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The relationship between metaphors and similes has been the main topic of theo- 

rics of metaphor in philosophy of language, l~nguistics and theory of science for 
the three decades The purpose of the present paper* is togive reasons not included 

in the non-comparativist metaphor theories for the assumption that metaphors, 

though apparently closely related to simple predicatwe similes of the form 'X is 
like Y', are neither reduuble to similes nor sen~antically explicable by them 
because these two tropes, while expressing different properties of the objects 
related, i e ,  conveying diffirent semantic contents ('being something' and 'being 
like something), serve different linguistic functions The special concern of the 

paper is to uncover the ambiguous effects of the semantic marker 'like' in both 
literal and figurative environments I will show that irreducible ontologcal pre- 
suppositions, entailed by the semantic marker ofsmlarzty, pedude a continuous 
transition from similes to metaphors and require that the relationship between the 
two tropes be subverted such that metaphors are to be viewed as logically 
antecendent to similes As a consequence, the similarity or likeness implication 

between things, though not irrelevant to the general understanding of metaphors, 
is not constitutive of their linguistic function and their meaning Instead, 
metaphors appear to be more closely related to the structure of literal assertions 
than to that offigurative comparisons 

T h e  text is an introduction to  the course on  metaphor to be given in the 1996197 
Seminar of the Episteniology of Humanities at  the ISH 

103 
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I .  CONFUSIONS ABOUT TROPES A N D  THE SIMILARITY IMPLICATION 

One of the most discussed traditional assumption about metaphors is 

that they are elliptical similes because they, like similes, convey a figura- 

tively expressed similarity between unrelated objects without, howe\w> 

using any explicit semantic marker of similarity. Accordingly, for some 
anchors similes are figurative comparisons with an explicit semantic 

marker of likeness (such as "is like", "similar to", "as", "as well [as many, 
as much] as", etc.) while metaphors are similes with an implicit seman- 

tic marker. This entails nvo important points concerning metaphors 

and similes: first, that they have the same semantic content despite the 
use of  difl%rent linguistic means, and second, that they belong together 

h i e  to their family resemblance which consists in sharing a figurative 
comparison while other related tropes, such as comparisons, analogies 

and models, convey a literally intended similarity. 

Although many theorists of metaphor since the 1954 appearance 
I 

of Max Black's revolutionary essay "Metaphor" have been sceptical of 

these assumptions, especially of the latter one concerning similarity as 
[lie common linguistic function ofboth similes and metaphors, the rea- 

sons for this scepticism are not strong enough to preclude the possibil- 
ity that similarity or likeness is in some wav involved as a common 

implication of both tropes. For to imply likeness between things and, on 

this basis, a reducibility ofsimiles to metaphors, and vice versa, is not to 
assume equalicy or identity of the things related, as has been repeated- 

ly asserted. Rather the scepticism about mutual reducibility between 
metaphor to simile should be founded upon the fact that metaphors 

and similes have a different linguistic form and that, by this very fact, 

they indicate different linguistic functions. Adding a semantic marker 

is not trivial, as has been claimed against the reductivist theories of 

metaphor.' For, as we intuitively grasp, it is not the same thing to say 
that  something is something and that something is like something. 
Moreover, we presume char it is not only the difference in the gram- 

matical form between those sentences built upon predications and 

those containing resemblance indicators which calls attention to the 

-.- 

' Cf Black 1962. 

' Cf. Miller 1979, Fogclin 1994. 

(7 Tin-cll 1991. 



difference between similes and metaphors, but also that there must be 

a different linguistic function and a different logical basis underlying 

the predication and comparison markers respectively. 

Thus confusions about tropes result as a consequence of non-ob- 

vious assumptions about what exactly is implied in the thesis of mutual 

reducibility between similes and metaphors, and the front lines between 

different authors are anything but clear. As D. Davidson rightly sug- 
-I 

sests , the conflation of similes and metaphors and the confusion about 

the role of similarity in both tropes derive from the wrong assumption 

that the "abbreviation" o f a  simile by a metaphor implies its reducibili- 

ty to metaphor. If this were the case, he says, we could not account for 

the linguistic difference between the tropes at  issue, but he does not 

explore or elaborate upon the differences in the linguistic form which 

seem indispensable for a lust account of metaphor. Nevertheless, one 

can add to Davidson's observation that in speaking of mutual reducibil- 

ity between metaphors and similes we, as a matter of fact, speak of two 

opposite transformation procedures within grammar, I. e., of abbrevia- 

tion (of similes) and of extendability (of metaphors). For by adding to a 

metaphor of the form "X is (a) Y" the semantic marker of similarity, we 

extend the expression giammatically, conversely, by omitting the 

semantic marker 'like' in a simile of the  form "X is like (a) Y", we simply 

reduce the simile grammatically. Traditionally, however, when speaking 

of reduction, a semantic reducibility between the tropes is usually 

intended and not just a grammatical one 

But the very fact that we are primarily dealing with grammatical 
("merely linguistic") transformations indicates that a further examina- 

tion of the issue is needed. For if we say that metaphors are grammati- 

cally abbreviated similes and that similes are grammatically extended 

metaphors - and we still intend by this a semantic reducibility - we 

strongly suggest that (a) the difference between the two tropes is mere- 

ly a grammatical one, while (b) their semantic identity remains un- 

couched by grammatical changes, and (c) the grammatical interchange- 

C.f. Davidson 1984. Although his position has been contested in central respects 
( 4  Kittay 1987) with arguments which seem quire convincing, I will adopt in this paper 
one of  Davidson's claims about metaphors which insists that similes and metaphors are 
not  reducible to one another, although he himself does not  give sufficient reasons for 
this claim. 
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ability is only justifiable by virtue of the semantic identity, and (d) the 

relationship between metaphors and similes is grammatically and 

semantically one of symmetry - meaning that every simile is reducible 

to the corresponding metaphor and every metaphor is extendable to its 

related simile. 

Obviously, the latter implication involves the former three and it is 

exactly this implication which contradicts our intuition about 

metaphors and similes. For the intuition is incompatible with the idea 

that every n~etaphor  can be extended and replaced with a (grammati- 

cally) corresponding simile wi t l~ou t  any significant change. Hence, 

instead of speaking of reduction, abbreviation, and extension it seems 

better to speak, though somewhat vaguely, of transformation - making 

room for the possibility that both the grammatical form and the mean- 

ing of the expressions undergo some kind of complex change. By focus- 

ing on the possiblity of transformation, we do not merely restrict our- 

selves to a blind intuition about metaphors, but, instead, we allow for a 

comprehensive analysis. This means that we (a) acknowledge the factu- 

al, material or grammatical difference between similes and metaphors, 

(b) assume that  the superficial or material difference in grammatical 

form is due to an  already existing difference in meaning, i. e., (c) allow 

that metaphors and similes are not interchangeable but rather a t  odds 

with one another, and (d) expect that the change in grammar entails a 

difference in meaning. 
In stating this it is, however, not also asserted that metaphors have 

no relation to similarity, upon which all comparison expressions with 

explicit semantic markers rely. Rather there is the implication that si- 

miles are not immediately reducible to metaphors and that metaphors 

are not immediately extendable to similes unless a semantic shift or 

change of meaning within an  expression is involved.' 

A further source of confusion about metaphors is the assumption, 

which, though already discarded, has still not been sufficiently clarified, 

namely that all metaphors are not only grammatically and semantically 

' In tins respect, the implications (a)-(cj still conform not  only to  nonreductive 
similarity accounts of metaphor ('cf Miller 1979, Pogelin 1994), but  also to those theories 
of metaphor which claim that  creating and  interpreting n~etaphors  require the same cog- 
nltive process as creating and interpreting figurative similes d o  (cf Kittay 1987, Tirrell 
1991, Indurkhya 1992). 
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reducible to similes, but are also resolvable into literal comparison 

statements, thereby providing a literal interpretation of the corre- 

sponding simile. This traditional account of metaphor has been labelled 

con~parativist metaphor theory and rejected by Max Black0. But, as a 

matter of fact, there is a more moderate comparativist position, called 

nonreductive comparativism and profoundly criticized by L. ~ i r r e l l ~ ,  

which assumes that  there is a continual transition from similes to 

n~etaphors,  and viceversa, but which does not maintain that there is an  

immediate passage from literal con~parison statements to figurative 
8 

expressions or tropes . The latter assumption about the relationship 

between figurative tropes such as similes and metaphors and literal 
9 

comparison statements - called "Black's error" - cannot, as a matter 

of fact, be ascribed even to such traditionalist accounts of metaphor as 

Aristotle's. For, as Fogelin correctly assumes, although Aristotle asserts 

that  metaphors and similes call attention to astonishing likenesses 

between unrelated things, and even though he asserts that metaphors 

belong to similes, he does not assert or imply that the similarities sug- 

gested by similes and metaphors are reducible to comparisons under- 

stood as "already existing similarities between things" and expressed by 

literal comparison statements. Quite on the contrary, Aristotle speaks 

of "novel" and "astonishing" similarities just as modern writers o n  

metaphors claim for. 

