
What Is Metaphor In Literature 1

What Is Metaphor In Literature

What Is Metaphor In Literature

Downloaded from
www.everybodystreet.com by Jaslyn &

Braylon

UNLOCKING THE POWER OF COMPARISON: WHAT IS
METAPHOR IN LITERATURE

Imagine reading a sentence that stops you in your tracks. The
words  do  not  just  describe  an  object  or  an  emotion;  they
transform it.  That is  the magic of  figurative language, and at its
heart lies one of the most potent tools a writer possesses: the
metaphor.  If  you have ever  wondered,  "What  is  metaphor  in
literature and why does it matter so much?", you are about to
discover the engine behind some of the most memorable lines
ever written. A metaphor is far more than a simple comparison. It
is  a  bridge  that  connects  the  familiar  to  the  unfamiliar,  the
concrete  to  the  abstract,  allowing  readers  to  see  the  world
through a fresh, often startling, lens. This article will explore the
depths  of  this  literary  device,  tracing  its  definition,  its  various
forms, and its undeniable power to elevate prose and poetry from
the ordinary to the extraordinary.

DEFINING THE CORE: WHAT IS METAPHOR IN
LITERATURE

At its simplest level, a metaphor is a figure of speech that makes
a direct comparison between two unrelated things by stating that
one thing is another. Unlike a simile, which uses the words "like"
or "as" to compare (e.g.,  "brave as a lion"),  a metaphor is a
declaration of identity. When an author writes, "Time is a thief,"
they are not suggesting that time resembles a thief; they are
asserting that time, in its essence, steals moments from our lives.
This  direct  identification  is  what  gives  the  metaphor  its  force.
When we ask,  "What  is  metaphor  in  literature?",  the  answer
begins  with  this  act  of  symbolic  substitution.  It  is  a  way  of
understanding and experiencing one kind of thing in terms of
another. It enriches language by condensing complex ideas into
potent,  image-rich  statements,  making  abstract  concepts
tangible  and  emotional  landscapes  visible.

The Difference Between
Metaphor and Simile
Confusion  between  metaphor  and  simile  is  common,  but  the
distinction is crucial for any student of literature. A simile is a
cautious cousin; it suggests a resemblance. A metaphor is a bold
claim; it asserts equivalence. Consider the difference: "Her voice

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 What Is Metaphor In Literature 2024-10-24

was  like  velvet"  (simile)  versus  "Her  voice  was  velvet"
(metaphor). The simile creates a comparison, leaving the reader
to mentally bridge the gap.  The metaphor collapses that gap
entirely,  merging the two ideas into one powerful  image. The
metaphor  is  more  direct,  more  immersive,  and  often  more
memorable.  Understanding  "what  is  metaphor  in  literature"
involves  recognizing  this  boldness—the  writer's  willingness  to
fuse two distinct worlds into a single, resonant truth.

THE ANATOMY OF A METAPHOR: PARTS AND
FUNCTIONS

To fully grasp the answer to "what is metaphor in literature", it is
helpful  to  understand  its  internal  structure.  A  metaphor
traditionally  consists  of  three  parts:

The Tenor: This is the subject of the metaphor, the actual
thing being described. In the metaphor "Life is a
battlefield," the tenor is "life."
The Vehicle: This is the image or concept used to convey
the meaning. In the same example, "battlefield" is the
vehicle.
The Ground: This is the common ground between the
tenor and the vehicle, the implied similarity that makes the
metaphor work. The ground here might be struggle,
conflict, strategy, and the potential for victory or defeat.

By understanding these components, readers can dissect even
the most complex metaphors. The power of the device lies in how
the  vehicle  illuminates  the  tenor.  The  author  chooses  a  specific

vehicle to evoke a particular set of associations, emotions, and
insights  about  the  tenor.  This  is  why  the  question  "what  is
metaphor  in  literature"  cannot  be  answered  with  a  simple
definition;  it  must  be  understood  as  a  dynamic  process  of
meaning-making.

COMMON TYPES OF METAPHORS USED IN
LITERATURE

Not all metaphors function in the same way. Great writers deploy
a variety of metaphorical structures to achieve different effects. A
complete exploration of "what is metaphor in literature" requires
recognizing these distinct forms.

