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What Metaphors Mean

Donald Davidson

Metaphor is the dreamwork of language and, like all dreamwork, its
interpretation reflects as much on the interpreter as on the originator.
The interpretation of dreams requires collaboration between a dreamer
and a waker, even if they be the same person; and the act of interpretation
isitself a work of the imagination. So too understanding a metaphor is as
much a creative endeavor as making a metaphor, and as little guided by
rules.

These remarks do not, except in matters of degree, distinguish
metaphor from more routine linguistic transactions: all communication
by speech assumes the interplay of inventive construction and inventive
construal. What metaphor adds to the ordinary is an achievement that
uses no semantic resources beyond the resources on which the ordinary
depends. There are no instructions for devising metaphors; there is no
manual for determining what a metaphor “means” or “says”; there is no
test for metaphor that does not call for taste.! A metaphor implies a kind
and degree of artistic success; there are no unsuccessful metaphors, just
as there are no unfunny jokes. There are tasteless metaphors, but these
are turns that nevertheless have brought something off, even if it
were not worth bringing off or could have been brought off better.

This paper is concerned with what metaphors mean, and its thesis is

1. I think Max Black is wrong when he says, “The rules of our language determine
that some expressions must count as metaphors.” He allows, however, that what a
metaphor “means” depends on much more: the speaker’s intention, tone of voice, verbal
setting, etc. “Metaphor,” in his Models and Metaphors (Ithaca, N.Y., 1962), p. 29.

© 1978 by Donald Davidson. All rights reserved.
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32 Donald Davidson What Metaphors Mean

that metaphors mean what the words, in their most literal interpretation,
mean, and nothing more. Since this thesis flies in the face of contempo-
rary views with which I am familiar, much of what I have to say is critical.
But I think the picture of metaphor that emerges when error and confu-
sion are cleared away makes metaphor a more, not a less, interesting
phenomenon.

The central mistake against which I shall be inveighing is the idea
that a metaphor has, in addition to its literal sense or meaning, another
sense or meaning. This idea is common to many who have written about
metaphor: it is found in the works of literary critics like Richards,
Empson, and Winters; philosophers from Aristotle to Max Black; psy-
chologists from Freud and earlier to Skinner and later; and linguists
from Plato to Uriel Weinreich and George Lakoff. The idea takes many
forms, from the relatively simple in Aristotle to the relatively complex in
Black. The idea appears in writings which maintain that a literal para-
phrase of a metaphor can be produced, but it is also shared by those who
hold that typically no literal paraphrase can be found. Some stress the
special insight metaphor can inspire and make much of the fact that
ordinary language, in its usual functioning, yields no such insight. Yet
this view too sees metaphor as a form of communication alongside ordi-
nary communication; it conveys truths or falsehoods about the world
much as plainer language does, though the message may be considered
more exotic, profound, or cunningly garbed.

The concept of metaphor as primarily a vehicle for conveying ideas,
even if unusual ones, seems to me as wrong as the parent idea that a
metaphor has a special meaning. I agree with the view that metaphors
cannot be paraphrased, but I think this is not because metaphors say
something too novel for literal expression but because there is nothing
there to paraphrase. Paraphrase, whether possible or not, is appropriate
to what is said: we try, in paraphrase, to say it another way. But if I am
right, a metaphor doesn’t say anything beyond its literal meaning (nor
does its maker say anything, in using the metaphor, beyond the literal).
This is not, of course, to deny that a metaphor has a point, nor that that
point can be brought out by using further words.

In the past those who have denied that metaphor has a cognitive
content in addition to the literal have often been out to show that
metaphor is confusing, merely emotive, unsuited to serious, scientific, or

Donald Davidson is University Professor of philosophy at the Uni-
versity of Chicago. He is the author of many important essays, includ-
ing “Actions, Reasons and Causes,” “Causal Relations,” and “Truth and
Meaning,” coauthor of Decision-Making: An Experimental Approach, and
coeditor of Words and Objections, Semantics of Natural Language, and The
Logic of Grammar.
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philosophic discourse. My views should not be associated with this tradi-
tion. Metaphor is a legitimate device not only in literature but in science,
philosophy, and the law; it is effective in praise and abuse, prayer and
promotion, description and prescription. For the most part I don’t dis-
agree with Max Black, Paul Henle, Nelson Goodman, Monroe
Beardsley, and the rest in their accounts of what metaphor accomplishes,
except that I think it accomplishes more and that what is additional is
different in kind.

My disagreement is with the explanation of how metaphor works its
wonders. To anticipate: I depend on the distinction between what words
mean and what they are used to do. I think metaphor belongs exclusively
to the domain of use. It is something brought off by the imaginative
employment of words and sentences and depends entirely on the ordi-
nary meanings of those words and hence on the ordinary meanings of
the sentences they comprise.

It is no help in explaining how words work in metaphor to posit
metaphorical or figurative meanings, or special kinds of poetic or
metaphorical truth. These ideas don’t explain metaphor, metaphor ex-
plains them. Once we understand a metaphor we can call what we grasp
the “metaphorical truth” and (up to a point) say what the “metaphorical
meaning” is. But simply to lodge this meaning in the metaphor is like
explaining why a pill puts you to sleep by saying it has a dormative
power. Literal meaning and literal truth conditions can be assigned to
words and sentences apart from particular contexts of use. This is why
adverting to them has genuine explanatory power.

