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[ begin by investigating the conventional view of the relationship between
metaphor and natural kinds in both classical and contemporary philosophy of science. 1
argue that Plato and Aristotle originated the conventional view that metaphors are a
peripheral and ornamental supplement to philosophical and scientific argumentation
proper. On their accounts philosophy and science are supposed to be about tracing the
causal and logical (as opposed to the metaphorical and analogical) connections between
the objects of knowledge. Because metaphors are seen as improper categorizations made
merely for the purposes of rhetorical persuasion, metaphors are considered obstacles to
proper philosophical and scientific argumentation. The exclusion of metaphor from

argumentation supposedly gives us a realist system of philosophy and science which takes



as its objective the discovery of natural kinds alleged to be independent of human
conceptualization, thereby “cleaving nature at the joints” (in Plato’s notorious phrase).
However I argue not only is that attempt deeply mistaken in light of the contemporary
research within the cognitive sciences on metaphor, but that by analyzing the metaphors
that Plato and Aristotle in fact use we can see that metaphor and metaphoric reasoning is
itself what makes possible their shared view that metaphor is to be excluded from
philosophy and science.

Having shown how Plato’s and Aristotle’s treatment of metaphor is caught in a
strange loop--where some metaphors in their views of philosophy and science are used to
argue for the exclusion of metaphor in general from the future practice of science and
philosophy--I reject realism about natural kinds in favor of the embodied pragmatism
espoused first by Dewey and currently by Lakoff and Johnson. I argue that Dewey
provides an alternative metaphysical framework to realism that is crucial for recent work
by the neuroscientists Damasio and Edelman on the role of embodiment in the philosophy
of cognitive science. I then use that Deweyan framework to both extend and critique
Lakoff and Johnson’s hypothesis that human reasoning--including scientific and
philosophical reasoning--is constituted by embodied conceptual metaphors. 1 conclude
that neither metaphor nor rhetoric are incidental to philosophical and scientific

argumentation.
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INTRODUCTION

My original aim in undertaking this study was to try to explain why so many
philosophers, both historic and contemporary, had come to take as foundational two
things that seemed so obviously wrong to me. First, I wanted to know why philosophy is
so often conceived as dealing only in abstract ideas that are supposed to be purely
intellectual and independent of the interactions of our minds, bodies, brains, environments
and cultures. In particular how had objective knowledge, as the special product of
philosophy and science, come to be something that was identified as universal,
disembodied, ahistorical and acultural? My own experiences working with scientists had
shown me that knowledge was at best a matter of provisional approximations, to be
discarded as soon as something more useful came along. Second, 1 wanted to know why
philosophical argumentation was supposed to be independent of metaphors and
metaphoric reasoning when so many of the philosophical theories I had been reading were
rife with examples of metaphoric reasoning. How could such an apparently absurd
position come to hold so much sway?

The answers I found showed that these two mistakes were not independent of one
another. Although I have been thoroughly trained in cognitive science, I set out to explain
how these philosophical absurdities by focusing closely on several central classical texts in

which they originate and proceeding with a minimum of explicit reference to other recent



work in cognitive science. Such references are only arguments from authority in any case,
and they often serve no purpose other than to bludgeon the readers by forcing them to
consider mounds of evidence only distantly related to the task at hand. Hence, I chose this
combination of treating the classical texts as my evidence and using a recent methodology
developed within cognitive semantics as the most aesthetic approach to refuting these
philosophical absurdities. The irony of this approach is delicious: What better method is
there to refute the position that metaphor and embodiment are irrelevant to philosophical
reasoning than to show that some of the most important texts which advocate this position
themselves depend on embodied metaphoric reasoning?

However, this story is a long one, and as it may seem pedantic at times some
words of guidance to prospective readers of the dissertation are undoubtedly in order.
The first three chapters largely concern explaining how things went wrong in the classical
conceptions of science and philosophy. Less historically inclined cognitive scientists might
do well to only skim them, though the detailed analyses of the metaphor systems may well
prove to be of interest to them. The second three chapters consist of my reflections on
where we currently are and where we will go from here, and may prove to be of more
interest to readers with more contemporary agendas. In these chapters I explore
contemporary issues ranging from proposing tasks for neuropsychological research to
assessing the importance the sociocultural situatedness of scientific inquiry. The explicit
focus on more contemporary philosophy and cognitive science allows me to explain more
plainly my theoretical contributions to the current conversation. However, as the details

of these later chapters build upon some methods of analyzing metaphors invented in order



to handle difficult philosophical texts, the dissertation should not be seen as a collection of
unrelated essays to be read in any order and separate from one another. In sum, I ask the
reader to remember that even in moments of high technical dudgeon I am telling a single
story about the history and study of metaphoric reasoning, and one which ultimately takes

place on a grand philosophical stage.

Summary of the Dissertation

As reading this dissertation is a long journey, both temporally in terms of the
historical scope covered and spatially in terms of the quantity of the details covered, a
summary of the general argument may prove useful to keep in mind. In general, this
dissertation is about the practice of philosophy and the need to challenge the normative
view of philosophical inquiry as something that ought to be done in a purely expository
form devoid of metaphor and conceived in opposition to embodied knowledge.

I begin by tracing the historical roots of philosophy’s normative bias toward the
expository rhetorical form. Curiously however, 1 point out that philosophy in the
European tradition first began as a practice which used the rhetorical form of paradox. In
the first chapter 1 show why paradox is a rhetorical form that relies on metaphor and
analogy, and how thinking through the metaphors of those paradoxes is crucial to the
practice of philosophy even as far back as some of the earliest recorded acts of
philosophical inquiry. 1 argue that what gives these paradoxes their philosophic character

is their ability to instigate in us a kind of self-reflexive inquiry about what it is to do



reasoning. I explain how these metaphors serve as a prompt to get the student or hearer
to perform certain kinds of conceptual labor. Because these paradoxes depend on
metaphors to instigate the philosophical inquiry, I argue that this form of philosophical
inquiry is constituted by patterns of metaphoric reasoning.

When in the second chapter I turn to a discussion of one of Plato’s dialogues, 1
show how Socrates establishes a different rhetorical form for philosophy, the elenchus,
that depends not only on metaphor and analogy but also on disanalogy. One of the
delights of reading Plato’s dialogues is watching Socrates set up his antagonists for a fall;
he is normally extremely successful at establishing that his antagonist subscribes to a
particular metaphor, drawing out a number of points of analogy, and then finally pointing
out how and why the analogy fails. In the Protagoras 1 detail several examples of this
process of turning metaphors into analogies and disanalogies, and explain how in the
elenchus Socrates uses disanalogical metaphoric reasoning to suggest that the fact that the
two domains in a metaphor differ means that something can be known in itself, and apart
from the distractions of metaphors.

However, I also show Socrates uses this method of turning metaphors into
disanalogies to suggest an even more dramatic metaphysical hypothesis about what
philosophical inquiry is to do. Socrates argues that the fact that things differ shows us not
only that they have their own natures which should be studied in themselves, but that
those natures are disembodied “objects” of knowledge. To make this point, I explain in
detail how Socrates uses a cluster of related metaphors to draw an elaborate and complex

disanalogy between philosophical knowing and embodied seeing. This disanalogy



revolves around the fact that in our ordinary embodied sight, large objects that are farther
away can appear to be smaller than the nearby objects that we know to be smaller. As an
example of this phenomenon, simply hold your hand for a moment in front of this paper.
Socrates argues that the key difference between knowing and seeing is that philosophical
knowing entails seeing objects as if it one had already measured the objects. These objects
of knowledge are supposed to be objects like those of our ordinary embodied sight, but
also unlike them in that these objects are not subject to apparent-size distortions that
would result from having a particular bodily perspective from which one ordinarily sees.
Such objects of knowledge, conceived as being apart from our bodily experience, are quite
literally metaphysical--beyond the world of ordinary seeing and ordinary physics. In this
conception of philosophical inquiry as knowing the natures of the things in themselves
then, one is supposed to measure an idealized object from an idealized standpoint.
Moreover, this idealization is accomplished by overcoming the limitations of our ordinary
bodily seeing; I show that Socrates’” conception of philosophical inquiry takes place as an
attempt to leave behind the body.