1. The Explicit or Standard
Metaphor
This is the most straightforward type, where the comparison is
stated  clearly  and  directly.  The  formula  "A  is  B"  is  at  work.
Shakespeare’s "All the world’s a stage" is a perfect example. The
tenor  ("the  world")  is  explicitly  identified  with  the  vehicle  ("a
stage"). There is no ambiguity about the comparison being made.

2. The Implied Metaphor
Here, the comparison is more subtle. The writer does not state
the  vehicle  explicitly  but  implies  it  through  verbs  and
descriptions.  For  example,  instead of  saying "He is  a lion,"  a
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writer  might  say,  "He  roared  his  defiance  at  the  enemy."  The
vehicle  ("lion")  is  never  named,  but  the  action  ("roared")
suggests  it.  This  requires  the  reader  to  be  more  active  in
interpreting  "what  is  metaphor  in  literature"  by  inferring  the
connection from the context.

3. The Extended Metaphor
An extended metaphor (also known as a conceit) is drawn out
over several lines, a paragraph, or even an entire work. The initial
comparison is sustained and developed throughout the text, with
multiple points of  similarity being explored. In "The Road Not
Taken"  by  Robert  Frost,  the  entire  poem  functions  as  an
extended metaphor  for  life's  choices  and their  consequences.
This type of metaphor allows for deep, complex exploration of an
idea.

4. The Dead or Frozen
Metaphor
These are metaphors that have been used so frequently that they
have lost  their  original  imaginative force and become part  of
everyday language. Phrases like "the leg of a table," "the heart of
the matter," or "time is running out" are dead metaphors. While
they are no longer striking, they are a testament to how deeply
metaphorical thinking is woven into our language and cognition.
Understanding  "what  is  metaphor  in  literature"  includes

recognizing  that  even  our  most  common expressions  have  a
metaphorical origin.

5. The Mixed Metaphor
A mixed metaphor occurs when a writer combines two or more
inconsistent or incompatible metaphors in a single sentence or
passage. This is often considered a stylistic error, as it creates a
jarring  or  unintentionally  comic  image  (e.g.,  "We’ll  burn  that
bridge when we come to it"). However, some skilled writers use
mixed  metaphors  deliberately  for  a  specific  effect,  such  as
emphasizing  chaos  or  confusion.

THE PURPOSE AND POWER OF METAPHOR IN GREAT
WRITING

Why do authors so frequently turn to this device? The answer to
"what  is  metaphor  in  literature"  is  fundamentally  about  its
purpose. Metaphors are not merely decorative; they are cognitive
tools. They serve several vital functions:

Creating Vivid Imagery: A well-crafted metaphor paints a
picture in the reader's mind more efficiently than literal
description. "The sky was a bruised, weeping wound" is far
more evocative than "The sky was dark and filled with rain
clouds."
Simplifying the Complex: Abstract or difficult ideas can
be made accessible through a concrete metaphor.
Explaining the structure of an atom becomes easier when
described as a "miniature solar system."
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Avoiding Literal Plodding: Skilled writers use metaphors
to add depth and layers of meaning. They suggest rather
than state, inviting the reader to participate in the creation
of meaning. This is a core aspect of the artistic power in
"what is metaphor in literature."
Evoking Emotion: A metaphor can bypass rational
thought and speak directly to the reader's emotions.
Comparing a lost love to "a withering flower" evokes a
sense of sadness and decay that literal language might fail
to capture.
Creating Symbolism: Metaphors often form the
foundation for larger symbolic structures in a work. A
recurring metaphor, such as a "journey" throughout a
novel, can become a central symbol for the protagonist's
spiritual or psychological development.