I shall try to establish my negative views about what metaphors
mean and introduce my limited positive claims by examining some false
theories of the nature of metaphor.

A metaphor makes us attend to some likeness, often a novel or
surprising likeness, between two or more things. This trite and true
observation leads, or seems to lead, to a conclusion concerning the mean-
ing of metaphors. Consider ordinary likeness or similarity: two roses are
similar because they share the property of being a rose; two infants are
similar by virtue of their infanthood. Or, more simply, roses are similar
because each is a rose, infants, because each is an infant.

Suppose someone says “Tolstoy was once an infant.” How is the
infant Tolstoy like other infants? The answer comes pat: by virtue of
exhibiting the property of infanthood, that is, leaving out some of the
wind, by virtue of being an infant. If we tire of the phrase “by virtue of,”
we can, it seems, be plainer still by saying the infant Tolstoy shares with
other infants the fact that the predicate “is an infant” applies to him;
given the word “infant,” we have no trouble saying exactly how the
infant Tolstoy resembles other infants. We could do it without the word
“infant”; all we need is other words that mean the same. The end result
is the same. Ordinary similarity depends on groupings established by
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34 Donald Davidson What Metaphors Mean

the ordinary meanings of words. Such similarity is natural and un-
surprising to the extent that familiar ways of grouping objects are tied to
usual meanings of usual words.

A famous critic said that Tolstoy was “a great moralizing infant.”
The Tolstoy referred to here is obviously not the infant Tolstoy but
Tolstoy the adult writer; this is metaphor. Now in what sense is Tolstoy
the writer similar to an infant? What we are to do, perhaps, is think of
the class of objects which includes all ordinary infants and, in addition,
the adult Tolstoy and then ask ourselves what special, surprising prop-
erty the members of this class have in common. The appealing thought is
that given patience we could come as close as need be to specifying the
appropriate property. In any case, we could do the job perfectly if we
found words that meant exactly what the metaphorical “infant” means.
The important point, from my perspective, is not whether we can find
the perfect other words but the assumption that there is something to be
attempted, a metaphorical meaning to be matched. So far I have been
doing no more than crudely sketching how the concept of meaning may
have crept into the analysis of metaphor, and the answer I have
suggested is that since what we think of as garden variety similarity goes
with what we think of as garden variety meanings, it is natural to posit
unusual or metaphorical meanings to help explain the similarities
metaphor promotes.

The idea, then, is that in metaphor certain words take on new, or
what are often called “extended,” meanings. When we read, for exam-
ple, that “the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters,” we are to
regard the word “face” as having an extended meaning (I disregard
further metaphor in the passage). The extension applies, as it happens,
to what philosophers call the extension of the word, that is, the class of
entities to which it refers. Here the word “face” applies to ordinary faces,
and to waters in addition.

This account cannot, at any rate, be complete, for if in these con-
texts the words “face” and “infant” apply correctly to waters and to the
adult Tolstoy, then waters really do have faces and Tolstoy literally was
an infant, and all sense of metaphor evaporates. If we are to think of
words in metaphors as directly going about their business of applying to
what they properly do apply to, there is no difference between metaphor
and the introduction of a new term into our vocabulary: to make a
metaphor is to murder it.

What has been left out is any appeal to the original meaning of the
word. Whether or not metaphor depends on new or extended meanings,
it certainly depends in some way on the original meanings; an adequate
account of metaphor must allow that the primary or original meanings
of words remain active in their metaphorical setting.

Perhaps, then, we can explain metaphor as a kind of ambiguity: in
the context of a metaphor, certain words have either a new or an original
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meaning, and the force of the metaphor depends on our uncertainty as
we waver between the two meanings. Thus when Melville writes that
“Christ was a chronometer,” the effect of metaphor is produced by our
taking “chronometer” first in its ordinary sense and then in some
extraordinary or metaphorical sense.

It is hard to see how this theory can be correct. For the ambiguity in
the word, if there is any, is due to the fact that in ordinary contexts it
means one thing and in the metaphorical context it means something
else; but in the metaphorical context we do not necessarily hesitate over
its meaning. When we do hesitate, it is usually to decide which of a
number of metaphorical interpretations we shall accept; we are seldom
in doubt that what we have is a metaphor. At any rate, the effectiveness
of the metaphor easily outlasts the end of uncertainty over the inter-
pretation of the metaphorical passage. Metaphor cannot, therefore, owe
its effect to ambiguity of this sort.?

Another brand of ambiguity may appear to offer a better sugges-
tion. Sometimes a word will, in a single context, bear two meanings
where we are meant to remember and to use both. Or, if we think of
wordhood as implying sameness of meaning, then we may describe the
situation as one in which what appears as a single word is in fact two.
When Shakespeare’s Cressida is welcomed bawdily into the Grecian
camp, Nestor says, “Our general doth salute you with a kiss.” Here we
are to take “general” two ways: once as applying to Agamemnon, who is
the general; and once, since she is kissing everyone, as applying to no
one in particular, but everyone in general. We really have a conjunction
of two sentences: our general, Agamemnon, salutes you with a kiss; and
everyone in general is saluting you with a Kkiss.

