone a long
way toward removing this oddity. It is one thing, Moore says, to know
the meaning of an expressior and gquite another thing to be able to ana-
lyze the meaning of the expression. Moore is right, of course, and
English philosophers following Moore have done much in the way of elueci-
dating the uses of such terms as "if...then', "can'", "true'", "know", and
"free', Nearly all of these words are non~technical words, frequently
appearing in ordinary speech, and varying in meaning according to the
contexts in which they appear. More than anything else, it is this ex-
treme variability in meaning that has made the philosophic task so in-
teresting and challenging. On the other hand, techknical words are con-
textually independent to a large degree, and because they have been
conscicusly introduced into language by specizlists, these words have
just the meanings that have been assigned to them by the specialists.
Furthermore, since the terms are introduced into the language by means
0f rules that will govern the uses of the terms, the specialist can be
expected not only to know the meaning of the terms, but to be able to
analyze their meanings as well. So if a non-specialist wants to know
what the meaning of one of these terms is, he should either ask one of
the specialists or look it up in a technical dictionary. Ordinary langu-
age philosophers have wisely refrained from sttempting to analyze the
meanings of technical terms. It is guite obvicus in the philosophy of
literature,

"Metaphor" is, I beliewve, a technical word, or at least a semi-
technical word. There is obvicusly a continuum here. The ward, at any
rate, appears infrequently in ordinary speech: its principal users are
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literary critics. Although literary eriticism is not a science, it is
regarded as a discipline, and if it at all déserves that name, the ' liter-
ary critic should be expected to know both the meanings and ﬂw defini-~
tions of the words that appear ia the technical vocabulary, such as
"metaphor", '"simile", and "oxymoren'. So if a philosopher wants to know
what one of these terms means, e should ask a literary ecritic, or else
look it up in a dictionary where he can find an empirical report of
what literary critics mean by the term. Philosophers of literature,
apparently wanting to know what metaphor is, have not done this, which
strikes me as a little odd. Of course, I may be mistaken in my assump-
tion that in asking what metapher is they are asking for the intension
of the term. They may be asking. instead for the extension of the term;
that is, they may be asking the game kind of question that the child 1s
asking when he wants to know what arcbin is.
still, because il this were so, there would be nothing tostudy or argue
about. In fact; their 31tuatlon would be comparable to a group of orni-
thologists conductlng an iavestigaticn to find out what birds are.

Asking what metapbor is may seem such a waste of effort as to .cast
into doubt the assumption that philosophers are even asking the gues-
tion. And indeed, it is a general impression that is hard to pin down
by-selected quotations. However, the following quotation is explicit:
"0f all the guestions about metaphor that interest the literary theor-
ist ‘or philosophical aesthetician, the foremost-—thatis, first and funda-
mental one—is, of course: what is it?".

The belief that the question '‘What is metaphor?".
difficult may result from attempts to provide an cnteleogical answer for
a. conceptual question. Depending as it does upon the distinction . between
essential and non-essential attributes, which is a matter of degree, the
conceptual-ontological distinetion is not sharp. Nevertheless, the dis-
tinction can often be made, and should always be kept in mind. The danger
of confusion in the matter before us is especially high. The study of
metaphor is a linguistic study and so is the study of the meaning of
"metaphor". 8till, there is a wide difference. '

My procedure in what follows involves two steps. First, I list
what several dictionaries have had to say about the meaning of "metaphor',
and second, I list a number of expressions which the definitions seem
to fit, more or less well. The examples come from two - sources—lianguage
thatls literary (or has some pretensions to being literary) and vernacu-
lar speech, especially slang. Since it is not possible to call on the
literary critics, I ask the readers to decide for themselves whether
‘the examples are metaphors. iost of the examples are, 1in my opinion,
“clear cases, but T have not tried to exclude the doubtful or the border—
line. Looking at the definitions first, it can he seen that there is
something of a consensus.

chtlonary Definitions of Metaphor
In flgurat1ve language, an implied

two things compared with each other. As
in which the comparison is stated, metaphor

1. The Reader's Encyclopedla
comparison i identifying the
distinguished from simile,
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But this would be siranger

is weighty and

pretends that the two things compared are identical,

2. TFowler's Dictionary ¢f English Usage. A metaphor is a tacit
comparison made Dy the substitution of tne compared notion for the one
to be illustrated...every metaphor presupposesa simile, and every simile
is compressible or convertible into a metapher,

3. Columbia Encyclopedia. A figure of speech in which one class '
of things is referred to as 1f it belonged to another class. Whereas
simile states that A is like B, a metaphor states that A is B or sub-
stitutes B for A.

