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Concepts We Live By

Metaphor is for most people a device of the poetic imagina-
tion and the rhetorical flourish—a matter of extraordinary
rather than ordinary language. Moreover, metaphor is typi-
cally viewed as characteristic of language alone, a matter of
words rather than thought or action. For this reason, most
people think they can get along perfectly well without
metaphor. We have found, on the contrary, that metaphor
is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in
thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in
terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally
metaphorical in nature.

The concepts that govern our thought are not just matters
_‘ of the intellect. They also govern our everyday functioning,
: down to the most mundane details. Our concepts structure
what we perceive, how we get around in the world, and how
we relate to other people. Our conceptual system thus plays
a central role in defining our everyday realities. If we are
right in suggesting that our conceptual system _is largely
; gl_egigh_(w‘;n_ge way we thin.mamln—ri‘,e;ch

.and what we €Iy day i1s very much a matter of
metaphor.

"But our conceptual system is not something we are nor-
mally aware of. In most of the little things we do every day,
we simply think and act more or less automatically along
certain lines. Just what these lines are is by no means obvi-
ous. One way to find out is by looking at language. Since
communication is based on the same conceptual system
that we use in thinking and acting, language is an important
source of evidence for what that system is like.
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12 CHAPTER THREE

matter and where all the participants in the conversation
understand the sentences in the same way. These two. en-
tailments are exemplified by sentences like

The meaning is right there in the words,

which, according to the coNDUIT metaphor, can correctly
be said of any sentence. But there are many cases where
context does matter. Here is a celebrated one recorded in
actual conversation by Pamela Downing:

Please sit in the apple-juice seat.

In isolation this sentence has no meaning at all, since the
expression ‘‘apple-juice seat” is not a conventional way of
referring to any kind of object. But the sentence makes
perfect sense in the context in which it was uttered. An
overnight guest came down to breakfast. There were four
place settings, three with orange juice and one with apple
juice. It was clear what the apple-juice seat was. And even
the next morning, when there was no apple juice, it was still
clear which seat was the apple-juice seat.

In addition to sentences that have no meaning without
context, there are cases where a single sentence will mean
different things to different people. Consider:

We need new alternative sources of energy.

This means something very different to the president of
Mobil Oil from what it means to the president of Friends of
the Earth. The meaning is not right there in the sentence—it
matters a lot who is saying or listening to the sentence and
what his social and political attitudes are. The CONDUIT
metaphor does not fit cases where context is required to
determine whether the sentence has any meaning at all and,
if so, what meaning it has.

These examples show that the metaphorical concepts we
have looked at provide us with a partial understanding of
what communication, argument, and time are and that, in
doing this, they hide other aspects of these concepts. It is

HIGHLIGHTING AND HIDING 13

important to see that the metaphorical structuring involved
here is partial, not total. If it were total, one concept would
actually be the other, not merely be understood in terms of
it. For example, time isn’t really money. If you spend your
time trying to do something and it doesn’t work, you can’t
get your time back. There are no time banks. I can give.you
a lot of time, but you can’t give me back the same time,
though you can give me back the same amount of time. And
so on. Thus, part of a metaphorical concept does not and
cannot fit.

On the other hand, metaphorical concepts can be ex-
tended beyond the range of ordinary literal ways of thinking
and talking into the range of what is called figurative, po- -
etic, colorful, or fanciful thought and language. Thus, if
ideas are objects, we can dress them up in fancy clothes,
juggle them, line them up nice and neat, etc. So when we
say that a concept is structured by a metaphor, we mean
that it is partially structured and that it can be extended in
some ways but not others.
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150 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWOQ

experience fits at least one of the similarities given in the list
of entailments, and probably no one of them fits all the

entailments. For example, a particularly frustrating episode @

would fit ‘‘Love regularly brings frustration’’ but might not
fit ““Love is an aesthetic experience’’ or ‘‘Love is primarily
valued for its own sake.”
similarity that holds between certain types of love experi-
ences, on the one hand, and certain types of experiences of
collaborative works of art, on the other. No one entailment
shows the overall similarity between the entire range of
highlighted love experiences and the range of experiences
involved in producing a collaborative work of art. It is only
the whole metaphor, with its entire system of entailments,
that shows the similarities between the full range of high-

lighted love experiences and the full range of experiences of

producing a collaborative work of art.
Moreover, there is a similarity induced by the metaphor

that goes beyond the mere similarities between the two
ranges of experience. The additional similarity is a struc-

tural similarity. It involves the way we understand how the
individual highlighted experiences fit together in a coherent
way. The coherence is provided by the structure of what we
know about producing a collaborative work of art and is
reflected in the way the entailments fit together (e.g., some
are entailments of WORK, some are entailments of ART,
some are entailments of COLLABORATIVE WORK, etc.). It is
only this coherent structure that enables us to understand
what the highlighted experiences have to do with each other
and how the entailments are related to each other. Thus, by
virtue of the metaphor, the range of highlighted love experi-
ences is seen as similar in structure to the range of experi-
ences of producing a collaborative work of art.