However, a more important fact about the history of metaphor the- 

ories than Black's error itself seems to be that no "enemy of metaphor" 

(Black) has been able to explain away the notorious rhetorical surplus of 

this trope as opposed to its acknowledged cognitive value, and n o  

"friend of metaphor" has been able to eliminate the comparison-based 

implication of likeness in metaphors from their linguistic form and, 
10 thereby, to radically distinguish metaphors from similes. This seems 

to be the reason why different theorists of metaphor mutually reproach 

each other with bad comparativism. 

Cf Black 1962. 
Cf Tirrell 1991. 

Cf Fogelm 1994. 
Ibid 

10 O n  Aristotle cf. Lloyd 1987, and recently Lacks 1994; if. Haack 1994 on Locke and  
H u n ~ e :  cf. Paul de Man 1983 on Locke, Condillac, Kant, etc. 
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Given this historical background it is certainly nothing revolu- 

tionary to say that the translatability of metaphors into literal expres- 

sions should not be considered a necessary consequence of the appar- 

ently very close grammatical and semantic relationship between 

metaphors and similes ("figurative comparisons"). Nor should it be 

startling to maintain that the similarity implication we feel to be essen- 

tial to metaphors does not necessarily entail the semantic reducibility 

of metaphoric expressions to statements of similarity. But it is certain- 

ly a small revolution within theory to say, as Davidson does, that  

metaphors begin with and live from nothing but the literal meaning of 

words. There seems to be reason enough to take this idea for a crucial 

point about metaphors without being obligated to accept several other 

assumptions of Davidson's which are central to his position. 

Indeed, Davidson's thesis is unique in the sense that it, contrary to 

excessive metaphor theories, gives metaphors as small a semantic credit 

as possible while leaving room for as great a meaning-effect as possible. 

If we, along with many authors, attempt to explain novel metaphors as 

conveyers of new similarity aspects (Black), cognitive contents (In- 

durkhya) and also of new linguistic meaning (Kittay), then we must, as 

I believe, begin with Davidson's general thesis that there is no metaphor- 

ic meaning of words apart oftheir literal meaning. For what is authen- 

tically novel in a language is itself already post-metaphorical. Language 

can only be creative of meanings and cognitive contents on the basis of 

metaphoric procedures. But metaphors occur only within, and by 

means of, the literal language. In other words, metaphors seem to be 

possible in a language only if "everything" in language is not already a 

metaphor. 

If this is true of metaphors, then any account of how these tropes 

"work" (Black), how they arise in language, must entail an account oflit- 
11 era1 linguistic procedures or, at least, be related to such an account. In 

the following sections I will not be primarly concerned with questions 

as to how particular metaphors function or what their general linguis- 

tic structure is like.'' Rather, the concern of the present analysis will be 

' I  Cf Kitcay 1987, also Haack 1994, 
12 For thii>, cf the most comprehensive accounts Lakoff/Johnson 1981, Kittay 1987, 

and Indurkhya 1994. As for effects of metaphors on the social sphere cf. Schon 1979, 
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to examine as exactly as possible the general relationship between 

metaphors and similes - since they represent the figurative trope most 

closely related to metaphors - and to open up a perspective for viewing 

the conditions necessary to an understanding of metaphor as the most 

fundamental of tropes. For, as I believe, only on the basis of such an 

understanding will it be possible to acknowledge the full semantic, aes- 

thetic, and cognitive range of metaphors which so deeply concerns dif- 

ferent researchers investigating the role of metaphors in philosophy and 
13 

science. 

2. PASSING UNDER T H E  "RAINBOW": LITERAL COMPARISONS, 

TI  IE 'LIKE', A N D  METAPHORS 

The conventional way of treating metaphors and similes proceeds by 

remarking that if we compare a metaphor to the corresponding simile 

we see that the former trope appears to be in some way stronger than the 

latter one. Thus in sentences like "He is a wolf  or, as Shakespeare's 

Romeo expresses himself, "Juliet is the sun" we intuitively grasp that 

these sentences are, in form and content, "stronger" or more expressive 

than "He is like a wolf' or "Juliet is like the sun". Typically, the word 

"stronger" means a difference in the strength of assertion, or, as Tirrell 
14 

says, in the assertional commitment to what is said. 

However, the assertional commitment to what is said by metaphors 

and similes seems to depend on different types of predication and,  

hence, cannot be a matter of mere subjective commitment. Therefore, 

the gradual difference in the strength of assertion, if there is any, should 

Lakoff 1995; for the role o f  metaphor in building u p  a particular political discourse by 
means of impersonal interpellation cj; Mikulit 1995. 

13 For the most recent contributions cf. the essay collections "The Power of Me- 
taphor" in: Social Research Vol. 6 2 ,  No 2 (Summer 1995); further Radman 1995 and 
Debatin 1995. 

I 4  Cf Tirrell 1991. This assumption of difference in "assertional coniniitment" 
means tha t  we must deal with a gradual difference in strength o f  commitnient and not  
in the type o f  assertion, and that  there is a continuity between similes and  metaphors. 
But this seems inconsistent with Tirrell's explicit claim that we should assume a gap 
between, first, metaphors and comparisons, because metaphors d o  not  entail any com- 
parison statement, and,  second, between metaphors and figurative similes, because, as 
she correctly assumes, the difference in semantic marker is not  trivial, accounting as it 
does for divergent in~plicacions as well as for varying inference possibilities about the 
topic (or target), 
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also be understood as an effect of different types of assertion, though 

the psychoLo~qica1 effect of assertions on hearers mav be a matter of grad- 
ual difference in the sense that we consider (or feel) it as "stronger" to 
say "X is Y" than "X is like Y". Nevertheless it does not seem justified, on 
the basis of such a psychological effect, to take the difference in asser- 
tion types between "X is Y" and "X is like Y" for a difference in "the 
strength of commitment". When this is done, different linguistic levels are 
conflated, those of the grammatical forms of predication and their 
respective functions. To say "X is like Y" is not merely to use a "weaker" 
predication form than "X is Y", but to use a different type of assertion, 
which can or may, if compared to the predication form "X is Y". effec- 
tuate either a weaker assertion commitment to what is said by the speak- 

er or a weaker effect on the audience. Therefore, instead of reducing the 
difference in grammatical forms of assertion (predication vs. compari- 
son) into one - presumingly identical - linguistic function, we should 
assume that the differences between metaphors and similes are twofold: 
they are different both in grammatical type and, conseq~iently, in asser- 
tional commitment. But the latter is secondary to and dependent on the 

15 
difference in the grammatical type of assertion. 

In saying this, nothing more or new has been asserted ofmetaphors 

and similes than would not hold of literal assertions and comparison 

statements. We encounter the same difference in the type of predication 
in assertions such as the following ones: 

l ( a ) :  H e  is a preacher. 

l (b) :  H e  is like a preacher. 

l(c):  H e  looks  like a preacher. 

l ( d ) :  H e  talks like a preacher preaches. 

1(n):  (X + verb phrase  + like a Y) 

In dealing with assertions of this kind we recognize at once that, in 

spite of their literal appearance, the\ are ambiguous in several respects. 

15 Tirrcll (1991) opetaccs with two kinds of difference in strength, a lingustic and a 
pragmatic one. Concerning the first, she states that "on a literal interpretation the 'like' 
weakens the claim to which it is added" ( p  352), while on the topic of the second she 
explains that  "when interpreting a simple unextended simile the use o f  'like' suggests a 
more limited endorsement" on the  side of the audience such that "the audience [unlike 
the speaker], cannot tell which extensions are unavailable" (p. 354). Though these dis- 
tmctions are illurninatim;, we shall see that the effect of the 'like' is not a weakening of 
the assertional commitment but  a change of the type of assertion. 
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First of all, the sample l(a) can be interpreted both as a literal statement 

or as a metaphor, depending on whether the person of which it is said 

is really a preacher or not, and it would not contribute to the under- 

standing of such a context-free sentence if we replaced the personal pro- 

noun "he", an indexical term, with a proper name (e.2. "John") or with 

a referring expression (e.s,. "this man", "this person"). But regardless of 

this ambiguity, which is context-dependent, another kind of ambiguity 

makes itself noticeable when we compare the samples listed above. 