4. O0.E.D. The figure of speech in whlch & name ordescriptive term
is transferred to some object different from, but analogous to, that
which it is properly applicable. :

5. The Living Webster Encyclopedic Dictionaryﬁ A figure of zpeech
in which a term or phrase is applied to something to which it is not
literally applicable, in order to suggest a resemblance.

6. The Technigue of Composition.
that 1mp11es but does not state a comparison, Instead of making an ac-
tual comparison between two objects or ideas, metaphor directly applies
to one aobJject a term which isordinarily associated with another object,
but whick has some quality or aspect appropriate to the first.

Metaphor is a figure of speech

The consensus that was mentioned earlieris apparentin these defi-
nitions. .Fowler alone execepted, every definition either explicitly or
strongly implies three features of metaphor—Ifigure of speech, implicit
comparison and a resemblance between the objects compared by virtue of
which the comparison is made. Fowler does not mention that metaphor is
a figure of speech, Dbut he must have supposed that his readers already
knew that. As for the 0.E.D. some digging is required, but the term
m"apalogous to" is used, which lmplles resemblance among differences,and
resemblance could scarcely be noted except by comparison of obJects
This consensus that has been revealed is simply what is called the
Comparison Theory of Metaphor. How surprising it is that the theory,
if it can be called that, has not been universally accepted. What are
the nature of the objections that are raised by philoscphers, such as
Beardsley? Are they denying that this is what "metaphor" means? or
are they making prcoposals for linguistic change? If so, arguments for
linguistic change should be presented, though they seldom are. Are
they perhaps denving that there are metaphors in the sensée explained?
If there are metaphors in this sense, there is no a priori reason why
the term "metaphor" should not be used to refer to them.

It would bhe advisable now to consider some metaphors.

1. That time of year thou mayst in me behold
Where yvellow leaves, or ncne, or few Jdo hang
Upon those boughs which shake agaianst the eold,
Bare ruined cheirs, where -once the sweet birds
sang.

61




Truth forever on the scaffold
Wrong forever on the throne.

Juliet is the sun,.
God is dead.

]

The look in his eyes was a mute cry for help.

3

4

5

6. The sun was spiteful yesterday.

7 The sun is not spiteful today.

8 Charles . i8 a (sly) fox (used metaphoricaliy).

9 Charles is not a (sly) fox {used metaphorically).
10. Charles i3 an (a wise) owl {used metaphorically).

11. -That the Judge let the youth go unpunished was a
cruel kindness.

12.  And where you are is where you are not.
13. Charles is a clown (used metaphorically).

14, After s vacation, it is tough to have to go back
' to the salt mines.

15, (The wise thing to deo is to) Make hay while the
sun shines,

- 18. The arm of the chair is broken.
17. One Qf the legs of the table is broken.

Some facts about metaphors should be noted. First, metaphors may
or may not be contradictoryor obvicusly false when construed literally.
Beardsley in bis Verbal Opposition Theory states otherwise, but he is
mistaken. Most metaphors, construed literally, are as a matter of fact
false, but they do not have to be. Construed literally, -the metaphors
numbered one, two, three, four, five, six, eleven and twelve are zll

either false or at least not true. Likewise for eight. and ten if eight.

and ten are metaphors, which they will be if Charles is a human being.
Te regard sixteen and seventeen as metapheors, the literal sense of "arm”
and "leg'" will have to be taken as the sense that applies to animal or-
ganisms only. If they are so regarded, then they too will be literally
false or at least not literally true. On the other hand, literally
speaking, seven, nine, thirteen, fourteenand fifteen are possibly true,
or if in some cases not possibly true, then at least not false. If
there is logical opposition in a positive metaphor when read literally,
it will be impossible for the metaphorical negation to be false. Thus
nine, read literally, is a leogical truth (if Charles is a human being);
seven though perhaps not a logical truth read literally, 1is at least
not false. Thirteen and fourteen could be both literally and metaphori-
cally true, and fifteen is good advies, literally or metaphorically.
Second, metaphor may be used in the performance of any of the
speech acts, 1including the mere saying of something for the purpose of

62

considering what it is that is said. A frequent function of metaphor
is to assert something, but this is not always so, as in "Make hay while
the sun shines”. If my fourth point seems too obvious to he worth men-
ticning, let it be said that it has even been denied that it is possible
to use metaphor for the purpose of assertion.