It is this structural similarity between the two ranges of
experience that allows you to find coherence in the range of
highlighted love experiences. Correspondingly, it is by vir-
tue of the metaphor that the highlighted range of experi-

Each entailment thus states a

."e
1
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=
=
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ences is picked out as being coherent. Without the
metaphor, this range of experiences does not exist for you
as being an identifiable and coherent set of experiences.
Conceptualizing LOVE as A COLLABORATIVE WORK OF ART
brings them into focus as fitting together into a coherent
whole.

Moreover, the metaphor, by virtue of giving coherent
structure to a range of our experiences, creates similarities
of a new kind. For example, we might, independently of the
metaphor, see a frustrating love experience as similar to a
frustrating experience in producing a work of art jointly
with someone, since they are both frustrating. In this sense,
the frustrating love experience would also be similar to any
frustrating experience at all. What the metaphor adds to an
understanding of the frustrating love experience is that the
kind of frustration involved is that involved in producing
collaborative artworks. The similarity is similarity with re-
spect to the metaphor.

Thus the precise nature of the similarity between the
frustratlng love experience and the frustrating art expen-
ence is perceived only in understandmg the love experience
in terms of the art experience. Understandmg love experi-
ences in terms of what is involved in producing a collabora-
tive work of art is, by our definition, to comprehend that
experience in terms of the metaphorical concept LOVE IS A
COLLABORATIVE WORK OF ART.

We can summarize the ways in which metaphors create
similarities as follows:

1. Conventional metaphors (orientational, ontologlcal
and structural) are often based on correlations we perceive
in our experience. For example, in an industrial culture
such as ours there is a correlation between the amount of
time a task takes and the amount of labor it takes to ac-
complish the task. This correlation is part of what allows us
to view TIME and LABOR metaphorically as RESOURCES and
hence to see a similarity between them. It is important to
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these isolated similarities in terms of the overall structural
similarities induced by the metaphor.

5. Similarities may be similarities with respect to a |
metaphor. As we saw, the LOVE IS A COLLABORATIVE WORK
OF ART metaphor defines a unique kind of similarity. For
example, a frustrating love experience may be understood
as being similar to a frustrating art experience not merely by

remember that correlations are not similarities. Metaphors
that are based on correlations in our experience define con-
cepts in terms of which we perceive similarities.

2. Conventional metaphors of the structural variety (e.g.,
IDEAS ARE.FOOD) may be based on similarities that arise out
of orientational and ontological metaphors. As we saw. for
example, IDEAS ARE FOOD is based on IDEAS ARE OBJE’.CTS

;?::im;ziﬁf;gij:ﬁff TIND IS A CONTAINER (ontological § virtue of being frustrating but as involving the kind of frus-
ki B indu;:ed &; ruc;ural similarity bet\'veen IDEAs £ tration peculiar to jointly producing works _of art.
metaphorical similaciti y the metaphor and gives rise to | Our view that metaphors can create similarities runs
phorical similarities (ideas and food can be swal- - L counter to the classical and still most widely held theory of g

tlect)\.ls.'ied, digested, and devoured, can provide nourishment
c.). ’

' 3: Nf:‘_v metaphors are mostly structural. They can create
similarities in the same way as conventional metaphors that
are structural. That is, they can be based on similarities that
arise from ontological and orientational metaphors. As we
SaW, PROBLEMS ARE PRECIPITATES IN A CHEMICAL SOLU-

metaphor, namely, the comparison theory. The comparison
theory says:

1. Metaphors are matters of language and not matters of
thought or action. There is no such thing as metaphorical
thought or action.

2. A metaphor of the form *‘A is B is a linguistic expres- it
TION is based on the physical metaphor PROBLEMS ARE - sion whose meaning is the same as a.corresponding linguistis
SOLID OBJECTS. This metaphor creates similarities between 1 sxpression of the form “A islike B in respeets X 1; Z ...

k

PROB : . . : “‘Respects X, Y, Z, ...”" characterize what we have called 1
analylfzjs aﬂd ctod LTATES, since both can be identified, i isolated Similasitios,” "
ed, and a ¥ - |
metapho;- Creatzted upoq. "I_’he -P-ROBLEMS AREPRECIFITATES 39 3. A metaphor can therefore only describe preexisting g
appeartob ety Slm{lantles, namely, problems can | sitnilanites II; cannot create similarities
PP 0 be gone (dissolve into solutions) and later reappear | : * |