While it is not clear whether the sample l(a), when taken in isolation, is 

a iiteral assertion about one person beins, a preacher or, possibly, an 

example of figurative assertion about the same person which relates her 

ro a preacher implying that she might not be, other samples containing 

the semantic marker 'like' state clearly - and independently of any con- 

text - that the person referred to by the pronoun "he" is not a preacher. 

As we shall see later on,  in the figurative context the implications will be 

diametrically opposed. 

Thus we are able to observe an intriguing effect of the semantic 

marker 'like' which is neither identical nor reducible to its linguistic 

function (con~parison between two unrelated or different things). 

Namely, while in samples 1 (b-d)  the semantic marker 'like' disambiguates 

the context-dependent ambiguity in l(a), it provides at the same time - 

by being a common element of l(b-d) - a discursive context for l(a)  to be 

interpreted metaphorically. For we may inverse the order of the asser- 

tions which results in the order l(d+a) instead of l(a+d), so that, 

instead of the initial poly-univocity (i. e., sets of different, but univocal 

senses, either literal or metaphoric or even both ) we are now confronted 

vi th  a kind of uni-equivocity: the inverted sample order has the effect 

of unambiguously establishing the metaphoric character of assertion 

l (a) ,  thus allowing for further grammatical transformations and, 
accordingly, for further assertion procedures such as the one indicated 

by l (n )  in the figure below: 

l(d):  He talks like a preacher preaches. 

l(c): He looks like a preacher. 

l (b) :  He is like a preacher. 

l (a) :  He is a preacher. 

l (n):  This preacher (...) 

I l l  
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But the intriguing and peculiar difference in the effect of the 

semantic marker 'like' on the sample l(a) ,  which contains the simple 

form of predication ("is /a/ Y"), will become more obvious ifwe examine 

the following samples of figurative speech: 

2(a): Juliet  is t he  sun .  

2(b): Juliet  is like t he  s u n .  

2(c): Juliet  smiles as  the  s u n  shines.  

2(11): X + verb phrase + as  + Y + verb phrasi- 

It is notorious that parallel relations exist between metaphors, sim- 

iles, literal assertions and comparison statements: metaphors relate to 

literal statements by sharing the same kind of predication (cf. 2(a)=Juliet 

is the sun :: l(a)=He is a preacher), and similes relate to comparison 

statements by sharing the explicit semantic marker of similarity 

(2(b)=Juliet is like the sun :: l(b)=He is like a preacher). On  the other 

hand, metaphors relate to similes on the ground that they are both fig- 

urative expressions, while comparisons relate to literal assertions on the 

ground that both are literal forms of assertion. This proportional anal- 

ogy between tropes and literal forms of comparison and assertion can 

be explained in as many ways as there are respects in which the predica- 

tion can be analyzed (identification, attribution, existence) and in which 

semantic markers of similarity can be listed (is like, like, as, as much as, 
1 6 

as many as, similar to etc.). 

However, a third analogy relation between the four elements is not 

proportional. Contrary to comparisons, metaphors do not contain a 

semantic marker but are figurative; on the other hand, similes, contrary 

to literal assertions, require an explicit semantic marker and yet are fig- 

urative. Hence, there seems to be no proportional relation and no passage 

from similes to literal assertions, or vice versa and, equally, no passage from 

metaphors to literal comparisons, or vice versa. But there seems to be a pecu- 

liar - and quite different - aspect in which the function of the seman- 

C/. metaphor : simile :: statement : comparison. This symmetric relation between 
tropes is also extendable to the grammatical functions of predication and similarity 
markers, such that it may include the l i ng~~s i t i c  and logical relations: predication : simi- 
larity :: metaphor : simile :: statement : comparison. 
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tic marker 'like' could be analyzed, and this is precisely the one we have 

observed in the samples l(d+a) which showed the condition required to 

establish a passage from literal comparisons to metaphors. It is an effect of the 

semantic marker itselfwhich makes the literal assertion, such as l(a) ,  a 

fig~irative expression. Hence, the disproportional relation between lite- 

ral comparisons and metaphors turns out  to be a relation of consisten- 

cy. For we have until now been able to observe that the semantic mark- 

er 'like' has had the peculiarity of disan~biguating the context-depen- 

dence of literal expressions. Regardless of our knowledge about the per- 

son referred to  by the indexical term "he" in sentence l(a), it became - 

by introducing the semantic marker 'like' and thereby extending l(a)  to 

l(b) - unan~biguously clear that the person in l(a)  was not a preacher. 

But it also became ~ i n a m b i e ; ~ ~ o ~ ~ s l y  clear that, given l(d+b), the expres- 

sion l(a)  had to be a sample of metaphoric speech or, at least, a trope- 

like assertion which loses its context-dependent ambiguity by exchang- 

ing it for a semantic one. 

My suggestion so far is that assertions like l(a)(=He is a preacher) 

are - unlike assertions such as 2(a)(=JiiIiet is the sun), where general 

knowledge or dictionary and encyclopedia entries provide sufficient 

conditions for understanding - literal assertions which depend on the 

context in which they are stated or applied to a person. Contrary to this, 

e have seen that by virtue of the discursive context which is provided 

by assertions l(d+b) with the semantic marker 'like', the assertion l(a) ,  

supposedly literal, was revealed to be metaphoric. But a t  this point the 

question may arise whether it is sufficient for a literal expression such 

as "He is a preacher" to be interpreted metaphorically if we are sure that 

the content asserted (being a preacher) is not the case and that the asser- 

tion itself is not due to a false statement or alie. In other words, the ques- 

tion is: What enables us to speak of the person referred to by "he" in such 

;i way that literal assertions about this person l(b+d) allow for a pas- 

sage to a wholly different form of predication (copula + noun phrase in 

l(a)) and, moreover, for the introduction of a completely different refer- 

ring expression (cf. the attributive term: "This preacher" in l (n) ,  instead 

of "He"). To put  it more generally, what enables a literal expression to 

become metaphoric, to refer and to have a reliable meaning? An answer 

to this question may be approached by reconsidering the role of the 
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'literal" semantic marker within a broader pragmatic framework and 

by relating our understanding of this role to expressions which may 

be considered as ~~nivocally metaphoric, such as 2(a)=Juliet is the sun. 

The effect of the semantic marker 'like' in metaphoric utterences, 

if related to corresponding similes, seems not to be the same as in liter- 

al assertions when related to comparison statements. If we reconsider 

the relationship between metaphoric expressions and similes as in 

2(a-c), then we see that there is no passage from comparison statements 
l(d+b) to the literal statement l(a)  unless the subject referred to, or the 

truth conditions of the sentence, change. This means: a passage from 

l(d+b) to l(a), is not possible without a change of reference on the side 

of the subject referred to, or a change of knowledge conditions on the 

side of the speaker. Thus, if we say of a person that "He is like a preach- 

er" we cannot pass over to the statement "He is a preacher", and mean it 

literally, unless we refer to another person or somebody else augments 

cur  knowledge of the former person by saying "But he is a preacher". 

Hence, we may assume that the semantic marker of similarity in literal 

comparison statements. while indicating that "is Y" is not the case, 

allows for the possiblility that "X is Y" be the case. But this possibility, to 

be real, necessarily requires a change of purely linguistic t r ~ i t h  conditions 

into historic context conditions. If "is Y" is the case, then the literal sen- 

tences "is like Y" change their assertional status from literal compar- 

isons into hyperbolic or emphatic expressions. 