© Third, good similes make good metaphors and poor similes make poor
metaphors. To say of someébody that he is sly as. a fox is,. of course, a
good simile, and when it is, to say of that person that he is a fox (or
a sly fox) is a good metaphor. On the other hand, if "Charles is wise
as an owl", is bad as a simile, it is even worse as a metaphor. One of
the criteria of a good simile is that it works well as an open metaphor
"Charles is a fox" is at least as effective as "Charles is a sly fox".
But "Charles is an owl", still recognizable as a metaphor, borders on
the ludicrous. ~ In general, for a metaphor to be effective it must be
widely believed that the object literally referred to really does pos-
sess characteristics that are attributed to the object referred to meta-
phorically.

Fourth, in opposition to Fowler and Richards, dead metaphors, such
as sixteen and seventeen, .are not metaphors. The reason that both
Fowler and Richards assign for referringto dead metaphors as real meta-
phors is that dead metaphors have a way of coming alive in awkward con-
texts. I would hold, however, that when a dead metaphor comes alive,
it comes alive net as a metaphor but as a pun—when one suddenly re-
members the other meaning that the term has. 4 good reason for not re-
ferring to dead metaphors as metaphors is that the procedure would make
a metaphor out of practically every general term in the dictionary.
3ti1l, I agree with Fowler and Richards that metaphor is omnipresent in
ianguage, and not a mere ornamentation of poetry.

The last point is a question that I do not have an answer for, not
a statement of fact. Excludiang that broad sense of "metaphor” in which
all language that is not literal is metaphorical, is every oxymoron a
metaphor? Many oxymoron are metaphors, but are they all? Is "And where
vyou are is where ycou are not'" a metaphor? If it means the same as the
metaphor, "Your body is here, but your mind is miles away", then it is
a metapher. But I am not sure that the second statement is atranslation
of the first, nor am I sure that there is any translation of the first
statement that would show that it is a metaphor. More generally, I am
not sure that every oxymoron is a metaphor. '

The Iconic Signification Theory differs from the Comparisvn Theory
only in being more specific about how it is that metaphors work. Paul
Henle has given omne of the clearest.statements of the theory.  After
first defining a trope as an expression. in which ‘'at least cne term
signifies mediately’, he goes on:

Metaphor, then, is analyzable into a double sort of seman-—
tic relaticnship. First, using symbols in Peiree’'s sense,
directions are given for finding an object or situation.
This use of language is quite ordinary. Second it is im-
plied that any object or situation fitting the direction
may serve as an icon for what one wishes to describe. The
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icon is never actually present; rather, through the rule,
one understands what it must_be and, through this under-
standing; what it signifies.

Susanne Langer has inccrporated the theory into her general theory

of'presentational symbolism. She has this to say: "In a genu@ne me?am
phor, an image of the literal meaning is our symbol for the flguratlye
meabing, the thing that has no name of its own. If we say a brook is

laughing in the sunlight, an idea of laughter_intervenes to symbolize
the vivid, spontanecus acdtivity of the brook'.

The Iconic Sighification Theory that has just been described is
obviously nothing new. In fact, it is arguable that the theory goes
all the way back to Aristotle.

) What the dictionaries say entails the Comparison Theory of Meta-

phor, and what they say strongly implies the Iconie Signification The-

ory of Metaphor. There is a consensus among lexicographers, as we have
seen, that the term "figure of speech' should be ineluded in the defini-
tion of "metaphor”. It is instructive to see what the dictionaries re-
port about the meaning of '"figure'". Here again there is almost-unagim-
ity not only in Ilisting a certain definition but inlisting that deflnl—
tion at or near the top of the list. I have space only to quote the de-
finitions of thenoun and verb forms that are found in The Living Webster.
Under the noun form the first definition is 'the form of anything as ex-
pressed by the outline or contour', and the fourth definition islfapic—
torial representation of an object”. Under the verb form, after 11St}ng

computation first, the second definition is "to make a figure or like-

ness of". The only puzzle in "figure of speech' is what to make out of

the "of", but I do not suppose "of'" to mean that the figure ig actu@lly
in the speech; <this is unlikely because linguistic symbols in naming
rather than illustrating relaticns constitute poor figures of almost

anything. Instead I think the function of the word "“of" is that the
figure is made by the speech in the sense that something is broug@t he-
fore the mind for its. consideration. Unless by some subtle chemistry

of words the meaning of the word "figure" takes on a fresh meaning iy
"figure of speech', the dictionaries are highly supportive of the Iconic
Signification Theory of Metaphor. . N

