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Tristes Trapes: Lev~-Strauss and the 

impoverishment of metaphor 

The logical level (of a metaphor) is reached by 
semantic· impoverishment ( Levi-Strauss, sr,l 105). 

IIThen lo.gics die, 
The secret of the soil grovTS through the eye, 
And blodd jumps in the SlUl. 

(Dylan Thomas, ItLight breaks l';here no sun shines ll ). 

There is a nature, saidvlallaceStevens, that absorbs the mixedness 
of metaphors. Suc~ a temperament is not characteristic of our academic 
tradition. "lIe do not, with bland passivity, soak up statements like 
"tw"ins are birds" or nshamans are jaguars" but instead find them 
intriguing puzzles to be explored and analyzed. vle want to make sense 
of the initial obscurity; to restore rationality" to what is apparent 
nonsense; to discover the p.idden logic in \~hat appears absurd. vle 
feel that to understand figurative language we must be able to para­
phraseit l to, up.pack it" to translate it into literal discourse. 
Understanding therefore beoomes assooiated vTith what we describe as 
"literal" and oonversely, what we cltll "metaphorical" becomes suspect. 
IVhen Evans-Pri tohard (1956) in one of the most illumindting studies of 
a primitive religion in anthropo.lo.gical literature, wro.te that the Nuer 
usually talk abo.ut their religio.n in poetic metaphors, he was accused 
of relying o.n a "no.n"':'explanatory notionll: . 

If any piece of literal no.nsense can be taken metaphorically 
then anthropo.lo.gy rapidly beco.mesimpo.ssible ••• Literal 
sense is as impo.rtant to. the temple as it is to. the market 

'place (Hollis, 1970, 223; 237).. . 

Figurative langua~e seems to bring sense into. disrepute; metapho.r 
seems to. be wro.ng; and if we allow o.ur suspicio.ns to. solidify, we 
soo.n turn to. that idio.m which describes metaphor as an abuse anddis­
lo.cation o.f language, co.nstituting" an offence "a gains t the exigenc,ies 
o.f logic.. In this extremity it beco.mes that no.tio.n "which has scandal­
ized philo.sophers, including bo.th scho.lastics and semioticists" 
(Percy, 1958,8~). . 

"\'Iere allp~zzle~ to. turn so. eaSily in~o scandals, anthro.polo.gy 
lio.uld just as rapidly beco.me impo.ssible. \Vhen we encounter those .-
aspects of "la pensee sauvage" that appear to abuse our canons o.f 
sense and.lo.gicality, we prefer to. respo.nd with cautio.n, lo.oking for a 
way to resolve the outrage. And it would be generally agreed, 
certainly in the popular imagination, that L~vi-Strauss has been one 
of the leaders in teaching such tolerance. A rec<;mt edito,rial in 
The Times states that his most sympathetic achievement has been ••• 

c ' .: • 

to question unremittingly· the assumed superiority of 
vlestern lo~ic arid rationalism over the mental systems of 
(primitive) peoples.· (~1a'y 26. 1973). 

It is held that Tote.mism and The Savage NinCi, revealed the "logic" of 
primi tive classification and associative thought processes which had 
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p~e-viously proved h'lffline and d~"\Toid o~ any ratio:r:n 1 ~tv. Tl1er1yth91QSi9..Ui~? 
discovered, beneath the D.1>lJM,t'0nt absurdlty of AmerJ..lldlan mym, l'uffiiErt'f 
logical armatures, shoHing that myt,lL01QGie~1.1. thought' is indeed determined 
and controlled by structuring principles. These arorArtainly intriguing 
claims. Furthermore, since Levi-Strauss has a strong strain of semiology 
in his intellectual pedigree, and since he constantly stresses the 
metaphorical character of his material, it seems there could be no-one 
better able to dispel the sca..l1dal of the latter ~ It vTill be recalled 
that be'sides resting on 8. logic of opposit'ionS ~ the institution of 
totemism is also "J11..etapho:i:-ical" in character (T. 95); Similarly~ ,vThile 
the Mythologigues discovers logical armatures, myth is considered a ' 
"metaphorical genre" (RN 607). It is held that meta:phor is a fundamental 
mode of lan~uage (T. 175); that it purifies and restores language to 
its original nature (RC 339); and above all tbat 

• •• metaphors are based on an in tuti ve sens e . of the logical 
rela t ions beh'een one realm and other realms (nc 339). 

The broad claims made for the structural metho d are indeed 
excitingand invite critical cowllentary and evaluation. But an 
examination of the notion of "structurerl arid a discussion of tbe status 
of the various "logiques il (concrete logic, the logic of totemic classi­
fication, and, of course1 "mytho-logicn ) is beyond the scope of this 
paper. I \Van t to look at Levi-Strauss' use of, Ilmetaphorll firstly because 
it give:; an opportullity to look at the metaphor/metonym distinction 
'l'1hich cOlmnenta tors usually gloss over in an offhand manner, typically 
describing it as "that important distinction borrovled from linguistics", 
and secondly, because I feel that structural a:nalysis,in its insistence 
on, the subordination of metaphor to logic, demonstrates a, singuhrly 
unhelpful approach to the interpretation and understanding of modes of 
discourse. This will lead to some general observations on the traditional 
distinction'behreen the metaphorical and the literal, v{her'e, it seems 
to me, the difficulties lie more 'ili th our entrenched assumptions re­
garding the second term rather than :~'iith our misgivings about the first. 

* * *' 
In the concluding pages of Totem:i,§m Ltvi...;,Strauss adduces Rousseau 

as a precursor of his mm views, attributing tbhim' the "extraordinarily 
modern view" of the passage from nature to culture ·based on "the 
emergence of a logic operating by means of binary oppositions\! (T 175). 
Coincident ,\,li th the birth of the intellect and the emergence of this 
logic was the appearance of laDoouage '.- "the first manifestations of 
symbolism;: - which, in its original stateJ must have been figurative: 

As emotions w(:rethe first motives, '\'1hich. induced, men to 
speak, his firstutterrtl1ccs were tropes. Figurative 
language was the first to be born, proper meanings were 'bhe 
last to be found. Things vlere called by their true name only 
when they uere seen in their true foro.. The first speech lms 
all in poetry; reasoning was thought of only long after'l'mrds. 
(Rousseau, 1783,quoled T .175) • . 