This is a legitimate device, a pun, but it is not the same device as
metaphor. For in metaphor there is no essential need of reiteration;
whatever meanings we assign the words, they keep through every cor-
rect reading of the passage.

A plausible modification of the last suggestion would be to consider
the key word (or words) in a metaphor as having two different kinds of
meaning at once, a literal and a figurative meaning. Imagine the literal
meaning as latent, something that we are aware of, that can work on us
without working in the context, while the figurative meaning carries the
direct load. And finally, there must be a rule which connects the two

2. Nelson Goodman says metaphor and ambiguity differ chiefly “in that the several
uses of a merely ambiguous term are coeval and independent” while in metaphor “a term
with an extension established by habit is applied elsewhere under the influence of that
habit”; he suggests that as our sense of the history of the “two uses” in metaphor fades, the
metaphorical word becomes merely ambiguous (Languages of Art [Indianapolis, Ind.,
1968], p. 71). In fact in many cases of ambiguity, one use springs from the other (as
Goodman says) and so cannot be coeval. But the basic error, which Goodman shares with
others, is the idea that two “uses” are involved in metaphor in anything like the way they
are in ambiguity.
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meanings, for otherwise the explanation lapses into a form of the am-
biguity theory. The rule, at least for many typical cases of metaphor, says
that in its metaphorical role the word applies to everything that it applies
to in its literal role, and then some.?

This theory may seem complex, but it is strikingly similar to what
Frege proposed to account for the behavior of referring terms in modal
sentences and sentences about propositional attitudes like belief and
desire. According to Frege, each referring term has two (or more) mean-
ings, one which fixes its reference in ordinary contexts and another
which fixes its reference in the special contexts created by modal
operators or psychological verbs. The rule connecting the two meanings
may be put like this: the meaning of the word in the special contexts
makes the reference in those contexts to be identical with the meaning in
ordinary contexts.

Here is the whole picture, putting Frege together with a Fregean
view of metaphor: we are to think of a word as having, in addition to its
mundane field of application or reference, two special or supermundane
fields of application, one for metaphor and the other for modal contexts
and the like. In both cases the original meaning remains to do its work by
virtue of a rule which relates the various meanings.

Having stressed the possible analogy between metaphorical mean-
ing and the Fregean meanings for oblique contexts, I turn to an impos-
ing difficulty in maintaining the analogy. You are entertaining a visitor
from Saturn by trying to teach him how to use the word “floor.” You go
through the familiar dodges, leading him from floor to floor, pointing
and stamping and repeating the word. You prompt him to make exper-
iments, tapping objects tentatively with his tentacle while rewarding his
right and wrong tries. You want him to come out knowing not only that
these particular objects or surfaces are floors but also how to tell a floor
when one is in sight or touch. The skit you are putting on doesn’t tell him
what he needs to know, but with luck it helps him to learn it.

Should we call this process learning something about the world or
learning something about language? An odd question, since what is
learned is that a bit of language refers to a bit of the world. Still, it is easy to
distinguish between the business of learning the meaning of a word and
using the word once the meaning is learned. Comparing these two ac-
tivities, it is natural to say that the first concerns learning something
about language, while the second is typically learning something about
the world. If your Saturnian has learned how to use the word “floor,”
you may try telling him something new, that here is a floor. If he has
mastered the word trick, you have told him something about the world.

Your friend from Saturn now transports you through space to his

3. The theory described is essentially that of Paul Henle, “Metaphor,” in Language,
Thought, and Culture, ed. Henle (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1958).
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home sphere, and looking back remotely at earth you say to him, nod-
ding at the earth, “floor.” Perhaps he will think this is still part of the
lesson and assume that the word “floor” applies properly to the earth, at
least as seen from Saturn. But what if you thought he already knew the
meaning of “floor,” and you were remembering how Dante, from a
similar place in the heavens, saw the inhabited earth as “the small round
floor that makes us passionate”? Your purpose was metaphor, not drill in
the use of language. What difference would it make to your friend which
way he took it? With the theory of metaphor under consideration, very
little difference, for according to that theory a word has a new meaning
in a metaphorical context; the occasion of the metaphor would, there-
fore, be the occasion for learning the new meaning. We should agree
that in some ways it makes relatively little difference whether, in a given
context, we think a word is being used metaphorically or in a previously
unknown, but literal way. Empson, in Some Versions of Pastoral, quotes
these lines from Donne: “As our blood labours to beget / Spirits, as like
soulsasitcan, . ../ So must pure lover’s soules descend. . . .” The modern
reader is almost certain, Empson points out, to take the word “spirits” in
this passage metaphorically, as applying only by extension to something
spiritual. But for Donne there was no metaphor. He writes in his Ser-
mons, “The spirits . . . are the thin and active part of the blood, and are a
kind of middle nature, between soul and body.” Learning this does not
matter much; Empson is right when he says, “It is curious how the
change in the word [that is, in what we think it means] leaves the poetry
unaffected.”

