
Davidson’s	  Literal	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  

•  Davidson	  rejects	  two	  kinds	  of	  theories:	  	  two	  
meaning	  theories	  and	  simile	  theories.	  

•  Two	  meanings	  
– Metaphors	  have	  an	  ambiguous	  meaning	  (ObjecBon:	  	  
we	  don’t	  hesitate,	  and	  there’s	  no	  resoluBon,	  to	  
interpretaBon.)	  

– Metaphors	  are	  puns.	  	  (ObjecBon:	  there	  is	  no	  waffling	  
between	  two	  meanings.)	  

– Metaphors	  have	  a	  literal	  and	  figuraBve/extended	  
meaning.	  	  (ObjecBon:	  these	  meanings	  would	  not	  be	  
disBnguishable	  from	  a	  broader	  literal	  meaning.)	  



Davidson’s	  Literal	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  

•  Simile	  theories	  
–  EllipBcal:	  	  a	  metaphor	  is	  like	  a	  conjuncBon,	  it’s	  just	  shorthand	  
for	  a	  simile.	  	  (ObjecBon:	  	  but	  don’t	  we	  think	  that	  there	  is	  a	  literal	  
meaning	  to	  the	  metaphor?	  	  If	  so,	  then	  ellipBcal	  theory	  is	  
wrong.)	  

–  Simile	  meaning:	  	  the	  metaphor’s	  meaning	  is	  idenBcal	  to	  the	  
meaning	  of	  a	  relevant	  simile.	  	  (ObjecBon:	  	  this	  collapses	  into	  a	  
two-‐meaning	  theory	  of	  the	  kind	  he	  has	  already	  rejected.	  	  Take	  
“My	  love	  is	  a	  rose”	  to	  mean	  My	  love	  is	  like	  a	  rose.	  	  That’s	  the	  
literal	  meaning.	  	  But	  now	  what	  is	  the	  meaning	  of	  “My	  is	  like	  a	  
rose”?	  	  ARracBve,	  short-‐lived,	  etc.	  	  But	  these	  are	  addiBonal	  
meanings,	  not	  there	  in	  the	  literal	  meaning	  (which	  is	  just	  a	  
likeness	  statement).	  	  So	  we	  have	  returned	  to	  a	  literal/figuraBve	  
framework	  and	  explained	  nothing	  or	  at	  least	  simplified	  not	  at	  
all.)	  



Davidson’s	  Literal	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  

•  His	  literal	  theory	  is	  that	  a	  metaphor	  means	  only	  
what	  it	  literally	  says.	  

•  We	  see	  the	  statement	  is	  false.	  
•  This	  causes	  us	  to	  reflect,	  and	  then	  to	  “see”	  in	  a	  
new	  way	  the	  thing	  or	  situaBon	  described.	  

•  This	  is	  a	  psychological	  theory.	  
•  Consider	  the	  duck	  rabbit.	  	  We	  see	  it	  in	  different	  
ways,	  our	  perspecBve	  shiXing	  from	  one	  
percepBon	  to	  another.	  	  This	  (he	  hopes)	  is	  
analogous	  to	  the	  effect	  of	  metaphor.	  



Homework.	  	  My	  aRempt.	  
•  “You’re	  it!”	  	  (In	  a	  game	  of	  tag.)	  
•  Proposi'onal	  content:	  

–  The	  hearer	  is	  now	  the	  person	  being	  avoided.	  
•  Preparatory:	  

–  Hearer	  is	  playing	  the	  game	  and	  can	  play	  the	  game.	  
–  Speaker	  is	  playing	  the	  game	  and	  can	  play	  the	  game.	  
–  Hearer	  was	  not	  the	  person	  being	  avoided	  at	  the	  Bme	  of	  the	  uRerance.	  
–  Speaker	  was	  it	  and	  touched	  the	  hearer.	  

•  Sincerity:	  
–  Speaker	  intends	  to	  play	  the	  game	  and	  avoid	  hearer.	  
–  Speaker	  intends	  to	  be	  the	  person	  avoided	  if	  the	  hearer	  touches	  the	  speaker.	  

