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Chapter 8: Literal and Metaphorical Word Meaning

8.1 Summary

This chapter addresses the following questions: 

1. How can we identify the literal meaning of an expression?

2. What is the textual evidence for distinguishing one meaning from another? 

3. What is the relationship between two or more meanings of a word? 

4. What is the relationship between meaning and metaphor? 

It offers the following conclusions:

1. The concept of ‘literal meaning’ is not easily defined, notwithstanding the intuitions of native speakers to the contrary. Defining ‘metaphor’ is correspondingly hard. Appeals to etymology and standard dictionaries merely confuse the issue.  Frequency is no help, either: a metaphorical sense may be more common than the literal one. 

2. The concept of literalness is best analysed in terms of typical examples and Wittgensteinian family resemblances.

3. Problems with the notion of literalness are generic, i.e. the same problem affects all kinds of words and concepts.  Sharp distinctions that seem intuitively plausible often do not work out in practice. Convention is the only good criterion for what is literal, but convention itself is a very vague concept. 

4. Meanings as found in dictionaries are not really meanings at all; they are clusters of meaning potentials. Meanings are cognitive events, not static objects. The meaning potential of any word comprises a cluster of components, not necessarily mutually compatible. Meaning events draw on (activate) the meaning potentials of the words involved.

5. There is no hard-and-fast rule for distinguishing a metaphorical sense from a literal one. Metaphors are a type of exploitation – that is, they exploit norms of usage and meaning. In metaphorical uses, fewer components of the meaning potential are activated than in literal uses.

6. Corpus analysis shows that differences in meaning (metaphorical and literal alike) are associated with different phraseological and syntactic contexts. A list of phraseological norms derived from corpus analysis corresponds to a cognitive profile of the word’s meaning.

8.2 Literal and Metaphorical Meanings of ‘Literal’

The terms ‘literal’ and ‘metaphorical’ are often contrasted, so it seems reasonable that a chapter on metaphor should start with a clear definition of literal meaning.  However, on closer examination it turns out not to be easy to write a clear, uncontroversial definition of ‘literal meaning’.  The Oxford English Dictionary entry for literal contains the following definitions (illustrative citations omitted):

literal 

1 a Of or pertaining to letters of the alphabet; of the nature of letters, alphabetical. b Of a misprint (occas. of a scribal error): Affecting a letter. c Of mathematical notation and computation: Performed by means of letters.  d Of a quantity, an equation, etc.: Denoted or expressed by a letter or letters. Opposed to numerical.

2 Of a translation, version, transcript, etc.: Representing the very words of the original; verbally exact. 

3 a Theol. Pertaining to the ‘letter’ (of Scripture); the distinctive epithet of that sense or interpretation (of a text) which is obtained by taking its words in their natural or customary meaning, and applying the ordinary rules of grammar; opposed to mystical, allegorical, etc.

b Hence, by extension, applied to the etymological or the relatively primary sense of a word, or to the sense expressed by the actual wording of a passage, as distinguished from any metaphorical or merely suggested meaning. c Of persons: Apt to take literally what is spoken figuratively or with humorous exaggeration or irony; prosaic, matter-of-fact. d Of composition: Free from figures of speech, exaggeration, or allusion.

The word literal is derived from Latin littera ‘letter’. So, etymologically speaking, it has nothing at all to do with meaning. So the entry itself is a counterexample to its own sense 3b.   The etymologically prior sense of literal, which, for OED, is by definition the literal sense, is “of or pertaining to letters of the alphabet”, not “of or pertaining to the sense expressed by the actual wording of a passage”.  Saying that the literal meaning of literal is the etymologically primary sense of a word commits us to saying that the phrase literal meaning literally means ‘the meaning pertaining to letters of the alphabet' or ‘alphabetical meaning', which is palpable nonsense.  Only people who believe in the magical powers of runes claim that letters have meaning.

This is not a mere quibble; it is an extremely important point. It is a common folk belief that the oldest sense of a word is somehow more literal than current senses, but a glance at a dictionary of an ancient language (Lewis and Short’s Latin Dictionary, for example, or C.D. Buck’s Dictionary of Indo-European Synonyms) shows that the process of analogical meaning change is as old as the hills, and suggests that historical priority is not a good criterion for literalness.  The change is very often from physical to abstract, e.g. the verb intendere (English intend) is based on elements meaning ‘to stretch towards’ (in-, prefix indicating direction, + tendere ‘stretch, reach out’).  But many other kinds of change are found too. For example, the Indo-European word corresponding to English boil probably had nothing to do with heating water. Instead, it was an inchoative verb meaning something like modern English seethe, denoting the process of bubbling and seething, for example at the foot of a waterfall. 