The change may be, in some cases at least, hard to appreciate, but
unless there is a change, most of what is thought to be interesting about
metaphor is lost. I have been making the point by contrasting learning a
new use for an old word with using a word already understood; in one
case, I said, our attention is directed to language, in the other, to what
language is about. Metaphor, I suggested, belongs in the second cate-
gory. This can also be seen by considering dead metaphors. Once upon a
time, I suppose, rivers and bottles did not, as they do now, literally have
mouths. Thinking of present usage, it doesn’t matter whether we take
the word “mouth” to be ambiguous because it applies to entrances to
rivers and openings of bottles as well as to animal apertures, or we think
there is a single wide field of application that embraces both. What does
matter is that when “mouth” applied only metaphorically to bottles, the
application made the hearer notice a likeness between animal and bottle
openings. (Consider Homer’s reference to wounds as mouths.) Once one
has the present use of the word, with literal application to bottles, there is
nothing left to notice. There is no similarity to seek because it consists
simply in being referred to by the same word.

4. William Empson, Some Versions of Pastoral (London, 1935), p. 133.
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Novelty is not the issue. In its context a word once taken for a
metaphor remains a metaphor on the hundredth hearing, while a word
may easily be appreciated in a new literal role on a first encounter. What
we call the element of novelty or surprise in a metaphor is a built-in
aesthetic feature we can experience again and again, like the surprise in
Haydn’s Symphony no. 94, or a familiar deceptive cadence.

If metaphor involved a second meaning, as ambiguity does, we
might expect to be able to specify the special meaning of a word in a
metaphorical setting by waiting until the metaphor dies. The figurative
meaning of the living metaphor should be immortalized in the literal
meaning of the dead. But although some philosophers have suggested
this idea, it seems plainly wrong. “He was burned up” is genuinely am-
biguous (since it may be true in one sense and false in another), but
although the slangish idiom is no doubt the corpse of a metaphor, “He
was burned up” now suggests no more than that he was very angry.
When the metaphor was active, we would have pictured fire in the eyes
or smoke coming out of the ears.

We can learn much about what metaphors mean by comparing
them with similes, for a simile tells us, in part, what a metaphor merely
nudges us into noting. Suppose Goneril had said, thinking of Lear, “Old
fools are like babes again”; then she would have used the words to assert
a similarity between old fools and babes. What she did say, of course, was
“Old fools are babes again,” thus using the words to intimate what the
simile declared. Thinking along these lines may inspire another theory
of the figurative or special meaning of metaphors: the figurative mean-
ing of a metaphor is the literal meaning of the corresponding simile.
Thus “Christ was a chronometer” in its figurative sense is synonymous
with “Christ was like a chronometer,” and the metaphorical meaning
once locked up in “He was burned up” is released in “He was like some-
one who was burned up” (or perhaps “He was like burned up”).

There is, to be sure, the difficulty of identifying the simile that
corresponds to a given metaphor. Virginia Woolf said that a highbrow is
“a man or woman of thoroughbred intelligence who rides his mind at a
gallop across country in pursuit of an idea.” What simile corresponds?
Something like this, perhaps: “A highbrow is a man or woman whose
intelligence is like a thoroughbred horse and who persists in thinking
about an idea like a rider galloping across country in pursuit of . . . well,
something.”

The view that the special meaning of a metaphor is identical with
the literal meaning of a corresponding simile (however “corresponding”
is spelled out) should not be confused with the common theory that a
metaphor is an elliptical simile.> This theory makes no distinction in

5. J. Middleton Murray says a metaphor is a “compressed simile,” Countries of the Mind,
2d ser. (Oxford, 1931), p. 3. Max Black attributes a similar view to Alexander Bain, English
Composition and Rhetoric, enl. ed. (London, 1887).
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meaning between a metaphor and some related simile and does not
provide any ground for speaking of figurative, metaphorical, or special
meanings. It is a theory that wins hands down so far as simplicity is
concerned, but it also seems too simple to work. For if we make the literal
meaning of the metaphor to be the literal meaning of a matching simile,
we deny access to what we originally took to be the literal meaning of the
metaphor, and we agreed almost from the start that this meaning was
essential to the working of the metaphor, whatever else might have to be
brought in in the way of a nonliteral meaning.

Both the elliptical simile theory of metaphor and its more sophisti-
cated variant, which equates the figurative meaning of the metaphor
with the literal meaning of a simile, share a fatal defect. They make the
hidden meaning of the metaphor all too obvious and accessible. In each
case the hidden meaning is to be found simply by looking to the literal
meaning of what is usually a painfully trivial simile. This is like that—
Tolstoy like an infant, the earth like a floor. It is trivial because every-
thing is like everything, and in endless ways. Metaphors are often very
difficult to interpret and, so it is said, impossible to paraphrase. But with
this theory, interpretation and paraphrase typically are ready to the
hand of the most callow.