With this background we can assume that the semantic marker 

'like', while disambiguating the context-dependent ambiguity of literal 

statements such as l(a) (="He is a preacher"), and introducing a mean- 

ing related pluri-monosemy, which is represented by sentences l(b-d), 

has the effect of preventing a straightforward passage from literal com- 

parison statements to literal assertions, and vice versa, if the subject of 

reference remains identical. This means that the introduction of the 

semantic marker into literal discourse brings about a change of truth 

conditions, such that, while applying "X is Y" and "X is like Y" to the 

same subject, we either accept that the subject of reference must be dif- 

ferent each time or we replace one type of predication with another and 

take into account that O U F  assertional commitment cannot be the same 

in both cases ("knowing that" vs. "feeling that"). Only in this case can 

we, as I believe, comprehensively speak of a gradual difference in the 
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. 1" 
assertional commitment to what is said. But this assumption also 

toucl~es upon literal statements and literal con~parisons if it is expected 

that each of them relate to the same subject of reference. Thus, on the 

one hand, we say of a person that he/she is like a preacher only on the 

condition that we do not know about his/her really being a preacher; o n  

the other hand, if we know that he/she is a preacher we normally do not 

use comparison statements containing the semantic marker of similar- 

ity to refer to the same person except in order to emphasize our asser- 

tion. Thus we may say: "He is (or: He may be) a preacher, but he also is 

(looks, behaves, talks ere.) like one". In that case, however, we extend the 

discourse by expetimentine; with its truth conditions, and, as a matter 

of fact, we intend to say something different of the person referred to: 

not only that he/she is a preacher, but that he/she is like a preacher, 

meaning that he/she is a prototype of the preacher. Although this latter 

possibility is semantically closely related to sentences like l(a) and to 

comparison statements l(b+d), this meaning is nevertheless an effect 

of a different tvpe of assertion, combining two gradually (cf. "not only, 

but", "moreover" etc.) ordered types of predication (assertion vs. com- 

parison statement). But in such samples of hyperbolic stylisation of the 

asserting procedure, a possible extension of the discourse may by pro- 

vided by a conversational reply: "A preacher is a preacher, so every 

preacher is like a preacher". In this way we weaken the assertional com- 

mitment of the hyperbolic (doubled) predication form "is and is like", by 
indicating that "is" entails "is like", such that: being a preacher entails 

17 Again, it becomes clear that ,  when speaking of difference in assertional commit- 
ment,  we assume a n  identity of Iingusitic function between "is" and "is like". But this is 
clearly not  the case for, first, in saving "is like Y" we do not purporL to say "is Y".  but state 
a similarity between X and Y, and [Ins is a different kind of predication and not  just a 
weaker commitment to assertion; second, i t  seems chat "is like" is comparable or equal to 
' is" with respect to  the assertional commitment.  We observe this when somebody asserts 
that  two persons are physically alike, and somebody else denies this. The assertional com- 
mitment of the speaker to his similarity statement about two other persons is not  weak- 
er than it would be in an "is" form of predication, although she never would say of the 
two persons compared that  the one is the other. The reason is that what is literally meant 
is a similarity relation between different persons, and the similarity statement is meant 
to be literal. Hence, the "is like"-form of predication is quite different from the is-form, 
but equal in assertional commitment. In using one o r  the other predication form we 
actually intend to say different things ( I .  e , ,  to apply different properties ofX:  being some- 
thing and  being like something). \Ye strue;sle with is-predication as well as with is-like- 
statements. 
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some similarity to the commonly assumed properties of being a 

preacher (be they related to appearance, behavior or psychology). 

But a t  this point we realize that not every preacher-like person is a 

preacher. If it is not apparent that the referent is a preacher, we cannot, 

o n  the ground of literal comparison procedure (cf. "He is like a preach- 

er"), make the literal and true statement "He is a preacher". Given these 

conditions we can only make an uncertain statement that may be true 

or may be false. Hence we can plausibly assume that the semantic mark- 

er 'like', if added to a literal statement, produces two complex effects: 

first, it disambiguates the contextual ambiguity of assertions but with 

the result of literalizing or, more precisely, providing literal truth condi- 

tions for comparison statements (in the sense that "being like a preach- 

er" is equivalent to having some aspects in common with a preacher); 

second, it provides the necessary condition for the initial literal state- 

ments to be metaphorical. The condition consists in this: the semantic 

marker 'like', though relating to the same subject of reference as the sim- 

ple predication form "is", disconnects the initial literal statement 'X is Y' 

from the ontological presupposition; namely, that the subject of refer- 

ence actually is that which is predicated of the subject. In this respect we 

can say that there is no straightforward transition from literal compar- 

isons to literal assertions. As we have seen, this effect of the semantic 

marker 'like' is context-independent: if we say of a person that she is like 
Y, we presuppose that she is not Y, irrespective of whether she actually is or 

possibly may be. And it is just this presupposition which provides the 

necessary precondition for the corresponding literal assertion 'X is Y' to 
I x 

be interpretable as a metaphoric expression. Thus we may generally 

assume that, in a literal environment, the semantic marker of similarity 

will play the role of both literaliw - providing that comparison state- 

ments remain literal - and metaphonzer - providing that the place of the 

corresponding literal assertion is occupied by a metaphor candidate. 

; s In order to  indicate unambiguously that  expressions such as "X is a Y" is a 
metaphor we usually a n d  spontaneously use some other form of reference, such as the 
one indicated in example 3(n)="This preacher", u'liere the predication form is replaced 
with the attributive position of the word. But whether we can make this transformation 
within a sentence o r  n o t  depends o n  discursive context conditions or, more precisely, o n  
whether the conditions are given for identifying the subject o f  reference by means of 
anaphora: e. g. This man  . . .J  ohn ... He ... This preacher etc. 



F A M I L Y  D I S T U R B A N C E S  

3. T H E  DOUBLE ROLE OF THE SEMANTIC MARKER 

A N D  THE LIKENESS-IMPLICATION IN METAPHORS 

If this is true, we have, in a metaphorical environment, quite a different 

situation with respect to the role of the semantic marker of similarity. 

While passing from the metaphoric expression 2(a) to the correspond- 

ing simile-versions 2(b+c), there is no oddity comparable to the literal 

environment: in saying 2(a) "Juliet is the sun" we do not find anything 

unsound with respect either to the status of the subject of reference in 

statements such as 2(b) "Juliet is like the sun", or to the veritative status 

of attributes predicated of the subject, for "Juliet" remains the same in 

2(a) and 2(b). 

The above statement can be better approached by analyzing the 

relationship between the simple predication simile and corresponding 

similes which carry grammatical and lexical transformations of the 

predication form "is like" through other verb or noun phrases. To pro- 

ceed, let us reconsider the simple simile form of the much exploited 

metaphor by Shakespeare cited above as 2(a) "Juliet is the sun". It is not 

an isolated metaphoric expression but part of a discursive context which 

allows for more precise interpretation of the metaphor than would be 

possible if it were an isolated sentence. In the corresponding verses of 

Shakespeare's masterpiece, Romeo says: 

'Ah ,  what light through yonder window breaks, 

I t  is the Eclst, and Juliet is the sun". 

Thus, before introducing the Juliet-metaphor, the poet first refers 

to the morning light breaking through the window ofJuliet's room, call- 

ing it "the East". I t  is precisely the fact that metaphors are embedded in 

a framework containing other metaphors and related to other 

metaphors (and similes) in order to build a broader metaphorical dis- 

course, that is decisive in accounting for the specific linguistic function 

of a particular metaphor. But, for the purpose of the present analysis, 

we can focus on the corresponding simple predicative simile which, as a 

matter of fact, Shakespeare did not use. If he had, then it would have 

been the one of the form 

"Juliet is like the sun" [= 2(b)], 
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and we would have, among other hermeneutic tasks, to interpret the 

respect in which Shakespeare intended the likeness between Juliet and 

the sun. However, what is decisive from the standpoint of a formal 

analysis is not primarly whether we succeed in interpreting the non- 

Shakespearean simile by restating the similarity the poet might have 

had in mind or by listing all possible aspects which could account for 

such a simile irrespective of historical or cultural conditions. Rather, of 

far greater importance is whether we understand the grammatical form 

and the lingustic function of the simile, since the necessary - though 

not sufficient - precondition for interpreting the simile in as many dif- 
ferent ways as possible is that we are able to maintain the same gram- 

matical form and linguistic function of the semantic marker. Or, to put 
it more precisely, we are allowed to interpret a particular simile under 

the condition that we have understood its grammatical form and its lin- 

guistic function (which is, its peculiar role in our grasping "the world"). 

If we have done so, then we may - and we actually do - interpret the 

figurative speech sample independently of the respective author's inten- 

tions. And it is only due to this condition that we are able either to 

search for aspects of likeness which purport to be historically intended 

or to feel justified in neglecting the historical question as to what 
19 

Shakespeare's (or any anchor's) subjective intentions might have been. 

