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The Preconceptua l  Basi s o f  Experlencia l  Metapho r 

Mark Johnson 
Departmen t  o f  Philosoph y 
Souther n Illinoi s Universit y a t  Carbondal e 

Standar d nodel s o f  metaphori c comprehensio n shar e 
at  leas t  th e follouin g se t  o f  basi c assumptions :  (1 ) 
Meanin g i s conceptua l  structure .  (2 )  Comprehendin g a 
metapho r  o f  th e for m " A i s B "  require s a  gras p o f  th e 
appropriat e conceptua l  structur e fo r  th e "A "  an d "B " 
(topic-vehicle )  components ,  an d i t  als o require s th e 
abilit y  t o map th e B^  domai n ont o th e A  domai n i n a 
contextuall y appropriat e fashion .  (3 )  Th e mappin g o r 
projectio n procedur e depend s principall y o n underly -
in g similaritie s betwee n th e tw o domains .  Version s 
of  thi s positio n diffe r  a s t o th e natur e o f  th e map -
pin g mechanism .  Some trea t  th e metaphori c projectio n 
as a  simpl e transfe r  o f  discret e propertie s o r  rela -
tion s fro m th e B^  domai n ove r  t o th e A  domain ,  wit h 
appropriat e change s bein g mad e t o appl y th e transfer -
re d predicate s t o th e ne w domain .  Other s argu e tha t 
a mor e comple x mode l  i s needed ,  on e i n whic h th e en -
tir e syste m o f  predicate s fo r  th e B  domain ,  wit h al l 
of  it s  comple x interna l  relations ,  mus t  someho w b e 
projecte d a s a  whol e i n suc h a  wa y a s t o restructur e 
Che conceptua l  syste m fo r  th e A  domain. 

I t  i s  commonl y believe d b y thos e wh o operat e wit h 
some versio n o f  thi s standar d mode l  tha t  th e chie f 
proble m pose d b y netapho r  fo r  artificia l  intelligenc e 
i s t o discove r  th e wa y i n whic h contextua l  clue s de -
termin e th e precis e natur e o f  th e projectiv e proces s 
of  metaphori c understanding .  Whil e I  agre e tha t  thi s 
i s th e mai n difficulty ,  I  wan t  t o sugges t  tha t  i t  i s 
les s amenabl e t o solutio n tha n moa t  cognitiv e scien -
tist s believe .  Th e reaso n fo r  my pessimis m i s that , 
contrar y t o th e accepte d view ,  understandin g a  meta -
phor  i s no t  Jus t  a  proces s o f  graspin g certai n con -
ceptua l  structurings .  I n th e metaphor s o f  ordinar y 
and technica l  discours e alike ,  ther e I s als o a  pre -
conceptua l  basi s i n experienc e tha t  give s th e meta -
phor  th e meanin g i t  ha s an d tha t  canno t  b e reduce d 
t o concept s o r  conceptua l  structur e (a s menta l  repre -
sentations) . 

My argumen t  i s base d upo n a n analysi s o f  som e o f 
th e preconceptua l  factor s involve d i n th e comprehen -
sio n o f  wha t  I  cal l  "experiential "  metaphors .  A n 
experientia l  metapho r  i s a  process  o f  experiencing , 
conceptualizing ,  an d calkin g abou t  on e domai n o f  ex -
perienc e a s i t  i s  structure d i n term s o f  anothe r  do -
mai n o f  a  differen t  kind .  Suc h metaphor s ar e basi c 
processe s o f  everyda y experience ,  an d the y ar e no t 
mere linguisti c ornament s o r  rhetorica l  mode s o f  ex -
pression .  Th e experientia l  metapho r  MARRIAGE I S A 
BUSINESS PARTNERSHIP,  fo r  example ,  i s  on e o f  severa l 
metaphor s i n America n cultur e tha t  structure s th e wa y 
some peopl e understand ,  ac t  out ,  an d reaso n abou t 
thei r  marriages .  I t  i s  no t  a  matte r  o f  mer e word s 
tha t  u e us e t o cal k abou t  marriage ;  rather ,  i t  i s  on e 
possibl e structurin g o f  marita l  relation s tha t  pro -
vide s coherence ,  order ,  an d significanc e i n th e live s 
of  chos e wh o liv e b y ch e metaphor . 

But  ch e MARRIAGE I S A  BUSINESS PARTNERSHIP meta -
phor  i s mor e tha n a  conceptua l  structurin g o f  som e 
aspect s o f  one' s marriage .  I t  involve s non-struc -
tural ,  preconceptua l  element s withou t  whic h th e meta -
phor  woul d hav e n o significanc e fo r  us .  Thes e pre -
conceptua l  element s i n experienc e consis t  o f  various 
capacities ,  skills ,  values ,  an d purpose s i n whic h th e 
conceptua l  structure s ar e roote d an d fro m whic h the y 
tak e chei r  nourishment .  Wit h referenc e t o th e BUSI -
NESS PARTNERSHIP metapho r  I  Identif y fou r  suc h ele -
ments :  (1 )  Genera l  huma n purposes ,  (2 )  Cultura l 
institution s an d practices ,  (3 )  Theoretica l  paradigms , (4 )  Individua l  characteristic s an d pattern s (includ -in g (1 )  individua l  purposes ,  (11 )  Individua l  caste s 

and values ,  an d (ill )  personalit y  traits) . 
I  a m claimin g tha t  understandin g a  metapho r  in -

volve s mor e tha n graspin g conceptua l  structure—i t 
als o involve s preconceptua l  element s tha t  ar e neithe r 
discret e predicate s no r  structure d relations .  Suc h 
element s ar e a  basi c par t  o f  ou r  ordinar y experienc e 
withou t  whic h n o metapho r  coul d hav e th e powe r  i t 
does t o shap e ou r  understanding ,  action ,  an d language . 
I f  thi s analysi s i s correct ,  i t  call s fo r  a  rethink -
in g o f  certai n fundamenta l  assumption s guidin g wor k 
on metapho r  i n cognitiv e science . 
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