•  Essen'al:	  
–  The	  uRerance	  obligates	  hearer	  to	  act	  as	  person	  being	  avoided,	  and	  to	  seek	  

contact.	  
–  The	  uRerance	  obligates	  the	  speaker	  to	  act	  as	  a	  person	  being	  chased,	  and	  to	  

elude	  contact.	  



PragmaBc	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  
(MarBnich).	  	  Background/Toolkit.	  

•  Grice’s	  four	  maxims	  of	  speech	  acts	  
1.   Quality:	  

a.  Do	  not	  say	  what	  is	  false,	  and	  	  
b.  Do	  not	  say	  that	  for	  which	  you	  lack	  sufficient	  evidence.	  

2.   Rela'on:	  be	  relevant.	  
3.   Quan'ty:	  make	  your	  uRerance	  as	  informaBve	  as	  

is	  necessary	  (to	  express	  your	  meaning	  or	  achieve	  
your	  intent).	  

4.   Manner:	  be	  clear,	  unambiguous,	  brief.	  	  



PragmaBc	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  
(MarBnich).	  	  Background/Toolkit.	  

•  Saying	  
–  Saying-‐that:	  	  where	  the	  intended	  meaning	  and	  literal	  
meaning	  are	  the	  same.	  

– Making-‐as-‐if-‐to-‐say:	  	  the	  intended	  meaning	  and	  the	  literal	  
meaning	  are	  not	  the	  same.	  

•  Implica'on	  
–  Linguis'c:	  	  this	  is	  like	  logical	  implicaBon	  (the	  uRerance	  
implies	  what	  must	  be	  true	  if	  the	  uRerance	  is	  true)	  

–  Non-‐linguis'c:	  	  this	  depends	  upon	  extra-‐linguisBc	  
informaBon,	  such	  as	  norms	  about	  speech	  (the	  uRerance	  
combined	  with	  various	  kinds	  of	  social	  knowledge	  together	  
imply	  something).	  



PragmaBc	  Theory	  of	  Metaphor	  
(MarBnich).	  

•  (Most,	  normal)	  Metaphors	  flaunt	  the	  maxim	  of	  quality.	  	  
E.g.,	  the	  speaker	  says	  “U”	  and	  U	  is	  obviously	  false.	  

•  If	  we	  assume	  that	  the	  speaker	  is	  following	  the	  norms	  
of	  speech	  (including	  Grice’s	  four	  maxims),	  then	  we	  
conclude	  (as	  a	  maRer	  of	  non-‐linguisBc	  implicaBon)	  that	  
the	  speaker	  only	  makes-‐as-‐if-‐to-‐say	  U.	  

•  The	  next	  non-‐linguisBc	  implicaBon	  that	  we	  draw	  is	  that	  
we	  should	  treat	  the	  metaphor	  as	  having	  something	  like	  
simile-‐meaning:	  	  we	  ask,	  what	  are	  the	  features	  of	  the	  
comparison	  that	  we	  are	  asked	  to	  aRend	  to?	  	  



But	  Wait!	  	  Didn’t	  Davidson	  say…	  

•  …	  that	  similes	  were	  uninteresBng	  because	  
everything	  is	  like	  everything?	  

•  Davidson’s	  argument	  was	  that	  the	  simile	  theory	  
collapsed	  into	  a	  two-‐meaning	  theory,	  since	  you	  
sBll	  need	  to	  explain	  what	  features	  are	  relevant	  
and	  which	  are	  not.	  (Presumably	  the	  relevant	  
meaning	  would	  then	  be	  something	  like	  the	  
metaphorical/simile	  meaning,	  and	  the	  irrelevant	  
one	  would	  be	  subsumed	  in	  the	  literal	  meaning.)	  

•  MarBnich	  has	  an	  answer:	  



PragmaBc	  theory:	  	  Narrowing	  
SimilariBes	  

•  When	  we	  conclude	  that	  an	  uRerance	  is	  a	  
metaphor,	  we	  seek	  salient	  similari'es.	  