Inheriting Plato’s and Socrates’ arguments about the importance of studying things
in themselves, Aristotle argues that all future philosophical and scientific inquiry should be
done in the rhetorical form of exposition. As a crucial part of his normative conception of
philosophical exposition, Aristotle explicitly argues that analogies and metaphors should
not be permitted in any philosophical or scientific argumentation that is intended to lead to
genuine knowledge. The reason is that metaphors can be misleading, as Socrates and

Plato showed by using metaphors in order to establish the grounds for disanalogy.



However, Aristotle takes this argument a step further by arguing that metaphoric
reasoning in general must be left behind. It is to be replaced by causal and logical
reasoning about the natures of things--which he calls natural kinds--and philosophical and
scientific argumentation is to be pure exposition of the relationships which hold among
these natural kinds. Overall I argue that the net result, for both Aristotle and the classical
view of knowledge generally, is a mistaken metaphysical and epistemological picture that
yields both a false dichotomy between metaphor and knowledge and a false
conceptualization of knowing agents as disembodied.

Much as I have done for Socrates and Plato, I show how Aristotle’s arguments for
the exclusion of metaphors from philosophy and science in fact themselves depend on
analogies and metaphors. In particular I will trace out his argument for natural kinds and
show how it rests on metaphoric reasoning. When I complete this argument, 1 show how
Aristotle--like Plato and Socrates before him--is caught in a strange loop; he uses
metaphor to establish a theory of natural kinds which he then uses to exclude metaphor.
All three of these thinkers use metaphor in their own philosophy to suggest that metaphor
should be prohibited from philosophical inquiry. Allow me to be blunt: this is madness
and hypocrisy. Thus in the first part of the dissertation I conclude that, despite the best
attempts of these three classical thinkers to require us to leave metaphors behind, none of
these thinkers can accomplish the feat.

The failure of this first journey inspires a second. In the second half of the
dissertation, I argue that the epistemological separation of philosophy and knowledge

from metaphor and analogy is a mistake because metaphors are constitutive of



philosophical inquiry and scientific theorizing. This points to a radical need to
reconceptualize the metaphysics which made this false dichotomy possible. I identify two
particular points that I argue must be rethought: the metaphors of the classical
metaphysics of knowledge and the way in which that metaphysics constructs the agent of
knowing as disembodied.

In chapter four, I use the American pragmatist John Dewey as a starting point for
addressing these two problems: First, I argue that in his metaphysical framework he
reconnects metaphor and knowledge as “being as;” and second, I argue that Dewey ofters
different metaphors for framing philosophical practice which take into account the
embodiment of the knower. As I am particularly interested in the lessons I can draw from
Dewey to apply to rethinking problems in cognitive science, 1 explain how Dewey’s theory
of the pragmatic and evolutionary situatedness of knowledge in the organism-environment
relationship (or what Dewey calls “the live creature”) meshes with recent work on the
embodiment of reason by Antonio Damasio and Gerald Edelman (among others). 1 am
careful to point out however, that Dewey realizes that the knowledge produced by such
sciences is an account from a particular perspective and which uses particular metaphors
in shaping that theory. Theories are thus culturally as well as naturally embodied; this is
part of what I call Dewey’s metaphysics of “being as.” 1 conclude from my discussion of
Dewey that the practice of philosophical and scientific inquiry needs to be reconceived as
a process that is self-aware of its reliance on metaphoric reasoning..

In chapter five, I cash out this metaphysical picture within my own small corner of

expertise in cognitive science. I show how Dewey’s metaphysics and his theory of



embodied knowledge have contemporary currency by providing a framework within which
some recent controversies in cognitive science stemming from Lakoff and Johnson’s
“embodiment hypothesis” on metaphor can be profitably resolved. Iuse Dewey to
develop my own theoretical framework for the embodiment hypothesis in order to help
cognitive scientists working on metaphoric reasoning distinguish between two projects.
These two projects are: first, the projects of finding the embodied neurobiological
processes of conceptual metaphors and other related closely related phenomena (such as
image schemata, conceptual blends, etc.); and second, the projects that show the
inherently metaphoric character of some field of theoretical inquiry (such as Aristotle’s
philosophy, the cognitive neuroscience of attention, or even theories in cognitive science
about the embodied basis of metaphor). I argue that Dewey provides us with a way to
understand how these two projects are interrelated, and I argue for an expanded notion of
the embodiment hypothesis which includes both the sociocultural and physiological
research projects.

While I am not shy about criticizing what I see as the weak points of this research
into the embodied and metaphoric character of cognition, I argue in my conclusion that its
most successful recent work can provide philosophical inquiry with a worthy alternative to
the expository form. I conclude the dissertation, then, by offering an alternative rhetorical
form for the practice of philosophy that maintains the connections between metaphor,
embodiment and knowledge. The rhetorical form I suggest coheres around a metaphor of
the philosopher as physician, where a “patient-centered” approach uses a case study

method to keep philosophical inquiry pragmatic, situated, and embodied.



CHAPTER 1

THE PARADOX OF PHILOSOPHY AND RHETORIC

Philosophy as Paradox

Paradoxes vex us. They call out for resolution and entice us into further
consideration. For what is a paradox? Two claims, one doctrinal and the other against
that doctrine, each seemingly opposed yet each seemingly true. They are an elusive
quarry, hiding their resolution behind a deceptive facade of contradiction. We puzzle at
them, driven by a sense that they are not quite contradictory by virtue of their truth. And
yet, when we work through a paradox, it is not that we resolve it into a single claim--we
simply understand what motivates the paradox. Presenting others with a paradox, as the
Presocratic philosophers Heraclitus and Gorgias do, is not to take refuge from clarity of
literal exposition and logical consistency. Rather, it is in an important sense the best a
philosopher can do--for if we are to retrace the steps of that philosopher, we must do so
by repeating the thought experiments that the philosopher’s paradoxes lay out for us.
Understanding how philosophy is shaped in its beginnings by the rhetorical form of
paradox will prove crucial to understanding why later philosophers attempt to distance

philosophy from metaphor and to exile metaphor to the rhetoricians.
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In this first chapter I will be arguing that posing paradoxes invites our attention to
a kind of thinking poorly suited to purely expository prose. I claim that Heraclitus and
Gorgias accomplish this feat by using the paradoxical form as a prompt which engenders
certain patterns of thinking, and the cognitive mechanisms which produce these patterns of
thinking are metaphoric mechanisms. [ will begin by showing how metaphor is essential to
understanding the philosophical thinking in Heraclitus’ cryptic apothegms, specifically in
those apothegms which characterize Heraclitus’ conception of /ogos (reason). Yet once
one perceives the power of metaphor to guide philosophical reasoning, it raises the
question of whether metaphor’s role in argumentation is without limit. This is precisely
the question that Gorgias’ rhetorical paradoxes raise, as when he sets out a paradoxical
argument to prove the absurd statement “nothing exists.” I conclude that this
consideration of Heraclitus and Gorgias as examples of thinkers who teach through
paradoxes provides some initial insights into how metaphorical reasoning can be
constitutive of philosophical inquiry.

A very brief overview of the role of this chapter in the dissertation as a whole may
prove helpful in setting the overall scene. In the following two chapters, I will be arguing
that the metaphors these Presocratic thinkers used in their paradoxes provided much of the
impetus first to Socrates’ and Plato’s highly critical stances toward metaphoric reasoning
and then subsequently to Aristotle’s explicit injunction against the use of metaphoric
reasoning in philosophy. However, in the first half of the dissertation considered as whole,
I will be showing that none of these thinkers can do philosophy without using metaphors,

even when they attempt to exclude metaphor from philosophical inquiry. I will show how
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those misguided attempts to exclude metaphor from philosophy led to a profoundly
mistaken metaphysical framework.