Since "tropes 11 , "figurative language", and IIpoetry" can nIl be sub­
sumed under the term "metaphor", L6vi-Strauss finds in R01.1sseau a 
clear presage of his mm vie .. n 



Metaphor, the role of:which in totemism.we have repeatedJ,y 
underlined, is not a later .embellj shmont of language but 
one of its fundamental modes. P laced by llousseau on the 
same plane as . opposi tiol1J it const:L tutes, .on the same grolUld., 

. a p~imary fOl'ID of discursive thought. .(T. 175). -

But in Levi-Strauss' vie~v, as indicated above , it is I).otjust the case 
that metaphor ,and logic are lion the same' plane'l! :'I;h8 first is subordinate 
to an.d depends on the second. And just as in the. analysis of myth 
the truth of a myth doe.s not lie in any special content but in Illogical 
relations which are devoid of content" (RC 240), -so we erplain a metaphor 
by revealing its logic,subjecting it to a process of semantic iIn,;;;. 
poverishment . (sr·1105). ." . '. . . _ 

It is a peculiar thesis. Logic and metalJhor have seldom been 
comfortable partners • The difficulties in the unC!-erst9l1(ling and in­
terpretation of metaphor and figurative language have usually concerned 
questions of semantic richness, of ambiguity, of condensation arid 
complexity of meaning. ~1hat sort of explanation is this where 'the 
stark regimen ofa logic deprived of meaningtriumphs over the semantic 

. anarchy of metaphor? The literary tradition miGht call it tll1amisillwith 
a Freudian twist ll

• Peter Ramus (1515-1572) held that since the laws 
of logiC were the laws of thought, poetry, being rational discourse, was 
grounded in logic. Therefore the poet must J1se logic in the construc-
tion of his metaphors. . 

It meant that they were to learn to do this from the. 
discipline to which li.amus said it properly belonged: 
dialecti~. AWareness of process might vary, but given 
the structur.eofmanfs mind, there ,vas but one ~va"Y-to "irrv<;!nt ll 

or think out· wha t one wished, to S;3.y - logically, and but. one' 
way to dispose of thought - reasonably (Tuve; 1947, 340).' 

. . 

It is odd that this vier'. should be resuscitat~dby L<4vi~trauss, 
complete lli th the structuralist!3 interest in ilfundamental structures 
of the mind", but refurbished in a new post-li'reudian guise, adding 
that the laws of thought are unconscious (e.g. SA 33) ~ thereby con­
stituting a sublimal R1lIDisticinstruction manual~ . 'le might ask, there­
fore, whether L~vi-Strauss' use of the term "metaphorit might riot be 60me­
.. That idiosyncratic. 

From Totemism onwards the' term almost al.:vrays appears in opposition 
to "metonym",a usage which seeJJS diffioult to justify. by refe:cence to 
any tradition in rhetoric ,literary criticism, or philosophy ~ its sole 
authority being Jakobsonts essay on t~o kinds Qf aphasia, included as 
Part 2 of FUl1da:mentals of :Lan,gue~ (Jakobson and Halle, 1956, 55-82). 

I .. , 
Levi-Strauss uses the terms jd th such assurance that it vlou1d appear 
we are being offered a rigorous analytical distinction, but, since no 
definitions are offered i tis necessary -Go go bac~( to the source to 
understan.d ,\That is being implied. . 

Having previously establishedth.at thE? lil~lli$tic sign involves 
two modes of arrangement, (i) combination (cf. E5uussurian syntagms) 
and (ii) selection (cf. Saussurian associations and H-g:elmslev's 
paradigmatic series), Jakobson applies tllesetermsto distinguish two 
lands of aphasic disorder. Since £Qmbination, follovang Saussure, 
ilis based on t1'10 or several terms jointly pTesent in an actual series", 
the constituent signs are in a rela hon of contiguity (61). TllUS, in 
the first type of aphasia the ability to combine vrords may be preserved, 
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~c:f;ivas aruLallxj] j aries being, part.icuJ..a.:dy .proneto survive, whiJ.J3 
" specific nouns are replaced by vague oneS ] j ]cG f"i;hings.'.!...:.o.r: . ..l!.daing.s-iI • 
This .J.B.kobson. c8,Us."W,LECrr..TONJ)F.FJCIF..NCY • 

. Selecti'on "connects terms 'i:n .absent;jFt~ as· Dlembe~s of a. virtual 
mp.emonic seriesil (61), the signs being in ~ .. rel.tlt;ions.hipofs;.mjJpri tv... 
Thus in the, opposite type of aphasia, ,lords ,'1ith Puxelygrammatical 
fUIlctiqns;. - conjunctions, prepositions, .pronouns, articles - are the 
first todisapPElar an,d only kernelsubjt;lct Hords (the first to be 

,affect€:ld in the,otb,er i;ype), are retained":,:_ Tliio can be calledCOEBINATION 
DEFICIENCY. . . . 

. Put in this "ray the argument. is clear, but the ft~l'th.,qr eXe,ml)les 
of the disorders are difficult to undo:pstand. In'SELECTION DEFICIENCY, 
although specific nouns tend to be replaced by vague ones t the "gift 
for combination: may neve,rtheless be p;reserved", tbe subj ect perhaps 
prod,uqing tlle wor<l "fork" fo;r ~'kn:ifeu, "tible ll for "iampt I' u smoke ll for 
"pipe", 11 dead" for "black". FollO'l'ling Goldstein, this is characterized 
as IIgrasping' the 1'lOrds in their literal meanin~!, but fa;i,ling to under­
stand the metapho:dcal cha.racter of the samovlOrds i

' (69). Thus: 

.' From the tvlO pola.r figures of- speecb" metaphor and metonym, 
the latter, based on contiguity, is .. ,idely employed by 
aphasics vfhose selective capacities have been affected (69) • 

. , , . ~ . 

