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The Metaphorical Nature of Linguistic Understanding 

 The metaphorical nature of all linguistic understanding is at once a fairly simple and 

immensely complex thing. On one hand, it is simple because humans do it every day: no one 

needs to stop and consider what their friend means when he or she says “It’s a sauna in here!” 

The person to whom they are speaking most likely knows what a sauna is, even if they have 

never been in one: they are warm. There are many other qualities to saunas as well: they are 

often made of wood, they can be very humid, they might be dimly lit, and so forth. But when 

someone says “it’s a sauna in here,” the hearer knows that they are not talking about the lighting 

or the construction material, they are talking about the temperature. We often take this  

association for granted—certainly, the speaker will assume that the hearer can interpret the 

meaning of what they are saying, and it is unlikely that the hearer needs to go through a 

conscious thought process to determine what the speaker means. This is the metaphorical nature 

of linguistic understanding at its most basic level, because it involves what is commonly 

considered to be an actual metaphor—that is, talking about a thing in terms of something else, in 

this case, the heat of a sauna as the heat of the currently occupied room. On the other side of the 

discussion of metaphor, however, an idea that is far more complex than this presents itself: all 

linguistic understanding, everything that we might hear and interpret, is metaphorical in nature 

because we think about things in terms of something else. Much like the sauna metaphor, this 

does not involve any conscious thought process—if it did, we would surely be overwhelmed by 
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the weight a single sentence might carry. Unlike the sauna metaphor, however, this type of 

understanding is much more basic, because it does not involve tangibly thinking about one thing 

in terms of another—it is simply how we think. Although Weinsheimer and Lakoff and Johnson 

differ about this somewhat—Lakoff and Johnson would claim that thought is not just like a 

metaphor, but actually is a metaphor—the basic idea stands that our ability to interpret the things 

we read and hear, even if it is instantaneous and effortless, is deeply embedded in cultural and 

social practices, so much so that we do not consider them when we hear or read things—this is 

simply how human thought works. 

 Although Frost, Weinsheimer, and Lakoff and Johnson have similar ideas about how 

metaphor and thought are related, they each present slightly different arguments that focus on a 

few various aspects of understanding, and each to different degrees of complexity, although none 

of them ever falters in being complex, because the ideas that they are presenting, which perhaps 

initially seem to be simple enough, delve into human understanding and try to come up with 

explanations for this understanding in relation to language, which can, at times, end up seeming 

rather abstract. Out of these three, Frost’s presentation of metaphor is the most accessible, 

because he embeds his idea of understanding within poetry, whereas Weinsheimer and Lakoff 

and Johnson tend to lean towards a more theoretical and abstract manner of thinking about 

understanding.  Frost uses several small stepping stones to create a path—at the end of which he 

talks about metaphor as it relates to understanding— first talking about his students and the way 

that he grades them. They receive marks for accuracy, says Frost, but that is the basest qualifying 

agent. What matters, and what Frost says is “the hard part” (34) is taste and judgment on the part 

of the student, and this is “the part where the adventure begins” (34). Lest Frost sound like a 

professor on the edge of senility, he continues emphasizing the importance of taste and 
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judgment, claiming that it is imperative that young men be marked in these areas, or they will 

simply be confined to “sunset raving” (36), “oohing and ahhing” at the sunset, but ceasing to do 

so when the sun is gone, never trying to find more meaning in anything than that which is 

presently happening. Frost requires a real enthusiasm, a type of spectrum of enthusiasm, and 

claims that this is the ideal end result in teaching poetry. And why bother learning poetry? 