Then, in the second half of the dissertation, I will explore the consequences of
explicitly taking the contrary position that metaphors are constitutive of philosophical
inquiry. Therein 1 will first propose an alternative metaphysical framework to remedy the
shortcomings of the classical one, and then show in detail how a revised metaphysical
picture which regards thinking as fundamentally metaphoric can frame recent work in
cognitive science in multiple useful and provocative ways. For example, in order to show
how this philosophical contribution leads to a better overall framework for recent research
on metaphor in cognitive science, | will distinguish between the role of metaphor in
shaping theorization and the particular ways in which cognitive science has investigated
the role of metaphor in human conceptualization at multiple levels of investigation
(including the phenomenological, cultural, linguistic, psychological and neural levels).
Finally, in the concluding chapter, I will return again to the point I will raise in this first
chapter. As we do philosophical inquiry, particularly the philosophy of cognitive science,
we need to be critically aware of how the metaphors and rhetorical forms we use tie
together all of these many levels of the investigation of cognition. I will conclude by
explaining how contemporary cognitive science presents us with a better rhetorical model

and better metaphors for philosophical inquiry.
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Philosophy, Metaphor, and the Embodiment Hypothesis

For many professional philosophers, about the only place metaphor might be
acknowledged as playing an important role in philosophical thought is in Presocratic
philosophy. In the standard accounts of the emergence of philosophy from myth,!
commentators have asserted that the Greek lexicon was not sufficiently developed at this
early stage for the Presocratic philosophers to express their thoughts literally, and so
reliance on metaphor was a necessity for those thinkers who were beginning to articulate
what would later become philosophy. On their view, metaphor is not really admissible in
philosophical debate but is more properly a tool of the poets. They hold that since
philosophy in its earliest beginnings had no recourse to a form of speaking it could
properly call its own, the earliest philosophers (or proto-philosophers) were forced to use
metaphors and other devices thought to be appropriate to poetic forms of speech. Thus
(the usual story goes) many Presocratic philosophers answered the original philosophical
question “What is Being?”” with metaphorical responses drawn from their ordinary
experiences such as water, air, fire, and so on. On this view, part of what marks Western
philosophy as philosophy is that in its development from its earliest times through
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, philosophy at first outgrows and then leaves behind the use

of metaphor, as a snake sheds its skin. For them, metaphor is an antiquated way of

! One finds this account in virtually the entire corpus of the Anglo-American and German accounts. For
an example see G. S. Kirk. J. E. Raven. and M. Schofield, The Presocratic Philosophers, 2nd ed. rev.
(New York: Cambridge University Press. 1983). pp.72-74.
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speaking, admissible only when philosophy still had a certain mythic vagueness about it
and when philosophy still lacked a certain kind of argumentative precision.

In this dissertation I aim to turn that view on its head. Though perhaps fewer and
fewer contemporary philosophers explicitly hold that philosophical metaphors are quaint
anachronisms from our pre-philosophical past, the depth of conviction with which the
conventional view of metaphor as inadmissible in philosophical arguments is still held is
revealed by the relatively slow acceptance of contemporary research showing that
metaphor is a matter of thought and reason. The difficulty here is that the contemporary
theory of metaphor challenges some of the most fundamental assumptions about what
philosophy is. Those assumptions hinge on a distinction between philosophy and mere
rhetoric. This distinction has its beginnings in the origins of Western philosophy in Greece
at the time of the Sophists, is dramatized and concretized by Socrates as he appears in
Plato’s dialogues, and was rigidly fixed by Aristotle. This traditional view excludes
metaphor from philosophy. It regards philosophy as an attempt to expose, discover and
articulate the literal truth through expository argumentation, while rhetoric is the attempt
to use poetic metaphors to assimilate the audience to the position the rhetor already holds.

On the traditional view metaphor is a linguistic device which makes improper,
though perhaps appealing, comparisons between matters better considered on their own
merits; as such, metaphor is an abuse of language and linguistic force to persuade the
listeners to share the same conclusions as the rhetor. However, if metaphor is essential to
much of our abstract conceptualization and reasoning rather than being a mere impropriety

of poetic language and rhetorical speechmaking, then metaphor is not something
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philosophy can exclude but is instead integral to philosophical practice. The crucial
question concerning philosophical metaphors is then not “How can we exclude metaphors
from philosophy?” but instead “Which metaphors are we to use in defining and practicing
philosophy?”

That metaphor structures our abstract conceptualization and reasoning is the
central finding of a growing body of work within contemporary cognitive science called
cognitive semantics.? Beginning in 19803 with a mass of linguistic evidence, the linguist
George Lakoff and philosopher Mark Johnson argued that much of our everyday language
is systematically shaped by a relatively small number of conceptual metaphors. They
showed that metaphors structure our reasoning about many basic concepts such as
causation, time, mind, ideas, knowledge, the emotions and more. They further argued that
many literary metaphors (the novel and poetic expressions which are traditionally
recognized as metaphors) are creative extensions of basic conceptual metaphors, and later
work by Lakoff and the rhetorician Mark Turner on literary uses of metaphor developed

this point.* But most importantly their evidence showed that a small number of source

2 See George Lakoff. Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal About the Mind
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). Mark Johnson. The Body in the Mind: The Bodily Basis of
Meaning, Imagination and Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987). George Lakoff. “The
Contemporary Theory of Metaphor™ in Metaphor and Thought 2nd ed. rev.. ed. by Andrew Ortony (New
York: Cambridge University Press. 1993. pp. 202-251). Mark Turner, 7he Literary Mind (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1996). Raymond Gibbs, The Poetics of Mind: Figurative Thought, Language,
and Understanding (New York: Cambridge University Press. 1994). Eve Sweetser. From Etymology to
Pragmatics: Metaphorical and Cultural Aspects of Semantic Structure (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1990).

3 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Aetaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 1980).

4 George Lakoff and Mark Turner, More than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press. 1990).
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domains recurred in the conceptual metaphors, providing rich sources of structure for
reasoning about a wide range of possible targets. They noticed that these recurrent source
domains had to do with the body, and they suggested that metaphor exhibits a
directionality in which abstract domains are understood via conceptual structure and
reasoning patterns drawn from bodily perception, spatial movement, and object
manipulation. This directionality was one of the main reasons which led them to articulate
a general theory of cognition and thought called the embodiment hypothesis.>

The embodiment hypothesis argues from a considerable number of different kinds
of evidence that human concepts and patterns of reasoning are grounded in our bodily
experiences. As Johnson puts it, the body is /n the mind. These patterns of bodily feeling
are known as image schemata. They are patterns that recur in our everyday bodily
experience--experiences of containers, balance, movement, and so on. Preconceptual
bodily patterns structure our understanding and conceptual systems, and define the “logic”
of a relatively small number of source domains. These image schemata guide projections
from these source domains into new target domains of experience, and the inferential
patterns of the target domain are shaped by the logic of the bodily patterns of the source
domain. This mechanism of projection is called conceptual metaphor, or more simply,
metaphor. Metaphor is a means of transferring our experiential knowledge of one domain
to another domain. As such, it is a matter of thought and reasoning, and not of language

alone. Metaphors may have expressions or manifestations in our use of language, but they

5 See Johnson’s The Body in the Mind and Lakoff"s Women, Fire and Dangerous Things.
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are not a matter of mere words. They are patterns of thought and inference.

The embodiment hypothesis is what turns the conventional view about the role of
metaphor in philosophy on its head. Of course the Presocratic philosophers used
metaphors, not because they were forced to resort to metaphor, but because all
philosophers necessarily use metaphors. If our abstract thinking is always reliant on bodily
metaphors, then the Presocratic philosophy was not radically different from our own
contemporary philosophy in its use of metaphors to convey abstract thoughts. The
question is not how to avoid metaphors, but which ones to use. On my view the writings
of the Presocratics are thus not pre-philosophical, but profoundly philosophical debates
about what philosophy is to be and how best to employ such metaphors. Rather than the
awkward, vague and metaphorical fumblings of absolute beginners, the Presocratics’
peculiar answers to the question “What is Being?” constitute a horse race of metaphors,
with each philosopher jockeying for a prime position in defining how philosophy is to be
done and what philosophy is to be about.

In this first chapter 1 use the embodiment hypothesis to begin to trace the origin of
the distinction between philosophy and rhetoric in the metaphors. 1 begin by considering
the content of the form in which philosophy is to be done. By the odd turn of phrase “the
content of the form™ I simply mean the ways in which rhetorical form contributes to the
philosophical content. In particular, I will argue that the Presocratic philosophers used the
rhetorical form of paradox to convey a substantive philosophical point about what
philosophical inquiry is. This argument requires seeing that the Presocratic philosophical

paradoxes are constituted by conceptual metaphors. By the phrase “constituted by
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conceptual metaphors” 1 mean to show why and how these paradoxes generate intellectual
conflict for the hearers that instigates a process of thinking through the metaphors of the
paradoxes. The conflict prompts the hearers to do philosophical work for themselves.
Further, I will argue that what makes the intellectual conflict shaped by these philosophical
metaphors intelligible to the hearers is that they are “embodied;” that is, these paradoxes
are successful because the metaphors used draw on relatively basic and shared patterns of
reasoning grounded in the bodily activities of human beings. Thus I argue that the use of
the rhetorical form of the paradox conveys the important point that philosophical inquiry is
essentially a process of thinking on the hearer’s part, and not merely a record of what
some philosopher other than the hearer has thought. Bodily metaphors are the key
cognitive tools that the paradoxes use to instigate this process of thinking, and in this
fashion the bodily metaphors constitute the philosophical thinking provoked by these
paradoxes.