Selection deficiency therefore uses metonyrn and can be calledJSniILARITY 
DISOIlD;JR. 

In combin,!3-tion deficienpy, vlhere specific vTords survive at the 
expense of the connectives, "to say '\<That a thing is, becomes to say 
\'That it is like.", for example 9 ."::'1pyglass~' for "microscope", !!fire" for 
"gaslight tl • On.the authority of a feVI articles written in-~lie 1060's 
and first published in Bra.jQ, 1915, these idellt ificat ~ons can be 
called "metaphoricl!. 1'hus combination deficiency ~ metaphor, and 
can be. called CON'l'IGUITY DISORDER. 

The following terms have now been incorporated into the oPFceition: 

(a) selection deficiency·· 
connectives survive 
metonyrnic 
.similari ty disorder 

(b) combination deficiency 
subject words survive 
metaphoric 
contiguity disorder 

but the propriety ·of the .lasttvlo l)airs is suspect. If ~ve look at· 
the examples ofmetonym in similarity disorder lfe find (a) that they 
are subject v-wrds,and,(b) that they could just aSllell obe described 
as "saying i'lhat a thing is, be.comes saying what i,t is like il , since 
all that is meant by "lil::e i' in the metaphoric context is "associated 
with". ~re might just as well claim from the examples given that the 
subject was suffering from cop.tiguity disorder. The.production of; 
:tfor!::\! for "knife", and "spyglass" for Hmicroscope" seem to indicate 
the same disorder rather than the distinction. that in one case specific 
nouns are lost uhile in the other the auxiliary connectives disappoar. 
Similarly, if vTe look at the examples of metapl101' in contiguity disorder 
\ve might jus'~ as well say that the subj ect "fails to understand the 
metaphoric cha.racter,lIof the IfOrds he is uSil)g', and suggest he "ras 
suffering from . similarity disorder. 



, These last oppositions arebr.)th S1Wer£lous. " It is aQJuiO',fle~d' 
that'the distinction simila.rity/c(I)'l:tig'l.dty is 1Jtln·Qw~a. from Frazer·s 
description of homeopathic andc0ntagious 'rites,andi t, seems nothing 
is gained by trying to rel~te them t,o the linguistic principles of 
combination and selectionof' units. There is also nO'.'justification 
for rnetonym being taken as the "polar opposite figure" of metaphor. 
If anything :Lt, is a particular kind of metaphor. One should say that 
the Class ifications of figures of speech produced by classical rhetoric 
are of little use as apalytica'l terms in 'the study of lang1.lage and 

"thought. Yet Jakobson goes' on' 'to conflate both oppositionS'imder the 
Saussurian distinction syntagmatic!pardigmatict thus metoPXIDisthe 
contiguity of two distinctive featllres of language (the characteristic 

, of prose)w: metaphor is based on the substitution of one distinctive 
~eature of language for another (the' characteristic of poetry) (76-82). 

vn1ile it was an interesting insigh t:to apply the original ' 
distinction (combination/seiection) to t~lO types of aphasia, the following 
accumulation of opposi tien 'after opposition into that dist inction 
makes the argument obscure and leads to an unnecessa.ry conf't:tsion of 
terminology~ The argumen:t does, however; make some~.rhat clearel:' Levi­
Strauss' use of the metaphor/metollJ~ distinction, which is taken to 
imply the entire set of JakobSon's oppositions' and a' few more besides. 

. Its first use occurs in Totemismin considering the Ojibw'a myth 
(T. 87-88) f which show'S that there can be no direct relation based 
on CONTIGUITY betvTeen man and 'I;otem (since the god looked at the man 
and the man died). The relaJeionship must be tlmaskedo (th..egod'l'TOre a 
veil) and is thus metaphorical. Similarly, the Tikopia evidence 
shows that contig(1ity between gods (in the fom. of men) and totems 

. " , 

••• is contrary to the spirit of the institution: the totem 
becomes such only 011 condit ion that it' n rst be set apart 
(T. 95). 

Totemism is therefore held to be metaphoricai not metonymical. 

In the first use of the opposition '\'Te can no-Ge its imprecision. 
There is no justification in the Tikopia myth for the totems being 
said to be "set apart If from lllim. The contrary is the case: the god 
lets fall the toterllic vegetables and ..!ll§ll succeed, iriretaining them. 
'\Iby might vTe not' say thnt among the Tikopia contiguity 1& the spirit of 
the institution? The rather convoluted argUment vle must accept consists 
of the followine steps: (a) the Ojibwa god's being veiled and the 
Tikopia l?'od dropping the vegetable totem bothcOIistitu-te lIsetting 
apart"; :( b) ,"se'cting apart" is the opposite of "contiGuity"; (c) 
(c) "contiguity" is the characteristic of "m~tonymU; (d) the opposite 
of metonym is Umetaphor"; (e) thus, totemism is metaphorical. 

This established, the- same paii:' of oppositions - contiguity/ 
resemblance ,metonym/metaphor - can also be seen to dist;i;ngu,ish 
totemism and religion. It would be'tedious to rehearse another 
similar argument, but briefly, the di fficul ty is that in Tikopia 
thought the four, important vegetable foods are held to be sacred 
because they represerl;tthe four gods (the totemic relation), 'but 
there is the further complication that the gods are believed to be 
fish (the religious relation) (T. 95). ;rhemetaphorical charactTr of 
the totemic relationship is therefore confiI'Dli2ld againSt the metonymical 



religioUs re:.lati.onshi p. 