•  SBll,	  there	  are	  many	  salient	  similariBes.	  	  So,	  
we	  narrow	  farther	  using	  two	  standards:	  
– Apply	  Grice’s	  maxim	  of	  relevance.	  	  Only	  
similariBes	  that	  are	  relevant	  should	  be	  
considered.	  

– Seek	  only	  true	  similariBes.	  	  Derived	  similarity	  
claims	  that	  are	  false	  are	  to	  be	  rejected.	  



PragmaBc	  theory:	  	  Contrast	  with	  other	  
speech	  acts	  that	  flaunt	  maxims	  

•  Hyperbole	  –	  flaunts	  maxim	  of	  quality	  
•  Meisos	  –	  flaunts	  maxim	  of	  quanBty	  
•  Sarcasm	  and	  irony	  –	  flaunts	  the	  maxim	  of	  
quality	  



An	  exercise	  in	  applied	  review	  
•  Suppose	  we	  had	  to	  
program	  a	  robot	  to	  
understand	  speech.	  	  	  

•  If	  we	  believed	  one	  or	  
another	  of	  the	  
theories	  of	  meaning	  
we	  have	  seen,	  what	  
kind	  of	  choices	  would	  
we	  make	  about	  how	  to	  
program	  the	  relevant	  
parts	  of	  the	  robot’s	  
“mind”?	  



Reference	  Theories:	  	  
DescripBon	  Theory	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “gold”	  or	  
“Abraham	  
Lincoln”)	  



Reference	  Theories:	  	  
DescripBon	  Theory	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “gold”	  or	  
“Abraham	  
Lincoln”)	   How	  do	  we	  recognize	  U?	  

The	  descripBons	  that	  are	  the	  
meaning	  of	  U	  enable	  us	  to	  idenBfy	  
U	  (or	  things	  of	  kind	  U)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
A	  collecBon	  of	  descripBons	  of	  U	  that	  
are	  uniquely	  true	  of	  U	  consBtute	  the	  
meaning.	  

NOTE:	  	  we	  assume	  the	  ability	  to	  recognize	  the	  relevant	  referent	  is	  also	  the	  
same	  ability	  that	  enables	  us	  to	  know	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  referenBal	  term.	  



Reference	  Theories:	  	  
Historical	  Theory	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “gold”	  or	  
“Abraham	  
Lincoln”)	  

How	  do	  we	  recognize	  U?	  
We	  have	  some	  descripBon	  that	  we	  
use	  to	  idenBfy	  U	  (but	  this	  could	  be	  
false).	  	  This	  is	  most	  likely	  not	  the	  
meaning	  of	  “U”.	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
The	  meaning	  of	  U	  is	  given	  by:	  
•  What	  U	  actually	  is	  
•  What	  other	  users	  intend	  
•  What	  experts	  intend	  

NOTE:	  	  we	  assume	  the	  ability	  to	  recognize	  the	  relevant	  referent	  is	  independent	  
of	  the	  ability	  that	  enables	  us	  to	  know	  (or	  make	  use	  of)	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  
referenBal	  term.	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Truth-‐Based	  Theory	  (first	  pass)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element.”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Analyze	  the	  uRerance	  into	  its	  

consBtuent	  logical	  structure.	  
2.  Determine	  the	  truth	  condiBons	  

of	  the	  fully	  analyzed	  sentence.	  
3.  These	  truth	  condiBons	  are	  its	  

meaning.	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Modal-‐Truth-‐Based	  Theory	  (first	  pass)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element.”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Analyze	  the	  uRerance	  into	  its	  

consBtuent	  logical	  structure.	  
2.  Determine	  the	  possible	  truth	  

condiBons	  of	  the	  fully	  analyzed	  
sentence.	  