An understanding of how European philosophy is shaped in its beginnings by the
Presocratics’ choice of the rhetorical form of paradox is crucial for understanding why
later philosophers like Plato and Aristotle will attempt to distance philosophy from
metaphor and to exile metaphor to the rhetoricians. On this later view the Presocratic use
of paradoxes constituted by metaphoric reasoning will be seen as evidence that metaphoric
language is underspecified and ambiguous; and, as a consequence, both metaphor and
paradox should be excluded from philosophy in favor of more directly referential and
literal speech used in the rhetorical form of exposition. However, I will show in later

chapters that the reasoning behind the exclusion of metaphor is itself constituted by
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conceptual metaphors. This will require extending the claim that philosophical thinking is
constituted by metaphor from philosophy done in the rhetorical form of paradoxes to
philosophy done in the rhetorical form of exposition. In order to show how metaphor is
“constitutive” in both of these instances, in later chapters I will be returning to and

elaborating upon the conception of metaphoric reasoning I will now present.

The Question of Rhetorical Form: Must Heraclitus Write in Paradox?

Heraclitus is renowned for having bequeathed to us a collection® of short
fragments which are memorable, cryptic and paradoxical apothegms. When we encounter
Heraclitus, the obvious question that leaps to most twentieth century minds is: Why did
Heraclitus choose to write philosophy in the form of paradoxes? Yet before tackling this

question it is necessary to investigate whether or not it was possible to choose to write in

6 There is a long dispute of distinguished philosophical pedigree over whether or not Heraclitus wrote a
continuous narrative or intended each (or some grouping thereof) the fragments to stand alone as oral
apothegms. Among the more memorable passages. in his Farly Greek Philosophy (London: A. and C.
Black. 1892) John Burnet sniped at Diels, the scholar responsible for the first standard compilation of
Presocratic fragments: “In his edition. Diels has given up all attempt to arrange the fragments according
to subject ... I think that he overestimates the difficulty of an approximate arrangement, and makes too
much of the view that the style of Herakleitos was “aphoristic.” That is was so, is an important and
valuable remark: but it does not follow that Herakleitos wrote like Nietzsche. For a Greek. however
prophetic, there must always be some distinction between an aphoristic and an incoherent style,” p. 132,
fn. 5. This debate is still alive and fertile. and a more recent reconstruction of how such a continuous
narrative might have appeared can be found in Charles H. Kahn, Arf and Thought of Heraclitus (New
York: Cambridge University Press. 1979), pp. 3-9. For opposing views see also Kirk. Raven and
Schofield in Presocratic Philosophy. pp. 437-38 and W. K. C. Guthrie in 4 History of Greek Philosophy,
6 vols. (New York: Cambridge University Press. 1962-81), 1. 183-86, who has an excellent summary of
the ancient testimony to Heraclitus® obscurity. My own view is that the matter of whether the fragments
belong to a single narrative whole is probably undecidable. but it is clear to me that whatever the overall
superstructure of his work might have been Heraclitus made profound use of extraordinary and oracular
(and not ordinary and prosaic) language.
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a rhetorical form other than a paradoxical or poetic form. For sundry reasons, some
recent scholars writing on the Presocratics have objected that it was impossible for
Heraclitus to choose to write in the rhetorical form of paradoxes. I will oppose their view
on cognitive grounds, but as they claim that their arguments--if they were to be successful-
-would preempt my arguments concerning the importance of the choice of rhetorical form
to philosophical inquiry, it is necessary to contest them briefly before 1 begin my analysis
of Heraclitus.

In his discussion of Heraclitus and Parmenides, Ortega y Gasset suggests that at
the time Heraclitus wrote there was no manner of speaking which could adequately
convey his thoughts. Although prose had appeared in Hecateus’ books on geography and
history in the half-century preceding Heraclitus,

it was prose that was still inadequate for expounding the strange transcendental

thought that was to be philosophy. Thus Heraclitus could not write a continuous

text book. He expressed his ideas in spurts, in brief pronouncements, which in

their attempt each time to be total statements were stylistically “compressed” and a
sort of doctrinal dynamite.”

Ortega y Gasset continues by suggesting that although there still is no adequate genre in
which to express philosophical thought, prose has certainly developed to the point where
some expression of philosophic ideas is possible. The point is that the choice of genre--

poetic paradox--was not a choice at all for Heraclitus, but a necessity forced upon him by

7 Ortega y Gassett, The Origins of Philosophy. trans. by Tony Talbot (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1967). pp. 85-86.
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a poverty of language ® The genres have not yet been carved out by Aristotle and other
later thinkers, and so poetry and paradox are the only literary genres (or rhetorical forms)
available to Heraclitus and the other early Presocratics. In defending what he calls
Heraclitus’ use of paradox and parable, Guthrie makes the same kind of argument:
The teaching of Heraclitus was not something indescribable in literal terms like the
religious message of Jesus; but it was something which could at no time be easy to

express, and in his own day was so novel as to outrun the resources of
contemporary language ®

Again the point is straightforward: In order for there to be a choice, there must be options
to choose from; and speaking about abstract philosophical issues in expository prose was
not yet an option at the time Heraclitus wrote.

The key point in this argument is that Heraclitus” meaning is supposed to be
independent of the particular words and rhetorical form in which he expressed it, and he
only resorted to paradoxical expression because the Greek language was not yet
sophisticated enough for him to be able to write whatever he meant. This view, which
dates from the earliest ancient philosophical histories of Aristotle and the Peripatetics,
suggests that later and less primitive Greeks will have a sufficiently developed language in
which it is possible to speak adequately about philosophy. According to it, later
philosophers will refine a set of terms in which philosophical discussion may properly take

place and will fix the meaning of the abstractions to the point where clear expository

8 The inadequacy Ortega v Gassett (Origins of Philosophy) sees in 6th century BCE Greek is not merely
that it lacked a sophisticated philosophical vocabulary, but that at that time expository prose was not yet
seen to be literature. See fn. 7 on p. 87.

? Guthrie. History of Greek Philosophy 1: 439. See also the argument given at 1: 413.
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expression will become possible. Though philosophical exposition was perhaps not
possible at the beginning, it is possible in hindsight. Guthrie’s sympathetic defense of
Heraclitus’ use of paradox is an example of this kind of distortion, for Guthrie argues that
Heraclitus’ message could now be re-described in literal language, although at that time it
was supposedly impossible--and therefore not a choice--for Heraclitus to do so. On this
view Heraclitus may not have done philosophy as it should properly be done, but any
deficiency is due to mere historical contingency.

An obvious difficulty with this kind of apolegetics for Heraclitus’ use of language
which Heidegger!? and much other recent scholarship!! exposes is that to think of the
Presocratics as primitive thinkers who are simply less sophisticated versions of
contemporary practitioners of philosophy as exposition is a misleading mistake. For
example, in giving his history of the Presocratics, Aristotle perpetually frames their
thoughts in his own terms, distorting his predecessors as thinkers who grasped mere parts
of the philosophical system that only he was the first to see as a whole. Heidegger argues

that this difficulty reveals that hindsight is no advantage in understanding the Presocratics,

10 Martin Heidegger, ~arly Greek Thinking. trans. by David Farell Krell and Frank A. Capuzzi, (New
York: Harper & Row, 1975). Heidegger points out this problem for a number of different Presocratic
thinkers. For an example. see his attempts to recast traditional thinking in “The Anaximander Fragment”
in Early Greek Thinking, pp. 13-22. He argues that Anaximander’s thinking “is anything but a kind of
primitive and anthromorphic representation™ (p. 22). For his arguments concerning Heraclitus. see also
the essay entitled “Logos™ in the same volume.