There is' one further opposition to be incorporated.: since the 
Tikopia god is believed to enter the animal only interm.ittently, and 
since that god is permanently.repre.sented by the vegetable, 

••• one' might almost . say that metonymy corresponds to the 
order of events,' metaphor to the order of structure. (T.95-6) 

A footnote refers us to'Jakobson and Halle. 

, From this point on, metaphor and metonym become a familial" part 
of the analyticai vocabulary. : .Among the more notable examples is the 
discussion of the lace collar in Clouet's painting (SN 24--5) where 
science is described as metonymical, art as metaJ2horical.. .Totemism 
and sacrifice are distinguished in the same way (SM 224-227). The 
opposition is foUnd -useful at var;ti.ous points in the l1Y:thologigues, 
for example, 1n the analysis of J'l1 149a where at one point in the myth 
;;he vultures cover the hero with excrement, and later the hero 
visits their village to be seduced by their daughters. The hero is 
said to be "conjoined to the ni.etonymical ordure of the vultures (they 
produce it)" and later is said to return to that ordure "metaphoricallyll 
in allowing himself, to be seduciedby their daug'hters (ONT,ll3-4). 

Finally, almost ten years after its first appearance, thedistinc­
tion is still accruing oppositions. In the "Finale B , metaphor and 
metonym distino~ish the genres of myth and ritual. Ritual is metonymical. 
Itta..kes each relative tot'ali t'lJ and breaks it down into its parts. 
Each part then,constitutes another totality which in its turn is broken 
dovm and the process goes on, producing the infinitesimal oppositions 
which we find in rituai discourse. Ritual decomposes the syutagm, 

.'. breaking up the' cultural ordeit'; pJ:'oduces confusion; . suppresses difference 
tries to create the continuous; and moves towards, nature. . T<wthis 
metaphorical. Tt subsumes individualit±esunder the paradigm. Thus 
concrete details are at the sa.'l1e time :r:educed and enlarged: r(;)\luced 
in number but' enlarged by their incorporation" ih' the 'paradigm. Myth 
makes distin9tions, oont:vastst and 0PJ2ositions, creates the dis--
continuous and-moves towards culture tHN 607-608). .' ' 

There seem to be no limits to vIhat can be incorporated into this 
bundle of oppositioriS;but leoking over 'the ground covered, vIe can 
reconstitute the following grOup. 

~1etaphor 

resemblance 
paradigmatic 
classification (into paracfigm) 
selection (from paradigm) . 
structure 
synchronic 
poetry 
art 

·totemism 
. myth ' 
discontinuous 
order 
culture 

r.1etonym 

contigledty 
syntagr!iat ic . 
segmentation (of syntagm) 
cO)J1binat ion,( int 0 syntagm) 
event 
d:j,!lchJ;:qni9. 
prose 
science' 
religion.and sacrifice 
ritual 
continuous· 
disorder 
nature. 
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A table like/:1.tM8strates an irritating characteristic 'of,~he 
'Structuralist method "lhich conseCl'a.tss imprecision and vagueness of 
terminology .as.a methodologicl;ll. pr} .. n.ciple. * Having ,made the original 
distinction bet~'le~n metaphor and metQ:nym, instead of the perpe,tual 
attempt at a more l')recise definition of the terms.,. tl;te development of 
the idea consists only in the accretion to the first distinction of an 
indefinite" number of increMing1y vague· re·flections of' Xl;l~solitary 
principle that was given as.a definitionQf the, distinctiO~1 in the 
first place: opposition. That is to say, it is originally stated that 
metaphor and metonym are Itopposi te fig1,lres", but'if l'le ask I{hat i~ 
meant by each term and 1'lhy they are in opposition, vle h!l\.ve no further 
information other than the list 'Of oppos~ tions which :they oharacterize. 
The result is simply to trivial.ize tile,' original distinctiQn and invite 
the "cQnclusion that. we ar~de.aJ.ingwitll, no more than an ~dle, obscurantist 

.' jargon. 

" "." The only tv-Tist of complexity in the :teI'ID.:;!is that it is t1:J.e 
metaphor column that is, the markedly 11 struc tural ll ~idE!., Diachrony in 
Sauss:u.rian linguist ics ,il;! subordinl;l.te to synchrony-as the syntagrn is 
. to the paradigm.·. Structure takes precedence ove.,: .eyent; while '. 
"totemism,· classification, myth,and culture~' is an tipposi te summary 
of Lavi-Strausa ' latElr work (ritual bemgconfil}ed,to a,:few,·occasional 
essays). 'vre mighta.lso recall that totemismis ntrue" wJ::tile sacrifice 
is ttfalse", a kind of discourse IIdenue de bon sens ll (PS 301-2). Vlhy 
dorelg,tions. of-resemblance conceal a logic of oppositions· while 
tela.tions of contiguity.remain .relatively uninteresting? 

It. will be recalled that in Saussurian linguist.ics lIrq1a.tiQllS 
between terms" consisted of the 'principle of differentialopposii; ion 

. "Ea.ch linguistic term derivesi ts value from its oppositiorj.. to all 
other terms"; ttInlanguagethere. are only differul1ce~. MITHOUT POSITIVE 
TERr-'IS" (Saussure, 1959,,84, l20). But in tilis. q,ccollnt there_ \.,as. an 
area of Q,oubtwhere semiological approE\;Mseemed, to fal. ter:.; In the 
est1'),blishmentof ;J.inguisJciQ."Vllluel1 ,as\"I'ell·as. the tac'~or of the 

. ,0pposition of dissimilar things" there is also the facto,rofthe com­
Hlrison of similar things (ib.id.1l5). Sau~.li1ur~co~\~d not. give a . 
sy.$tematic account of this latterf~ctor •.. In the di?tin,c,tionbetwoo!l 
"syntagmatic andassociatiy~ relations" (ibid. 122-7); the.;prinoiple 
of differential opposition operates only with respect to the first. 
The axis of ,as:?ociative rolaUons· invG>;l:vipg t.he comp~:i,son:of similar 
things ,ischaracteri~ed, as _ '·'of ind,.o teJ;'mina.t 0 order a;ndir+definit,G 
number!! (126). It \,lould be diffiOv.].t to cla~ otherwise. . : 