In seeking a clear definition of literal meaning, then, we must discard the notion that historical priority is a good guide to literalness.  Perhaps, instead, some unspoken convention among the users of a language guarantees literalness? 

OED is a dictionary on historical principles, i.e. it puts the oldest meaning first, as do Merriam-Webster’s Third New International Dictionary (Gove, 1961), and Webster’s New World Dictionary 

(Guralnik, 1951), among others.   Other dictionaries claim to put modern meanings first.  These include the American Heritage Dictionary (AHD, 1968; 3rd edition 1992), Collins English Dictionary  (CED, 1979; 4th edition 1998), and the New Oxford Dictionary of English (NODE, a corpus-based dictionary first published in 1998).  

What is the ‘modern meaning’ of literal?  The entry in AHD says:

literal … 1. Being in accordance with, conforming to, or upholding the exact or primary meaning of a word or words. 2. Word for word; verbatim: a literal translation. 3. Avoiding exaggeration, metaphor, or embellishment; factual; prosaic: a literal description; a literal mind. 4. Consisting of, using, or expressed by letters: literal notation.

The definitions in CED are: 

literal   … 1. in exact accordance with or limited to the primary or explicit meaning of a word or text.  2. word for word.  3. dull, factual, or prosaic. 4. consisting of, concerning, or indicated by letters. 5. true; actual. 6. Maths. containing or using coefficients and constants represented by letters: ax2 + b is a literal expression.

NODE says: 

literal … 1 taking words in their usual or most basic sense without metaphor or allegory: dreadful in its literal sense, full of dread.
· free from exaggeration or distortion: you shouldn't take this as a literal record of events. 

· informal absolute (used to emphasize that a strong expression is deliberately chosen to convey one's feelings): fifteen years of literal hell.

2 (of a translation) representing the exact words of the original text.

· (of a visual representation) exactly copied; realistic as opposed to abstract or impressionistic.

3 also literal-minded.  (of a person or performance) lacking imagination; prosaic.  

4 of, in, or expressed by a letter or the letters of the alphabet.

All three of these dictionaries have usage notes pointing out that literally is used as an intensifier, sometimes in inappropriate or even ludicrous ways, as in I was literally killing myself or I literally died laughing.

These dictionaries agree with others in telling us that, in modern English, literal has something to do with meaning.  But what do the distinguishing epithets tell us? ‘Exact’? ‘Primary’? ‘Explicit’? ‘Most basic’?  ‘Without metaphor or allegory’? (Metaphor is often defined in terms of something being ‘not literally applicable’, which makes the dictionary entries circular: metaphorical means ‘not literal’; literal means ‘not metaphorical’.)  Each one of these epithets invites more questions than it answers.  For example, substituting ‘primary meaning’ for ‘literal meaning’ does not shed much light on the notion of literal meaning.  ‘Primary’ means ‘first’, and ‘first’ means ‘earliest’, but as we have seen, the earliest meaning of literal is ‘alphabetical’, which, by common consent, is not the literal meaning of literal in modern English.  The primary meaning is not the literal meaning, despite what is asserted in dictionaries.

Wittgenstein offers two ways out of these difficulties. Firstly, he invites us to appeal to convention.  If this is right, the most important word in any of those dictionary definitions is ‘usual’. The literal meaning is the usual meaning – a meaning sanctified by being used. Wittgenstein suggests that some overall convention in a speech community guarantees speaker's and hearer's mutual success in communicating.  This is probably an exaggeration – success is never guaranteed, and communication may actually fail even when hearer and utterer are mutually satisfied that communication has succeeded. However, as a criterion for literal meaning, it is a lot more plausible than etymology.  

