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Excuse me, I wanted to ask you something.

Could you please pass me the package?

Was there anything else you were wanting?
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An Overview of Metaphor Research

Foreign Languages School of Zhu Hai Campus of Beijing Institute of Technology
Gao Wenyan

[ Abstract ] Since metaphor research has had a long history. it is essential to have an overview
of the representatives of each period with their theories. In this paper, we have given a general review
of metaphor research from ancient times to the modern days. For reasons of scope and space, we

concentrate on the grammatical metaphor.
[ Key Words ] Metaphor; Grammatical metaphor; Metafunctions

The 20th century has seen an explosion of theories of metaphor. The interest in
metaphor and study of its structure, mechanism, function, effect and cognitive nature have
grown rapidly in a broad range of disciplines including linguistics, anthropology,
philosophy, psychology, education, science, etc. Metaphor research has had a long history
and today’s study is developed on the work done by many predecessors. Here some
influential representatives of metaphor research in various periods of time will be selected

so as to have a general view of its development.
I. A Historical Account of Metaphor Research

1. Aristotle

Aristotle is the first man who makes systemic study on metaphor. His Rhetoric and
Poetics covers many important aspects of metaphor, including its definition, mechanism
and function. In Poetics, Aristotle defines metaphor as ‘the application of an alien name
by transference either from genus to species, or from species to genus, or from species to
species, or by analogy, that is, proportion’. However Aristotle regards metaphor as ‘fancy
language® and insists that metaphor violates the principle of explicitness and should be

restricted to poetry only. Therefore, his study mainly focused on the rhetorical aspect.

2. Lakoff & Johnson

Lakoff and Johnson initiate their argument with a harsh criticism of the traditional

view of metaphor as ‘a device of poetic imagination’ and ‘the rhetorical flourish’. In their
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opinion, ‘language is composed of a set of symbols that are arbitrary and meaningless in
themselves, but supposedly given meaning by virtue of their capacity to correspond to
things, properties and relations existing objectivity in the world out there.” (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980). They offer their cognitive view of metaphor, ‘We categorize the world
largely through metaphors’ and ‘The essence of metaphor is understanding and
experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another’. In other words, metaphor has come to
mean ‘a cross domain mapping in the conceptual system’ and should be understood as

‘metaphorical concepts’.

3. Goatly

By compassing not only the cognitive, but also the social and linguistic aspects of
metaphor, Goatly provides a timely complement to contemporary psychological investiga-
tions. Combining insight from functional linguistics and relevant theory, he provides a
powerful model for understanding how metaphors work in real communicative situations.
According to Hu (2002), Goatly is the chief challenger to Halliday’s grammatical

metaphor theory.

4. Halliday

Most of the studies of metaphor, from Aristotle to the present day focus on lexical
aspects or from cognitive perspectives. However, many scholars did notice that there
exists something like grammatical metaphor (GM). Halliday first brought forth his idea of
GM by making an analogy between the rhetorical transference in lexis and in grammar,
noticing that ‘lexical selection is just one aspect of lexicogrammatical selection, or
‘wording’; and that metaphorical wvariation is lexicogrammatical rather than simply
lexical® (Halliday, 1994/2000). He regards metaphor as a kind of variation, that is, the
variation in the expression of a given meaning, which, in the last chapter of his book An
Introduction to Functional Grammar (1994/2000), is identified not only at the lexical
level, but also at the grammatical level. Halliday’s study of GM can be regarded as the
beginning of conscious study of grammatical metaphor and his idea of GM serves as a
great milestone in the history of metaphor study by opening up a new realm of study on

metaphor.
Il. Grammatical Metaphor in Functional Linguistics

Martin (1992) is the first to realize that ‘grammatical metaphor’ is sensitive to

metafunctions and it is possible to recognize different types of metaphor according to the
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kinds of meaning they interface. According to this viewpoint, Halliday (1994/2000)

classifies grammatical metaphors into ideational and interpersonal metaphors, no mention
of textual metaphor which Thompson (1996) introduces in his /ntroducing Functional

Grammar.

1. The 1deational Metaphor

Halliday (1994/2000) has suggested three steps for interpreting the clause in its
ideational function, as the representation of a process. These three steps are:

selection of process type: material, mental, relational, with their various intermediate
and secondary types; realized as configuration of transitivity functions: Actor, Goal,
Sensor, Manner, etc. representing the process, its participants, and many circumstantial
elements; realized in turn as sequence of group phrase classes: verbal group, nominal
group, adverbial group.

We referred above to the fact that in ordinary language there is a logical relationship
between meanings and wordings. As Halliday states ‘there is a systematic relationship
among steps (i), (ii) and (iii) such that for any selection in meaning there will be a natural

sequence of steps leading towards its realization® (Halliday, 1994/2000).