Hence, the above-cited simile may be comprehensively supple- 

mented by further versions preserving its grammatical form: 

2(b)Juliet is l ike  the sun. 

2(b)-1. Juliet is warm like a sunny day 

2(b)-2: Juliet's face is brillant like the sun-shine (in the morning). 

2(b)-3: Ju1ict"i hair is like the sun's ravs falling ere 

2(b)-11: (Juliet's + np + is like + 11p + etc ) 

I 9  
But whether we d o  so o r  not.  depends on the character of ou r  analysis and o f  the 

so-called cognitive interest which may be historical, but need not  be. This issue may be of 
interest in another context of metaphor analysis. For the moment  it might be clear, how- 
ever, that we have good reason to disagree with such accounts o f  metaphor as Searle's 
(1978), Davidsori's (1984) or Haack's (1994), all of which coincide in assuming tha t  the 
subjective intentions o f  the speaker or the hearer, or both,  are decisive not only for creat- 
ing but  also for interpreting metaphors. The latter is, at least as a general claim for 
metaphors, not  true. Contents of metaphors and figurative similes are partly dependent 
on  subjective intentions, but  the comprehensibility o f  these contents relies on  the gram- 
matical form, and not  on  intentions. The s~ibjectivist theory o f  metaphor cannot account 



What is striking in the examples listed above is that the subject of 

eference, Juliet, is given literal properties (warm, shining) or literally 

attributed substantives (physical world items: rays, sunny day) of the 
7 ' )  

sun but not figurative ones . '  Thus we see that what makes the proper- 

nes of the sun figurative is only their being attributed to Juliet who is a 

vuung female human being and not an asteroid. In this respect one can 

say that the simile expressing a figuratively intended comparison - this 

means: embedded in a metaphorical framework of predication (Juliet vs. 

the sun) - relies on literally comprehended properties or attributes of 

the sun. In saying this we should not be concerned with questions as to 

whether comparison and likeness statements really imply all literally 

predicated properties of the Y-element in the simile: they clearly do not, 

tor to say of Juliet that she "is (like) the sun", does not and cannot, in 

the given discursive context (a  tragedy), imply in any way that she is 

imagined as an immense burning asteroid or that she is positioned far 

away in outer space. Admittedly, such implications are not precluded 

both from the perspective of the speaker and of the listener, but if they 

were to appear in the given discursive context, they would necessarily 

cause a change in character of the discourse itself (e.g., transforming the 
21 

tragedy in part or as a whole to another genre). As we know, such sub- 

versive implications are allowed and even integrated in comedies, paro- 

dies and in speech samples based on everyday language use. This means 

for the asymmetry between creating, but misunderstanding, as well as for poorly creat- 
ing, but  understanding, metaphors. Even less can it account for the fact that  we under- 
stand and  reconstruct metaphors in old texts although we are not  able to reconstruct the 
subjective intentions of the respective writer. This fact indicates cicariy that  metaphors 
depend more o n  linguistic functions than subjective intentions, communication rules, 
and conversational maxims. Subjective intentions are not  eiiininable from n~etaphors ,  
but they are governed by linguistic rules. For this if. Kittay 1987. 

2 LI Tirrell (1991) wrongly takes single expressions like "brilliant" as a metaphor. This 
is not correct because \ye use the epithets "brilliant", "golden" etc. of jewels and other 
physical objects as well as o f  persons and abstract objects such as knowledge, books and  
states. Expressions such as "golden book", "golden goal" or "golden state" are not  by 
themselves metaphors but  idiomatic expressions. 

2 I Hence, al though we may agree with Tirrell that, in the case o f  the simple unex- 
tended simile, the interpretative position of the audience is "weaker" than that  o f  the 
speaker, we recognize that  the audience has the advantage of being able to intentionally 
misinterpret (and subvert) the speaker's own intention and thus to change the character 
and type of the discourse itself. In any case, the feature ofweakness is not  due to the lin- 
guistic function o f  the semantic marker 'like' (it expresses a different property of X than 
the 'is') but  to the pragmatic conditions of the discourse. 



that every competent speaker of a language can make such subversive 

implications and build a correspondingly subversive (or deconstruc- 

tivistj discourse. But what is important in such procedures is that we, by 

subverting the discourse, wittingly prove that we have understood the 

figurative speech sample: for we know which implications of a figurative 

expression are precluded by the given context just as we know the same 

for the literal environment. Thus it is J L I S ~  this fact which justifies the 

assumption that - although we are nor obliged to take into account all 

actual properties of an Y-element of the predication or all possible ones 

- all the properties ofY we actually do apply to the X-element of the fig- 

urative expression are literal. The precondition for this is, of course, that 

all properties at  issue are properties of or properties attributed to Y, for 

it is in no way precluded that X be given properties of Y that are figura- 

tively attributed to it (indicated below as *F). Hence, we may say: 

These samples do not contradict the ass~~mpt ion  that 111 similes the 

predication procedure relies upon applying literal properties of Y to X. 
They arc more complex similes, built upon other tropes which can be 

resolved by analyzing the properties figuratively applied either to Y ("the 

sun's rays eager to embrace") or to X ("burning arms"), if there are any. 

But what is intriguing in all rhese examples is nor whether the particu- 

lar properties otY, applied to X, are literal or figurative. I-'or, whether lit- 

oral or figurative, the intrinsic property ofthe simile as a figurative com- 

pasison is retained because of the character of the terms related ('Juliet' 

vs. 'the sun'). Moreover, it is clear that figurative properties of Y may be 

taken from X itself (as in 2(b)-1: "smiling sun"), from other contexts 

such as mythology, or from other objects in the world. 

Hence, what \ve may assume as str ikin~ly true of similes is that it is 

not primarily the figurative character of properties of the Y-element that 

constitute their figurative status; much less trivial ofsimiles is that they, 

as examples of comparison operating on properties of unrelated things, 

accomplish, by their very grammatical form, a literalization of the predi- 

cation procedure which indicates aparticular similarity relation between X 



and Y. Or, to put  it more clearly, it is not the property of the sun as being 

a burning (hence: hot and bright, warm and shining) asteroid which is 

squared with any intrinsic property of Juliet as a female and a young 

human being. It is exactly the semantic marker installing a similarity 

relation between two discrete items in the world which generates the 

equation. Whatever the properties of Y are like in character, their lin- 

puistic application to X is performed and governed by the semantic 

marker of similarity. In other words, the only visible linguistic factor to 

define the character of the expression and to enable that unrelated 

things like Juliet and die sun be related to each other is the comparison 

marker itself, which represents, of course, the linguistic function of 

comparison intended by the speaker. But, as we know, the semantic 

marker of "con~parison" is capable of connecting and relating quite 

unrelated things. Hence in reading "X is like Y" we can only read that "X 

is like Y" and not that "X is Y". But the precondition for us to grasp that 

one particular expression establishes a comparison or defines a similar- 

ity relation between X and Y, and not an identification or any other lin- 

guistic function, is to grasp the grammatical form of the expression." 

But, as we know, this grammatical form is common to simile as well 

as to literal comparisons, which implies that it is not specific to similes 

and not bv itself able to reveal a difference between similes and compar- 
2.3 

isons. This finding is nevertheless everything but  trivial. We have 

enough reason to believe that the intriguing question about similes is 

not whether the properties attributed to the X-element are literal or fig- 

7 7 
L- 

At  this point tlie problem arises o f t h e  relation between the semantic field struc- 
cure o t o u r  language and  the role of linguistic functions within language or, ~~ibjectively 
speaking, between the so-called semantic meiiiory and linguistic competence on  the side 
of the speaker. So, if Kittay (1987) - in accordance with Chon~skv  but against Grice and 
Searle - assumes that  the subjective intention of the speaker is not  constitutive for the 
understanding of metaphoric expressions lie uses, but chat these expressions are due  the 
his linguistic competence, it seems also necessary to assume, a t  the general linguistic 
level, another non-s~~bjectivist  consequence, namely the primacy of linguistic competence 
over the semantic memory given by tlie word field structure of a language. For, what in 
a language makes the choice of a particular word or an interpretation of the given sen- 
tence on the ;>I& of  the listener possible, is the choice, by a speaker, of a particular lin- 
guistic function such as expressing, comparing, identifvini; etc. Thus  I L  seems primarily' 
t h e  lingustic function, given by the respective grammatical form, wliich constitutes the 
linguistic identity of the given piece of language and which indicates (but  does not 
absolutely define) the direction of interpretation. 