Because poems allow people to say one thing and mean another—much like metaphors. And 

without the knowledge of metaphors, claims Frost “you are not safe anywhere” (39). This is 

because metaphor is more omnipresent than anyone who does not study poetry could have ever 

guessed, showing up in words and phrases that we use every day without thinking about their 

metaphoric consequences—and once we do, it is difficult to imagine any other metaphor 

sufficing, even if we do not know why we are using the ones we use. The beauty of metaphor, 

Frost claims, is that “All metaphor breaks down somewhere” (41). Metaphor is “a very living 

thing,” one that is inherently tied to humans, because humans shape it. To come closer to 

metaphor—not necessarily to understand it, even, but to realize how intimately it is involved in 

our understanding—Frost says that we should study poetry, because poetry is not something of 

“cunning and craft” (46), but rather something of belief. Frost does not go into the mechanics of 

how this “belief” specifically relates to human understanding—he seems to think it has to do 

more with feeling and emotion—but his recognition of poetry and metaphor as powerful things 

that are inexplicably important to humans shows that he has the correct idea.  

 Weinsheimer, writing about Gadamer, begins his essay by backing up Frost’s claims 

about poetry, but he states them in direct terms of understanding and metaphor. Frost believes it 

is important to study poetry because poetry is a thing of belief, something that is felt or that 

people inherently “know,” and studying poetry hones the ability to realize this knowledge; 
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humans and poetry rely on each other. Weinsheimer states that “[Gadamer] regards 

understanding, instead, as the kind of fusion that occurs in metaphor, a fusion that respects 

plurality while not relinquishing claims of unity” (64). Much like poetry and its reader are 

separate but linked, so are metaphor and the understanding of it. Weinsheimer is also careful to 

distinguish conceptual language from metaphor, emphasizing that metaphor does not need 

careful analysis or “the determination of a shared identity” (68) in order for the hearer to 

understand the metaphor and everything it might encompass; this is what Weinsheimer means 

when he says that “language is fundamentally metaphorical” (69). We speak in a “metaphorically 

engendered conceptual network” (69), meaning that the words we speak can be understood by 

others because this network is present throughout humans’ understanding of language. 

Weinsheimer also points out, however, that this does not mean that language is made up of 

metaphors—the metaphoricity of linguistic thought is what makes understanding itself possible, 

so regardless of the presence or absence of metaphors, the understanding will be metaphorical 

(77). 

 Lakoff and Johnson and Weinsheimer agree up to a point: linguistic understanding is 

metaphorical in nature, and that everything we say is involved in the “metaphorically engendered 

conceptual network” (Weinsheimer 69) that everybody has access to because it is how our 

understanding of language functions. However, Lakoff and Johnson take this belief a step 

farther, presenting the idea that linguistic understanding is indeed metaphorical in nature, but that 

because this understanding is conceptual, we have embedded it in physical metaphors which we 

use for linguistic understanding, and because these physical metaphors are necessary to ground 

conceptual metaphoricity, then thought itself must be metaphorical. Upon a surface examination 

of this idea, this theory sounds like a fairly strong one, and Lakoff and Johnson give many 



Oldenburg 5 

 

examples to emphasize their point, such as “argument is war” and “time is money” (Lakoff and 

Johnson 7-8). The problem with this is fairly quickly realized, however: although we do often 

talk about argument as war and time as money, we understand both perfectly well without the 

metaphors of war and money. Lakoff and Johnson’s theory seems like a good one, but they place 

too much emphasis on underlying meanings, when our “metaphorically engendered conceptual 

network” can achieve the same understanding. 

 Our conceptual, metaphorical system of thought is obviously an incredibly powerful 

thing, simply in the way it works; to be able to communicate an idea to another human being, 

speaking in terms of something else, and to have them understand it instantly—no need for 

Lakoff and Johnson’s extra metaphors to be able to make sense of it—speaks to the power of the 

metaphoricity of understanding in a strong way. At the same time, this metaphorical system of 

thought seems fragile—who gets to agree which words mean what, and what if someone wanted 

to change the way a word was being used? Ideally, this could happen fairly easily, and relativism 

would abound—not only in language, but in the world it defines, and in reality itself. However, 

as Harrison states, that does not happen, because reality is not solely a linguistic matter—even if 

one were to start assigning a different meaning to a certain word or phrase, that does not mean 

that the rest of society will instantly catch on. Conceptual metaphorical understanding does not 

become relative because words cannot simply become relative in society, and that is because it is 

society and politics in which meaning is so steeped. In essence, it is human practice that keeps 

words and meaning from becoming relative. This is not something new to society; maintaining 

linguistic meaning is not a duty or a task that was suddenly placed upon society, but rather, 

something that society invented to suit its purposes of understanding—and likewise, this 
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understanding of the metaphorical nature of linguistic understanding is enabled by the fact that 

our linguistic understanding in metaphorical in nature.  

