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Metaphor and Visual Thinking

At the very beginning of the history of metaphor theory stands the Aristotelian
view which holds that "a good metaphor implies an intuitive perception of the similarity
in dissimilars”, and also that there is a parallel between metaphor and simile (eikon). Add
to this the Aristotelian dictum that "the soul understands nothing without a phantasm",
i.e. without mental images, and there clearly emerges the notion that both the creation
and the understanding of metaphors essentially involves visual thinking. This notion re-
mained prevalent for more than two millennia and is the obvious common-sense view
even today; it has, however, under the impact of the linguistic turn, become almost in-
compatible with the mainstream metaphor theories of the twentieth century. Neither 1. A.
Richards nor Max Black allow a role for mental images in metaphor processing, while
Lakoff and Johnson only gradually, and only partially, incorporated images into con-
ceptual metaphor theory. By contrast, cognitive linguist Allan Paivio's dual coding ap-
proach had, by the 1990s, led to an empirically confirmed view according to which the
verbal understanding of a new metaphor is typically preceded by the processing of per-
ceptual, in particular visual, mental images. It is this view for which the envisaged talk
will attempt to adduce further arguments.
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