METAPHOR

‘Juliet is the sun.’
‘Romeo is a prime cut of meat.’
‘Bob is a bulldozer.’
‘Love is a snowmobile racing across the tundra and then
suddenly it flips over, pinning you underneath. At night, the
ice weasels come.‘

“HW610 is a sauna.”
“The elevators at Hunter College teach us
patience and humility.”

Some Key Questions:
•Does metaphor work just like other indirect speech, or is
there something special about it?
•Why do we use metaphors at all, instead of just speaking
literally? What is gained by speaking metaphorically?
•Why are (some) metaphors difficult to literally paraphrase?
•What gives metaphors their poetic power?

Distinguish two questions:
•What must a speaker do in order to perform a
metaphorical speech act?
•What kind of process does a hearer go through in
order to interpret a metaphorical speech act?

Non-Cognitivism (Lepore & Stone; Davidson)
•We don’t mean things, or communicate in the usual sense,
with metaphors.
•We merely have effects on our hearers, or invite them to
engage in imaginative thought.
•We can’t mean anything by a metaphor, because we can’t
intend to have a specific effect on our hearers by means of
their recognition of this effect.

Cognitivism (Grice; Searle; Camp)
•We do mean things by our metaphorical utterances; they work
roughly like other kinds of indirect speech.
•The extra oomph (the ‘Je ne sais quoi’) of metaphorical
communication is explained by the different kind of
interpretation process involved in metaphor interpretation.
•We can give examples of metaphorical communication,
metaphorical disagreement, and metaphors with very specific
meanings.
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AGAINST METAPHORICAL MEANING

LEPORE & STONE’S CONCLUSION
Metaphorical utterances are more like doing
something to one’s audience—provoking an
open-ended response in them—rather than
communicating with them.

A COMPLICATION
•L&S work with a variation on Grice’s theory of communication.
•They suggest that we think of the goal of communication as public
coordination, rather than merely changing the beliefs of one’s addressee.
•To coordinate on a piece of information is to make it common ground
among everyone in the conversation (a.k.a, to put it on the conversational
record).
•This is usually glossed by saying that P is common ground if and only if
everyone is taking P for granted, taking for granted that they’re taking it for
granted, etc.
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LEPORE & STONE’S CENTRAL ARGUMENT
•In order for S to mean something by a metaphorical utterance, there would
have to be a proposition P and an audience A such that: (1) S intends to A
to believe P and (2) S intends A to recognize that S intends to produce this
particular belief.
•In at least many metaphorical utterances, speakers can’t reasonably
believe that they will produce any particular belief in their audience.
•You can’t rationally intend to do things that you believe are impossible.
•Therefore, in at least many cases, speakers can’t (rationally) mean things
by their metaphorical utterances.

COMPARE JOKING:
Vi: There is a problem with aspartame, but I can’t remember what it is
Joe: It affects your memory
Vi: Hah! That’s a good one
“…intention recognition plays a very limited role in the elicitation of [the
joke’s] effect. It ends once Vi has recognized Joe’s utterance as a joke.
From then on, the humor in the utterance is determined by the
imaginative possibilities it portrays, not by Joe’s intentions, Joe and Vi’s
mutual expectations, or the rules of language. … If speakers mean
anything by their jokes, they mean nothing other than what their words
mean. ”

COMPARE JOKING:
“The situation is exactly parallel, we claim, with metaphor. …
On confronting the metaphor, an audience must participate in
exploring the implications of its imagery. That effort may lead
the audience to appreciate certain similarities between love
and a tragic snowmobile ride: exhilaration, misadventure and
torment. The goal of the utterance is for this appreciation to
occur, not for specific information to be exchanged, and
interlocutors do not coordinate on the information itself or
derive it directly by intention recognition.”

SEEING-AS
Donald Davidson: “…if I show
you Wittgenstein’s duck-rabbit,
and 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.”

SOME OF LEPORE & STONE’S ASSUMPTIONS
•Thoughts (including communicative intentions) always have
precise propositional contents with precise truth conditions.
•Successful communication requires that hearer comes to
have a thought with exactly the same content that the
speaker intended them to have.
•Communicative success is all or nothing; it doesn’t come in
degrees. There is no “sort of” communication.

SOME OF LEPORE & STONE’S ASSUMPTIONS
•It doesn’t make sense to talk about communicating things
that aren’t propositional contents (such as states of “seeingas”.
•We can’t separate the non-propositional components of
metaphor (such as “seeing-as”) from a communicative
component.