 

Part 2: Shakespeare Soliloquy  

 White’s idea of metaphor is that a metaphor comes twofold, with primary and secondary 

language—the primary language is the “literal” meaning of a word or phrase, and secondary 

language is the “figurative” meaning. Using straight and squiggly lines in the examples in The 

Structure of Metaphor, White picks apart a metaphor by noting which language is primary, and 

which is secondary, and then uses “dummy terms” to replace each, which serves to give a more 

thorough understanding of the metaphor and its implications. Often times, a word or several 

words will be bifurcated, having both literal and figurative meaning.  

 In this soliloquy from Henry V, King Henry is rallying his troops and giving an inspiring 

speech before the English engage in battle with France. He uses many nature and animal 

metaphors that lend themselves quite well to demonstrating how White dissects metaphors. For 

instance, in lines 5-9 of the soliloquy: 

  But when the blast of war blows in our ears, 

  Then imitate the action of the tiger; 

  Stiffen the sinews, summon the blood, 

  Disguise fair nature with hard-favour’d rage. 

  Then lend the eye a terrible aspect; 

Henry likens his men to the tiger, and uses common animal traits, tinged with aggression, to 

reinforce the sort of action that he is looking for. This is easy enough to gather when one initially 
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reads the soliloquy, but White’s analysis of the metaphors presented here bring out even further 

subtleties in language and meaning. Following what White does in The Structure of Metaphor, 

the determination of primary and secondary language might look something like this (with 

primary vocabulary underlined and secondary vocabulary in bold): 

“But when the blast of war blows in our ears” 

Replacing terms with “x” as White does to clarify what the metaphor is: 

“But when x blows in our ears” (But when the sound of battle, the sound of cannon fire blows in 

our ears”) 

Although the “blast of war” carries a meaning that the reader can most likely discern on their 

own, using dummy terms to put the language into other words helps elucidate its full meaning. 

The “blast of war” could mean the noise from the soldiers shouting, the general cacophony of 

battle, or it could mean the actual cannon fire that would be blasting.  

 The next line, “Then imitate the action of the tiger” (6) has, again, a fairly obvious 

meaning: 

“Then imitate the action of the tiger” 

“Then imitate x” (Then imitate speed, ferocity, brutality, power) 

And to apply dummy terms to the primary language: 

“X the action of the tiger” (Take on, replicate, hold the mindset of the action of the tiger) 

 This analysis of metaphor is a very basic kind, and after some time it may seem tedious to 

pick apart sentences of which the common reader already has a thorough understanding. This 
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skill is useful, however, when it comes to more complicated or multi-faceted metaphors, or even 

introducing an aspect of meaning of the metaphor that the reader may not have thought of upon a 

surface analysis of the words. It also forces the reader to clarify the difference between primary 

and secondary language, which allows the interaction between the two, and thus how the 

metaphor flows as a whole, to become more apparent to the reader.  

 Fogelin is primarily concerned with figurative predications—phrases or sentences that 

require a corrective judgment because they are false if taken at face value, such as instances of 

irony. He is also interested in non-figurative predications—statements that do not need corrective 

judgments, because they are true if taken at face value, but can have rhetorical meaning in 

addition to the literal meaning. Figurative comparisons also need corrective judgments, but 

because they are figurative, they might immediately present themselves to be untrue. Non-

figurative comparisons are self-explanatory, serving simply to draw an analogy between two 

non-figurative statements.  

