THE PROBLEM OF METAPHOR IN THEORY OF MEANING
W. A. MYTRS

Metaphor has often been considered the domain of the literary critic,
and it is only comparatively recently that philosophers have'becomelawar:
of metaphor as a problem for philosophy of language. In this p;per lulz}n
to show how the occurrence of metaphor poses a problem for formulating
an adequate account of meaning. ' | o

Firsc% i wish to discuss what metaphor is. One very comrnorll \flefv is that
. plicit comparison of things—that it is in fact a
covert case of simile. Monroe Beardsley rejects this vie.w, which he c?ﬂs tile
““object-comparison” theory, as inadequate to explain all cases 0 meta-
phor. He puts forward instead his “verbal-oppositon theo‘ry a.ccordmg to
which our recognition of 2 metaphor depends upon a tension in the usage
of words. As Beardsley puts it, N

The possibility of the metaphorical performance——the opportunities that a

living language presents for fooling around with meanings in this Partlxcutlﬁz
way—depend upon a felt difference between two sets of properties in

intension, or signification, of a general term.' ‘
He describes metaphor as involving a shift in meaniflg from the propertg:s
which are taken as “necessary conditions for applying the W(_)rdlcorrecmy
in a particular sense” to “properties that belc.m.g to the margma‘,.me(‘;i}lhigs
of the term.”> Now here Beardsley is describing an garly version

theory. He goes on,
...when a term is combined with others in .such a way that there :;ouli :3:1 :
logical opposition between its central meaning and tklxat of -the c;l er te thé
thexe occurs that shift from central to margma.l meaning whlcl} 8 ows ks che
word is to be taken in 2 metaphorical way. It is the only way it can be

without absurdity.®

Marcus Hester makes a similar point when he says

A way of recognizing implicit metaphors [ie. ones which d.o not mclud:
“gignal™ words such as ‘jike’ or ‘as’] is that they startle our fiteral Janguag

inling ?
sense. Implicit metaphors are odd ways of thinking.

In the revised version of Beardsley’s verbal-opposition theory he makes

allowance for the fact that metaphor can ogcur when there is no already

: g i ds, a metaphor can
isting “marpinal meaning” to shift to. In other words, H !
existing e nce to an example), “Thus this

create new meaning. He says, (in refere 1 ex:
metaphor does not merely thrust latent connotations into the foreground

of meaning, but brings into play some properties that were not previously

meant by it.”®

a metaphor involves an im
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Without considering the arguments for and objections to the verbal-
opposition theory we can vet see that two features of metaphor, by this
account, stand out: (1) the shift from standard meaning of a term used
metaphorically, and (2) the possibility of creating new meanings altogether
by metaphorical usage. This second feature has been emphasized also by
Max Black, who attacks what he calls the “substitution view” of meta-
phor, that is, the view that a sentence containing a metaphorical usage can
have a literal sentence substituted for it without change of meaning.®
Black notes that often there is simply no literal equivalent to the meta-
phorical usage. He argues for what he calls the “interaction view,” which
claims that a metaphoric usage forces the hearer to connect two disparate
ideas, which interact together. By connections thus made, metaphor
organizes to an extent our understanding of the concepts connected. This
point helps indicate the reason literal paraphrase of a metaphor is never
quite adequate; as Black says:

The literal paraphzase inevitably says too much—and with the wrong emphasis.

One of the points I most wish to stress is that the loss in such cases is a loss in

cognitive content; the relevant weakness of the literal paraphrase is not that it

may be tiresomely prolix or boringly explicit (or deficient in qualities of
style); it fails to be a translation because it fails to give the insight the meta-

pheor did.”

This emphasis on the ability of metaphoric usages to give new meanings
is found in other thinkers on the subject as well, notably Owen Barfield
and Philip Wheelwright. Barfield argues that metaphorical usages are
chiefly responsible for shifts in the standard meanings of words. His
“Poetic Diction and Legal Fiction” develops this theory in detail,® and in
his book Poetic Diction® he gives numerous examples.

Beardsley has a similar notion in his essay “The Metaphoric Twist”
where he distinguishes three stages in the process of a word’s acquiring a
new meaning, the second of which is the initial metaphorical usage where
“properties that are definitely not part of the intension of that word”
become, “at least temporarily,” part of its meaning.'°

In Metaphor and Reality Wheelwright distinguishes two types of meta-
phor which he calls “epiphor” and “diaphor.” Epiphor, he says, is a trans-
ference of meanings: “Epiphoric metaphor starts by assuming a usual
meaning for a word; it then applies this word to something else on the
basis of, and in order to indicate, a comparison of what is familiar.""?
This notion seems close to the comparison views criticised by both Black
and Beardsley if such views are taken to include the whole of metaphoric
usages, but Wheelwright says epiphor is only part of the story, and indeed
Black too admits that some metaphors do compare concepts. Diaphor is
characterized by Wheelwright as a movement (phore) through (dia)
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“certain particulars of experience {actual or imagined) in a fresh way,
producing new meaning by juxtaposition alone.”'? Further on he says,
“The essential possibility of diaphor lies in the broad ontological fact that
new qualities and new meanings can emerge, simply come into being, out .
of some hitherto ungrouped combination of elements.”" >

Wheelwright, like Black, also examines the so-called tensive feature of
metaphor, the fact that metaphoric usages often set up a tension between

sets of concepts or between accepted meanings and possible meanings in a

context. _
It seems to me that we are now able to note three characteristics of

metaphor: (1) metaphor is linguistic usage which is striking because of its
oddity—it creates a tension between the accepted literal meanings of a
term and the possible meanings in the context in which it is found; (2) no
Titeral paraphrase can quite adequately translate the meaning of a meta-
phoric usage; (3) metaphor can create new meanings which in some
instances can become standard meanings.
This characterization emphasizes some features of metaphor to the
exclusion of others, but T hope it will be seen that if this characterization
is correct, then an adequate theory of meaning, to account for metaphor,
must be able to explain the novelty of some metaphoric usages—the usages
in which a new meaning is apparent.
Let us look at some ways of explaining meaning. For the sake of
brevity 1 have found it useful to refer to the classification of types of
theory of meaning given by William Alston in Philosophy of Language,
even though it ignores important distinctions between some theories,
Alston groups theories of meaning as either referential, ideational, or
behavioral. He defines the distinction as follows:

The referential theary identifies the meaning of an expression with that to
which it refers or with the referential connection, the ideational theory with
the ideas with which it is associated, and the behavioral theory with the
stimuli that evoke its utterance and/or the responses that it it turn evokes. 4

Thus, as examples of referential theories we might cite the Platonic
theory of Forms as it relates to language, the Stoic doctrine of the lekton,
and Frege’s essay “On Sense and Nominatum.” Perhaps the most famous
example of an ideational theory is one given by Alston: John Locke’s
conceptualism. Behavioral theories are found among modem psychologi-
cally oriented writers such as Charles Morris' ® and Charles Osgood,' ¢ and
would include, in Alston’s classification, the recent attempts, following
Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations, to define meaning in terms of
use.
What 1 want to suggest is that behavioral theories in general are in
difficulty over explaining creative metaphor. All theories have difficulty
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I have dealt only with word-meaning in this paper, and I have not made
room in this already much-compressed exposition for examples which
might have made the foregoing more palatable; but if what I have said can
be taken as a suggestion of a problem, perhaps the result can be some more
adequate theory of meaning than now exists.
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