These simile theories have been found acceptable, I think, only
because they have been confused with a quite different theory. Consider
this remark by Max Black:

When Schopenhauer called a geometrical proof a mousetrap, he
was, according to such a view, saying (though not explicitly): “A
geometrical proof is like a mousetrap, since both offer a delusive
reward, entice their victims by degrees, lead to disagreeable sur-
prise, etc.” This is a view of metaphor as a condensed or elliptical
simile.®

Here I discern two confusions. First, if metaphors are elliptical similes,
they say explicitly what similes say, for ellipsis is a form of abbreviation,
not of paraphrase or indirection. But, and this is the more important
matter, Black’s statement of what the metaphor says goes far beyond
anything given by the corresponding simile. The simile simply says a
geometrical proof is like a mousetrap. It no more tells us what similarities
we are to notice than the metaphor does. Black mentions three
similarities, and of course we could go on adding to the list forever. But
is this list, when revised and supplemented in the right way, supposed to
give the literal meaning of the simile? Surely not, since the simile de-
clared no more than the similarity. If the list is supposed to provide the
figurative meaning of the simile, then we learn nothing about metaphor

6. Black, p. 35.
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from the comparison with simile—only that both have the same figura-
tive meaning. Nelson Goodman does indeed claim that “the difference
between simile and metaphor is negligible,” and he continues, “Whether
the locution be ‘is like’ or ‘is,” the figure likens picture to person by picking
out a certain common feature. . . .”” Goodman is considering the
difference between saying a picture is sad and saying it is like a sad
person. It is clearly true that both sayings liken picture to person, but it
seems to me a mistake to claim that either way of talking “picks out” a
common feature. The simile says there is a likeness and leaves it to us to
pick out some common feature or features; the metaphor does not ex-
plicitly assert a likeness, but if we accept it as a metaphor, we are again
led to seek common features (not necessarily the same features the as-
sociated simile suggests; but that is another matter).

Just because a simile wears a declaration of similitude on its sleeve, it
is, I think, far less plausible than in the case of metaphor to maintain that
there is a hidden second meaning. In the case of simile, we note what it
literally says, that two things resemble one another; we then regard
the objects and consider what similarity would, in the context, be to the
point. Having decided, we might then say the author of the simile in-
tended us—that is, meant us—to notice that similarity. But having ap-
preciated the difference between what the words meant and what the
author accomplished by using those words, we should feel little tempta-
tion to explain what has happened by endowing the words themselves
with a second, or figurative, meaning. The point of the concept of lin-
guistic meaning is to explain what can be done with words. But the
supposed figurative meaning of a simile explains nothing; it is not a
feature of the word that the word has prior to and independent of the
context of use, and it rests upon no linguistic customs except those that
govern ordinary meaning.

What words do do with their literal meaning in simile must be possi-
ble for them to do in metaphor. A metaphor directs attention to the
same sorts of similarity, if not the same similarities, as the corresponding
simile. But then the unexpected or subtle parallels and analogies it is the
business of metaphor to promote need not depend, for their promotion,
on more than the literal meanings of words.

Metaphor and simile are merely two among endless devices that
serve to alert us to aspects of the world by inviting us to make compari-
sons. I quote a few stanzas of T. S. Eliot’s “The Hippopotamus”:

The broad-backed hippopotamus
Rests on his belly in the mud;
Although he seems so firm to us
He is merely flesh and blood.

7. Goodman, pp. 77-78.
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Flesh and blood is weak and frail,
Susceptible to nervous shock;

While the True Church can never fail
For it is based upon a rock.

The hippo’s feeble steps may err

In compassing material ends,

While the True Church need never stir
To gather in its dividends.

The ’potamus can never reach

The mango on the mango-tree;

But fruits of pomegranate and peach
Refresh the Church from over sea.

Here we are neither told that the Church resembles a hippopotamus (as
in simile) nor bullied into making this comparison (as in metaphor), but
there can be no doubt the words are being used to direct our attention to
similarities between the two. Nor should there be much inclination, in
this case, to posit figurative meanings, for in what words or sentences
would we lodge them? The hippopotamus really does rest on his belly in
the mud; the True Church, the poem says literally, never can fail. The
poem does, of course, intimate much that goes beyond the literal mean-
ings of the words. But intimation is not meaning.

The argument so far has led to the conclusion that as much of
metaphor as can be explained in terms of meaning may, and indeed
must, be explained by appeal to the literal meanings of words. A conse-
quence is that the sentences in which metaphors occur are true or false in
a normal, literal way, for if the words in them don’t have special mean-
ings, sentences don’t have special truth. This is not to deny that there is
such a thing as metaphorical truth, only to deny it of sentences.
Metaphor does lead us to notice what might not otherwise be noticed,
and there is no reason, I suppose, not to say these visions, thoughts, and
feelings inspired by the metaphor, are true or false.