3.  These	  possible	  truth	  condiBons	  
are	  its	  meaning.	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Use	  Theory	  (first	  pass)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element.”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Determine	  the	  context	  and	  

possible	  social	  uses	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  

2.  Decide	  what	  are	  the	  most	  likely	  
social	  norms	  applicable	  in	  this	  
this	  context.	  

3.  These	  social	  norms	  determine	  
the	  proper	  use	  of	  the	  uRerance.	  

4.  This	  use	  is	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  



What	  about	  performaBves?	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Truth-‐Based	  Theory	  (second	  pass)	  

URerance	  U	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element”	  
or	  “Open	  the	  
window.”)	   What	  does	  the	  “U”	  mean?	  

1.  Analyze	  the	  uRerance	  into	  its	  
consBtuent	  logical	  structure.	  

2.  Determine	  the	  truth	  condiBons	  
of	  the	  fully	  analyzed	  sentence.	  

3.  These	  truth	  condiBons	  are	  its	  
meaning.	  

Is	  “U”	  a	  statement?	  

Yes	  

No	  
Translate	  “U”	  
to	  declaraBve	  
statement	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Modal	  Theory	  (second	  pass)	  

URerance	  U	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element”	  
or	  “Open	  the	  
window.”)	   What	  does	  the	  “U”	  mean?	  

1.  Analyze	  the	  uRerance	  into	  its	  
consBtuent	  logical	  structure.	  

2.  Determine	  the	  possible	  truth	  
condiBons	  of	  the	  fully	  analyzed	  
sentence.	  

3.  These	  possible	  truth	  condiBons	  
are	  its	  meaning.	  

Is	  “U”	  a	  statement?	  

Yes	  

No	  
Translate	  “U”	  
to	  declaraBve	  
statement	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Use	  Theory	  (second	  pass)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element”	  
or	  “Open	  the	  
window”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Determine	  the	  context	  and	  

possible	  social	  uses	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  

2.  Decide	  what	  are	  the	  most	  likely	  
social	  norms	  applicable	  in	  this	  
this	  context.	  

3.  These	  social	  norms	  determine	  
the	  proper	  use	  of	  the	  uRerance.	  

4.  This	  use	  is	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  



Metaphor:	  	  Simile/Ellipses	  Theory	  

How	  should	  our	  meaning	  theory	  
(program)	  prepare	  to	  handle	  “U”?	  
1.  If	  “U”	  is	  obviously	  false,	  then	  

insert	  “like,”	  “as,”	  or	  cognate	  
phrases	  to	  make	  U’	  

2.  The	  meaning	  of	  U’	  is	  given	  by	  
whatever	  meaning	  theory	  you	  
have	  

“My	  love	  
is	  a	  red	  
rose.”	  



Metaphor:	  	  Simile	  Meaning	  Theory	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “My	  love	  
is	  a	  red	  rose.”)	  

How	  should	  our	  meaning	  theory	  
(program)	  prepare	  to	  handle	  “U”?	  
1.  If	  “U”	  is	  obviously	  false,	  then	  use	  

your	  meaning	  theory	  to	  idenBfy	  
the	  meaning	  of	  an	  uRerance	  U’	  
that	  is	  an	  equivalent	  simile.	  

2.  The	  meaning	  of	  U	  is	  the	  meaning	  
of	  U’	  for	  whatever	  meaning	  
theory	  you	  have	  



Metaphor:	  	  Literal	  Theory	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “My	  love	  
is	  a	  red	  rose.”)	  

How	  should	  our	  meaning	  theory	  
(program)	  prepare	  to	  handle	  “U”?	  
1.  Treat	  “U”	  as	  a	  literal	  claim.	  
2.  Consider	  “U”	  with	  whatever	  

meaning	  theory	  you	  have.	  
3.  Because	  U	  is	  obviously	  false,	  “U”	  

has	  psychological	  (extra-‐
linguisBcs)	  effects	  on	  the	  hearer.	  



Metaphor:	  	  PragmaBc	  (MarBnich)	  
Theory	  

How	  should	  our	  meaning	  theory	  
(program)	  prepare	  to	  handle	  “U”?	  
1.  If	  “U”	  flaunts	  the	  maxim	  of	  

quality,	  consider	  “U”	  as	  a	  simile.	  
2.  Use	  the	  maxim	  of	  relevance	  to	  

determine	  what	  properBes	  are	  
likely	  similar	  and	  salient	  
between	  the	  compared	  things.	  

