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Work-in-Progress Talk Coordinator, UNC, Philosophy Dept., Spring 2006

Speakers Committee Student Representative, UNC-Chapel Hill, Philosophy Dept., 2004-05
President, Graduate Student Philosophical Association, University of Utah, 2002-2003
President, Kumamoto Association of Japanese English Teachers 4/2000-4/2001

DISSERTATION ABSTRACT: Entertaining Metaphors

If Sally knows Sid to be a hard worker, she might make the point by asserting, "Sid is
a hard worker." Or she might assert, "Sid is a Sherman tank." We all recognize the first as an
instance of literal language and the second as an instance of figurative language, specifically,
a metaphor. But what does this distinction amount to?

Theorists have often tried to explain the distinction in terms of different kinds of
meaning or understanding. Grice and Searle claim that literal meanings are somehow
composed out of the meanings of the pronounced words, whereas metaphorical meanings
are implicatures arising when it would not be rational for the speaker to mean her words
literally in the context in which she uttered them. Davidson claims that metaphors simply
mean what they literally mean, but they could have various distinctive effects upon us, and
understanding a metaphor consists in being affected in these ways. Sperber and Wilson
contend that insofar as there is a metaphorical/literal distinction at all, it consists in the
presence of various interpretations for a metaphor, no one of which is essential for
understanding. | argue that attempts to explain the distinction between literal and
metaphorical utterances in terms of distinctive kinds of meaning and understanding get the
order of explanation backwards. Accounts of metaphorical meaning and understanding fall
out of a prior account of what it is to speak figuratively (in general), and metaphorically (in
particular).

By saying, "Sid is a Sherman Tank," Sally might mean to convey, for example, that
Sid is one who cannot be deterred from achieving his goals. She might also mean to amuse
her audience with the thought that Sid is an armored assault vehicle. Very roughly, the
account | offer holds that if she intends to do both of those things, Sally speaks figuratively.
That is, I contend that the distinction between figurative and literal utterances can only be
explained through recourse to Austin's (1962) fundamental distinction between illocutionary
and perlocutionary speech acts. Figurative utterances involve two propositional contents.
One's aim with one of these contents is essentially ‘illocutionary’. One aims to make an
assertion, or to ask a question, or to pronounce sentence, for example. But one's aim with
the other content is essentially only 'perlocutionary.’ With the other content, one aims to
affect the psychology of one's hearer—perhaps to frighten her, or to shock her, or to cause
her to be entertained. To understand a figurative utterance fully is to grasp both intended
contents, as well as a speaker's intentions in expressing these.

With my account of figurative utterances in place, | can easily explain the differences
between metaphors and other subclasses of figurative utterances using various resources,
such as those of classic rhetoric theory. The subclass of metaphors are figurative
classifications. Hyperboles are figurative overstatements, (encompassing a subset of
metaphors). Metonymies are figurative utterances that work by contiguity (not similarity, as
do metaphors). My view offers a nuanced account of how we understand artistic metaphors,
such as those appearing in poetry, and the more pedestrian metaphors appearing often in
ordinary conversation. The order in which we grasp the illocuting and perlocuting contents
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reverses, depending on speakers’ and hearers’ distinctive goals in these kinds of cases. My
view also suggests a continuous account for certain non-verbal actions which are similar to
figurative utterances. Suppose, while listening to a boring talk, a colleague across the table
catches your attention and, forming her hand into the shape of a gun, puts the ‘barrel’ to her
head and lets the ‘hammer’ fall. Your colleague is meaning to inform you that she finds the
talk boring, while amusing you with the idea that the talk is driving her to suicide. She is

engaged in a figurative act.
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