If a sentence used metaphorically is true or false in the ordinary
sense, then it is clear that it is usually false. The most obvious semantic
difference between simile and metaphor is that all similes are true and
most metaphors are false. The earth is like a floor, the Assyrian did come
down like a wolf on the fold, because everything is like everything. But
turn these sentences into metaphors, and you turn them false; the earth
is like a floor, but it is not a floor; Tolstoy, grown up, was like an infant,
but he wasn’t one. We use a simile ordinarily only when we know the
corresponding metaphor to be false. We say Mr. S. is like a pig because
we know he isn’t one. If we had used a metaphor and said he was a pig,
this would not be because we changed our mind about the facts but
because we chose to get the idea across a different way.
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What matters is not actual falsehood but that the sentence be taken
to be false. Notice what happens when a sentence we use as a metaphor,
believing it false, comes to be thought true because of a change in what is
believed about the world. When it was reported that Hemingway’s plane
had been sighted, wrecked, in Africa, the New York Mirror ran a
headline saying, “Hemingway Lost in Africa,” the word “lost” being used
to suggest he was dead. When it turned out he was alive, the Mirror left
the headline to be taken literally. Or consider this case: a woman sees
herself in a beautiful dress and says, “What a dream of a dress!”—and
then wakes up. The point of the metaphor is that the dress is like a dress
one would dream of and therefore isn’t a dream-dress. Henle provides a
good example from Anthony and Cleopatra (2. 2):

The barge she sat in, like a burnish’d throne
Burn’d on the water

Here simile and metaphor interact strangely, but the metaphor would
vanish if a literal conflagration were imagined. In much the same way
the usual effect of a simile can be sabotaged by taking the comparison
too earnestly. Woody Allen writes, “The trial, which took place over the
following weeks, was like a circus, although there was some difficulty
getting the elephants into the courtroom.”®

Generally it is only when a sentence is taken to be false that we
accept it as a metaphor and start to hunt out the hidden implication. It is
probably for this reason that most metaphorical sentences are patently
false, just as all similes are trivially true. Absurdity or contradiction in a
metaphorical sentence guarantees we won’t believe it and invites us,
under proper circumstances, to take the sentence metaphorically.

Patent falsity is the usual case with metaphor, but on occasion patent
truth will do as well. “Business is business” is too obvious in its literal
meaning to be taken as having been uttered to convey information, so we
look for another use; Ted Cohen reminds us, in the same connection,
that no man is an island.® The point is the same. The ordinary meaning
in the context of use is odd enough to prompt us to disregard the
question of literal truth.

Now let me raise a somewhat Platonic issue by comparing the mak-
ing of a metaphor with telling a lie. The comparison is apt because lying,
like making a metaphor, concerns not the meaning of words but their
use. It is sometimes said that telling a lie entails saying what is false; but
this is wrong. Telling a lie requires not that what you say be false but that

8. Woody Allen, New Yorker, 21 November 1977, p. 59.

= Ted Cohen, “Figurative Speech and Figurative Acts,” Journal of Philosophy 72
(1975): 671. Since the negation of a metaphor seems always to be a potential metaphor,
there may be as many platitudes among the potential metaphors as there are absurds
among the actuals.
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you think it false. Since we usually believe true sentences and disbelieve
false, most lies are falsehoods; but in any particular case this is an acci-
dent. The parallel between making a metaphor and telling a lie is em-
phasized by the fact that the same sentence can be used, with meaning
unchanged, for either purpose. So a woman who believed in witches but
did not think her neighbor a witch might say, “She’s a witch,” meaning it
metaphorically; the same woman, still believing the same of witches and
her neighbor but intending to deceive, might use the same words to very
different effect. Since sentence and meaning are the same in both cases,
it is sometimes hard to prove which intention lay behind the saying of it;
thus a man who says “Lattimore’s a Communist” and means to lie can
always try to beg off by pleading a metaphor.

What makes the difference between a lie and a metaphor is not a
difference in the words used or what they mean (in any strict sense of
meaning) but in how the words are used. Using a sentence to tell a lie
and using it to make a metaphor are, of course, totally different uses, so
different that they do not interfere with one another, as say, acting and
lying do. In lying, one must make an assertion so as to represent oneself
as believing what one does not; in acting, assertion is excluded.
Metaphor is careless to the difference. It can be an insult, and so be an
assertion, to say to a man “You are a pig.” But no metaphor was in-
volved when (let us suppose) Odysseus addressed the same words to his
companions in Circe’s palace; a story, to be sure, and so no assertion—
but the word, for once, was used literally of men.

No theory of metaphorical meaning or metaphorical truth can help
explain how metaphor works. Metaphor runs on the same familiar lin-
guistic tracks that the plainest sentences do; this we saw from consider-
ing simile. What distinguishes metaphor is not meaning but use—in this
it is like assertion, hinting, lying, promising, or criticizing. And the spe-
cial use to which we put language in metaphor is not—cannot be—to “say
something” special, no matter how indirectly. For a metaphor says only
what shows on its face—usually a patent falsehood or an absurd truth.
And this plain truth or falsehood needs no paraphrase—it is given in the
literal meaning of the words.