' (If Tin-ell 1991, 
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urative properties of the Y-element, but  rather what the effect of relat- 

ing X and Y via the semantic marker of similarity is. In the same way that 

the literal environment, presented above, was examined with the help of 

comparison statements l(b-d), we shall look at  the function of the 

semantic marker in the simile with respect to the corresponding 

metaphor. For we know, a i  least by intuition, that relating the proper- 

ties of one item of the world to another does not by itself cause any strik- 

ing difficulty in our understanding of the world. This is due to the fact 

char our conceptual apparatus itself is built upon metaphoric patterns 

so that we relate to abstract objects in the way we relate to physical 

objects: thus we "come" to ideas and we "approach" p rob~ems .~"  In this 

respect figurative similes and genuine metaphoric expressions do not 

essentially differ. This continual passage from "related" to "distantly 

related" and "not related" things is not, as I have suggested, due to the 

properties of Y which are attributed to X, but seems to be an effect of 

the peculiar function of the semantic marker. 

The statement that a girl "is the sun" does not convey anything 

unsound with respect to the statement 2(b) "Juliet is like the sun", pro- 

vided that we have contextual knowledge enabling us to understand and 

process the personal pronouns and proper names into referring terms, 

and vice versa. More precisely, what we observe while passing from 

metaphors to similes, is that the sameness of both the referent and the 

attribute predicated of it, despite the transition in tropes, results from 

the fact that here the semantic marker 'like' has no bearing on the onto- 

logical status of the referent's being Y. Juliet's "being the sun" and her 

"being like the sun" are, according to our present knowledge of the 

world, equally impossible. Accordingly, we cannot say that  it is the 

semantic marker 'like' in similes 2(b-c) which by itself makes the 

expression 2(a) metaphorical, as was the case in literal comparisons such 

as "He is like a preacher". Nonetheless, the similes are, unlike 

metaphors, essentially constituted by the presence of an explicit seman- 

tic marker, just like comparative statements, and what we observe now 

is that the semantic marker 'like' turns out  to be wholly irrelevant for an 

expression to  be considered figurative, whether it is a simile or a 

metaphor. Hence, the genuinely metaphoric status of an  expression 



such as 2(a)=Juliet is the sun,  unlike the ambiguously literal one 

( l(a)=He is a. preacher), appears wholly independent of any possible rela- 

tionship to a corresponding simile, although the related simile may, or 

actually does, contain the same elements as the corresponding 

metaphor, such that  the metaphor 2(a) "Juliet is the sun" has the 

appearance of being identical with the simile 2(b) "Juliet is like the sun", 

except that it contains an additional grammatical element. 

On  this basis we can conclude that since similes are necessarily but 

not exclusively constituted by the presence of an explicit semantic mark- 

er, they are formally related to comparative statements and not to 

metaphors. If we remember that metaphoric expressions behave gram- 

matically in the same way as literal statements do - they contain the 

same pattern of predication and allow for the same transformation of 

predicates into a t t r ibutes5 - we see that the proportional analogy 

between tropes, mentioned above, holds also in another respect, name- 

ly that metaphors relate to literal assertions in the same way similes 

relate to comparison statements, a reason for this being that they belong 

ro different modes of predication.' Thus, while it is obvious that simi- 

les necessarily contain an explicit semantic marker of similarity just as 

comparison statements do, one must pay full attention to the fact that 

corresponding metaphors share the same grammatical form with liter- 

al assertions and not with figurative similes. But by occupying opposite 

places in the positions layed down by the analogy symbol (::), there arise 

further serious consequences for the conventional wisdom concerning 

the relation of metaphor to simile. 

4. B E Y O N D  T H E  'LIKE': M E T A P H O R S  U N L I K E  S I M I L E S  

What has been established thus far is that  it is not  constitutive of 

metaphors to be reducible to similes but, instead, to share the same 

grammatical forms of assertion with literal ones. This, however, does 

not imply that metaphors and similes are wholly unrelated. Rather it 

25 Cf. 'He is a preacher', 'He is a wolf :  'The picture is blue', 'The picture is sad' + 
'This preacher', 'This wolf :  'The blue picture', 'The sad picture' etc. Cf also the so-called 
"dead metaphors" in idiomatic expressions: 'He spoke fluently', 'His speach was fluent', 
Hi ; )  f luent speech', etc. 

26 Cf metaphor :  statement :: simile : comparison 
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suggests that  their relationship is different than has usually been 

assumed. So far the ground has been prepared for the notion that the 

semantic marker of similarity, although constitutive of similes, is not 

only inessential to the figurative character of tropes, but - being essen- 

tial to the linguistic function of comparison - grammatically and 
semantically a t  odds with the predication form of metaphors. This 
implies that, at  least in some contexts, the use of the semantic marker 

might block the formation of metaphors, and vice versa. 

In order to approach these aspects of metaphor we may state that, 

in contrast to the literal assertion l(a)=He is a preacher, samples of the 

simile 2(b-c) provide no discursive context for the corresponding 

metaphoi 2(a)=Juhet is the sun In other words, a statement such as 

'Juliet is like the sun" contributes nothing either to the referential, or 

veridical status, or to the understandability of the metaphorical state- 

ment "Juliet is the sun" If it did, then we would have to presuppose that 

the former sentence is a more comprehensive version of the latter one 

But we are not told in which respcctJ~iliet is like the sun, and we surely do 

not feel much more comfortable with the content of this statement than 

with the content of the metaphor itself. But even if it were the case that 

simple similes are more comprehensible than metaphors - and it is 
3 7  

clearly not, as Fogelin""' and 1ndurkhYa2 correctly assume - the only 

reason for this greater con~prehensiblity of the simple (and abstract!) 

simile would be our understanding of the linguistic function of the 

semantic marker itself, for it constitutes the only overt difference 

between similes and metaphors '' 
But despite such a close relation between metaphors and similes, a 

relation which tempts us to assume that similes are metaphors plus the 

like', we hold that, though ive are net  told in what respect X is like Y, we 

-- . 

2- Cf I+~gelin 1994. 

' (7' Indui-khya 1992. 
2'1 Cf the psychological studies by H. VX'inner (1976), and the diametrically opposed 

results by Ortony (1978) concerning the understandmi; children have of figurative com- 
pansons in simile;, and metaphors. B u t  it there is a significant asymmetry in a child's 
understandmg o f  the t\vn tropes, it mislit be due to t h e  linguistic function of'like' which 
provides tha t  X and  Y remain different things, while metaphors - equating X and Y - 
are counterfactual. Understanding metaphors would then require a higher linguistic 
competence which is a not only cognitive, since children seem capable of forming 
'metaphors" while believing that  these are literal descriptions. Lacking the requisite 
ontological presupposition, these descriptions become children's "tales" and "lies", 



are - by the very grammatical form of the simile - given discourse-related 

;;iformation, namely that X and Y are related to one another by virtue of 
the assumption that they are alike. This obviates the assumption, told 

us by the corresponding metaphor, that they are identical. Thus we have 

several important elements for further analysis: first, what is informative 
or content-providing in both the metaphor and the corresponding 

simile is only their respectiveCqran1n1atical form; this form is either that of 

predication (X is Y), on  the one hand, or that of a similarity statement 

(X is like Y), on the other. Second, what the similarity marker aims at  is 

not to indicate the particular is-relation between X and Y (be it similar- 

ity, identity, partial identity), but rather to specify the aspects ofthe sim- 

ilarity relation itself, i. e., aspects of likeness, that do pertain between X 

and Y in the given simile. Hence, third, the similarity marker in a simple 

predicative simile establishes and guarantees only the similarity relation 

itself and requires that instantiations of it be displayed by pointing out  

particular properties of Y. Thus, even when confronted with a radically 

unusual simile, we either accept the "likeness" intuitively or we searche 

for aspects of "likeness" between unrelated things, i. e., we reflect upon 

the likeness suggested by the simile. On the basis of this, fourth, the sim- 

ple predicative or metaphor-like simile, purporting to rely upon a sim- 

ple extension of the predicative metaphor ("is like" for "is"), is nonethe- 

less clearly directed towards other related (or derived) examples of sim- 

ile and not to the "corresponding" metaphor. In other words, what the 

predicate phrase "is like Y" in a simile seems to suggest is either that "is" 