MASTERFUL EXAMPLES OF METAPHOR IN CLASSICAL
LITERATURE

To  truly  understand  the  answer  to  "what  is  metaphor  in
literature", one must see it in action. Here are a few timeless
examples from the canon of English literature:

William Shakespeare, "As You Like It": "All the world’s
a stage, / And all the men and women merely players." This
famous extended metaphor frames human life as a
performance, with its entrances and exits, roles to play,
and a final curtain. It is a profound commentary on identity,
fate, and the performative nature of society.
John Donne, "A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning":

Donne compares his and his wife’s souls to the legs of a
drafting compass. "If they be two, they are two so / As stiff
twin compasses are two." This is an astonishing extended
metaphor (or conceit) that equates a geometrical tool with
spiritual unity, showing the intellectual brilliance of the
metaphysical poets.
F. Scott Fitzgerald, "The Great Gatsby": Fitzgerald
uses metaphor to describe the characters and their world.
Gatsby’s parties are described with a sense of "glittering"
decay. The valley of ashes is a powerful metaphor for the
moral and social decay hidden beneath the glamour of the
Jazz Age. Daisy’s voice is famously described as being "full
of money," a stunningly concise metaphor for her
materialism and unattainability.

METAPHOR IN MODERN AND CONTEMPORARY WORKS

The question "what is metaphor in literature" remains vital  in
modern and contemporary writing, where it is often used with
even greater subtlety and psychological depth.

George Orwell, "1984": The entire dystopian world of
"1984" is built on a massive, oppressive metaphor. "Big
Brother is watching you" is a metaphor for totalitarian
surveillance and the loss of individual privacy. The
"memory hole" is a chilling metaphor for the erasure of
history and truth.
Toni Morrison, "Beloved": Morrison uses a central,
haunting metaphor to embody the trauma of slavery. The
ghost of the baby, Beloved, is not just a character; she is a
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metaphor for the lingering, inescapable pain and memory
of a brutal past. The house at 124 Bluestone Road is itself a
metaphor for a haunted consciousness.
Harper Lee, "To Kill a Mockingbird": The title itself is a
profound metaphor. Atticus tells Scout, "It’s a sin to kill a
mockingbird." The mockingbird becomes a metaphor for
innocence and goodness that is destroyed by prejudice and
cruelty. Characters like Tom Robinson and Boo Radley are
metaphorical mockingbirds.

HOW TO ANALYZE A METAPHOR: A PRACTICAL GUIDE

When  a  student  encounters  a  metaphor  and  asks  "what  is
metaphor in literature?" in an analytical  context,  a structured
approach is helpful. Here is a step-by-step guide to unlocking its
meaning:

Identify the Tenor and Vehicle: First, figure out what1.
the subject is (the tenor) and what it is being compared to
(the vehicle). Ask yourself: "What is the author actually
talking about, and what image are they using to describe
it?"
List the Attributes of the Vehicle: What are the2.
qualities, characteristics, and associations of the vehicle? If
the vehicle is a "storm," consider its attributes: powerful,
chaotic, destructive, overwhelming, temporary, cleansing,
and unpredictable.
Map the Attributes onto the Tenor: Now, take those3.
attributes and see which ones apply to the tenor. Does the

poem’s speaker feel powerful and chaotic, or overwhelmed
and destroyed? The author is using the storm to say
something specific about the speaker's emotional state.
Consider the Context: Look at the surrounding lines, the4.
stanza, or the passage. How does the metaphor fit into the
larger argument or narrative? What is the tone of the
piece? A metaphor for a "storm" could be positive
(cleansing) or negative (destructive). Context is everything.
Interpret the Effect: Finally, ask yourself "why this5.
metaphor?" What effect does it have on the reader? Does it
create a specific mood, highlight a theme, reveal a
character’s perspective, or make a complex idea more
accessible? This is the ultimate goal in understanding the
function of the device.

By  following  these  steps,  the  question  "what  is  metaphor  in
literature" transforms from a theoretical one into a practical skill
for deep reading and analysis.

THE ROLE OF METAPHOR IN SHAPING THOUGHT AND
LANGUAGE

The  influence  of  metaphor  extends  beyond  the  pages  of  books.
Cognitive  linguists  like  George  Lakoff  and  Mark  Johnson  have
argued  that  metaphor  is  not  just  a  literary  device  but  a
fundamental structure of human thought. In their seminal work
Metaphors We Live By,  they demonstrate that our conceptual
system is  largely metaphorical.  We understand "argument"  in
terms of "war" (winning


