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SELECTED LITERARY ESSAYS

his view of life is to go on from Kipling and to add the necessary
correctives—not to deny what he has shown. After Kipling there is
no excuse for the assumption that all the important things in a man’s
life happen between the end of one day’s work and the beginning of
the next. There is no good putting on airs about Kipling. The things
he mistook for gods may have been only ‘spirits of another sort’; but
they are real things and strong.
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Bluspels and Flalansferes :
A Semantic Nightmare

We are often compelled to set up standards we cannot reach ourselves and to
lay down rules we could not ourselves satisfy.

LORD COLERIDGE, C.J. (Law Reports, Queen’s

Bench Division x1v, p. 288 in Reg. v. Dudley and Stephen)

Philologists often tell us that our language is full of dead metaphors.
In this sentence, the word ‘dead’ and the word ‘metaphors’ may turn
out to be ambiguous; but the fact, or group of facts, referred to, is
one about which there is no great disagreement. We all know in a
rough and ready way, and all admit, these things which are being
called ‘dead metaphors’, and for the moment I do not propose to
debate the propriety of the name. But while their existence is not
disputed, their nature, and their relation to thought, gives rise to a
great deal of controversy. For the benefit of any who happen to have
avoided this controversy hitherto, I had better make plain what it is,
by a concrete example. Bréal in his Semantics? often spoke in meta-
phorical, that is consciously, rhetorically, metaphorical language, of
language itself. Messrs Ogden and Richards in Zhe Meaning of
Meaning took Bréal to task on the ground that ‘it is impossible thus
to handle a scientific matter in metaphorical terms’.2 Barfield in his
Poetic Diction retorted that Ogden and Richards were, as a matter of
fact, just as metaphorical as Bréal. They had forgotten, he complained,
that all language has a figurative origin and that the ‘scientific’ terms
on which they piqued themselves—words like organism, stimulus,
reference—were not miraculously exempt. On the contrary, he main-
tained, ‘those who profess to eschew figurative expressions are really
confining themselves to one very old kind of figure’—‘they are
absolutely rigid under the spell of those verbal ghosts of the physical
sciences, which today make up practically the whole meaning-system
I M. J. A. Bréal, Semantics: studies in the science of meaning, trans. Mrs Henry Cust, with

a Preface by ]. P. Postgate (London, 1900).
2 C. K. Ogden and I. A. Richards, The Meaning of Meaning (London, 1923), pp. 4-5.
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of so many European minds’.* Whether Ogden and Richards will see
fit, or have seen fit, to reply to this, I do not know; but the lines on
which any reply would run are already traditional. In fact the whole
debate may be represented by a very simple dialogue.

A. You are being metaphorical.

B. You are just as metaphorical as I am, but you don’t know it.

A. No, 'm not. Of course I know all about aztending once having

meant stretching, and the rest of it. But that is not what it
means now. It may have been a metaphor to Adam—but I
am not using it metaphorically. What I mean is a pure concept
with no metaphor about it at all. The fact that it was a metaphor
is no more relevant than the fact that my pen is made of wood.
You are simply confusing derivation with meaning.

There is clearly a great deal to be said for both sides. On the one
hand it seems odd to suppose that what we mean is conditioned by a
dead metaphor of which we may be quite ignorant. On the other
hand, we see from day to day, that when a man uses a current and
admitted metaphor without knowing it, he usually gets led into
nonsense; and when, we are tempted to ask, does a metaphor become
so old that we can ignore it with impunity? It seems harsh to rule that
a man must know the whole semantic history of every word he uses
—a history usually undiscoverable—or else talk without thinking.
And yet, on the other hand, an obstinate suspicion creeps in that we
cannot entirely jump off our own shadows, and that we deceive
ourselves if we suppose that a new and purely conceptual notion of
attention has replaced and superseded the old metaphor of stretching.
Here, then, is the problem which I want to consider. How far, if at
all, is thinking limited by these dead metaphors? Is Anatole France in
any sense right when he reduces ‘The soul possesses God’ to ‘the
breath sits on the bright sky’? Or is the other party right when it
urges ‘Derivations are one thing. Meanings are another’? Or is the
truth somewhere between them?

The first and easiest case to study is that in which we ourselves
invent a new metaphor. This may happen in one of two ways. It
may be that when we are trying to express clearly to ourselves or to
others a conception which we have never perfectly understood, a
new metaphor simply starts forth, under the pressure of composition
or argument. When this happens, the result is often as surprising and

* Owen Barfield, Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning (London, 1928), p. 140.
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BLUSPELS AND FLALANSFERES

illuminating to us as to our audience; and T am inclined to think that
this is what happens with the great, new metaphors of the poets. And
when it does happen, it is plain that our new understanding is bound
up with the new metaphor. In fact, the situation is for our purpose
indistinguishable from that which arises when we hear a new metaphor
from others; and for that reason, it need not be separately discussed.
One of the ways, then, in which we invent a new metaphor, is by
finding it, as unexpectedly as we might find it in the pages of a book;
and whatever is true of the new metaphors that we find in books will
also be true of those which we reach by a kind of lucky chance, or
inspiration. But, of course, there is another way in which we invent
new metaphors. When we are trying to explain, to some one younger
or less instructed than ourselves, a matter which is already perfectly
clear in our own minds, we may deliberately, and even painfully,
pitch about for the metaphor that is likely to help him. Now when
this happens, it is quite plain that our thought, our power of meaning,
is not much helped or hindered by the metaphor that we use. On the
contrary, we are often acutely aware of the discrepancy between our
meaning and our image. We know that our metaphor is in some
respects misleading; and probably, if we have acquired the tutorial
shuffle, we warn our audience that it is ‘not to be pressed’. It is
apparently possible, in this case at least, to use metaphor and yet to
keep our thinking independent of it. But we must observe that it is
possible, only because we have other methods of expressing the same
idea. We have already our own way of expressing the thing: we could
say it, or we suppose that we could say it, literally instead. This clear
conception we owe to other sources—to our previous studies. We can
adopt the new metaphor as a temporary tool which we dominate and
by which we are not dominated ourselves, only because we have
other tools in our box.

