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Introduction

1.1 The general idea of metaphor

Ever since Aristotle, people have been intrigued and baffled by the
mystery of metaphor. Researchers from various academic fields have
approached metaphor from very different perspectives and estab-
lished a rain of theories of metaphor, and even researchers from the
same theory often vary in their accounts for this phenomenon. But
in a very broad sense, views of metaphor can be divided into two
parts: views prior to and since Reddy’s classic essay, “The Conduit
Metaphor.” (1993) The former can be called the Classical Theories
of Metaphor and the latter the Contemporary Theories of Metaphor.
In classical theories, metaphor is seen as a matter of language and
one or more words for a concept are used outside of their normal con-
ventional meaning to express a “similar” concept. For instance,
words like “mother” in “Failure is the mother of success.” and
“wolf” in “Man is a wolf.” are not used in their normal everyday
sense. It is undoubtedly correct for classical theorists to notice the
unusual use of words in metaphorical expressions, but their theories
on metaphor have a lot of problems. One simple confusing problem
at hand is that they can not tell whether words like “Lu Xun” and
“bread” are metaphors or not in “Many people like reading Lu

Xun.” and “You cannot really talk about morality when people do
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not have enough bread to eat.”

In the long history of the study of metaphof , 1t is the cogni-
tivists who have made a breakthrough. They no longer treat
metaphor as a concept used outside of their normal conventional
meaning to express a “similar” concept as the classical theories on
metaphor do. Lakoff maintains that “our conceptual system is large-
ly metaphorical,” and “the way we think, what we experience, and
what we do every day is very much a matter of metaphor.” (Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980: 3) To them, we talk about ARGUMENT as WAR
because we conceive of them that way — and we act according to the
way we conceive of things. “The concept is metaphorically struc-
tured, the activity is metaphorically structured, and, consequently,
the language is metaphorically structured.” (ibid: 5) But in their
book Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson do not directly
say what metaphor really is. They just claim that “The essence of
metaphor is understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in
terms of another” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980: 5) without further
clarification. As we can see, this statement actually cannot be used
to distinguish between what is metaphorical from what is non-
metaphorical. In other words, “understanding and experiencing one
kind of thing in terms of another” is not necessarily the “essence of
metaphor,” for it is also a common way of nonmetaphorical lan-
guage. For example, in “She is a Helen,” we are obviously under-
standing and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another, but
we do not usually take it as 2 metaphor. Lakoff moves a step for-
ward on the cognitive theory of metaphor in his more recent paper
“The contemporary theory of metaphor” by defining metaphor as “a
cross-domain mapping in the conceptual system.” (Lakoff, 1993:

203) Here he makes a change from the former “understanding and
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experiencing one kind of thing in terms of another” to the present
statement of “a cross-domain mapping in the conceptual system.”
The locus of metaphor is thus not in the language but in the way we
conceptualize one mental domain in terms of another. For example,
in the “ARGUMENT IS WAR” metaphor, arguments and wars be-
long to two different conceptual domains — verbal discourse and
armed conflict — and here we are talking about argument in terms
of war. In other words, the two subjects “argument” and “war”
should come from two different conceptual domains. In short, the
idea of “cross conceptual domains” becomes the key for us to under-

stand the nature of metaphor.

1.2  Some early studies on the metaphorical nature of

grammar

1.2.1 Some observations on the metaphorical nature of

grammar

It is fair to say that most of the studies of metaphor, from Aristotle
to the present day, have been almost fully concerned with lexical
metaphor. Aristotle, for example, even defines metaphor within the
confinement of words. He simply considers metaphor to be one of
the eight different forms of a Noun — a strange word as it is called
— and it “consists in giving the thing a name that belongs to some-
thing else.” (On Poetics, ch. 21: 1457b) In other words, he takes
metaphor as the transference of a word from one thing to another,
the transference being either from genus to species, or from species

to genus, or [rom species to species, or on grounds of analogy
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(ibid). For example, Aristotle takes the word “all” in “All gods and
men slept through the night.” as metaphor, since “all is a species of
many.” (The Poetics of Aristotle, ch. 25)

Aristotle’s idea of metaphor as words leads researchers from dif-
ferent fields to concentrate their minds on lexical metaphor for cen-
turies. As a result, people may only think of lexical metaphor in
particular when mentioning metaphor in general. But the awareness
of the metaphorical nature of grammar is not a rare phenomenon,
por is it confined to the modern times only. As early as in the Mid-
dle Ages, people believe that grammar is necessarily related to logic
or nature and this belief encouraged the use of grammatical concepts
as the metaphorical equivalents of these things. Medieval thought
equates the processes of grammar with the processes of nature. The
speculative grammarians, for example, present the grammar “as an
accurate reflection of the constitution of reality.” The prevailing
view is expressed by John of Salisbury: “While grammar has devel-
oped to some extent, and indeed mainly, as an invention of man,
still it imitates nature, from which it partly derives in origin. Fur-
thermore, it tends, as far as possible, to conform to nature in all re-
spects. ” (Alford, 1982)

Later on, cognitivists come to maintain that natural language is
a product of the human mind and the most important dimension of
language is the cognitive world of the human speaker. Langacker
states “that grammar itself serves an ‘imagic’ function and that
much of it has a figurative character. Grammar (like lexicon) em-
bodies conventional imagery.” (Langacker, 1987: 38-39) Gram-
mar (syntax) is thus taken to be as symbolic as lexicon and morphol-
ogy, the differences between them being only a matter of degree

along a continuum of symbolic units. “Lexicon and grammar form a
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continuum of symbolic elements. Like lexicon, grammar provides
for the structuring and symbolization of conceptual content, and is
thus imagic in character.” (Langacker, 1987: 276)

The idea that meaning permeates grammatical structure is not
new, but in equating semantics with conceptualization, cognitive
linguists relate grammar to other areas of human cognition. Gram-
mar is considered a conceptual organizing system. Like other cate-
gories, in particular word classes, units of grammar are prototypi-
cally structured. Givon (1979: 321-21; 1985a: 210-11) redefines
the main word classes along prototypical lines: nouns, verbs and ad-
jectives are characterized with respect to the same semantic and per-
ceptually salient dimension, that of time stability. Nouns prototypi-
cally denote individualized, concrete, solid and visible entities,
which do not, or only slowly and unnoticeably, change in time.
Prototypical verbs, on the other hand, denote actions or events
which lead to perceptually salient changes of entities. The most
time-stable percepts and the least time-stable percepts are universally
encoded as nouns and verbs respectively, and occupy the two poles
of a scale of time stability. Nouns which relate to less time-stable
percepts like “rain” and verbs which relate to fairly time-stable per-
cepts like “stay” occupy scalar points some distance away from their
respective prototypical members.

Lakoff also puts forward a tentative assumption that if concepts
such as time, quantity, state, change, action, modality, and even
the concept of a category, all of which enter normally into the gram-
mars of languages, are indeed metaphorical in nature, then

metaphor becomes central to grammar (Lakoff, 1993: 212).