We could go on picking out resemblances forever, in­
exhaustibly;" ·ail.d to some extent we do, as ue perpetually 
extend the vocabUl8:ry of our language, or as we lea:i:'"il to 
move ~rom one language to another, ,each reqordingdifferont 

. res~mb16nces in vocabularies wllichdo not ahlay~ tranSlate 
each other (Hampsh:ire, 1959, 31) ~ .. ' , 

* cf. "I am conscious as anyone of the very loose senses in which I 
have employed terms such as ttsymmetryll, "inv.ersion", "equivalence;!, 
"homology", . 11 isomorphism" , etc. I have used themt 0 refer to 
largo bundles of Te la tions which 1'1'0 vague,ly perceive to have 
something in conimon tl

• (RC 31) 
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Yet it is on to these unbounded possibilities that Levi-8trauss wishes 
to fit his semiological model in order to demowtrate "the logical sub­
ordination of resemblance to contrast" (m-r 106).. ~lhe rich ambiguities 

'of 'semantic analogy-will be' reduced to the stark ou.tlirieof structural 
homology. The '. semantic:complexities of metaphor can be reduced to the 
jolting pluses and minuses of a logic of oppositions •. In my viet-, , t:p.e 
result demonstrates a 'reductio ad absurdum' of the. semiological model. 

In the examination of texts and discourse, if we wan t to under-
'stand what is being said,' what sort of credibility are ,VG going to 

give an analysis ,,{hich proceeds by a technique of flsemantic :impoverish­
ment" to p:rodtice, a structure of "logical relations ",hich are deprived 
of contentli ? Is it an increment to our understanding of the "profoWld 
analogy v,hich people throughout the world seem to find beh,een copulation 
13.11d eating" to learn· thl3.t the union of the sexes and. the union of eater 
and eaten both effect a IIconjunction by complementarityU? (Sr,1105-6). 
Do "e understand any better the immense pedigree of honey metaphors 
(, ~.1C 12) when we find that honey is 11 logically opposed" to, to. bacco? 
(MC 22). Do we really understand the figures and fancies of Amerindian 
tnyths aftertliey have been reduced to :bhe logical opposit ions of empirical 
pategories such as raw/cooked, fire/water, noise/Silence, and all the 
rest? 

The significance of the discoveries of structural analysi s ha~ 
always been difficult to assess. This was reflected, for instance, in 
the early discussions of Levi-Strauss' analyses of myth \vhore a question 
which perFl~xed the commentators was whether the structures were really 
"there lf , in the material, or simply an organizational. device in the 
mind of the analyst~ The difficulty lios in the status vl"O are prepared 
to grant such logical analysis and its related technirlue of semantic 
impoverishment. vlhatsort of questions is the procedure trying to 
. 8.nS1'Ter? 

~'Jhat do we do when we paraphrase a sentence by introducing _ 
logical symbols and truth functions? •• ~ I find the phrase 
"logical analysis" misleading, in its suggestion that 1fe are 
exposing a logical structure that lay hidden in the sentence 
all along. This conception I find both obscure and idle .,. 
I mentioned the analo~J of the computer; but essentially the 
same thing is happening in a more moderatewa.y uhen in natural 
history we switch to the Latin binomials for genera and species, 

, or 'vthen in relativity physics we paraphrase oUr temporal references 
into a spatial idiom using'four dimensions. No one't'Tants to 
say that the binomials of Linnaeus or the fourth dimcliS j.on of 
Einstein' or the binary code of the computer t'lere somehow 
implicit in ordinary language ; and I have seen no more reason 
to so regard the, quantifiers· and truth functions •. 

. , (Quino, 1972, 451) 

The claim that the material one is analyzing rests on a 1I10gic of 
oppositions" does not make sense. The logicality is to be imputed to 
tlIe method of analysis and one should not be misled into taking it as 
a property inher'entin the material and revealed by that analysis. 
This is not to claim that logical analysis is in Hsel f idle •. ' There 
are clearly conceptual and heuristic advantages in having at one's 
disposal some so rt of technique by which one can organize one's 
material. But these advantages are not measured by the degree of 
formal elegance which such analyses can produce, but by the degree 



.;', .. ::' , "...... .;., .. 

to which such organization renders the material intelligible. 

It ·is difficult to soe hOltl any sort of restor;3.tion of intelligi­
bility is possible by a technique Of semantic impoverishment. which' 
involves a quite candid contempt for meaning. Structural analysis 
does not at·tempt to translate or interpret the discourse it analyzes 
since its initial assumption is that the content of that discourse 
is in the first place trivial. Content does not require interpreta­
tion; it requires reduction. 'rhis indifference to the cognitive con­
tent of discourse is justified by appeal to the "phonological revolu­
t:Lon" where Jakobson, Troubetzkoy, and others, applying Saussurian 
principles, succeeded in giving a systematic account of the sound 
s~rstems of language. . The "revolution fl consisted in the discovery. 
that meaning always results from the combination of elements (phonemes) 
"Thich are not in themselves significant. Hence, . 

••• le'sens nlest jamais un phenombne premier: le sens 
est toujours reductible. Autremcnt dit, derriere tout 
sens il ya un non-sens, et; le contraire n'est vrai. 