Secondly, in the famous passage already quoted in Chapter 1 (section 1.3), Wittgenstein foreshadows prototype theory, calling the whole business of dictionary definitions into question (or at any rate, calling into question the way that people read them):

Thus, while it may not be possible to define a term clearly, it may be possible to characterize a good example of it.  For centuries, under the influence of logicians such as Leibniz, lexicographers have been seeking necessary conditions.  But prototype theory advises us to seek only sufficient condition: ‘anything like this would be a case of X’, and furthermore to arrange these sufficient cases in order of typicality, with the most typical cases at the centre.  So it turns out that it is not possible to provide a clear definition of literal meaning. 

Moreover, it may be that we have got things back to front, and that a theory of metaphor should precede or subsume a theory of meaning. As Rumelhart (1979) put it:

Any theory rich enough to generate the meanings people actually assign to nonfigurative language is rich enough to deal with figurative language as well. 

Rumelhart argues that metaphoricity is a gradable, and that literalness is merely a matter of degree. If natural language is an analogical system, then a theory that accounts for the meaning of language in use will inevitably include metaphorical uses and other exploitations of norms.

8.3 A Working Hypothesis about Literalness

Instead of offering a definition of literal, then, this chapter offers a working hypothesis, founded in text linguistics and corpus linguistics. The working hypothesis is that a literal meaning of a word occurs when the largest number of semantic components of its meaning potential are activated simultaneously. The activating force is context: typically, phraseological context. A metaphor (or other exploitation) occurs when one or more of the central, normal, typical semantic components is absent.  This too is recognizable in the phraseology: a metaphor typically involves incompatibility with some other item in the immediate context.  This seems to be why Donald Davidson [1978] was motivated to say that all metaphors are trivially false, like lies.  As we saw in Chapter 1, terms such as sperm bank, blood bank, and potato bank exploit the term bank in a metaphorical way.  But they themselves have become conventionalized, and may in turn be exploited by further metaphors.  Metaphoricity, like prototypicality, is recursive.

On the other hand, some seemingly central components are not necessary conditions of literalness.  For example, if we learn that a new bank is not ‘housed in a large building’, for example because it is staffed by telecottagers working on the Internet, would we say that this is only metaphorically a bank?  It seems unlikely.  People would probably say instead that the literal meaning of bank is being exploited in the context of technological change.  This new usage is not exactly a metaphor, but it is an exploitation of the established conventional meaning. Metaphors are a subset of exploitations.

Discourse analysts who study unscripted conversation argue that the meaning of a text is negotiated ad hoc, rather than being built up out of rigidly defined prefabricated building blocks. The building blocks are remarkably imprecise and flexible – or rather resilient – and the meaning of the words in a text is dependent on the surrounding phraseology to a much greater extent than was previously accepted.  If this is right, then it should be possible to identify phraseological criteria for distinguishing one meaning from another, and in particular for distinguishing literal meanings from metaphors.

Literal meanings tend to be associated with events or objects in the physical world, while metaphors are more often abstract exploitations of a physical image. Thus, the literal meaning of path is a physical route along the ground, typically made for walking along.  No matter how frequently we may talk about someone's career path or a comet's fiery path in the sky or the path name of a computer file or the best path towards settling a dispute, these uses do not invoke the literal meaning of the word.  It is a matter of preference whether to call them ‘conventionalized exploitations’ or ‘subsenses’ or ‘institutionalized metaphors’ or something else (and nothing hangs on the choice of terminology), but it would be slightly odd to regard them as the literal meaning of this word. 

So far so good. This all seems plausible enough.  However, in other cases, e.g. way, the distinction is less clear. What is the literal meaning of way?  When we talk about the right way to do something, are we using a metaphor?  This expression is so embedded in conventional phraseology that it is hard not to regard it as literal, while the sense of way as denoting a route is obsolescent, surviving chiefly in place names, and no longer a good candidate for the most literal meaning of this word – not on grounds of frequency, but on grounds of obsolescence.  There is no objective criterion for deciding literalness in such cases.  Nevertheless, it seems that the abstract senses of way are further than path along the road to literalness (or should that be ‘the path to literalness’?).

8.4 The Lemma TORRENT: some Statistics

Let us turn now to a case study of a word where two senses (i.e. groups of uses) are fairly evenly balanced, and where there is a difference of opinion as to their status. Do both the main senses have a claim to literal status or does only one of them have a claim to literal status, and if so which one?

The word is torrent, and the evidence from the British National Corpus, on which the following analysis is based, is given in Appendix 8.1. 

