
Metaphor & Meaning
Metaphor is at the heart of the creative process embodied in human language and 
thought. This project asks that you study deeply the creative principle of metaphor far 
beyond ways you might have considered it in the past. Have fun with it.

The Objectives
Å to come to a deeper understanding of the way metaphor works in our language and in our 

everyday lives
Å to engage in close reading of texts to see how they reveal and shape thinking
Å to engage in analytical thinking through writing

Multiple Paths to Exploring Metaphor
Rather than prescribing a single path toward accomplishing the objectives of this project, you have a 
number of options from which to choose. Each approach comes from Scholes and approaches the study 
of metaphor from a slightly different angle, but each should also lead you towards some new insight on 
the way metaphor works in our language and in the making of meaning. Choose one of the following 
for this project:

  Option 1: A Little Self-Psychoanalysis

Like dreams, metaphors can work to defamiliarize experience. One quality of dreams that invite interpretation is the emotional power 
they exert over the dreamer. Artists also try to achieve this power, sometimes in words and sometimes in visual images or music. 
For this option, interpret an image that defamiliarizes the known world as dreams do. Use either Hopperôs Night Shadows  (81) or de 
Chiricoôs Mystere et melancoloe d’une rue (82).
In addition to interpreting the image you choose, discuss features of the text that guided your interpretation. That is, say what in them 
led you to read them in the way you did. (This part is important and should be at the heart of your essay.)

  Option 2: Metaphor and New Realities

How far can metaphor be extended? If all naming is metaphorical,  moving toward the unknown by analogies with what is already 
known and safely named, perhaps a poet can suggest new realities by metaphorically linking unusual or incompatible things. The sur-
realist movement in art and literature is based on disrupting our habitual sense of reality so as to allow us glimpses of a deeper reality.
Gather a few newspapers and see if you can clip whole or partial headlines to create a poem as good as Bretonôs ñPoemò found in 
Textbook (85). Remember, this is not a merely random enterprise. You must tease the reader with near approaches to normal syntax 
and meaning, and surprise the reader with strange deviations from the normal. 
After composing the poem, write an essay in which you try to determine which part of your poem is most successful and why. Con-
sider the way surrealist images are like and unlike other metaphors. What do they have to teach us about poetic metaphor in general?

  Option 3: Why and How Poets Use Metaphor

Write an essay on the way metaphors work in poetry. Use the mini-anthology of poetry found in Textbook (88 ï 94) as a source of 
examples. You are not being asked to write an interpretation of each poem, but to draw from the poems certain metaphors to illustrate 
your discussion. In writing your essay, you should consider some of the following matters:
Å Why do poets use metaphor so frequently?
Å What does the use of metaphor have to do with the ñdifýcultyò of poetry?
Å What does the use of metaphor have to do with the pleasures of poetry?
Å What makes an interesting metaphor interesting?
Å How to metaphors contribute to the power of poetry to move us emotionally or to amuse us?
In the course of your discussion, you should consider speciýc metaphors drawn from the selection of poems, exploring and explaining 
the meanings generated by each metaphor. In the case of an extended comparison, you should examine the way the details of descrip-
tion apply to both the things being compared. For instance, Robert Francisô poem ñPitcherò describes what a baseball pitcher does in 
such a way that it becomes a metaphor for what a poet does. The result changes our way of thinking about both activities: pitching 
and writing poetry. But the effectiveness of the poem depends on the way that the details of the description support both ends of the 
comparison, and that is the sort of analysis that you should make in your essay. To make it, of course, you need to understand that the 
comparison is being madeðthat the description is not just description but also metaphoric. You need to be an alert reader and to read 
each poem over until you really get a hold of it.