 Lines 25 and 26 of the soliloquy seem to give a non-figurative predication: “And you, 

good yeoman, / Whose limbs were made in England”. While this statement is actually true—

presumably, the Englishmen’s limbs would have been made in England, the phrasing begs the 

label of non-figurative predication because there is another level of meaning to the sentence, that 

extends beyond simply “you men were born in England.” Using the word “limbs” gives a vague 

sense of fragmentation: King Henry is not talking about the men as if they were whole—they are 

limbs, assembled together. This seems somewhat dehumanizing, and perhaps even disheartening 

to the men—they are just a tangle of arms and legs. That is, until one considers why King Henry 

is speaking to them—this is a pre-battle pep talk, of sorts, but, as with any battle-related speech, 

it is colored by the possibility of death and injury. In this vein, the reason the King Henry 
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emphasizes limbs and not the personal body is that the limbs were “made in England”; he is 

trying to instill a sense of national identity into the men, while—because they will probably be 

dying later anyway—deemphasizing their personal identity.  

 There are also figurative comparisons to be found in this soliloquy, requiring a corrective 

judgment, regardless of how brief. Line 19, “Fathers that, like so many Alexanders,” refers to the 

noble fathers of the soldiers fighting for England, but the reader must make some corrective 

judgments in regards to exactly how the fathers are, based upon what they know about 

Alexander. Surely, the fathers of these soldiers do not possess all of the qualities of Alexander, 

and the reader must analyze which of these qualities apply to both Alexander and the soldiers’ 

father. This is what is involved in corrective judgment.  

 In terms of figurative comparisons, Shakespeare seems to rely a great deal on similes, 

rather than straightforward metaphors: “like so many Alexanders” (19), “Like the brass cannon” 

(11), “like greyhounds in the slips” (31). There are some tangible metaphors, like in lines 26 and 

27, “show us here / The mettle of your pastures”—in other words, the strength of their merit—

but for the most part, it seems that this soliloquy relies largely on non-figurative predications. 

Particularly in describing how the men should prepare themselves for war, King Henry uses 

words that have literal meaning, such as “Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood” (11) or 

“Now set the teeth and stretch the nostril wide” (15)—these are things that men can literally do, 

and do not require a corrective judgment, but they still harken back to the metaphor of the tiger 

that King Henry had used earlier in the poem.  

 Lakoff and Johnson’s idea of metaphorical expression is not perfect in its execution 

because the metaphorical expressions that they have devised, which can supposedly be used to 
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make conceptual metaphors more concrete to humans, are not universal—for instance, why 

would a culture that used the barter system to rely upon the metaphor “time is money”? There is 

also the fact that these types of metaphors are unnecessary, because humans are capable of 

grasping conceptual metaphoric thought without having to actively interpret it. However, there is 

some merit to Lakoff and Johnson’s idea, because the structural, orientational, and ontological 

metaphors that they come up with are indeed familiar to many people, and although they change 

as time moves forward and culture itself changes, since this idea of metaphorical expression can 

be found in the likes of Shakespeare, it does maintain some relevancy.  

 Lakoff and Johnson’s idea of orientational metaphors is most likely the easiest to relate to 

because everyone can understand directions—this is not a societal or cultural thing, it is based in 

physical movements and physical positioning. Shakespeare uses an overhanging rock to create 

the orientational metaphor “power is above”: “let the brow o’erwhelm it / As fearfully as does a 

galled rock / O’erhang and jutty his confounded base” (11-13). The thought of a large, 

overhanging rock instantly gives a sense of power, and awe and fear of that power. This stems 

from the fact that humans have metaphorical understanding of the world around them, and thus 

inherently associate the overhanging rock with power, but Lakoff and Johnson would say that we 

need the metaphor to fully comprehend what it is we are already understanding. 