SOME OF LEPORE & STONE’S ASSUMPTIONS
•Literal utterances are always (or mostly) used to
communicate a determinate, precise content, and not to
produce non-propositional effects in addressees.
•If this is wrong, then L&S’s argument has the conclusion
that communication rarely or never succeeds. This
conclusion seems absurd.

Since, to calculate a conversational implicature is to
calculate what has to be supposed in order to preserve the
supposition that the Cooperative Principle is being
observed, and since there may be various possible specific
explanations, a host of which may be open, the
conversational implicatum in such cases will be disjunction
of such specific explanations; and if the list of these is open,
the implicatum will have just the kind of indeterminacy that
many actual implicata do in fact seem to possess.
—Grice, last paragraph of Logic and Conversation

ELISABETH CAMP
METAPHOR AND
THAT CERTAIN
‘JE NE SAIS QUOI’

PARAPHRASE
•The claim that metaphors can’t be paraphrased is greatly
exaggerated.
•Metaphors are hard to paraphrase because they get a lot
of highly structured information across all at once, as a
“characterization” (cf. “stereotype” or “prototype”).
•This is part of why we use metaphors. They help us to
defeat the “articulatory bottleneck”—we think faster than
we can speak.

THE LITERAL/FIGURATIVE DISTINCTION
•Many paraphrases are unsatisfying, because they say
both “too much” (they’re too specific) and “too little” (they
leave stuff out).
•But this is true of many literal utterances as well:
•“Jane is a real woman now.”
•“He is an honorable and upright member of the petit
bourgeoisie.”

PERSPECTIVES AND SEEING-AS
•It’s true that paraphrases never have the same perspectival “oomph”
as the original metaphor.
•But this is because metaphors usually get us to the same place via a
different, more perspectival cognitive pathway. We have to engage
in imaginative thought on the way to understanding a metaphor.
•So, “seeing-as” is something that happens on the way to
understanding a metaphorical utterance; there may still be a further
goal.

CHARACTERIZATIONS

“…the heaviness of the boxes indicate
relative importance; the arrows
indicate causes and implications
among properties possessed.”

CHARACTERIZATIONS
“In speaking metaphorically, I believe, the speaker intends for her hearer
to make his characterization of the subject under discussion as structurally
isomorphic as possible, given limitations of conversational relevance, to
the governing characterization indicated by the metaphorical term. In
conversations where the speaker intends to make a deter- minate point,
this merely requires identifying a few features in the subject
characterization which can be matched to prominent features in the
governing characterization. For richer, more “deeply meant” metaphors,
however, the speaker wants his hearer to take the project of applying the
governing characterization more seriously.”

METAPHORS EXPAND OUR EXPRESSIVE RANGE
•We don’t have vocabulary for everything we want to to say in
language. Sometimes we rely on demonstratives (a.k.a., deixis)
•“It felt like this when we broke up.”
[said while punching addressee in the stomach]
•Camp argues that metaphors expand our expressive power in a
similar way. (e.g., “the man at the bar was a wheezing bagpipe”)
•Either way, the point is to get someone to have a thought about a
property which which they’re not already acquainted, and which is
difficult or impossible to describe literally.

METAPHORS EXPAND OUR EXPRESSIVE RANGE
•Metaphors are a counterexample to (interesting construals
of) John Searle’s Principle of Expressibility:
“For any meaning X and any speaker S whenever S
means (intends to convey, wishes to communicate in an
utterance, etc.) X then it is possible that there is some
expression E such that E is an exact expression of or
formulation of X” (Speech Acts, p. 20).

METAPHORS EXPAND OUR COGITIVE RANGE
•Metaphor is not just a linguistic phenomenon, they also occur in
thought.
•For example, in the early stage of a scientific inquiry, our only way
of thinking about some phenomenon will be via a metaphor.
•Camp’s example: computational metaphors for cognitive processes.
We don’t understand memory well enough to describe it directly,
and so we rely on computer metaphors and analogies.

METAPHORS EXPAND OUR COGITIVE RANGE
•If right, the idea that metaphors occur in thought has BIG
implications.
•For one thing, it shows that any theory of metaphor can’t just be
about what we do when speaking.
•A theory of metaphor will first and foremost be about thought
processes.
•A theory of metaphorical communication will have to piggyback
on this psychological theory.