What are we to make, then, of the endless energy that has been, and
is being, spent on methods and devices for drawing out the content of a
metaphor? The psychologists Robert Verbrugge and Nancy McCarrell
tell us that:

Many metaphors draw attention to common systems of re-
lationships or common transformations, in which the identity of
the participants is secondary. For example, consider the sentences:
A car s like an animal, Tree trunks are straws for thirsty leaves and
branches. The first sentence directs attention to systems of re-
lationships among energy consumption, respiration, self-induced
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motion, sensory systems, and, possibly, a homunculus. In the sec-
ond sentence, the resemblance is a more constrained type of trans-
formation: suction of fluid through a vertically oriented cylindrical
space from a source of fluid to a destination.?

Verbrugge and McCarrell don’t believe there is any sharp line between
the literal and metaphorical uses of words; they think many words have a
“fuzzy” meaning that gets fixed, if fixed at all, by a context. But surely
this fuzziness, however it is illustrated and explained, cannot erase the
line between what a sentence literally means (given its context) and what
it “draws our attention to” (given its literal meaning as fixed by the
context). The passage I have quoted is not employing such a distinction:
what it says the sample sentences direct our attention to are facts ex-
pressed by paraphrases of the sentences. Verbrugge and McCarrell sim-
ply want to insist that a correct paraphrase may emphasize “systems of
relationships” rather than resemblances between objects.

According to Black’s interaction theory, a metaphor makes us apply
a “system of commonplaces” associated with the metaphorical word to
the subject of the metaphor: in “Man is a wolf” we apply commonplace
attributes (stereotypes) of the wolf to man. The metaphor, Black says,
thus “selects, emphasizes, suppresses, and organizes features of the prin-
cipal subject by implying statements about it that normally apply to the
subsidiary subject.”!! If paraphrase fails, according to Black, it is not
because the metaphor does not have a special cognitive content, but
because the paraphrase “will not have the same power to inform and
enlighten as the original. . . . 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 bor-
ingly explicit; it fails to be a translation because it fails to give the insight
that the metaphor did.”*2

How can this be right? If a metaphor has a special cognitive content,
why should it be so difficult or impossible to setit out? If, as Owen Barfield
claims, a metaphor “says one thing and means another,” why should it be
that when we try to get explicit about what it means, the effect is so much
weaker—*“put it that way,” Barfield says, “and nearly all the tarning, and
with it half the poetry, is lost.”** Why does Black think a literal paraphrase
“inevitably says too much—and with the wrong emphasis”® Why in-
evitably? Can’t we, if we are clever enough, come as close as we please?

10. Robert R. Verbrugge and Nancy S. McCarrell, “Metaphoric Com prehension:
Studies in Reminding and Resembling,” Cognitive Psychology 9 (1977): 499.

11. Black, pp. 44-45.

12. Ibid., p. 46.

13. Owen Barfield, “Poetic Diction and Legal Fiction,” in The Importance of Language,
ed. Max Black (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1962), p. 55.
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For that matter, how is it that a simile gets along without a special
intermediate meaning? In general, critics do not suggest that a simile
says one thing and means another—they do not suppose it means any-
thing but what lies on the surface of the words. It may make us think
deep thoughts, just as a metaphor does; how come, then, no one appeals
to the “special cognitive content” of the simile? And remember Eliot’s
hippopotamus; there there was neither simile nor metaphor, but what
seemed to get done was just like what gets done by similes and
metaphors. Does anyone suggest that the words in Eliot’s poem have
special meanings?

Finally, if words in metaphor bear a coded meaning, how can this
meaning differ from the meaning those same words bear in the case
where the metaphor dies—that is, when it comes to be part of the lan-
guage? Why doesn’t “He was burned up” as now used and meant mean
exactly what the fresh metaphor once meant? Yet all that the dead
metaphor means is that he was very angry—a notion not very difficult to
make explicit.

There is, then, a tension in the usual view of metaphor. For on the
one hand, the usual view wants to hold that a metaphor does something
no plain prose can possibly do and, on the other hand, it wants to explain
what a metaphor does by appealing to a cognitive content—just the sort
of thing plain prose is designed to express. As long as we are in this
frame of mind, we must harbor the suspicion that it can be done, at least
up to a point.

There is a simple way out of the impasse. We must give up the idea
that a metaphor carries a message, that it has a content or meaning
(except, of course, its literal meaning). The various theories we have
been considering mistake their goal. Where they think they provide a
method for deciphering an encoded content, they actually tell us (or try
to tell us) something about the ¢ffects metaphors have on us. The com-
mon error is to fasten on the contents of the thoughts a metaphor pro-
vokes and to read these contents into the metaphor itself. No doubt
metaphors often make us notice aspects of things we did not notice
before; no doubt they bring surprising analogies and similarities to our
attention; they do provide a kind of lens or lattice, as Black says, through
which we view the relevant phenomena. The issue does not lie here but
in the question of how the metaphor is related to what it makes us see.

