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ABSTRACT. Traditional approaches to metaphor—the received view—have viewed
metaphor as largely a property of language behavior. As a result, theories of metaphoric
processes have been overly parochial, evidencing an inability to explain various phe-
nomena that may share similar underlying processes. In the present article, three accounts
of metaphor are reviewed: the language view, the synesthetic view, and the cognitive
(symbol systems) view. Various lines of evidence are offered in support of the cognitive
approach: prelinguistic evidence (including studies of metaphor-in-action), physiognom-
ic perception, and evolutionary considerations; studies of children’s comprehension and
use of spatial, gestural, and pictorial metaphor; studies of adults’ use of gestural repre-
sentation: and evidence from studies of injury to the brain. Various theories of nonverbal
metaphor are reviewed, with special attention given to visual metaphor, including illus-
trations from art theorists and historians and arguments from philosophers. Finally, the
issue of visual metaphor is framed within a more general theory of visual thinking.

—

.. . just because we find a good theory of linguistic metaphor may not mean that we
have a good ‘theory of metaphor. .

—A. C. Danto (1981)

ALTHOUGH THE STUDY OF METAPHOR has encompassed a wide array of
subject matter over the last 20 years or so (e.g., Ortony, 1979), traditional ap-
proaches continue to view metaphor as largely a property of language or lan-
guage behavior (e.g., Ortony, 1987, 1993). According to this view, metaphor is
construed as a similarity between two single-place predicates, a topic and a ve-
hicle. For instance, in the poetic metaphor “Love is a red, red rose,” red rose is
the vehicle, love is the topic, and the ground is the similarity between the two
that the reader infers in some manner (Richards, 1936).

Exactly how the reader goes about inferring the similarity remains something
of a mystery; when pressed for an explanation, the reader invokes the usual circu-
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ior. The received or Aristotelian view states that metaphor is largely a property of
language—in perceiving similarity, language simply indexes itself. One alterna-
tive, the synesthetic view, is that graded perceptual knowledge is correlated
across sensory domains and provides the foundation for metaphoric behavior.
The third or cognitive view explains metaphor as a general property of symbol

systems.

Approaches to Metaphor

The Language View

When put under the researcher’s lens, metaphor has yielded some of its se-
crets. For example, adults use the same comprehension strategies (Glucksberg,
Gildea, & Bookin, 1982) and rely on the same kinds of contextual information
(Gildea & Glucksberg, 1983) whether processing literal or nonliteral language,
and both are just as easy to recall (Harris, 1979). Nonetheless, given the finding
that lexical decision times for associative word pairs are faster than times for ei-
ther metaphor pairs or randomly paired words, it has been argued that metaphors
do not depend on prior associative relations but actually create relations between
concepts (Camac & Glucksberg, 1984).

Nonetheless, it has been claimed that young children under 4 years of age do
not comprehend or produce metaphorical figures of speech (e.g., Marschark &
Nall, 1985; Ortony, 1987; Vosniadou, 1987). The assertion follows naturally
from the language view. Metaphors juxtapose concepts from different conven-
tional linguistic categories to communicate new meanings (Black, 1962). As a
consequence, what constrains the younger child’s ability to process figurative
language is lack of conceptual knowledge and linguistic facility. Those who take

the language view claim that metaphor is always about concepts and specifical-
ly about linguistic concepts.

But the question remains how these concepts evolved in the first place. For
instance, it has been acknowledged that metaphor is important in producing
linguistic change, but such a claim does not address the underlying reasons
why, for example, temperature terms (warm and cold) have come to specifical-
ly describe personality characteristics (Asch, 1958; Martindale & Martindale,

1988). Similarly, assertions that metaphor expresses the inexpressible or high-
lights a similarity between two things do not begin to tell us what the inex-
pressible is or on what kinds of similarity metaphor is based. If metaphoric
similarity is based simply on learned conceptual-linguistic relations, then al-
most anything can be involved to explain just about any metaphor in an infinite
regress (Goodman, 1976). Although it is undoubtedly true that some metaphors
cross-classify linguistically based concepts, this aspect is only part of the pic-

ture (pun intended).
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years of age that children are truly responding metaphorically, according to the
synesthetic view.

The Cognitive (Symbol Systems) View

According to the cognitive view, metaphor involves the transfer of prop-
erties across symbol systems (Goodman, 1976). A symbol refers to one thing
(e.g., a yellow traffic signal) used to represent or denote another (e.g., “cau-
tion”). Symbols, moreover, group into systems. Symbol systems include, but
are not limited to. language, music, film, painting, gestural sign languages,
photography, sculpture, architecture, and dance. Moreover, a symbol system
consists of a symbol scheme having the requirement of correlated reference or
denotation. In the case of metaphor, properties or features of objects and
events are transferred from one symbol scheme to another. For example, pic-
tures can express feelings or sounds, as in Picasso’s “blue period” painting of
a guitar player, and therefore one can speak of “nonverbal” or “pictorial”
metaphor. Nonetheless, the foregoing is not meant to imply that the label blue
has historically been used to talk about melancholy or sadness and now has
simply been projected onto paintings, sounds, or whatever. To be sure, Gom-
brich (1963) ascribed such phenomena to biological fact, so-called natural
metaphors, as in the use of red in a picture to denote something strident or vi-
olent because it literally possesses those qualities.

In this latter regard, Goodman (1976) distinguished between metaphorical
exemplification and metaphorical expression. For instance, a picture may express
sadness, but it may exemplify only various shapes, colors, and lines. To express
a property, a symbol must metaphorically possess it; to exemplify a property, a
symbol must metaphorically refer to it. An example of the latter would be a car
that exemplifies the properties of being a Ferrari (e.g., high price, flashy color)
without literally possessing those properties (namely, superior design, styling,
and performance). The actual process of the metaphorical transfer is based on an-
tecedent practice. In the aforementioned example of Picasso’s painting of a gui-
tar player, the color blue has historically become synonymous with sadness or
melancholy and has been imported from a previous realm, established by some
prior precedent, to a new realm where the property has been projected. Although
Goodman (1976), given his philosophical nominalism, addressed only the pro-
jectibility of predicates or labels, doing so is simply an easier way o refer to cat-
egories, schemata, systems of concepts, realms within a schema, and the like (see
Goodman, 1976, p. 72, passim).

From this perspective, metaphor is, in essence, a calculated category-mis-
take. Not only does it enable the generation of new organizations or sortings of
experience but, as a consequence, lends itself to a sort of cognitive economy that
helps one betier manage the conceptual world. Thus, any symbol system involves

metaphorical transfer.