(Reponses, 637) 

Whether or not this peculiar "non-sens 11 of a logic of opposi­
tions and contrasts tells us anything about the constraining structures 
of the mind (RC 10) is a question beyond the scope of this paper. vlhat 
is clear is that if such an analysis presupposes tl1a t the material 
being analyzed consists of "un discours qui ne dit rien ll (Ricoeur, in 
Reponses, 625), it is therefore not surprising to find that the results 
offer little with regard to the interpretation 0f that material. If 
we start from the assumption that what we call figurative language or 
symbolic discourse is indeed saying something then 1'1e must look for 
some other approach 1'1hich does not reduce that discourse to the formal 
caricature of bundles of oppositions. Semantic impovorishment, the 
reduction of analogy to homology and of resemblance to contrast, 1 .. hat­
ever else it may be, is. not an interpretative technique. Revealing the 
"'logic" of a metaphor dOGS not, evident ly, holp us· understand it. 
Consequently 1-Te might well look for the beginnings of an approach to 
cpmpensate for this one-sided diet of structuralis~. 

Ricoeur, in his discussion of str:ucturalism, suggests, it seems 
to me, a quite adequate response. Arguing that it is a semantic of 
content that is required, nota syntax of arrangements, his vocabulary 
of "hermeneutic" offers an interpretative approach which overturns the 
main structuralist principles mentioned above. Firstly, and most 
obviously, instead of approaching the ma-(;0rial as "un discours qui ne 
dit rien l1

, herm.eneutic involves. 5!,l'plunge into the circle of under­
standing and believing" in an exercise of re:i,.nterpretat ion and under­
standing (Ricoeur, 1963, 596 ff). Secondly, in place of the arbitrary· 
sign, devoid of significance, he substitutes the idea of the polysemic 
symbol. The great themes of Hebraic thought, for example, are not seen 
as empty signs, the debris on which the bricoleurgoes to ,vo1'k, but as 
symbols which carry a surplus of meani~1g (ibid. 614) •. Because of this 
overdetermination of meaning it is not arbitrariness that is appropriate 
to symbolism but "la polysemie est sa loio (ibid. 624). He quotes le 
Pare Chenu: 

Le feu r~chauffe, oclai1'o, 
consume: il signifie aussi 
le Saint-Esprit (Theologie 

purifie, brQ.le, regenere,. 
bien la concupiscence que 
au XIle siecle, cited 624). --
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,Thirdly, instead oi'"'the empty si.gr1~,"in.v:as:t&<t--with "meaning by~ 
incorJ:lor'"ktion i.nt 0 a system..tl:i.e task of the system.-'i..s--to st.atn'thEt" 
poly:iiemy of' the .fl'YlTJOO 1. and ~ by Hmi +:i n~ i. t •. 9-xt:i.glllate. :tts m.eaning 
(ibid, 626). , 

In a later essay, making a distinction between univocal ("That 
'!ve might provisioMll:y oall"literal") andplur'ivocal or symbolicdis­
course, he substitutes fOr system the idea of CONTEXT. It is the \'lork 
of oontexts, not of words, ,'lhiohestablishes univocality or plurivocalit 
In univooal disoourse ,which "Till only tolerate one signifioanoe ,oon­
texttnust reduoe and hide the semantio richness of 1'l0 rds. This is vTha t 
vTheelwright' (1954) 'oalls "stenolanguage ll 

..; a formof disoourse where 
the inherent ambiguity of "Tordsis as far as possible suppressed. 
Symbolio disoourse~ on the other hand, in Ricoeurts figure of the pal­
impsest (1967, 819), allows several dimensions of meaning to be 
established at the same time. This 'is not to say that symbolio dis­
oourse is simply performing the tasle of the obliteration of polysemy 
in a less suooessful or l'ess'oomplete vray, there by requiring a further 

, process of reduotion in order to extraot the oogniti ve co'ntent of that 
'discourse. 1f.hat is being stressed is that oognitiveoontent can be 

established by makinp; use of the polysemio oharaoter of "lords .. and 
it is, this prooess that "1}"e describe as metaphor. 

The 'metaphor as mistake" view alluded to at the beginning of 
this paper is. the result of the presupposition that meaning in language 
is constituted by relations among disorete semantic oategories, hence 
metaphor constitutes an interference with the boundaries of those 
oategories. It is to be taken asa category confusion; an abuse and 
clislooationof language. But this vielf rests on a misconception. 
Because of the polysemy of\'TOrds such bounda.ries are never clear in 
the first place. tIords have blurred edges, Sernantic boundaries are 
not established by rigorous distinction amo~~ words, since those words 
and the ideas the'y represent characteristically shift their contours 
from one use to another (Black, 1968, 90). The extension of a semantic 
or oognitive category is therefOre not limited by the "lord used to 
Q.enote it. One word suggests another, thereby extendmg its meaning 
beyond itself ahd tranSferring it s me~ing tb o the r vTords. "Met all 
(in the sense of "change") and "phoraH (meaning "movement" 'or "oarrying 
across") describe this process of senlantic transformation lThere the 
ca tegories of our thought are, not interfered lvi th, but extended and 
lledefined.' One category can slip into the next, outreaching and ex­
tending the 'meaning of the first - that type of semantic movement called 
by Vlheehlright tlepiphor", movement "over on toll. Or the original ' 
category is transformed by its juxtaposition ,'li th another, thoug!Jt tp 

. be, disorete and unrela:ed, ,:nat is, by 11dia:phor" ~'movement' 11 through" 
the other category {vlheehrrJ.ght, 1962, 71ff). . 