ought to be replaced with a more appropriate verb phrase or that Y 
should be replaced with a more appropriate noun phrase. The semantic 

marker in a simple predicative simile requires, for its comprehension, 

pointing out  aspects of likeness such as the ones given in 2(b-c). Thus, 

fifth, since the copula in "is like" stands for another finite verb to 

describe one particular aspect of similarity between X and Y ('being like' 

instead of 'looking like', 'walking like', 'eating like'), it seems possible to 

assume that the simple predicative simile, containing only the copula 

'is' and thus conveying a quite abstract or unspecified content, appears 

to be the reduction or ellipsis of corresponding extended similes.' But 

30 This is possible because we can form elliptic sentences with similes as well as with 
literal sentences. Thus ,  just as we scream "Fire!" instead of saying "The house is burn- 
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this is precisely what cannot be said of the "corresponding" metaphor 

because the copula 'is' is not an ellipsis of 'is like' for the simple reason 

that it performs a different linguistic function than comparison, and 'is 

like' is, by virtue of its linguistic function, related to corresponding 

semantic markers of similarity such as "similar to", "as" etc. Contrary to 

this, in metaphors things are not compared but related to one another 

by predication, identified with or subordinated to one another, and 

replaced or represented by one another. 

It thus becomes obvious that  the gap between similes and 

metaphors cannot be compared to the gap existing between a compari- 

son statement and the corresponding literal assertion. The passage 

from a simile to the corresponding metaphor in no way changes the ref- 

erential status of the subject or the veridical value of the statement itself. 

What has been demonstrated is rather the opposite, namely, that  

metaphors provide a discursive context for similes such that the seman- 

tic marker ofsimilarity, if added to a genuine metaphor, causes, first, a 

change in linguistic function between metaphor and simile (predication 

vs. comparison) and thereby, second, a change within the figurative sta- 

tus of the comparison trope: while metaphors live from oddity ("figu- 

rativeness"), similes - assumed to be figurative - reveal themselves as 

examples of a literally intended linguistic function o f  comparison irrespective 

of the figurative status of properties ofY attributed to X. For, as we have 

seen in 2(b-c) and 2(b):l-n, it is not that properties of the sun - be they 

literal, figurative, or combined - are taken as properties or '(real attri- 

butes" ofJuliet, but that they are applied to Juliet via the similarity mark- 

er. In other words, the only element taken  as literal is the linguistic function o f  
the semantic m a r k e r  itself, i. e. the comparison. This entails - apparently con- 

trary to our assumptions so far - that, third, if the simple is-predication 

in metaphoric expressions is given a similarity marker, a change in the 

ontological status of the referent X in the sense of "being possibly the 

case" must be the the effect: namely, while in metaphors we know that 

X is Y' is not the case, in similes we accept or deny the possibility that X 

ins;!", we also may form an ellipis such as "Like a preacher!" instead o f  the full conipari- 
son statement "He talks like apreacher!". Accordingly, ive also may use a figurative ellip- 
sis such as "Like the sun!" instead of e. g. "Her face is shining to  me through the window 
like the sun rises in the morning!". The cornprehensibihty of all elliptic samples depends 
however o n  whether their reference is context~ially defined. 
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Â¥ma be like Y. This means that metaphors and similes entail respectively 

different ontological presuppositions ('is not Y' vs. 'is like Y possibly') 

and, conseq~~entlv, that their relationship should be redescribed by dif- 

ferent systematic means than the similarityassumption. 

In this respect the semantic marker used in similes plays just the 

opposite role that it does in the literal environment: it transposes the 

asserted figurative is-relation between X and Y, processed exclusively by 

the predicative linguistic function of metaphor, into the literal function 

of comparison. Therefore it is possible to state that metaphors are ante- 

ccndent to similes because they provide the necessary onto-logical condi- 

tion for figuratively ascribing likeness or similarity to unlike things. We 

know that  Juliet is not the sun,  and this knowledge is what makes 

metaphors possible as well as generally comprehensible. We accept that 

she, though being totally different, may be like the sun, just because a 

certain relation between Juliet and the sun has already been processed 

through the metaphor. Hence, the only element capable of "con~paring" 

the properties of unrelated things is the semantic marker itself, which 

keeps a place open for selecting ever new aspects of "likeness". It gives 

the necessary linguistic framework for "untenable" con~parisons, but  it 

neither constitutes the metaphor, nor conlpels its comprehension, since 

no like-relation or property can itself be the bridge for passing on to an 

is-predication of the corresponding metaphor. This holds true in the lit- 

eral environment because, as we have seen, the like-relation in "X is like 

Y" indicates that  "X is (a) Y" is no t  or possibly not the case. In the 

metaphoric environment the same holds but for quite opposite reasons: 

it is the presupposition of not being the case, introduced by the corre- 

sponding metaphor, which permits similarity relation to be asserted at  
all, i. e., which permits that the in~possible is-relation of the metaphor 

becomes the possibly true like-relation of the simile. 

5 METAPHORS FILLING TI IE GAP WITH ClIASM 

The subverted relation between metaphors and similes, as indicated 

above, becomes more transparent if we remember that similes such as 

2(b-c) and 2(b):l-n, if read in the reverse order, do not bring about the 

linguistic status of the expression 2(a), as was true of l(d+a). If similes 

were the way to pass on to metaphors, it would at some point be possi- 
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ble for the metaphoric expression 2(a)="Juliet is the sun" to turn out  to 

be a literal expression. For, if some day enough intrinsic properties of 

the sun could be attributed to Juliet, it would arouse our suspicion 

about the referential relation of the proper name "Juliet", and make us 

wonder whether it might not actually designate an asteroid rather than 

a young female human being. But, as has become clear, exactly the oppo- 

site is the case: it is the conjunction of two unrelated items of the world, 

themselves conjoined only by means of the grammatical form of predi- 

cation, that governs the attribution of "properties" of the one to the 

other. IfJuliet is like the sun, we assume -just as in the literal context 

- that she is not the sun and that she may be the sun only under the 
condition that  "Juliet" refers to an asteroid. In this case the similes 

would change the referential status of the expression, assumed to be 

metaphoric, into a literal one. 

But this is impossible by the very fact that - contrary to literal envi- 

ronments such as l(a-d) where it is not ruled out that "he" may indeed 

be a preacher - a young female human being cannot be an asteroid. As 

a consequence, we cannot explain the passage from the predicative sim- 

ile "X is like Y" to the predicati\'e metaphor "X is Y", because in pro- 

ceeding from similes to the "corresponding" metaphor we only better 

understand and describe the "similarity" assumed to hold between X 

and Y, but we do not arrive at the metaphor itself. In other words, addi- 

tional (more concrete and more comprehensible) similes only represent 

and explain - under different and more concrete aspects - the similasi- 

ty relation which is stated by the simple (and abstract) predicative simi- 

le, but they do not allow for a passage to the metaphor itself. Rather it 

is the metaphor which governs and limits the domain of permissible 

properties of likeness by simply imposing a relation between X-elements 

and Y-elements. 
On  the basis of this discussion \ve may restate that, within the figu- 

rative environment, the formation of discursive comprehensibility con- 

ditions proceeds in the opposite direction when compared with the lite- 

ral environment. This means that similes do not provide a. discursive 

context for understanding the status of the  corresponding metaphor as 

comparison statements d o  for the corresponding literal statement. 

While extending the similarity aspects through more concrete similes 

we only attain a better, more elaborate understanding of the similarity 



relation, but we do not pass from "is like" to "is", i. e., we do not trans- 

late the linguistic function of simile into the linguistic function of 

metaphor. Therefore there is no reason to believe that the linguistic sta- 

tus of metaphor depends in any tvay on liow well or poorly we may 

understand a simile. If the linguistic status did depend on such an 

understanding, then metaphor would be either a candidate for the 

ascription of truth or falsity'', or it would require another form of dis- 

course to become plausible (such as tales and myths), or other worlds 

for it to become p ~ s s i b l e . ~ ~  Hence we recognize that the precondition 

which allows the creation and the comprehension of metaphors, in spite 

of their semantic oddity, is the ontological presupposition of their not 

being the case. The means a metaphor uses to show up this impossibi- 

lity is nothing other than the linguistic function of predication, which 

it shares with the literal discourse. Accordingly, the co~nprehensibility 

which relies on the possibility that a likeness-relation pertains between 

X and Y is not necessary for a metaphor to be a metaphor. It is, quite to 

the contrary, the "untenable" form or the linguistic framework which is 

necessary - though not sufficient - for metaphors to be linguistically 

possible and comprehensible. This entails that metaphors are depen- 

dent on other truth conditions (if there are any for metaphors) and on 

other linguistic function (if there is a particular "metaphorical" one). 