2. The Interpersonal Metaphor

Interpersonal metaphors are sub-classified into metaphors of modality and metaphors
of mood by Halliday. The former express the modality explicitly and indicate the
speaker’s subjective or objective opinion concerning the probability that something will
happen. The latter changes the conventional sense of speech functions performed by mood.
They are the marked selections of sentence types to realize certain speech functions and
their interpretation cannot be a combination of the sentence elements, but associated with
their conventional force. Thus, metaphors of mood are more indirect, and more polite than

the congruent expressions.

3. The Textual metaphor

Whether textual metaphor exists or not has been a controversial issue in the systemic
functional linguistics. Martin (1992) and Thompson (1996) are the main supporters of
textual metaphor though they take different approaches. They include it because of the
assumption that the presence of metaphor can be recognized by the need for a double
transitivity analysis, one of the original wording and the other of a more congruent
wording; and there are in fact two types of thematic structure (thematic equatives and

predicated themes). In Martin’s view, there are two kinds of textual metaphors:
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metaphorical themes and metaphorical news (Zhu, 2000).
I1l. Metaphor Research in China

In the foreign language research in China, more and more scholars have focused their
attention on the research of metaphor. The content of the research include: the definition
and classification of the metaphor, the research of the function of the metaphor, the
recognition and inference of the metaphor meaning, and the research of grammatical
metaphor. As for grammatical metaphor, Halliday’s influence in China is profound and
vital. For the past 20 years, in the fields of linguistic research and foreign language
teaching on the mainland of China, Halliday’s SFL has been increasingly discussed and
applied to the descriptions and analysis of both English and Chinese, among other
languages. (Huang & Wang, 2000). Within a few years, articles write by Chinese scholars
about metaphor came out one after another. As was observed by Shu (2000), research on
Halliday linguistics has been one of the prominent research interests and trends in China.
Fan (2001), for example, talks about how grammatical metaphors are realized by
nominalization in the discourse. Yan (2000) employs the theory of grammatical metaphors
in Systemic Functional Grammar to make a discussion and analysis on the formation of

grammatical metaphor and its functions.
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(1) {FHapE iR sh&E KGR ahie, RFARPOES ., shtER
fTHh. B,

a. They were having supper.
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b. They were taking supper.
c. They were eating supper. ( fLfiTIEfERZBEIR . )
(2) MR HE, FRBNAFRRAZYERE TR IR, ¥R

A change, alter, shift, turn, mature, ripen, develop, grow, age, improve, increase,

accelerate, decline, decrease, flag. reduce, decelerate, diminish, widen, flatten,
deepen. shorten, lengthen, weaken 5. #i40:

The government is changing its foreign policy.

The government is altering its foreign policy. X TBUFF iE 7ERK K M 3E UK o

(3) BRI, RZEHAKZERANEIZRFT, FEH feel, ache, hurt,

itch, tingle. pain, sting, tickle %. 0.

The child was itching all over.

The child was suffering from an itch all over. ( iX ~/NEIEE & &5 )

) A RE ., FERGHR TR —FRER S —MRENEL, FERR

WP, Mk, TS, Bk Kk, AR, T, PR, FIESESE. EEA: appear,
make one’s appearance, turn up, come out, emerge, die, pass away, perish, wither,
go away, leave, depart, set out/off, start out/off, take off, come, approach, get on for,
draw near. arrive. land, rise, go up. ascend, get on, mount, soar, issue, fall, come/go
down, set. drop. descend, sink. decline. get down, get off, dismount. stop. make
a stop, cometoastop . AR “IHK” BEEMBIFAH. “HR” GBS KA.
Y. EE. g, KENEBILHLE. Fln:

The man was disappearing in the dense fog.

The man was going out of sight in the dense fog. (X M AEFEEFPIHK. )

(5) WRnd RIS e . A RS iR SRR B R A OB RN SR a1 . T IR,
FR— O EEER KA RELEIT. XESHEA hit, jump, kick, knock,
nod, tap. bang. wink, fire, cough, snore. puff, inhale %. filiN:

a. He was nodding his head. ( fll/E ANEHLAK. )
b. She was knocking at the door. ( f7fE A= HLFL T, )

2. HARH
— i 5, BeAaMEhERI A R I RIILE.
) ARA BN, AREE S A RE AR TR E, REENE be, ML
7 remain ( =be still ) . matter ( =be important/of importance ) , suffice ( =be enough/sufficient )
. flin.
a. What he says doesn’t matter to me at all. ( flLifEAYIFEF K~ G UARFEE, )
b. I think this money will suffice for your present needs. ( FRAXEE BN TR H