(pl;e'crl?:\it?n?:;),ho B i . _ 4 Though we have given evidence against muc}} of tl}e

out a range of F;x 'Sy 0¥ vartue.of their entailments, pick |  comparison theory, we accept what we take to be its basic

i ad iding. This rrI]JetrlerI:ces by h:ghhghtmg, downplaying, | ir_lsil_ght: _namely, th'flt meta.phors can be ba.sed on isolated

: between th _metaphor ther'1 characterizes a similarity - similarities. We differ with the comparison theory by
eén the entire range of highlighted experiences and ; maintaining that:

BRI
e

s
pLss

some other range of experiences. For example, LoVE 1s a
COLLABORATIVI? WORK OF ART picks out a certain range of
our love experiences and defines a structural similarit

between the entire range of highlighted experiences and thg

range of experiences i i : i

warks of 5 rl: There niz;ol]:)\;e?s ;?atil(-j()dl'lc}‘?g _C_ollaboratlve ventional metaphors that are not based on similarities.

love and art experiences that similarities between Similarities based on conventional metaphors are nonethe-

metaphor, but th P are independent of the 1 less real in our culture, since conventional metaphors partly
' ¢ metaphor allows us to find coherence in ; define what we find real.

1. Metaphor is primarily a matter of thought and action
and only derivatively a matter of language. k
‘_ ; 2.a. Metaphors can be based on similarities, though in i
many cases these similarities are themselves based on con-

T
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Metaphor, Truth, and Action

In the preceding chapter we suggested the following:

Metaphors have entailments through which they highlight
and make coherent certain aspects of our experience.

A given metaphor may be the only way to highlight and coher-
ently organize exactly those aspects of our experience.
Metaphors may create realities for us, especially social re-
alities. A metaphor may thus be a guide for future action.
Such actions will, of course, fit the metaphor. This will, in
turn, reinforce the power of the metaphor to make experi-
ence coherent. In this sense metaphors can be self-fulfilling
prophecies.

For example, faced with the energy crisis, President
Carter declared ‘‘the moral equivalent of war.”” The wWAR
metaphor generated a network of entailments. There was an
“‘enemy,”’ a ‘‘threat to national security,”” which required
‘‘setting targets,’’ ‘‘reorganizing priorities,”” *‘establishing a
new chain of command,” ‘‘plotting new strategy,”
‘‘gathering intelligence,”” ‘‘marshaling forces,”” ‘‘imposing
sanctions,’” ‘‘calling for sacrifices,” and on and on. The
WAR metaphor highlighted certain realities and hid others.
The metaphor was not merely a way of viewing reality; it
constituted a license for policy change and political and
economic action. The very acceptance of the metaphor
provided grounds for certain inferences: there was an exter-
nal, foreign, hostile enemy (pictured by cartoonists in Arab
headdress); energy needed to be given top priorities; the
populace would have to make sacrifices; if we didn’t meet

156
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the threat, we would not survive. It is important to realize
that this was not the only metaphor available.

Carter’s wAR metaphor took for granted our current con-
cept of what ENERGY is, and focused on how to get enough
of it. On the other hand, Amory Lovins (1977) observed
that there are two fundamentally different ways, or PATHS,
to supply our energy needs. He characterized these
metaphorically as HARD and soFT. The HARD ENERGY PATH
uses energy supplies that are inflexible, nonrenewable,
needing military defense and geopolitical control, irrevers-
ibly destructive of the environment, and requiring high cap-
ital investment, high technology, and highly skilled work-
ers. They include fossil fuels (gas and oil), nuclear power
plants, and coal gasification. The SOFT ENERGY PATH uses
energy supplies that are flexible, renewable, not needing
military defense or geopolitical control, not destructive of
the environment, and requiring only low capital investment,
low technology, and unskilled labor. They include solar,
wind, and hydroelectric power, biomass alcohol, fluidized
beds for burning coal or other combustible materials, and a
great many other possibilities currently available. Lovins’
SOFT ENERGY PATH metaphor highlights the technical, eco-
nomic, and sociopolitical structure of the energy system,
which leads him to the conclusion that the ‘‘hard’’ energy
paths—coal, oil, and nuclear power—lead to political con-
flict, economic hardship, and harm to the environment. But
Jimmy Carter is more powerful than Amory Lovins. As
Charlotte Linde (in conversation) has observed, whether in
national politics or in everyday interaction, people in power
get to impose their metaphors.

New metaphors, like conventional metaphors, can have
the power to define reality. They do this through a coherent
network of entailments that highlight some features of re-
ality and hide others. The acceptance of the metaphor,
which forces us to focus only on those aspects of our ex-
perience that it highlights, leads us to view the entailments
of the metaphor as being true. Such *‘truths’’ may be true,
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