Let us now take the opposite situation—that in which it is we
ourselves who are being instructed. I am no mathematician; and some
one is trying to explain to me the theory that space is finite. Stated
thus, the new doctrine is, to me, meaningless. But suppose he proceeds
as follows.

“You’, he may say, ‘can intuit only three dimensions; you therefore
cannot conceive how space should be limited. But I think I can show
you how that which must appear infinite in three dimensions, might
nevertheless be finite in four. Look at it this way. Imagine a race of
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people who knew only two dimensions—Ilike the Flatlanders.! And
suppose they were living on a globe. They would have no conception,
of course, that the globe was curved—for it is curved round in that
third dimension of which they have no inkling. They will therefore
imagine that they are living on a plane; but they will soon find out
that it is a plane which nowhere comes to an end; there are no edges
to it. Nor would they be able even to imagine an edge. For an edge
would mean that, after a certain point, there would be nothing to
walk on; nothing below their feet. But that below and above dimension
is just what their minds have not got; they have only backwards and
forwards, and left and right. They would thus be forced to assert that
their globe, which they could not see as a globe, was infinite. You can
see perfectly well that it is finite. And now, can you not conceive that
as these Flatlanders are to you, so you might be to a creature that
intuited four dimensions? Can you not conceive how that which seems
necessarily infinite to your three-dimensional consciousness might
none the less be really finite?” The result of such a metaphor on my
mind would be—in fact, has been—that something which before was
sheerly meaningless acquires at least a faint hint of meaning. And if
the particular example does not appeal to every one, yet every one has
had experiences of the same sort. For all of us there are things which
we cannot fully understand at all, but of which we can get a faint
inkling by means of metaphor. And in such cases the relation between
the thought and the metaphor is precisely the opposite of the relation
which arises when it is we ourselves who understand and then invent
the metaphors to help others. We are here entirely at the mercy of
the metaphor. If our instructor has chosen it badly, we shall be
thinking nonsense. If we have not got the imagery clearly before us,
we shall be thinking nonsense. If we have it before us without knowing
that it is metaphor—if we forget that our Flatlanders on their globe

are a copy of the thing and mistake them for the thing itsef—then .

again we shall be thinking nonsense. What truth we can attain in
such a situation depends rigidly on three conditions. First, that the
imagery should be originally well chosen; secondly, that we should
apprehend the exact imagery; and thirdly that we should know that
the metaphor is a metaphor. (That metaphors misread as statements
of fact are the source of monstrous errors need hardly be pointed out.)

! The inhabitants in the book by ‘A Square’ [Edwin A. Abbott], Flatland. A romance of
many dimensions (London, 1884).
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I have now attempted to show two different kinds of metaphorical
situation as they are at their birth. They are the two extremes, and
furnish the limits within which our inquiry must work. On the one
hand, there is the metaphor which we invent to teach by; on the other,
the metaphor from which we learn. They might be called the Master’s
metaphor, and the Pupil’s metaphor. The first is freely chosen; it is
one among many possible modes of expression; it does not at all
hinder, and only very slightly helps, the thought of its maker. The
second is not chosen at all; it is the unique expression of a meaning
that we cannot have on any other terms; it dominates completely the
thought of the recipient; his truth cannot rise above the truth of the
original metaphor. And between the Master’s metaphor and the Pupil’s
there comes, of course, an endless number of types, dotted about in
every kind of intermediate position. Indeed, these Pupil-Teachers’
metaphors are the ordinary stuff of our conversation. To divide them
into a series of classes and sub-classes and to attempt to discuss these
separately would be very laborious, and, I trust, unnecessary. If we
can find a true doctrine about the two extremes, we shall not be at a
loss to give an account of what falls between them. To find the truth
about any given metaphorical situation will merely be to plot its
position. In so far as it inclines to the ‘magistral’ extreme, so far our
thought will be independent of it; in so far as it has a ‘pupillary’
element, so far it will be the unique expression, and therefore the iron
limit of our thinking. To fill in this framework would be, as Aristotle
used to say, ‘anybody’s business’.

Our problem, it will be remembered, was the problem of ‘dead’ or
‘forgotten’ metaphors. We have now gained some light on the
relation between thought and metaphor as it is at the outset, when the
metaphor is first made; and we have seen that this relation varies
greatly according to what I have called the ‘metaphorical situation’.
There is, in fact, one relation in the case of the Master’s metaphor,
and an almost opposite relation in that of the Pupil’s metaphor.
The next step must clearly be to see what becomes of these two
relations as the metaphors in question progress to the state of death or
fossilization.

The question of the Master’s Metaphor need not detain us long. I
may attempt to explain the Kantian philosophy to a pupil by the
following metaphor. ‘Kant answered the question “How do I know
that whatever comes round the corner will be blue?” by the sup-
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