As we have seen, the literal meaning of a word is not necessarily its oldest meaning. It is not necessarily the most frequent meaning, either.  The first sense given for torrent in OED is as follows:

A stream of water flowing with great swiftness and impetuosity, whether from the steepness of its course, or from being temporarily flooded; more especially applied (as in French) to a mountain stream which at times is full of rushing water and at other times is more or less dry.

And most people do indeed seem inclined to accept that this is indeed the literal meaning of the word. However, in everyday English, torrents of words, ideas, and emotions are at least as frequent as torrents of water, if not more so, and some respected scholars of modern English argue that these uses have as good a claim to be considered literal as the ‘rushing water’ sense.  How are we to decide whether they are right? 

The British National Corpus contains 328 matches for the types ‘torrent’ and ‘torrents’. 19 upper-case matches were discarded on the grounds that they are names rather than words.  Six further matches were discarded on the grounds that they occur in scare quotes (i.e. the word is being mentioned rather than used), and the present analysis is of usage, not mention.  Five more matches were set aside as they occur in poetry, in which anything can happen.

The remaining 300 matches were subclassified into categories as summarized in Figure 8.1:

	Meaning
	Number of occurrences
	Percentage
	Notes

	RUSHING WATER
	105
	35.00%
	Including 5 similes

	RAINFALL
	20
	6.67%
	

	FLOW OF WORDS
	102
	34.00%
	

	FLOW OF EMOTIONS
	26
	8.67%
	

	FLOW OF OTHER THINGS
	32
	10.67%
	

	UNCLASSIFIED
	15
	5.00%
	


Figure 8.1: occurrences of torrent(s) in the British National Corpus

Thus, the two main uses of the word torrent are to refer to a flow of rushing water and a flow of words respectively.  In the BNC these two uses are of approximately equal frequency.

Which one is the literal meaning?  As we have seen, appeals to etymology are not sufficient, because words change their meaning.  The etymological meaning of magazine is ‘a storehouse or arsenal in an eastern Mediterranean country’; the etymological meaning of sock is ‘a light shoe worn by a Roman comic actor’; the etymological meaning of camera is ‘a small room’.  The literal meaning of these words and thousands of others, including literal itself, has changed over time. The only guide we have to literalness is convention, and the only guide to convention is actual linguistic behaviour: usage. So let us analyse usage. Fortunately, the advent of large corpora now gives us sufficient data with which to study usage in depth. 

8.5 Characteristics of a Conventional Metaphor

In the [[Word Flow]] sense, one pattern of usage is overwhelmingly more common than any other, namely ‘torrent of ...’.  It accounts for 85 out of 102 cases: ‘a torrent of (verbal) abuse’ (49 cases), ‘a torrent of words’ (14), ‘a torrent of criticism’ (3), and ‘a torrent of Spanish/Italian/Greek’ (4).  Of the remaining 15 occurrences of the word in this sense, 6 occur in a prepositional phrase headed by ‘in’, e.g. ‘the words came out in a torrent’.

Both these syntactic patterns militate probabilistically against literalness. Sinclair (1991: p. 85) observes that ‘of’ is unusual among prepositions in that the noun functioning as the head is very often the one that comes after rather than before it:

...in most cases the second noun (N2) appears to be the most salient.  This is not what would normally be expected in a conventional grammar; the general structure the N1 of N2 would

be analysed as having N1 as headword, with of N2 as a postmodifying prepositional phrase.

So it is here.  Literally speaking, someone who refers to ‘a torrent of abuse’ is talking about abuse, not about a torrent.  Similarly, an utterance referring to something happening ‘in torrents’ is about the action or event, not about torrents.  The word torrent functions like a partitive noun.

The [[Flow of Emotions]] sense is patterned similarly.  Of 26 occurrences altogether, 16 are for ‘torrent(s) of’, and in 5 emotions are poured out ‘in torrents’.  ‘Torrents of tears’ is classified with [[Flow of Emotions]] although, tears being both wet and emotional, the expression actually trades on both the main senses simultaneously. Nevertheless, the violence or force of a flow of tears is, literally speaking, considerably less than the violence of the flow of a stream in spate and, as we shall see, violence has something to do with it.