In assuming this, however, nothing has been said about the ulti- 

mate status of the similarity implication in metaphors. We have only 

implied that similarity must relate to the comprehensibility and the 

acceptability of metaphors in a different way than it does in the case of 

similes. The usual explanation of this problem, characteristic of nonre- 

ductive simile theories of metaphor, is to say that, while similes contain 

Davidson's (1984) thesis that  metaphors, being a matter of language use and not  
of meaning, belong to the class of lies is simply wrong, because the pragmatic conditions 
for metaphors and lies are quite different. While metaphor entails the ontological pre- 
supposition of not-being, which must be obvious and accessible for both the speaker and  
the audience, a lie presupposes that  "X is Y" may be the case. Examples such as "X is a 
communist" require, in order to determine whether they constitute lies or metaphors, 
much clearer context conditions a n d  subjective beliefs than trivial metaphors.  
Nonetheless, the condition for an  assertion such as "She is a witch" to be a metaphor and 
not a lie is that  both the speaker and the audience are not  on  a w t c h  hun t  and d o  not  
believe in witches. 

1 2  For a n  recent account o f  metaphor founded o n  possible world semantics cf 
HintikkaISandu 1994. 
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an explicit marker of likeness, metaphors rely upon the implication of 

likeness, whereby it is not necessary to assume that likeness or similari- 

ty can explain the whole meaning of the metaphor; the implication of 

likeness is considered to provide only the necessary cognitive back- 

ground ("semantic memory" or "knowledge of world") for understand- 

ing metaphors, since metaphors impose, like all new information and 

knowledge, apperceptive problems on the cognitive process of human 

beings.'"' If related to our account as presented so far, this explanation 

seems to say that instead of being a constitutive element of the gram- 

matical structure as in the case of similes, similarity delimits the hori- 

zon in which cognitive judgements and psychological expectations con- 

cerning the meaning of metaphor are formed. Thus, the similarity 

assumption, by exchanging the presence - given by the very grammatical 

structure of the simile - tor absence - the condition of all metaphors - 

transforms the ontological status of metaphor from "non-being" to 

'being". This transformation is the consequence of the linguistic func- 

tion performed by the particle 'like'. By thus founding similes as well as 

metaphors on the similarity implication, all comparativist accounts of 

metaphor, whether reductive or not, must make use of the operator of 
3 4 

existence. 

But this is fundamentally misleading. Not because metaphors are 

absolutely unrelated to the similarity implication or to  cognitive 

processes, both of which are based on apperceptive processes; but  only 

because the ontological presupposition of "not being the case" is the 

precondition of producing, understanding, and accepting metaphors 

just as the ontological presupposition of "being the case" is the precon- 

dition of forming and accepting literal assertions. If we remember that 

there are, as a matter of fact, no similarities between an asteroid and a 

female human being to be common properties of the sun and Juliet - 

for if there were even one single material similarity or analogy, the sim- 

ile would necessarily turn out  to be a literal comparison - we will see 

that the similarity or likeness-relation between the terms related is not 

processed for metaphors through similes. Instead, we may state that the 

similarity relation between the terms is imposed onto similes through the 

11 
Cf Miller 1979 

" Ibid 
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metaphor, which means that metaphors govern similes by defining the 

limits of likeness, and not vice versa. Metaphors precede similes by being 

their onto-logical presupposition, and this is the reason why we can say 

that metaphors make room for the creation of similarity aspects rather 

than merely being derivative of already existent similarities, be they obvi- 

ous or hidden. But this is also the reason why similes and metaphors, 

without their mutual reducibility being a necessary and true implica- 

tion, are related to one another. These two reasons provide, in my opin- 

ion, the necessary, but missing, fundament for interactionist theories of 

metaphor" which insist chat metaphors, at  least novel ones, are essen- 

tially characterized by their ability to create new similarities, rather than 
36 bv their dependence on already existing ones. 

Once we see this priority of metaphor as condition of possibility 

of likeness-relations, we can understand that, although similes are also, 

at least in part, parasitic on the ontological precondition of "not being 

the case", this precondition is provided only by metaphors a n d  

processed into further linguistic functions (predication, attribution, 

reference) without relatingto similes. We can also understand that it is this 

feature of metaphors which prevents similes, despite their sharing in 

part  the same ontological presupposition with metaphors, from 

replacing or approximating metaphors in every discursive context or a t  

any level of  the same discourse. For although we may accept as true that  

there is not  much difference in the comprehensibility of sentences such 

as "Juliet is the sun" and "Juliet is like the sun", we know that the gram- 

matical function of "being like" cannot allow for the noun phrase "the 

sun" o f the  predicate to become an attributive and referring term capable 

Q: Kittay 1987 and 1994; Indurkhya 1992 and  1994. 
36 But both outstanding mteractionist accounts of metaphor (c f  Kittay 1987, 

[ndurkhya 1992) lack profound examinations of similes and metaphors. Although 
Kittay's great study provides the most complex linguistic account of word-field-struc- 
cures for metaphors, which also holds for similes, she does not succeed in providing a 
convincing transition to epistemological issues; eventually she pleads for the so-called 
epistemic access, referring to R. Boyd's (1979) famous contribution to the issue. 
Indurkhya assumes that metaphors and similes are perfectly congruent, which is due to 
the fact that in his epistemological approach to metaphors the linguistic means play 
absolutely no role: his analysis of metaphors proceeds only by analogy to cognition 
processes. Thus,  he unwittingly endorses the general trend in the episteniology of 
metaphor which is to reduce tropes to mere cognitive functions, assuming tacitly that 
they are purely conceptual, having no semiotic body. 



A L O N G  T H E  M A R G I N S  O F  H U M A N I T I E S  

of replacing"Juliet". The condition for this replacement can be provided 

only by the metaphor "Juliet is the sun", by virtue of its grammatical 

form. Nor can, for the same reason, Plate's figure of the sun in the 

Republic permit "the sun" to become the referring term of the highest 

principle. In order to make it possible, a metaphor must be in opera- 

tion, and not a simile. 
Hence, the tropological quandaries involved in the relationship 

between metaphors and similes have revealed themselves as profound 

family disturbances within related tropes: it is not similes which explain 

the metaphor, but  it is metaphors that prepare the ground for similes to 

be linguistically permissible and intersubjectively comprehensible. The 

supposedly inexplicable difference in expressive strength between 

metaphors and similes, which caused so much trouble to friends of 

metaphor, appears to be the product of nothing more grandiose than 

the difference in  linguistic function in predication and comparison. 

This difference indicates a deeper and more basic difference in the logi- 

cal relationship between metaphors and similes, rendering metaphors 

antecendent to all figurative language use. In this sense, it is not consti- 

tutive of metaphors to relate to similes as a more extended or more 

"comprehensible" form of figurative speech - for, as we have seen, the 

only element of a simple predicative simile which is more comprehensi- 

ble when compared with the corresponding metaphor is the semantic 

marker itself - but that metaphors are due to linguistic procedures 

which are characteristic of literal language use. Metaphors do open the 

linguistic framework and conditions of comprehensibility for similes. 

However, they operate at  the same level - by their very linguistic func- 

tion - as literal predication procedures but not as similes. Hence, simi- 

les reveal themselves to be "a false currency" in the attempt to explain 

the origin of metaphors as well as their comprehensibility and cognitive 

impact on our language and knowledge. Though metaphors themselves 

need not be considered unrelated to the similarity implication in simi- 

les, the similarity processing by similes does not explain why and how 

metaphors arise in language. This is the reason why passing through the 

'like' on  to metaphors only produces further similes but not metaphors. 

A metamorphosis of comparison tropes into metaphors is only possible 

by starting from the literal processing of likeness. Hence similes may 

allude to metaphors, but analyzing them on the basis of family resem- 
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blances between the tropes results in illusions about metaphors. The  

~iietaphoric function of language, if there is one, must be different from 

the linguistic function of similes. 

(Tubingen, July 1996) 
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