Remember, you are not being asked to go through each poem and write about what it means. You are being asked to draw from the 
poems the material that will enable you to produce your own essay on why and how poets use metaphor.
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  Option 4: Metaphor as the Basis of  Thought

George Lakoff and Mark Johnson remind us that metaphor is not simply a device of poetic imagination but is in fact pervasive in 
everyday life. Metaphor is not even just a facet of language but rather one of thought and action. In other words, our ordinary con-
ceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature. For this option, be sure to re-read 
the Lakoff and Johnson essay ñConcepts We Live Byò found in Text Book (95). The ideas they present should inform and, in fact, 
be referenced, in the essay you write. Here are some possibilities for the essay:
Å Consider the presence of metaphorical concepts in the way we talk, for instance, about diseaseðthe way Susan Sontag does in 

the excerpt from AIDS and Its Metaphors found in Text Book (106). Her book was published in 1988. What changes, if any, have 
you noticed in metaphors used to discuss AIDS since the publication of her book? Consider metaphors used by those with AIDS 
as well as by those without it. You may want to look beyond such obvious sources as Time and Newsweek to discuss drama, ýc-
tion, poetry, essays, medical journalism, and AIDS-prevention literature. Write an essay in which you discuss the metaphors used 
in one or more of your sources and the implications of these metaphors in terms of the way we think about the disease.

Å Alternatively (an option within an option), re-read Emily Martinôs ñThe Egg and the Sperm: How Science Has Constructed a 
Romance Based on Stereoptypical Male-Female Rolesò found in Text Book (114). Then, using Martinôs approach as your model, 
examine a science textbook or another kind of textbook that discusses processes or historical or political events and examine a 
section of the text for sleeping metaphors and analogies. What cultural imagery do you ýnd in these metaphors? That is, how 
does the writer want you to perceive the process or event?

Å And ýnally, as another possibility, identify the presence of a metaphorical concept in some other textða metaphorical concept 
that you ýnd particularly troublingðmaybe one you ýnd in an editorial (as they often reveal themselves in such writing). In your 
essay point out the troubling implications of the metaphorical concept in question and then argue for a new metaphor to replace 
the problematic one. What would the implications of such a change be on the way we think about the concept for which we use 
the metaphor?

Remember, that regardless of the direction in which you take your essay (based on the three possibilities above), you will need to 
make some explicit reference (and citation) to the work of Lakoff and Johnson. Use their work to inform your essay.

  Option 5: Metonymy and Mass Appeal

Metaphor plays a major role in advertising, which we all encounter every day. Scholes points out that many advertisements rely on 
speciýc kind of metaphorðmetonymy. Reread his discussion of this in Text Book (143 ï 148). Then, ýnd two different full-page 
ads for a particular type of product such as designer perfume, cigarettes, bran cereal, or luxury automobiles. Youôll have the best 
luck ýnding a skillfully designed ad from a slick magazine designed for a general audience, such as Sports Illustrated, The New 
Yorker, Vogue, and so on. Write an essay in which you compare and discuss the metaphoric and metonymic qualities of the two ads. 
Try to reach some conclusions about how and why certain things work in advertising.

How this Project Will Be Assessed
First of all, remember that this assignment will not be fully assessed until you submit it as a part of your portfolio project; however, 
as one of at least two initial drafts, it will receive a ñformative gradeò. Refer to the evaluation criteria on the syllabus for an expla-
nation and rubric for formative grades (and letter grades). 
Beyond the evaluation criteria found on the syllabus for all work in this course, this assignment has some speciýc considerations. It 
might help you to understand how I approach grading. I start reading each paper I receive from you with the assumption that it will 
be ñCò quality work (average, acceptable work). As I read, if it goes beyond the minimum of that which is average and acceptable 
and if I am pleasantly surprised by the work, it will likely move into the B and A range. If a work falls short of my basic expecta-
tions for average, acceptable work, it may fall to a D or F. 
The basic expectations that I have for average and acceptable work for this project are as follows:
Å demonstrated understanding and insight on the function of metaphor
Å a compelling argument with clear thesis and adequate textual support as needed
Å a close textual analysis, with multiple speciýc examples, of metaphor at work in the selected texts 
Å appropriate audience awareness and enough provided context such that any college-level reader could pick up your essay and 

fully understand it without any knowledge of the course, the assignment, the readings, and so on
Å an effective titleðcreative, representative of the essay, and interest-catching 
Å interesting opener and a resonating close
Å 3 to 5 pages in length
Å evidence of careful thought, writing, and revision throughout 
Å proofread and free from careless mechanical errors

Due Date
Consult the syllabus for a complete list of due dates, including due dates for drafts.