1T have in mind the tendency to rely on Aristotle’s account of Presocratic philosophy in the Metaphysics,
especially his characterization of these early thinkers as seeking after an arche. or principle of reason. For
an example see Kahn in Art and Thought in Heraclitus when he argues that “the doctrine itself is seen
from a perspective far removed from the intellectual atmosphere of the early fifth century ... For Aristotle
Heraclitus was a material monist who derived the entire physical world from fire™ (p. 4).
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but rather a handicap. What we ought to do instead is to think, as much as we are able to
do this, from the perspective of the Presocratics. We may mitigate the problem of
thinking from a later time by identifying and demarcating our own biases, particularly our
bias to expect philosophical language to be expository.!? Historically speaking it is absurd
to think that, simply because later philosophers have a normative bias toward exposition in
philosophy, a sixth century BCE philosopher like Heraclitus could have set out to
challenge, deviate from, or be in any way governed by those chronologically subsequent
norms. Heidegger thus concludes that what is for us the question of rhetorical form was
thus not even yet a question in Heraclitus’ time. Hence, although Heidegger wants to
resist seeing the Presocratics’ as primitive thinkers who share the same projects and
concerns of later philosophers, he still maintains that it remains historically impossible for
Heraclitus to choose to write in one rhetorical form or another.

Though there are a couple of limited truths which lend an initial plausibility to the
foregoing hypothesis that a choice of rhetorical form was impossible for Heraclitus, I think
that there are good empirical and cognitive grounds for extending to Heraclitus a
significant capability to choose his rhetorical form. Before proceeding, however, 1 should
acknowledge two facts that appear to lend plausibility to this mistaken hypothesis. First,
as a matter of historical fact, the rhetorical forms were catalogued and defined by Aristotle
and his contemporaries. Second, we know from our ordinary experience that languages

do change and that experts do invent technical vocabularies which make it possible to

12 Heidegger (Farly Greek Thinking, pp. 19-22) speaks of entering into a dialogue with the Greek texts.
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speak with greater precision about matters which were once much less understood. These
two facts are what motivate the two lines of argument I have just described.

Yet when considered from both an empirical and a cognitive standpoint, the
connection between these facts and it supposedly being impossible to “choose” to write
philosophy in the form of paradoxes rather than in more literal speech at that moment in
history turns out to be highly dubious. The fact that the rhetorical forms as we have come
to know them had not yet received a formal definition does not imply that it was
impossible to speak in Heraclitean times in more metaphorical or more literal Greek. In
particular, the oracle at Delphi was renowned for providing puzzling and obscure
statements similar to those that Heralitus makes. Uvo Holscher argues that

Generally speaking, it is the obscurity of the language that recalls the oracular. In

most oracles something is hinted at, and the hinting takes the form of metaphor....

That an oracle is intrinsically a saying to be interpreted was something that the

Greeks were fully aware of. One aspect of the contrast between the barbarian

Croesus and his Greek guest Solon is that Croesus is inclined to take an oracle in
its initial and trivial meaning.'3

In making this point, Holscher cites evidence of the occurrence and interpretation of
oracular speech using metaphors from as early as (roughly) the ninth century BCE
(Homer’s Odyssey) and the eighth century BCE in the oracle’s pronouncement about
Hesiod’s place of death, as well as evidence from the near-contemporaries of Heraclitus

(late sixth century BCE) such as Herodotus (early fifth century BCE). As Holscher points

13 Uvo Hélscher. “Paradox. Simile. and Gnomic Utterance in Heraclitus”. in Mourelatos. 7he
Presocratics: A Collection of Critical Essays (Garden City, NY: Anchor Press/Doubleday, 1974). pp.
229-30. Holscher’s makes an analogous overall argument to mine in claiming that Heraclitus™ use of
paradox is an implicit simile for his method. My argument is found in the subsequent section.
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out both the oracular tradition and the need to find an interpretation of the oracle is found
throughout the early Greek literature. The empirical fact that the Greeks were well aware
of the need for the oracle to be interpreted shows that they understood the contrast
between the more metaphorical and the more literal modes of speech, regardless of the
absence of the established rhetorical forms. Clearly then, Heraclitus could choose (as he
apparently did) to model his philosophical writings on oracular language, and he could
have also chosen to give interpretations or explanations in more ordinary language
(though he apparently did not).

Nor does it follow from the second fact--that linguistic change does occur as
experts create technical vocabularies--that it is impossible to do abstract philosophical
thinking before a refined, non-metaphorical and expository abstract technical vocabulary
exists. If the embodiment hypothesis is generally correct--a point which I intend to
support over the first half of the dissertation using evidence not only from Heraclitus but
also many other philosophers--then our more refined and abstract vocabularies, such as
our technical philosophical vocabulary, remain dependent on bodily metaphors as their
sources. These bodily metaphors can be used either in the service of exposition or they
can be stylistically compressed into the kind of paradoxical apothegms characteristic of the
Heraclitean fragments. However, as my discussion of the Heraclitean and Gorgian
paradoxes will show, it is emphatically not the case that abstract philosophy is something
that can only be done in a restricted technical vocabulary.

Instead of drawing a sharp distinction between the use of metaphorical language

and the paradoxical rhetorical form on one hand and the use of literal language and the
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expository form on the other hand, I am going to maintain that there is a continuum
between more and less metaphorical which is native to human cognition. Much of the
time we think using conceptual metaphors, and the conceptual structure reflected in
language is one kind of evidence of those conceptual metaphors. For example, no one
would claim that the Greek language of Heraclitean times did not have words to describe
seeing and hearing, nor would anyone claim that the usage of those terms was not well
established within their domains of sight and hearing. The usage of those terms in these
more ordinary domains was more expository and more literal and less poetic and less
metaphorical. But as the linguist Eve Sweetser has shown for Indo-European languages
generally, and including Greek, a historical succession of terms for seeing and hearing
have been repeatedly pressed into service to as terms for knowing. Thus a tradition of
metaphorical usage of seeing and hearing terms as bases for speaking about subjects like
knowing was well established before Heraclitus wrote.'*

Even here, at the time of its genesis in ancient Greece, | will be showing that the
terminology of philosophical reasoning is already constituted and shaped by metaphors
drawn from the body. Further, it is also important to see that these metaphors and
paradoxes are not merely a matter of poetic language but of poetic thinking. > On my

view, metaphor is thus a matter of thinking and not merely of language. Hence I will be

14 Sweetser, From Etymology to Pragmatics, p. 23-48.

15 To do so would be tantamount to suggesting there was a time at which everyone spoke poetically all the
time. which is absurd. But if metaphor is a matter of thinking and not language. then poetic thinking
simply refers to the capacity to think rather more creatively some of the time.
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arguing that there is a continuum between, on one hand, the more literal and the less
metaphorical mode of speech and, on the other hand, the less literal and the more
metaphorical mode of speech. Given Holscher’s parallel arguments on the Greek facility
with the distinction between metaphoric and oracular speech and the more interpretative
and ordinary speech, I think that it is entirely reasonable to presume that metaphoric
thinking is a feature of human cognition that would be as readily available to Heraclitus as
it is to us. I will give further empirical evidence for how metaphoric reasoning shapes
Heraclitus” paradoxes as | discuss them in detail in the next section of this chapter.

To sum up the point of this section: On my view the necessary cognitive resources
were present for Heraclitus to choose to write more paradoxically and more
metaphorically as opposed to less so, even at this relatively early point in Greek
civilization. It was not the lack of an adequate philosophical vocabulary that compelled
Heraclitus to write in the form of paradoxes. Instead Heraclitus™ carefully composed
paradoxes are deliberately composed, stylistically compressed apothegms which require
cognitive mechanisms like conceptual metaphors to work. Nor does the lack of precisely
defined rhetorical forms imply that it was impossible to choose to write in more, rather
than less, paradoxical statements. Finally, the first philosophical thoughts were not so
unique and novel that their very uniqueness forced Heraclitus to speak in radically new
poetic metaphors. Instead, the embodiment hypothesis suggests that we should expect
philosophy, like other kinds of abstract thought, to be built up via metaphor out of a
relatively small number of source domains. Again, the evidence 1 will discuss in the

following section will show how this hypothesis bears out; Heraclitus’ fragments are
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riddled with the same bodily metaphors for thinking which can be found elsewhere.
Heraclitus’ use of metaphor and his choice of the paradoxical form is as ordinary as it is
extraordinary: It is ordinary in that it is a perfectly normal manner of thinking to extend
the terminology of the body in an extraordinary way to conceptualize and speak about an

abstract subject.