All of the 32 uses denoting a [[Flow of Other Things]] are in the pattern torrents of: torrents of blood, crime, crockery, fire, furry coverings, hair, mucus, mud, new products and services, people, petals, piss, punches, and traffic.  No pattern of selection for the head nouns is discernible, beyond the fact that all are clearly metaphorical.  Both count nouns and mass nouns are found.  The metaphor exploits the physical [[Water Flow]] sense rather than the more abstract [[Word Flow]].  

All this seems to add up to clear evidence of metaphoricity.   The literal sense of torrent necessarily involves water, so it is not necessary to specify water as the thing that is flowing in a torrent.

Conversely, when torrent is used to denote a flow of something that is not water (e.g. words), 

It is necessary to specify what is flowing, and because of this, such uses must be classified as metaphorical.

8.6 A nearly Literal Metaphor

Inconveniently for this line of argument, however, the pattern ‘torrents of’ also occurs significantly often (15 out of 105 cases) in the [[Water Flow]] sense. On the argument advanced above, this ought to mean that this is a metaphorical exploitation of torrent.  But of course, it isn't.  Or is it? We need to look more closely.  In 12 of these 15 cases, N2 is ‘water’; in the remaining three it is ‘the river’, ‘the Aldudes’ (the name of a river or torrent), and ‘white foam and spray’.  Torrents (in the literal sense) necessarily contain water for at least some hours in the year, so on the face of it the expression ‘a torrent of water’ is as tautologous as would be ‘a river of water’.

The definition of torrent in is ‘a violent surge of water flowing down an established course.’  Torrents do not flow evenly all year round; typically they flow after heavy rain or melting snow.  Also, a normally placid river or stream or even a normally dry roadway can become a torrent: the term torrent is significantly associated with the verb become.

1. a torrent of flood water swept through a North Wales hospital

The function of the expression ‘a torrent of water’, as in 1 is quasi metaphorical.  Although torrents do normally consist of water, the water in this expression is behaving in a slightly anomalous fashion: the semantic component ‘flowing down an established course’ is missing; the element ‘violent and unexpected surge’ is being exploited to say how the water was behaving, rather than what type of water it was.

The phenomenon of ‘nearly literal metaphor’ is not confined to torrent.  For example, ‘a stream of water flowing through the churchyard’ (BNC) is not a stream in the sense of a small river flowing in an established channel.  Rather, it is water outside an established channel.  The expression ‘an ocean of water’ is more likely to refer to something in the kitchen than the Atlantic. 

It seems from the foregoing discussion that there may be syntagmatic as well as semantic criteria for metaphoricity.  It remains to be seen how widespread this phenomenon is in English, what the constraints are, and what other syntagmatic signals there are for it. 

8.7 Corpus-based Cognitive Profiles

How, then, do we recognize the literal meaning of the word torrent?  The components are all there in the corpus, but they need to be picked out from the surrounding noise.

If we look for cognitively or statistically salient patterns of usage, we may establish a ‘cognitive prototype’ or ‘cognitive profile’ for the literal meaning of the word, as in Figure 8.2. Recurrent patterns (prototypical uses) include ‘become a torrent’ (13 cases), ‘turn into a torrent’ (5), and ‘swell into a torrent’ (3).  Looking a little more widely, we find that torrents are roaring, raging, foaming, hissing, muddy, mighty, and terrifying.  They sweep down hillsides. Cars, people, and things are swept away by them.

	

	A river or stream may become a torrent (x13).

	A storm or floodwater may turn a river into a torrent (x5).

	A river may swell into a torrent (x3).

	Torrents are raging (x8), roaring (x5), deafening, foaming (x2), foamy, muddy (x2), wild (x2), untamed, driving, swollen, hurling, white, brown, grey, hissing.

	They are glacier-fed, seasonal, caused by melt water, or occur after heavy rain or a downpour.

	They wear rocks smooth and loosen rocks.

	They are mighty, terrifying, dangerous.

	People drown in them. (x3) 

	They sweep (x8) cars, people, animals, and other things away.

	UNSTRUCTURED COLLOCATES: mountain (x3), gorge, rain.

	


Figure 8.2: A phraseologically based cognitive profile of torrent [[Water Flow]]

These statements, extrapolated from the corpus and based on actual usage, characterize the literal meaning.  They contribute to the development of the norm, both as a cognitive phenomenon in the minds of individual language users and as a behavioral phenomenon in the social use of language.