, ,- Although .. there is a risk here of escapingfroin one obscurantist 
jargon only to be 'seduced by another ,there is an advantage in, Vlheel­
wright t s distinction. r10st accounts of metaphor are diaJ;horic -
Richards' "tenor/vehicle"(1936),Black's 11 focus/frame " ,1962) -
accounting for expressions like' t1 policemen 'J.re pigs" .. There the focus 
(policemen) is viewed through the frame (pig) and seen in' the light 
of the associations brought to the latter. Their juxtaposition alters 
'the 'conception of the focus. Epiphor, on the other hand, aooounts 
for those instances where the unfamiliar focus is seen by its being 
grasped within a familiar frrune, as the metaphors of religious 
language try to tlexpress the inexpressible 11 : IIGod is the rain 11 , "God 
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. is the sky". ,Epiphor accounts for·!IlUch of the. practical application 
, 'btmetaphotica.l inSight- defin.i.tions are epiphorical, as are models, 

diagram/$.:m.a..P6 " formulas, :paradigms, All are ways of "seeing-as l1
• 

It should be stressed that these terms do not at-tempt to isolate 
types of metaphor" . Ext,ension and juxtaposition describe as:pects of 
thp.tprocess described by Hampshire (above) as the perpetual :picldng 
out of resemblances, \fhich allovlS us to extend' our 'Vocabulary and en ... 
abIes us to move from one language. to another, translating and., . 
inte~pretingother categorie~ of thought. At the same time the meta-

. phorical resources of language allo'\:l us toeitend, modify, and change 
our ov111 categories of thought, giving :us ,new opportunities·of "vrays 
of seeing!!. Reali ty, to quote again from vlallace Steven,s' mine of 
aphorisms,. is a cliche from 'vhich we escape by metaphor." 

,Such an acc~~t, givingce~tralprominence to' themeta.phoric 
proce,ss in the establishment of meaning in language, casts B.)me 
doubts on the propriety of the tradi tio11,al' distinct:i,on beh'le~n the 

.' literal and the metaphoric?-l. In the foregoing acoount Ul,1ivocal dis .... 
course or "stenolanguage ll is not given any priviliged status, but is 
rat:tler a highly specialized derivative, f.rom "normal ll usagf::j, ,where the 
greatest :possible degree, of· restraint. is exerci'sea- on polysemy. It 
is, of course, an idealization, since outside the contexts of mathematics, 
the proposi tional oalculus, and other ,systems of signs, we do not possess 
a form of discourse whose copstituentunits can, be defined univocally. 
The production of a !!stenolanguage" involves a' perpetual struggle to 
define the blurred ,edges of ''lords which w:Lll not stay still. 'Polysemy 
can be oontrolled and used, but cannot be obliterated. But . ,the literal/ 
metaphorical distinction does not admit this. Li t0ra1, 'in aC,ommon­
sensioal way, suggests clarity, precision, and most significantly, 
normali ty. It is the s~cond term of this distinct~on Ivhich suggests 
a devia,nt and difficult use of ,fords v hence the distinctionalvmys 
insists on the 'subordination of the second term to. the first. The 
~etaphorical is taken tO,bea ci:pher of the li~eral- a orypto­
utterance which condenses or confuses meaning but which neverthe-

.less has some sort of cognitive oontent. ' However, this crypto-sense 
~pp3 ars like any other non-sense and the problem becomes, e one of hovT 
to distinguish the counterfe,it from the true jewel of absurdity. This 
~s done by reconstituting, reflexively, the steps of the. condensation 
~o se,e that the rules of sense t. tpe ~aws of identity and non-contradiction, 
have not. been violated. If there cori,stru,ction is, suocess,ful the meta­
ph,or, vlith its appended gloss, il? vindicated as ','intelligible"' •. If 
no t, then it becomes a "piece. of literal nonsensel~.. . . 

Certainly this view of metaphor has had a prestigious history. 
Its most typical form is to regard the o:dginal metaphor as. a con­
qensed simile: A is ] = A is like B.. If the points of resemblance 
qan be justified, themeta:l?hor stands as meaningful. The Encyclopaedia 
Britannic,8; held this view for two ,hundred years, the entry in 1963 
being essentially the smile a.a the first ,entry .in 1771. But~, .following 
vlheehlright, we can agree that the best we can do vfith the metaphor/ 
simile distinction is to ignore it. Regarding metaphor as 11 metamorphosis 11 , 

the transmutation of meaning in semantic movcll1ent~ he concludes: . 

Tl1e,test of essential metaphor is. not any rule of grammatical 
form but rather the quality of semantic transformation that 
is brought about (Uheelwright, 1962, 71). . . 
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"- , In an entry under "Figures--oi""'·'Spea.ch", the 1968 edition of 

-"'1IDcyc10paadia B:r:t:.tS!:.g:tl.:hca~o.(lllc.e8 .. 1'1 .hesHant reappraisal, -desc:cibing 
metapl10r as an integrarpart of language, the development of ~onscious­
ness and sensory pe rcept ion, and of the earlie:::s\:; thought processes, 
but insists, nevertheless, that it is a "deviation" . from the "literal fl • 

Valuable though this step is in the rehabilitation of metaphor it 
still leaves us HUh the problem of giving sen$e to the not ion of 
"literal". It cannot be saicl to be "normal usage ii since metaphorical 
expressionj& normal usage: 

r,1ost sentences in free and fluid discourse turn out to be 
metaphors (Richards 1936, 120). 

,,"e cannot appeal to grammatical criteria 9 pointinG out tl1at tltW'ins 
are birds ll . is an ellipsis; that "are" is not to ~)e taken 8.S indicating 
identity but is a condensation of a comparison: iltvTj,ns are Inca birds 
because •••• " \{e are asking "I.,bat the phrase means, .IlOt what are the 
intricacies of its syntax. Do vie mean simply that when vIe find an 
utterance intelligible it is "literal" but uhen "I'le confront an 
initial difficulty in its interpretation it is "metaphoricali', in­
dicating that it is to be taken "in a different 'I9.y"? This is probably 
a better account of the matter, but it "l"fOuld then fo11O\'1 tl,at "\.,hen 

"twins are birds"becomes intelligible to us, as it no doubt has ahrnys 
been for the Nuer, the expression will cease to be Cl metaphor. vie 
,-rill now understand what has ahmys been tlli teral" Nuerusage • 