Heraclitus’ Paradox: To the Bounds of Logos

I return to my original question. Why write in a paradoxical rhetorical form then?
Paradoxes intrigue us: they boldly capture our imagination and cause us to work out the
philosopher’s thoughts. The greater challenge requires the greater detail and care in
working through the problem, and so serves to assuage the philosopher’s greatest fear--
being misunderstood. Far from it being that fifth century BCE Greek prose was
inadequate to the task of philosophic expression, Heraclitus may well have chosen to write
in paradox precisely because he saw that philosophy--I mean the term here not as
designating a field, but in the more mundane sense of thinking wisely--is not a subject well
taught in exposition. While our tradition, overly influenced by Aristotle, tends to think of
the Presocratics as solely engaged in metaphysics, they were also--and perhaps first and
primarily--teachers (sophistes).

Paradoxes also make deep distinctions--both between those who can resolve them
and those who cannot; and between ourselves before we can resolve them and ourselves

after we have resolved them. The feeling of having resolved a paradox is akin to the
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feeling of having answered a riddle--in either case, a puzzle has fit together. Further, we
are left with a feeling of accomplishment, perhaps even of smugness, at solving the puzzle.
Why? Because not everyone could have resolved the paradox, and we know this because
we can clearly remember not being able to resolve it ourselves. And in fact if it is true
paradox (and not merely a puzzle) we may well not be able to re-solve it again, at least not
without effort.

I want to consider just one of Heraclitus’ many paradoxical themes. That is the
character of the /ogos (reason), which Heraclitus simultaneously asserts is common to all
humankind and ignored by most of us. Reading Heraclitus’ fragments on reason, it is easy
to condemn him three times over as merely hopelessly obscure, undeniably aristocratic and
possibly misanthropic. Such a condemnation would be foolish, however. Instead, in his
penchant for the obscure Heraclitus may have been making a very deep metaphysical point
about the character of reason. Consider the fragments from his book:

The /ogos is as here explained; but men are always incapable of understanding it,

both before they hear it and when they have heard it for the first time. For though

all things come into being in accordance with this /ogos, men seem as though they
had never met with it, when they meet with words and actions such as I expound,
separating each thing according to its nature and explaining how it is made. As for
the rest of mankind, they are unaware of what they are doing after they wake, just
as they forget what they did while asleep ... Therefore one must follow that which

is common. But although the /ogos is universal, the majority live as if they had
understanding peculiar to themselves.!¢

16 Based on the translation in Kathleen Freeman, Ancilla to the Presocratic Philosophers (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press. 1967), p. 24. I have removed her parentheticals in these fragments, and
restored the word Logos to the spots where she translated the word as Law.
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In these two fragments the sense in which reasoning is something elitist and separatist
should be apparent. There is a clear distinction drawn between the few humans who can
understand the /ogos and the majority who cannot, but “live as if they had understanding
peculiar to themselves.” Throughout the fragments, Heraclitus appears to be vain,
arrogant, haughty and prideful, scoffing at those who dismiss his pronouncements as
unequal to himself; they are mentally asleep even while physically awake, while only
Heraclitus and those few who can understand the strange riddles he utters are fully awake.
He uses the contrast between the bodily conditions of being awake and being asleep as a
metaphor for the difference between those who reason and those who do not.'” Yet from
the outset of his book he suggests why his thought is challenging and paradoxical. It is the
logos, not Heraclitus, that is difficult to follow. If Heraclitus appears to look down at
commoners, it is because reason frequently leads one to argue against commonly held
opinions. In another fragment he makes this point explicitly “When you have listened, not
to me but to the /ogos, it is wise to agree that all things are one.”’!'® We are not to listen to
Heraclitus, but to the /ogos in what he says.

But why should anyone listen to the /ogos in an obscure riddler’s paradoxes? Why

does he not try to speak about it less enigmatically? Another of Heraclitus’ cryptic

17 Heraclitus™ use of the awake-asleep metaphor in respect to the cognitive activity of people is quite
similar to its use in buddhist doctrine with respect to spiritual activity. where budd is the Sanskrit root for
to awaken and the ha is the past participle; hence, buddha means to have awakened. and a buddha is
considered to be a person who is fully awake in the spiritual sense, and hence more compassionate and
spiritually more perfect than her fellows.

1% Freeman, Ancilla, pp. 24-25.
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fragments is that “Nature loves to hide.”'? By the act of posing paradox after paradox in
his book, perhaps Heraclitus is making a deep point about the character of reason.
Perhaps the /ogos only shows itself to us as we do the thinking necessary to working
through paradoxes. Such a reading of his view of the /ogos in general would make sense
of his fragment on nature loving to hide, insofar as paradoxes, like nature, also hide their
resolutions from us before we work them out. If the nature of things is to hide from
logos, then teaching others to reason would necessitate presenting them with paradoxes,
for paradoxes prompt us to think in the appropriate manner. If we see that the process of
coming to know the /ogos as itself a paradoxical act, then Heraclitus’ choice to write in a
paradoxical form is motivated by a desire to instigate that same activity on the part of his
hearers. In short, my suggestion is that Heraclitus is arguing by example that the activity
required to work through a specific paradox is itself the very thinking process of
philosophy in general.

In a moment I will give another example from Heraclitus’ fragments which lends
additional support to this thesis, but first we might note that this process of making a more
general pronouncement by means of a somewhat cryptic specific statement is a common
feature in proverbial and oracular speech. Working from a number of examples of
proverbs, George Lakoff and Mark Turner?’ argue that human reasoning about proverbs is

deeply structured by a conceptual metaphor that they call the Generic Is Specific

19 Freeman, Ancilla. p. 33.

20 Lakoff and Turner discuss this metonymy in More than Cool Reason, pp. 160-166.
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metonymy.2! The Generic Is Specific metonymy suggests that we metaphorically
understand a specific situation to stand for a general class of situations. Further, the
structure of the specific situation is imparted to how we understand the general class of
situations. What I have shown about Heraclitus’ use of paradox so far is an example of
precisely this kind of process; the specific act of thinking through a paradox stands for the
general act of thinking for philosophy.

Take another fragment of Heraclitus for an example of how something quite like
the Generic Is Specific metonymy is integral to the process of working out Heraclitus’
paradoxes:

Not understanding, though they have heard, they are like the deaf. The proverb
bears witness to them: “Present yet absent.”??

What might the specific situation of the proverb “Present yet absent” be? The first
sentence of the fragment accuses an inexplicit “they” of not understanding and continues
by saying that these others, although they have heard, are like the deaf. Presumably, this
proverb--“present yet absent”--was said by the Greeks of the deaf, for though the deaf
might be bodily present they are also absent in that they cannot hear. But from the context
of this fragment, Heraclitus intends to extend this proverb to matters of “understanding.”
If, as I think reasonably obvious, the “they” in this fragment are the many who fail to

understand Heraclitus, then Heraclitus is claiming that the many are like the deaf in that

21 Because just a part of the general situation is understood to stand for the entire general situation. the
Generic Is Specific structure here is technically a metonymy (part-whole relationship) rather than a
metaphor.

22 Freeman, Ancilla, p. 27.
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while their bodies are present, their minds are absent.

So the proverb in which the deaf are understood to be physically present yet
auditorially absent has been extended to apply to a similar situation about mental activity--
the many who hear and do not understand are physically present but mentally absent. (An
everyday case leaps to mind: Those university students who go to college simply due to
parental and social expectations are often an excellent example of beings physically present
yet mentally absent.) The shape of the situation presented in the proverb (which speaks
specifically about an bodily condition, deafness) has been extended to structure a more
general situation--the life of the mind. As I have shown with the awake-asleep metaphor
of the first two fragments, Heraclitus has again contrasted the reasoning with the
unreasoning in the terms of a bodily source domain. In the previous fragments it was
being asleep or awake, but this time it is the body’s perceptual capabilities which provide
the bases for the paradox’s pronouncements about what it is to do reasoning.