 Unconsciously rather than consciously, when writing a dictionary entry, the skilled lexicographer focuses on wording a definition or explanation that is compatible with such citations, in order to explain what a prototypical torrent is. Citations such as ‘it was a respectable torrent' contribute little and are ignored. 

The literal sense of torrent is identified from this selected cluster of propositions in any of a number of prototypical syntactic patterns.  But what also emerges is that the literal sense is associated with certain semantic components, all of which are activated simultaneously if the meaning is literal: a watercourse; it has water in it; the water is flowing with tremendous force, and so on.  If an utterer constructs a sentence in which these central semantic components are incompatible with the phraseology in which the word is used, we are probably looking at a metaphor or other exploitation.

A similar phraseological-cognitive profile for the [[Word Flow]] sense yields comparatively less rich results, as we can see in Figure 8.3.

	

	STRUCTURED COLLOCATES: 

	a torrent of abuse (x17), a torrent of criticism (x3)

	a torrent of words (x14) or [[Language]] (x12) 

	People hurl (x2), direct, scream torrents of abuse at other people.

	People launch into, explode into torrents of abuse.

	People endure, invite, listen to torrents of abuse.

	Words tumble out or rush out or come out or pour forth in a torrent (x4).

	An explanation may become a torrent (x2).

	A torrent (of language) may be breathless or shrieking. 

	A torrent (of language) may be poetic (x2) or verbal. 


Figure 8.3: A phraseologically based cognitive profile of torrent [[Word Flow]]

8.8 Undecidability and ad-hoc metaphors

In corpus analysis, when strict phraseological criteria are used, we quite often encounter uses that are unclassifiable.  Contrary to expectation, few of these are errors.  The expectation that every use can be assigned to one and only one particular dictionary sense arises from a misunderstanding about the nature of word meaning in ordinary usage, where the meaning of the passage as a whole may be perfectly clear, although the contribution of particular words may be rather non-specific.  

For example, for many purposes it is important to distinguish between the medical sense of treat, according to which doctors and medicaments treat patients, and the more general sense, according to which people treat people or other things in a particular way.  But in 2, it is pointless to ask which of these two senses is being activated.  The question is undecidable.

2. … the doctors and nurses who have treated me so well.

For another example, consider the common expression, a system of checks and balances.  The noun check has two main meanings: ‘a pause or setback’ (as in 3) and ‘an investigation’ (as in 4).  These are generally assumed to be mutually exclusive.  

3. This caused a check or hitch in the flow of their talk.
4. Regular checks were made on the quality of the water.
So when the word is used, an everyday assumption is that it must be assignable to one or other of these senses (or to some totally different one).  The notion that it might participate in both senses simultaneously is offensive to our conception of language as an orderly system.  Nevertheless, it might be true.  If it is, then it is inappropriate to ask whether the word checks in the expression a system of checks and balances means ‘pauses’ or ‘investigations’. It means something of both, and anyway the phrase is better taken as a whole than subjected to a rigorous system of reductionist analysis. Curiously, there seems to be an overwhelming human compulsion to ask just this question, however inappropriate it may be. Something in human makeup urges us towards cognitive polarities, but this urge is not reflected in our linguistic behaviour. In other words, when we focus our cognitive powers on a usage, we feel the need to make sharp distinctions, however spurious, for these distinctions are not necessarily reflected in our everyday use of words.

So the reality, in this example, is that sometimes the purpose of a system of checks and balances is to act as a brake on precipitate action, whereas on other occasions it is to provide a mechanism for investigating what is going wrong.  Often, both senses seem to be in play simultaneously.  In the tumultuous flow of everyday usage, relevance and suggestivity have more important roles to play than precision or analysability.

So it is with ‘unclassified’ uses.  Few of them are ad-hoc metaphors; there is no particular difficulty in understanding their meaning; the main reason that they are unclassified is that their phraseology falls outside an identified set of phraseological norms, and it is not possible to say which particular cluster of meaning-potential components is activated.  The meaning may be vague or allusive – or indeed metaphorical in the sense of an ad-hoc metaphor.  The meaning of a trademarked torrent (of merchandise) and the electric fountains in the lagoon threw their torrents towards the sky is clear enough, but the phraseology of both is eccentric or unusual. Trademarked is not an adjective that normally modifies words with the semantics either [[Water Flow]] or [[Word Flow]].  It is in unclassified uses of this sort that the most creative uses, including ad-hoc metaphors, are to be found. 