RAY BUCHANAN
A PUZZLE ABOUT
MEANING AND
COMMUNICATION

CONTENT
What a speaker means, or intends to communicate, (at
least in cases of indicative speech) must be a proposition.
SUCCESS
Understanding a speaker’s utterance U requires (minimally)
entertaining what she meant by U.

∴ LEMMA
If a speaker means a proposition p by her utterance U then
her audience must entertain p if she is to understand U.

M*
A speaker means the proposition P by uttering U
only if, for some audience A, she produces U
intending that
(i) A come to entertain P on the basis of her
utterance,
(ii) A recognize her intention (i), at least in part,
on the basis of the fact that she uttered U.

‘Every beer is in the bucket.’
TEMP
[The y: Bucket(y) & ___y] ([Every x: Beer(x) & ___x] (x is in y))
IN ENGLISH
Every ____ beer is in the ____ bucket.
CANDIDATES
Every beer we bought at the bodega is in the bucket in the backyard.
Every beer we will serve at the party is in the bucket decorated in pirate motif.
Every beer for our guests is in the bucket filled with ice.
Every beer at the apartment is in the bucket next to the hot tub
(etc.)

THE PROBLEM
(1) There is no one candidate for what was literally meant
(what was said) that the hearer is likely to recognize.
(2) The speaker knows (1), and so can’t expect the hearer to
recognize any one candidate proposition.
(3) It follows from (2), together with the M*, that the speaker
can’t mean any one proposition by his utterance.
(4) But it follows from (3), together with LEMMA, that it is
impossible to communicate with the sentence.
(5) Conclusion (4) seems absurd.

‘Your horse won the race’
The horse you own won the ____ race.
The horse you bet on won the ____ race.
The horse you like won the ____ race.
The horse you met earlier won the ____ race.
The horse you are romantically involved with won the ____ race.
(etc.)

‘You must try the tofu.’
Morally, you must try the tofu.
Legally, you must try the tofu.
Given your preferences, you must try the tofu.
In view of what your vegetarian sister wants, you must try the tofu.
Given what has been predetermined by fate, you must try the tofu.
(etc.)

‘A health inspector.’
He is a health inspector.
The man we are looking at is a health inspector.
That customer sniffing his plate is a health inspector.
The guy who is frowning at his chicken fried steak is a health inspector.
The guy with the strange moustache is a health inspector.
A health inspector is here.
(etc.)

SOME BAD SOLUTIONS
(1) The speaker means the conjunction of the candidates, or all
of the candidates.
(2) The speaker means the disjunction of the candidates.
(3) It is vague or indeterminate whether the speaker means
each candidate.
(4) There is a vague proposition that the speaker means.

“As far as I can see, the problems given for the relatively
simple proposals above will generalize to any account that
maintains both Content and Success. The fundamental
problem with the standard theory is that even if the theorist
appeals to vagueness (and indeterminacy) she cannot
adequately capture the special kind of generality and
indifference characteristic of the communicative intentions
of a speaker…while retaining the two theses definitive of
her view.” (p.356)

Consider an analogy. Suppose that I need to get a quarter for the parking meter, and I walk
in to the nearest bodega and ask the clerk if he has change for a one dollar bill. It might be
clear that I’d prefer not to get back, say one quarter and seventy five pennies, or one quarter,
two dimes, and fifty five pennies. But what exactly do I want? Would I be happy if the clerk
handed me, say, two quarters and five dimes? Sure, but it would be misleading to suggest
that that particular combination of coins is what I want, for I’d be just as happy with three
quarters, a nickel, and two dimes, or any numerous other combinations of coins. It is not as
though, for example, the combination of two quarters and five dimes, is what I vaguely, or
sort-of, want; nor is it, in any sense, some vague, or indeterminate, object of my want. There
simply is no way to adequately specify what it is I want solely in terms of this, that, or the
other, particular combination of coins that would satisfy me. What I want is some
combination of coins, containing at least one quarter, but I am indifferent regarding exactly
which such combination from a range of possibilities I get. Because of the generality and
indifference of my desire there are multiple and equally acceptable ways in which I
might be satisfied.

BUCHANAN’S SOLUTION
•What a speaker means is not a proposition, but a
“restricted proposition-type”—a property that may be
possessed by many different propositions.
•“…understanding a speaker’s utterance requires
entertaining some one or more propositions which are
of the restricted proposition-type the speaker meant.”

TOUGH QUESTIONS
What makes it the case that a speaker means
one proposition-type rather than a slightly
different one?
Is it something about the speaker’s state of
mind?
If so, what?