Seen in this light, the Generic Is Specific metonymy is also the key to why
Heraclitus writes in the form of cryptic paradoxes. By presenting us with a variety of
specific paradoxes which call to us to be worked out, Heraclitus is awakening our general
sense of the logos--of what it is to do reasoning. The specific situation (resolving a
paradox or proverb) stands for the general class of situations (listening to the /ogos or
reasoning). If on one level Heraclitus uses the Generic Is Specific metonymy as a
cognitive tool in the construction of each particular paradox (such as we saw with
“present yet absent”), then on the meta-level of expressing himself in riddles he may well

have chosen the same cognitive tool as well. His cryptic paradoxes would then embody
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specific thought experiments which stand for the general process of coming to know the
logos. Given that so many of his paradoxes take the theme of reasoning and
understanding (the Jogos) as their larger context, I think it is quite reasonable to conclude
that Heraclitus is suggesting that this process of thinking is better taught by metaphor and
riddle than by ordinary language and prose. The reason is that working out paradoxes
instigates the kind of inquiry into the Jogos which constitutes actively doing philosophy.
Thus upon my view, Heraclitus’ choice of rhetorical form prompts hearers to think using
conceptual metaphors and is thereby more than a mere wrapping that conveys the
philosophical content independent of that wrapping. Instead, the rhetorical form of
paradox is both part and parcel of Heraclitean philosophy. This conception of
philosophical thinking as paradoxical and constituted by metaphoric reasoning is also

important in the work of the Sophist Gorgias.

Gorgias and the Paradox of Rhetoric: To the Bounds of Rhetoric

In a chapter which purports to be on the importance of paradox to Presocratic
philosophy, it may seem unusual to omit discussion of Zeno and Melissus. However, the
paradoxes of infinite regression and motion simply do not compare to the magnificent
paradox about the natures of rhetoric and philosophy raised by Gorgias. The paradox is
raised not only by Gorgias’ words, but his deeds as well. Gorgias professes to teach the
art of rhetoric, and he does so without respect to the argument’s end; he frequently

challenges a doctrinal understanding. Among his surviving fragments there is his



“Encomium on Helen,”2* which Gorgias begins by admitting that Helen is universally
condemned for leaving Menelaus and eloping with Paris to Troy. Helen’s condemnation is
deeply doctrinal to the Greeks, who learn her story as told in the Homeric epics and
several Greek tragedies. Gorgias proceeds to examine Helen’s case, outlining four
traditional possible reasons--fate, force, persuasion, or love--for why she acted as she did,
and then ultimately concludes in each of these cases that she cannot be held accountable
for her actions. This conclusion is precisely the opposite of what the ordinary Greek
citizens would “know” doctrinally; hence, Gorgias is illustrating that part of what it means
to speak in paradox is to speak against (para) the common opinion (doxa).

Both in the “Encomium on Helen” and in his other paradoxes, Gorgias presents us
with longer and more intricate prosaic paradoxes than the stylistically compressed
apothegms favored by Heraclitus. Despite this difference, I am going to show in detail
how Gorgias’ Helen paradox is also constituted by metaphoric reasoning about the “force”
of argumentation. [ will be concluding that Gorgias’ use of the rhetorical form of paradox
makes a point quite similar to what I have suggested about Heraclitus’ use of the
rhetorical form, and I will buttress this point by briefly discussing another of Gorgias’
paradoxes. In my view, both of these thinkers are posing paradoxes in order to provoke

their hearers to consider what philosophical inquiry is. Asking what philosophy is, of

23 Freeman, Ancilla, pp. 131-133. Robert Wardy has an excellent summary of the philosophical
discussion concerning whether the Encomium was in fact an “encomium’™ (an epi-deixis or speech in
praise) or a “defence” (an apo-deixis). See Wardy, The Birth of Rhetoric: Gorgias, Plato and their
Successors (New York: Routledge. 1996). Once again, however, we must recognize that the key point is
that Gorgias is writing before the invention of such classification schemes. which owe their origin to the
slightly later work of Isocrates and Aristotle.
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course, is very much a part of what it is to actually do philosophy, and if successful the use
of paradox will not only awaken their hearers’ philosophical sensibilities but enable them
to engage them in the activity of philosophizing.

Within Gorgias” “Encomium on Helen” there are four arguments given, of which
the first two are fairly perfunctory. First, Gorgias points out that if it was divine fate that
compelled Helen to leave Menelaus, then surely a mere mortal cannot to be blamed for
what is the will of the gods. He reasons that no one can be accountable for doing
something they are forced to do by the fates. Secondly, if she were carried off by physical
force, then clearly it would be her abductor and not she that deserved condemnation.
These initial two arguments set the pattern that Gorgias’ arguments on Helen’s behalf will
take. Every possible reason for Helen’s actions will be reduced to an external force acting
upon her, and so Gorgias argues she cannot be blamed for what she is forced to do.

Gorgias third argument is trickier: If it were by means of persuasive speech that
Helen was persuaded to elope, then Gorgias has to show that speech has a power akin to
physical force (ananke; often also translated necessity). Gorgias gives two lines of
reasoning for this argument. The text of his first line of reasoning is both unfortunately
missing some key words at a crucial juncture and consequently appears vague and
incomplete, but the second line of reasoning--which has survived in its entirety--is a crystal
clear example of metaphoric reasoning. He begins the first line of reasoning by observing
that poetic language can elicit strong emotions and actions such as tears or shuddering

which normally accompany those emotions. Next, he observes that this power of fictional
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speech is a kind of wizardry (gonteia®*) and magic (mageia’?) in its ability to move the
soul. Finally, he points out that these fictions are commonplace and not merely literary;
for example, a person’s mind (psyche) is often susceptible to what someone else says
about events in matters where one’s own memory is imperfect. At this crucial point the
text is corrupt,?¢ but from these points he concludes that speech possesses a kind of
“force” which can change minds and stir us to actions: ... thus persuasion by speech is
equivalent to abduction by force.”

If third argument stopped with this assertion, the argument would be somewhat
implausible. But Gorgias also cites examples of how minds can be changed in arguments
about meteorology, legal contests and philosophical debates as a second line of reasoning
that buttresses his contention that the psyche is susceptible to persuasive force. In a
crucial passage, he likens the persuasive power of reason (/ogos) on the mind (psyche) to
the effects of drugs (pharmakoi) on the body:

The power of speech over the constitution of the soul can be compared with the

effect of drugs on the state of the body: just as drugs by driving out different biles

from the body can put an end either to the disease or the life, so with speech.

Different words can induce grief, pleasure or fear; or by harmful persuasion words
can drug and bewitch the psyche.?’

24 Interestingly, this word refers most literally to juggling,

23 Mageia comes from the Persian term for wise man, magus. It happens to have a similar sound to Greek
terms for cookery (mageipikos). Plato uses this pun to devastating effect in his unflattering portrait of
Gorgias in the dialogue of the same name. As I discuss in chapter two, the comparison of Sophistic
reasoning with magic will also play an important role in Plato’s portrayal of Protagoras .

26 See Wardy for an elaborate discussion of the textual deficiencies and careful speculations as to how
much text may have been lost.

27 Translation adapted from Freeman. Ancilla, p. 132
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The metaphor system underlying the reasoning here is an elaborate and influential one
which [ will analyze in detail in the following chapter on Plato. In this metaphor, the mind
is likened to a body, while words and ideas are the foods and drugs which are taken into
the mind-body. Good foods lead to healthy bodies and, by extension, to good minds.
When the body is not well, small doses of bad foods (drugs) can be taken in hopes of
driving out the disease, but drugs are so powerful that they can bewitch the mind--lull it to
sleep or drive it insane. Metaphorically, strong words--whether fine poetry or well-crafted
arguments--can do to the mind what strong drugs can do to the body. With respect to
Helen, Gorgias is implying--or perhaps the corrupt text would have made the connection
explicitly--that Paris has drugged Helen with persuasive speech. Hence Gorgias can reach
the conclusion that Paris has abducted Helen by persuasive force, just as skilled poisoner
who drugged someone would have abducted her by physical force. The third argument is
metaphorically structured, but its net result is the same as in the previous cases: If Helen
were abducted by force, she is not to blame for the Trojan War.