8.9 Extended Metaphors: Keeping it going

When dictionaries list idiomatic meanings of so-called fixed phrases, they do so in a way that suggests that they have no literal meaning.  So, for example, keep one's head above water is defined in the New Oxford Dictionary of English as ‘avoid succumbing to difficulties, typically debt’.

There are 20 occurrences of this phrase in the British National Corpus, shown in Appendix 8.2.  A quarter of them (five in all) are literally to do with swimming and trying not to drown, which the dictionaries do not mention. 

In three other cases, the idiom is used metaphorically, but then the image of a person trying to avoid drowning is picked up and further exploited by other watery words (pool; splash; sunk):

5. I feel like I'm struggling to keep my head above water – Oh, I knew this particular pool was going to be deep.

6. With the economy in the doldrums and the pound struggling to keep its head above water, it was no time for Terry to splash out.

7. They helped him many a time to keep his head above water or else we should have been in a poor way. When he was sunk by the 1926 miner's strike and had to sell everything he had, they came to the rescue again. 

The phenomenon of extended metaphor is well known.  It is a commonplace of literary stylistics to show how a particular metaphorical theme can permeate a whole document.  Having set up a particular cognitive effect, a writer exploits it, consciously or unconsciously, with further quasi metaphorical uses of related phraseology.  

8.10 Metaphoricity is a Gradable

Some metaphors are more metaphorical than others. It is normal for human beings to swim and to try to keep out debt.  So if the subject of the expression keep one's head above water is a person, the phrase is middling-metaphorical, because people do swim (and sometimes drown), so the metaphor is cognitively quite realistic.  On the other hand, if the subject is a company, as in 8, or a railway, as in 9, the metaphor is much more metaphorical, that is to say, further removed from the literal, physical world in which people try not to drown when swimming.  Companies do not swim, and if they have heads or drown, they do so only metaphorically. 

8. a Sparc clone pioneer that's been struggling to keep its head above water for a long time ...

In 9, the metaphor is so extreme as to be faintly ridiculous, for anyone who stops to think about it. 

9. It is good to see that the railway is keeping its head above water.

The fact that railways don’t have heads joins with the fact that railways don’t swim to strain the bounds of cognitive acceptability here.  And yet, in everyday usage, the phrase passes unremarked for its oddity and conveys its meaning satisfactorily.

8.11 Summary

A-priori definitions of metalinguistic terms such as ‘literal’ and ‘metaphorical’ are unreliable.  The meanings of words have been constantly changing from earliest times.  There is a general tendency for referring expressions (terms denoting something in the world about us) to develop more abstract senses, but this is by no means the only type of meaning change. A literal meaning cannot be identified by appealing to etymology: the oldest meaning of a word is not necessarily its literal meaning.  But the most frequent modern meaning is not necessarily the literal one either.  As we saw with torrent, two senses may be equally frequent, and there may nevertheless be good grounds for regarding one of them as literal and the other as metaphorical. 

Best examples of literal meanings involve some reference to events or objects in the physical world, and are often contrasted with more abstract uses. This chapter has illustrated how syntagmatic or phraseological criteria can be used in distinguishing literal and metaphorical meanings. Syntagmatic criteria for literal meanings represent norms of linguistic behaviour, which can be observed by corpus analysis. They are associated with prototypical usage and linked in turn to cognitive prototypes.  Prototypical usage is literal; metaphor is one of the ways in which prototypes are exploited. 

We also identified the phenomenon of the ‘nearly literal metaphor’, in which a semantic component of a word’s meaning is highlighted by being mentioned explicitly (as in the phrase a torrent of water), and suggested that the purpose of such expressions is to focus on the metaphorical status of a term by iterating just the component that is still literally true, despite the fact that some other component cannot possibly be true (i.e. the course of a torrent would never literally flow through a building such as a hospital).  The implication is that prototypical word meanings consist of clusters of features and that metaphor is a matter of activation of a limited group of features in contexts where certain other features, present in the literal meaning, are incompatible with the context. 

If the suggestion that literal and metaphorical can be distinguished by phraseological or syntagmatic criteria has any merit, there is still much work to be done before the criteria are fully worked out, and there are many complications, not least the fact that the distinction between literal and metaphorical is itself gradable rather than absolute.  Some metaphors are more metaphorical than others.