If orientational metaphors are the most widely understood, then structural metaphors seem like 

they might have a little more license to be somewhat arbitrary, since societal structures are likely 

to vary with time and culture. In lines 10 and 11 of King Henry’s soliloquy, the metaphor is 

“man is machine for battle”: “Let pry through the portage of the head / Like the brass cannon;” 

(11-12). Much like he does in line 26, “Whose limbs are made in England,” King Henry makes 

man seem a little less human in order to perpetuate his cause—that is, winning the battle. The 
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structural metaphor here is not universal, by any means, but it achieves what Lakoff and Johnson 

are assuming that metaphorical concepts need to do: put something conceptual into a more 

tangible metaphor. 

 Lakoff and Johnson would claim that ontological metaphors are “the model most of us 

think and operate in terms of” (29), and thus ontological metaphors tend to be the most 

pervasive, going unnoticed because we do not necessarily think of them as metaphors. Although 

Shakespeare does explicitly compare man to animals—“I see you stand like greyhounds in the 

slips” (31), we take this metaphor perfectly in stride, because it is something that we have 

become familiar with. He also uses words like “pasture” (27) and “breeding” (28), which are 

more subtle ways of establishing this ontological metaphor throughout the soliloquy, 

complementing the more blatant metaphors. 

 In looking at ontological metaphors like “man is an animal,” it is easy to simply ignore 

metaphor in everyday life, considering it merely as a literary term or something similarly 

esoteric. Even if one does go out of their way to observe metaphors, there is a lot to be content 

with simply on the surface, as metaphor relates to symbolism, literature, or even a useful way to 

get a point across. However, metaphor is so deeply ingrained into human thought and 

understanding that once it is actually considered, its magnanimity is somewhat overwhelming—

it is one thing to say that we see time as money; it is something entirely different to claim that we 

have a “metaphorically engendered conceptual network,” that all language is metaphorical and 

we understand one another because of this network and because our understanding is 

metaphorical. It slowly comes to light that there is actually very little that is not affected by 

metaphor—if a person reads, writes, speaks, or hears, then they are involved in this linguistic 

understanding. Moreover, this linguistic understanding is ingrained in society, in politics, and in 
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culture, as Harrison claims; as a whole, society is involved with metaphor even more thoroughly 

than would typically even be thought possible. Metaphor even lends itself to the understanding 

of reality—what would reality be if we did not have names for objects, places, and ideas? Far 

more than being a mere literary term, the idea of metaphor is key to the way we experience life 

itself. 
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Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more; 1 

Or close the wall up with our English dead. 2 

In peace there’s nothing so becomes a man 3 

As modest stillness and humility: 4 

But when the blast of war blows in our ears, 5 

Then imitate the action of the tiger; 6 

Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood, 7 

Disguise fair nature with hard-favour’d rage; 8 

Then lend the eye a terrible aspect; 9 

Let pry through the portage of the head 10 

Like the brass cannon; let the brow o’erwhelm it 11 

As fearfully as doth a galled rock 12 

O’erhang and jutty his confounded base, 13 

Swill’d with the wild and wasteful ocean. 14 

Now set the teeth and stretch the nostril wide, 15 

Hold hard the breath and bend up every spirit 16 

To his full height. On, on, you noblest English. 17 

Whose blood is fet from fathers of war-proof! 18 

Fathers that, like so many Alexanders, 19 

Have in these parts from morn till even fought 20 

And sheathed their swords for lack of argument: 21 

Dishonour not your mothers; now attest 22 

That those whom you call’d fathers did beget you. 23 
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Be copy now to men of grosser blood, 24 

And teach them how to war. And you, good yeoman, 25 

Whose limbs were made in England, show us here 26 

The mettle of your pasture; let us swear 27 

That you are worth your breeding; which I doubt not; 28 

For there is none of you so mean and base, 29 

That hath not noble lustre in your eyes. 30 

I see you stand like greyhounds in the slips, 31 

Straining upon the start. The game’s afoot: 32 

Follow your spirit, and upon this charge 33 

Cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!’ 34 

 

Shakespeare, William. Henry V .  Norton Shakespeare Anthology. New York: 

W.W. Norton and Company, 2008
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