The distinction certainly seems to reflect something of our own 
prejudices: 

vie have our neat distinctions betweel1metaphor and fact, 
and we are bound at first to aSS"LUilC t:hnt the assertion 
"Some men are lions;l is an assertion of one or the other 
kind, either figuratively or literally accepted. He have 
to learn that often, in translating primitive languages, 
it is not possible to make just such sorts of distinction 
between the lit 8l~3.1 . and the metaphorical; and 1-rO have to 
be content to recognize that such statements lna(le by 
primItive 'lleople cannot really he said to be of the one sort 
or the other. 'Ihey lie between these categories of ours. 
They do not properly fit ••• Th~.study of primitive thought, 
then, reminds us thElt it is nofalways. appropriate to suppose 
that metaphorical and literal interpretat ions of experience 
are, in the very nature of·thinking,'distinct; it is only "rhen 
,'le, unlike most primitive peoples think about thought, that 
we'begin to make such distinctions. (Lienhardt, 1954, 98-9, 
106. ) 

But why do vre need the distinction at all? Should "\le not conclude 
from this example that it is our thinking about thought thE1.t is 
misguided? If vIe regard metaphor as an integral, essential, and 
normal part of the constitution of meaning .in language, establishing, 
by the relation and juxtaposition of ce.tegories, a '11ay of seeing 
appropriate to a particul0,runiverseofdiscourse, the category 
"literal" becones superfluous. To insist on it represents just that 
capitulation to the compelling undertow of logic menti0ned at the opening 
of this paper. \'le find that logic provides formal criteria· ·for de­
ciding between truth and falsity and go on t 0 ~stake these for 
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criteria of meaningfulness in language. But vlhere are these rules 
applicable when we find that language does not consist of a system of 
truth functions? 

The familiar, inherited forms of language turh oU!, a t- ' 
tention towards certain kinds of resemblance and \1ecannot 
easily see through them and past them. ,~'le cannot return to 
a state of nature and to an innocent e;'{e and, by,a new 
social contract, start to build the institution of language 
again upon some rational principles., (Hampshire, 1959, 31). 

It may be only an accident of history that we are best "ri th 
the assumptions of empiricism . and positiyisLl which lead to our 
impoverishment of metaphor and our suspicion of other li ways of seeing!!. 
The stylif3tic metaphOl~s of Old IJol'se poetl"JT were called "kennings ll , 

the l'lO rdbeing present in the vocabulary of Niddle English and sur­
viving in some Scottish dialects with the sense of 1I1mmdedge 1i or 
"mental cognitionll. It is indic!3.tive of ,our own prejudices that the 

,Oxford English Di9,.tionar:y makes a travesty of the word. py refining it 
as ola periphrastic expression used instead of· a simple name. fi 

Alan Campbell 

References 

L~vi-strauss, Claude: " 

PS 

SA 

Reponses 

cc 
SM 

HC 

9rJIT 

RC ' 

HN 

Black, Max 

1962 

1963 

1963 

1964 

1966 

1967 

1968 

1969 

1970 

1971 

1962 

1968 

Davidson, D .a,nd 
Harman, G. 1972 
(eds. ) 

La Pensee Sauva~, PIon, Paris. 

Structural Anthropology, Basic Books. 

"Reponses h quelques questions". Esprit, No. 322, 
vol. 31. 

Mythologigues I: Le Cru et le Cuii, PIon, Paris. 

The Savage rUnd, (trans. PS 1962), London .. 

Mythologiques 11: Du I~laux Cendres,Plon, Paris. 

Mythologigues Ill: L'Origine des mani~re~~able. 
PIon, Paris. 

110temism, (trans. R. Neodham of Le Totemisme 
au.jourd'hui, Paris, 1962),Pengui7Boolcs. -

The ..R.av!.. B.J1d the Cooked, (trans. J. and D. i'leightman 
of CC 1964), Cape, London. ' 

Hythologiques IV: L'Hornme nu, PIon, Paris 

* * * 

Models and Hetaphors, Cornell University Press. 

The Labyrinth of Language, London. 

Semallticp of Natural Lnl1.;g'Uage, Dordrecht, 
Holland. 

Evans-Pritchard, E. E. 
1956 Nuer Religion, Oxford. 

Hampshire, Stuart 
1959 

Hollis, H. 1970 

Thought and Action, Chatto 2lld ~lindus 

"Reason and Ri tual il
, (reprint from ]?hilosophy, 

XLIII, 1967) in \Tils on (ed.) 1970. 



113 
Jakobson, R. & 
Halle, N. 19%. .. >.F,und8]l1--2Et!fll_..£LLar.mAAe" -M.outon, The Hague. 

Lienhardt, G. 1954 I~VIodes of Thought 11 , in .'rlW Institutions of 
Primitive Socte.tY:, E. fr"'--Ev~ir~.;2t'itchardand f 

_ othe:!:,s, _ Oxford, 1954-. _ -

Percy, -vlaHcer 1958 "J.Vletaphoras -Nistake" in Seyrane~_,-R~y:i,§l.W. vh ;._66. 

Quin~ 1 Td. V. 1972 

-Richards , -I. A .1936 

Ricoeur, Paul. 196? 

1967-

Rousseau, J.J.1783 

Saussure, - 1959 
ferdinand de 

Tuve, R,osemund.1947 

'dhee1'IJlright, 'p .1954 

1962 

-, 

"Nethodological Reflections ori·CurrentLingu.istic 
Theory":, in' Davidson and Harman (eds. )1972. . 

ThePhilos'Ophyof Rhetoric, Oxford. 

nst~ucture :etherrn~rie~ticiue"" in Esprit, 
vol. 31, No. 322. . -

l'Lastructure, le mot, 116venement", in 'Esprit, 
vol. 35,' No. 360. 

Es sqJ sur l' origine des 1angues, London. -

,0 ou~IL.9-.2..lle£al Lj:.n~:i..st ic~, ( t:Dans.: ~'J •. ,Baskin 
of oours de 1inlmistiguegcnerale, 2nd edition, 
i922), London. - _ . - -

Elizabethan ~G..i.a..]!l:vsical Imagery, University 
of Chicago. Press. . -- . 

The Burning Fountain,Bloomington Indiana. 

li,etaphoL;:9...I!-d Rea1it-.)[, Indiana UniverSity Press, 