It may be remarked with justice that the claim that a metaphor
provokes or invites a certain view of its subject rather than saying it
straight out is a commonplace; so it is. Thus Aristotle says metaphor
leads to a “perception of resemblances.” Black, following Richards, says a
metaphor “evokes” a certain response: “a suitable hearer will be led by a
metaphor to constructa . . . system.”'* This view is neatly summed up by

14. Black, p. 41.
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what Heracleitus said of the Delphic oracle: “It does not say and it does
not hide, it intimates.”!%

I have no quarrel with these descriptions of the effects of metaphor,
only with the associated views as to how metaphor is supposed to produce
them. What I deny is that metaphor does its work by having a special
meaning, a specific cognitive content. I do not think, as Richards does,
that metaphor produces its result by having a meaning which results
from the interaction of two ideas; it is wrong, in my view, to say, with
Owen Barfield, that a metaphor “says one thing and means another”; or
with Black that a metaphor asserts or implies certain complex things by
dint of a special meaning and thus accomplishes its job of yielding an
“insight.” A metaphor does its work through other intermediaries—to
suppose it can be effective only by conveying a coded message is like
thinking a joke or a dream makes some statement which a clever inter-
preter can restate in plain prose. Joke or dream or metaphor can, like a
picture or a bump on the head, make us appreciate some fact—but not
by standing for, or expressing, the fact.

If this is right, what we attempt in “paraphrasing” a metaphor can-
not be to give its meaning, for that lies on the surface; rather we attempt
to evoke what the metaphor brings to our attention. I can imagine some-
one granting this and shrugging it off as no more than an insistence on
restraint in using the word “meaning.” This would be wrong. The cen-
tral error about metaphor is most easily attacked when it takes the form
of a theory of metaphorical meaning, but behind that theory, and stat-
able independently, is the thesis that associated with a metaphor is a
cognitive content that its author wishes to convey and that the inter-
preter must grasp if he is to get the message. This theory is false,
whether or not we call the purported cognitive content a meaning.

It should make us suspect the theory that it is so hard to decide, even
in the case of the simplest metaphors, exactly what the content is sup-
posed to be. The reason it is often so hard to decide is, I think, that we
imagine there is a content to be captured when all the while we are in fact
focusing on what the metaphor makes us notice. If what the metaphor
makes us notice were finite in scope and propositional in nature, this
would not in itself make trouble; we would simply project the content the
metaphor brought to mind onto the metaphor. But in fact there is no
limit to what a metaphor calls to our attention, and much of what we are
caused to notice is not propositional in character. When we try to say
what a metaphor “means,” we soon realize there is no end to what we
want to mention.'® If someone draws his finger along a coastline on a

15. T use Hannah Arendt’s attractive translation of “onuaive”; it clearly should not
be rendered as “mean” in this context.

16. Stanley Cavell mentions the fact that most attempts at paraphrase end with “and
so on” and refers to Empson’s remark that metaphors are “pregnant” (Must We Mean What
We Say? [New York, 1969], p. 79). But Cavell doesn’t explain the endlessness of paraphrase
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map, or mentions the beauty and deftness of a line in a Picasso etching,
how many things are drawn to your attention? You might list a great
many, but you could not finish since the idea of finishing would have no
clear application. How many facts or propositions are conveyed by a
photograph? None, an infinity, or one great unstatable fact? Bad ques-
tion. A picture is not worth a thousand words, or any other number.
Words are the wrong currency to exchange for a picture.

It’s not only that we can’t provide an exhaustive catalogue of what
has been attended to when we are led to see something in a new light; the
difficulty is more fundamental. What we notice or see is not, in general,
propositional in character. Of course it may be, and when it is, it usually
may be stated in fairly plain words. But if I show you Wittgenstein’s
duck-rabbit, and I say, “It’s a duck,” then with luck you see it as a duck; if
I say, “It’s a rabbit,” you see it as a rabbit. But no proposition expresses
what I have led you to see. Perhaps you have come to realize that the
drawing can be seen as a duck or as a rabbit. But one could come to know
this without ever seeing the drawing as a duck or as a rabbit. Seeing as is
not seeing that. Metaphor makes us see one thing as another by making
some literal statement that inspires or prompts the insight. Since in most
cases what the metaphor prompts or inspires is not entirely, or even at
all, recognition of some truth or fact, the attempt to give literal expres-
sion to the content of the metaphor is simply misguided.

The theorist who tries to explain a metaphor by appealing to a
hidden message, like the critic who attempts to state the message, is then
fundamentally confused. No such explanation or statement can be
forthcoming because no such message exists.

Not, of course, that interpretation and elucidation of a metaphor
are not in order. Many of us need help if we are to see what the author of
a metaphor wanted us to see and what a more sensitive or educated
reader grasps. The legitimate function of so-called paraphrase is to
make the lazy or ignorant reader have a vision like that of the skilled
critic. The critic is, so to speak, in benign competition with the metaphor
maker. The critic tries to make his own art easier or more transparent in
some respects than the original, but at the same time he tries to re-
produce in others some of the effects the original had on him. In doing
this the critic also, and perhaps by the best method at his command, calls
attention to the beauty or aptness, the hidden power, of the metaphor
itself.

as I do, as can be learned from the fact that he thinks it distinguishes metaphor from some
(“but perhaps not all”) literal discourse. I hold that the endless character of what we call the
paraphrase of a metaphor springs from the fact that it attempts to spell out what the
metaphor makes us notice, and to this there is no clear end. I would say the same for any
use of language.
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