0f the many objections that have been levied against the Compariscon
and Iconie Signification theories, I can mention only two. One of these
does not- rest upon any. serious mistake; it is simply a proposal for
terminological change, still permitting us to mark off for study what
has traditienally been referred to by the term ”metaphoy”. Qn the other
hand, conceptual confusion is manifest in the other objection that I
will take up. . _ i

Prillip Wheelwright mentions twe ways of metaphor, epiphor and di-
aphor. He says:

Sinhce the essential work of epiphor--which i1s to say,
metaphor in the conventional Aristotellan sense--is to
express a similarity between something relatively well
known or concretely known (the semantic vehicle) and

G4

Something which, although of greater worth or impor-
tance, 1is less well known or more cbscurely kaown
(the semantic tenor), and since it makes its point
by means of words, it follows that an epiphor pre-
supposes a vehicular image or notion that can be
readily understood when indicated by a suitable word
or phrase.

It will be noticed that Wheelwright is proposing that the new word:
"epiphor" replace the old word "metaphor’. Now I would have preferred |
for him to have used "metaphor" in the old way, but ifhe feels he needs |
"metaphor” to do another Job—embracing both epiphor and diaphér—I am:
inclined to let him have it. There is even a warrant in linguistic cus-
tom for doing what Wheelwright does, that is, when the adjective "meta-
phorical™ is placed in front of the noun "language', "metaphorical” he-
comes practically a synonym for "figurative",

In order for a metaphor to work, or work well, it is necessary to
belleve that there are properties really possessed by both the figure

and what is meant by the figure. Otherwise, the figure could not be
used, or used effectively, +to illustrate the properties that are being
attributed to the object meant. The peculiarity of the objection now

to be considered is that it asserts that in many metaphors there are no
preperties literally possessed by the figure and the cbject meant. Speak-
ing about the "Juliet is the sun" metaphor, Ted Cohen asserts: There
is no property literally possessed by both Juliet and the sun in virtue
of which Juliet is said to be like the sun. The property in question,
if there issone, is possessed literally by the sun and metaphorically
by Juliet', If it iz assumed that Romeo and Juliet are real persouns,
I think that there is a property actually possessed by both Juliet and
the sun by which the sun can be taken as a figure for Juliet. 1If I
construe Shakespeare correctly, part of what he is saying isthat Juliet
ahd the sun actually possess the dispositional property of lifting
Romeo's spirits, or improving his state of miad. But this is not so
important as something else. Suppose a person could find no relevant
likeness at all hetween Juliet and the sum. Would he then refer to the
passage as a metaphor? ‘If he did, I suspect that it would be merely
because he didn't understand the passage, which is an insufficient reg-
son for calling scmething a metaphor. Cohen seems unaware of the possi-
bility that a person might decide not teo call "Juliet is the sun' a
metaphor if there is no way to say anything about Juliet by referring
to properties of the sun. Cohen seems certain that "Juliet is the sun”
i3 a metaphor, but how does he know? He does not specify a rule for

detecting metaphors. Instead he says that "...there is no function for
gatting the meaning of a metaphor, and there are no gimple recognjition
signs for detecting metaphors'. Small wonder that he thinks that ...

it is a kind of marvel that we are able to identify metaphors at all,
and yet more marvelous that we are able *o understand them'. )
Investigation of dictionaries may seem like a pooT way of defining
the Comparison and Iconic S8ignification thecries of metaphor, and so it
would be if these were real theories in the sense that there are real
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':LuUnlver51ty Press . 1962), p T3

.Crltlclsm 34 (1976) 357.

theories in phy31cs and the other sciences -These reél theories . raise

questions about what goes on in nature, and the answers cannot be found

" 'in dietionaries. In contrast, the Comparative and Iconic Signification
‘“theories explain’nothing except what the word  '"metaphor' means. That

their explications of the meaning  of this technical word. is right in

‘line: with what the dictionaries say 1s the strongest point that can be

argued in theitr favor. Moreover, this way of putting the matter brings
into sharp focus the elusive questions with which this essay began. What:
is it that- phllosophers are asklng when they..ask ''What is a- metaphor7”°'.

_:And when the answers are found, hcw can . they be justified?.
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