In the fourth argument, in which the reason given for Helen’s actions was love,
Gorgias argues that compulsion due to love reduces to the first reason, compulsion due to
the fates. He maintains that love, like fear, can be a result of our seeing something so
tremendously x that it causes us to feel emotion x. He draws on a then contemporary
understanding of vision, the Empedoclean theory, which states that sight is caused by
objects emitting particles which forcefully impress themselves on the eye, causing vision.
Thus the sight of something tremendously fearful can force someone out of their mind (as

if they were forced by “fear” particles), as when troops flee at the first sight of an enemy.
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Upon this theory the sight of something tremendously lovely can “force” someone to
commit acts of passion. Since insanity was commonly regarded by the Greeks as either a
form of possession by the gods or as a dreadful disease, the tremendous “force” felt by
Helen in beholding Paris must stem either from the fates (the will of the gods) or from the
power of the disease. If it were the will of the fates causing Paris to appear so lovely to
her, then the gods would be to blame and not Helen. If Helen’s insanity were caused by a
disease, then Helen deserves no blame for her actions but is rather to be pitied for the
misfortunes the fates have visited upon her. Thus, Gorgias argues that the fourth
argument reduces to the first, namely that divine fate and not her own will compelled her
to leave Menelaus. Gorgias concludes, “Therefore, whichever of the four reasons caused
Helen’s actions, she was innocent.”"2® All four arguments depend on the point that she
was abducted by force, and did not elope of her own volition.

The conclusion of the Gorgias’ speech does not resolve anything, however; instead
it raises a further paradox about the metaphor of persuasive “force” in argumentation
generally. While contemporary thought might see problems with Gorgias’ reasoning, for
example, that his argument denies that Helen is at all a moral agent, or that the theory of
vision he relied upon is simply not true, let the arguments stand a moment in order to
realize that they were powerful for his contemporary Greeks. Not only is the conclusion
opposed to the initial doctrinal understanding, but he has raised a further paradox about

the limits of what /ogos (here used in the sense of argument or reason) can do. Should we

28 Freeman. Ancilla, p. 133.



39

accept Gorgias’ arguments we would be faced with the paradox of rhetoric: on one hand,
we have the tradition of condemning Helen, and on the other hand, powerful rhetorical
arguments whose persuasive “force” implies that she was innocent. Are we to trust in
such argumentation when it conflicts with what we feel we “know” from tradition? How
may we resolve this paradox?

There are the obvious answers. The conservative Aristophanes?® condemns
Gorgias, rhetoric, Socrates and philosophy all together as mere Sophistry while affirming
traditional modes of explanation. On the other hand, we may abandon the traditional
mode of explanation entirely and succumb to the powers of argumentative rhetoric. Note
that this abandonment does not necessitate belief in Gorgias’ conclusion--we can still
believe in the method of rhetoric and think he has made mistakes in his arguments, or
relied on doctrines since overturned, and hence dispute his conclusion. But as [ have
argued with Heraclitus, the true resolution of a paradox does not come about by simply
denying one doctrine or another, but by reconstituting the thinking that is prompted by the
paradox. Again, the question I want to raise is what might Gorgias’ texts teach about the
process of doing philosophy in general?

Consider another one of the other surviving fragments attributed to Gorgias as it
comes to us through Sextus Empiricus.*® In this argument--reportedly a summary of

Gorgias’ book “On Being” or “On Nature”--Gorgias professes to show first that nothing

29 Aristophanes, The Clouds, trans. by Alan H. Sommerstein (London: Penguin Books, 1975).

30 Freeman, Ancilla, pp. 128-29.
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exists, second that if anything exists it is incomprehensible, and third that even if anything
is comprehensible it is incommunicable. Granting a moment the argument, proving that
nothing exists violates even the possibility of raising an argument in the first place, so why
would anyone raise such arguments? At the end of the “Encomium on Helen” Gorgias
answers the question of why he has composed that argument flippantly: “as an amusement
for myself.”3! There is more than a kernel of truth in this quip, however. Paradoxes are
amusing, especially ones which force us to marvel at their sheer audacity. Yet the proof of
nothing existing, while certainly a clever satire of the philosophical project of Parmenides,
is not as threatening a heresy as the heresy of the Encomium. It does not challenge
something as doctrinally held as the condemnation of Helen--and to the extent that it does
challenge something we deeply hold, it is absurd. Of course “something exists,” we might
reply, “we do, and the very fact of your being able to raise such arguments implies that we
exist.”

Yet I think both of his paradoxes are driving home the same general point: We
want to believe simultaneously both that the conclusion to which Gorgias drives is absurd
and also that argumentation has and should have the power to force us to change which of
our opinions we regard as true. If we believe both of these, our only recourse is finding
something wrong with Gorgias’ arguments, and thereby committing ourselves to the very
same activity, argumentation, which uses the metaphor system he has laid out in his Helen

paradox in an attempt to “force” him or his followers to change their opinion on the

31 Freeman, Ancilla, p. 133.
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matter. The point is that no matter what we do, we are to be hoisted on his petard.

I think it is profitable, therefore, to read the Gorgian rhetorical paradox after the
same fashion in which I brought out the general point made by Heraclitus’ use of
philosophical paradoxes. Perhaps what Gorgias is doing as he poses these paradoxes is
circumscribing the bounds of our argument. If so, I would say that he is obliquely hinting
that argument is simply not due all the credit we would give it. He would be suggesting
not only that argument does not have the power to change minds as forcefully as we might
think, but that argument alone should not change our minds. If his paradoxes can be
turned to this end, then perhaps we ought to take Gorgias’ sly final comment about the
purpose of his compositions being “his own amusement” with a grain of salt. Instead of
letting truth rest on the conclusion of our arguments, why not identify it with the process
of inquiry? Seen in this light, the source of Gorgias’ amusement becomes more palatable--
he is laughing at those who would take his delightfully absurd conclusions as comprising a
new doctrine, instead of understanding his paradoxes as simply raising questions about the
method itself and the faith we put in the conclusions that argument engenders.

What I take Gorgias to be arguing is that we must question the argumentative
method along with the argument’s conclusions. To the extent that the methods of
philosophical argumentation and philosophical inquiry are themselves constituted by and
relying upon metaphors such as argumentative or persuasive “force” that could potentially
lead us into absurd conclusions, we need to keep questioning our methods in both a self-
reflective and self-reflexive fashion. Thus Gorgias, like Heraclitus, uses metaphors to

construct paradoxes which cause us to think not just about the particular paradox posed,
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nor just to think philosophically using the metaphors set out by the paradox, but to
actually do a kind of philosophy which uses metaphoric reasoning to inquire self-

reflexively about what it means to do philosophy at all.

Conclusion: The Need for a Distinction Between Philosophy and Rhetoric

Philosophy’s performative aspect almost always fades into the background. The
process of inquiry itself is usually eclipsed by turgid expository prose. That, as I will
argue in ensuing chapters, is a legacy of Aristotle. But before exposition became the
normative form in which philosophy is to be done, Presocratic thinkers used a conception
of philosophy as paradox to prompt their students to actually do philosophy, to engage in
philosophical thinking. These thinkers did philosophy, though without having the genre
which was later to be formally defined as appropriate to philosophy, as they taught their
reflections on the process of inquiry through paradox.

However, this capability of Gorgias and the other Sophistic rhetoricians to argue
not just paradoxically but against any position, irrespective of the merit of the position to
which the argument is put--or, to put it another way, this capability to use metaphors in
argumentative oratory designed to assimilate the Athenian demos (people, mob) to the
rhetor’s (or his patron’s, if he is paid) predetermined position--this capability was a
dangerous power in the Athenian democracy. Plato saw that the right antidote for that
power was a more systematic reflection on teaching method and the process of inquiry. If

it were possible to educate the demos to challenge the rhetors rather than be swayed by
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them, it might be possible to curtail the power of the rhetoricians. Onto that stage Plato
has Socrates enter; a mere stone-cutter, an antihero, a questioner, always the defender of
the dull and those incapable of making (or understanding) long speeches. Socrates
teaches, example by repeated infuriating and yet insightful example, the same paradoxical
insight that I see in Gorgias’ moment of self-disclosure; namely, that there are always
questions to be asked about whether our methods and philosophical metaphors are the
right ones. Inquiry must be self-reflective about the metaphors used in argumentation.

Understanding how philosophy is shaped, at its earliest constitution, by a
conception of philosophy as paradox is crucial for understanding why later philosophers
attempt to distance philosophy from metaphor and to exile metaphor to the rhetoricians.
In this chapter I have argued that the rhetorical form of the paradox carries philosophical
content with it, and that conceptual metaphors are crucial tools for understanding those
paradoxes. The Heraclitean paradox of the /ogos and the Gorgian paradox of rhetoric
have much in common. Each illustrates the power of metaphorical reasoning and its
importance to the “practice of thinking.” In the next two chapters I will explore how
conceptual metaphors and metaphorical reasoning are gradually turned to the paradoxical
end of envisioning philosophical systems of purely expository prose that is devoid of
metaphor.
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