“My	  love	  
is	  a	  red	  
rose.”	  



Example:	  Truth-‐Based	  Theory	  
combined	  with	  Simile	  Theory	  

URerance	  U	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element”	  
or	  “Open	  the	  
window”	  or	  
“My	  love	  is	  a	  
rose.”)	  

What	  does	  the	  U	  mean?	  
1.  Analyze	  the	  uRerance	  into	  its	  

consBtuent	  logical	  structure.	  
2.  Determine	  the	  truth	  condiBons	  

of	  the	  fully	  analyzed	  sentence.	  
3.  These	  truth	  condiBons	  are	  its	  

meaning.	  

Is	  “U”	  a	  statement?	  
Translate	  “U”	  to	  
declaraBve	  statement	  

Yes	  

No	  

Is	  “U”	  obviously	  false?	  

No	  

Yes	   Insert	  missing	  “like”	  or	  
“as”	  to	  form	  
unellipBcal	  simile	  



A	  Note	  About	  Use	  Theory	  

•  For	  the	  use	  theory,	  all	  the	  work	  is	  done	  by	  way	  
of	  appeal	  to	  social	  norms	  and	  our	  
understanding	  of	  social	  norms.	  	  For	  example,	  
the	  use	  theory	  of	  metaphor	  is	  presumably	  
something	  like:	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Use	  Theory	  (for	  metaphor)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “My	  love	  
is	  a	  red	  rose.”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Determine	  the	  context	  and	  

possible	  social	  uses	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  

2.  Decide	  what	  are	  the	  most	  likely	  
social	  norms	  applicable	  in	  this	  
this	  context.	  

3.  These	  social	  norms	  determine	  
the	  proper	  use	  of	  the	  uRerance.	  

4.  This	  use	  is	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  
uRerance.	  

That	  is,	  nothing	  changes,	  because	  we’ve	  
assumed	  all	  the	  work	  is	  done	  in	  step	  2.	  



A	  Note	  About	  Use	  Theory,	  conBnued	  

•  If	  the	  use	  theory	  is	  going	  to	  be	  predicBve,	  
have	  pracBcal	  uBlity,	  and	  so	  on,	  we’ll	  need	  to	  
develop	  accounts	  of	  norms,	  how	  people	  
recognize	  norms,	  and	  when	  people	  follow	  and	  
when	  they	  break	  norms,	  and	  more.	  

•  This	  is	  why	  aRempts	  by	  Searle	  and	  Grice	  to	  
find	  a	  common	  framework	  for	  all	  our	  speech	  
norms	  are	  important.	  



Meaning	  Proto-‐Theories:	  	  
Use	  Theory	  (with	  Searle’s	  condiBons)	  

URerance	  “U”	  
(E.g.,	  “Gold	  is	  
an	  element”	  
or	  “Open	  the	  
window”)	  

What	  does	  “U”	  mean?	  
1.  Determine	  the	  context	  and	  possible	  social	  uses	  

of	  the	  uRerance	  and	  decide	  what	  are	  the	  most	  
likely	  social	  norms	  applicable	  in	  this	  this	  
context.	  	  This	  requires	  determining	  how	  the	  
following	  rules	  apply:	  
a.   Proposi'onal	  content:	  	  What	  proposiBon	  

is	  implicit	  in	  the	  uRerace?	  
b.   Preparatory:	  	  What	  implicit	  rules	  must	  be	  

saBsfied	  for	  the	  uRerance	  to	  succeed?	  
c.   Sincerity:	  	  what	  voliBons	  must	  the	  speaker	  

have	  for	  the	  uRerance	  to	  fully	  succeed.	  
d.   Essen'al:	  what	  obligaBons	  result	  if	  the	  

uRerance	  succeeds?	  
2.  These	  condiBons	  determine	  the	  meaning	  of	  the	  

uRerance.	  


