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Shakespeare's Structural Metaphors: A Cognitive Approach

Graham Bradshaw

It seems no exaggeration to say that understanding of metaphor has advanced
more in the last twenty-five years than in the previous two thousand years. Two
books by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson frame the period, and the advances, in
question. Their first collaboration, Metaphors We Live By, appeared in 1980, the
same year as Greenblatt's Renaissance Saf-Fashioning. By drawing on converging
empirical results within different disciplines, this confirmed that metaphor is crucial
in everyday language and in our processes of thought and inference. Unfortunately,
Shakespeare critics were largely unconcerned by what this might tell us about
Shakespeare's local and structural metaphors, or about the ways in which
Shakespeare thinks through metaphors.

Lakoff and Johnson's most recent collaboration, Philosophy in the Flesh,
appeared in 1999, and mounts a full assault on the whole post-Cartesian Western
tradition of analytic philosophy that so rigidly separates mind from body, reason
from imagination, and cognition from understanding. This too has produced little
or no response, in the current politicised climate of Shakespeare studies.

In my thirty-minute paper, | consider a few reasons why we Shakespeare critics
should be listening more carefully to what the cognitive linguists, philosophers and
anthropologists have been telling us. For example, they have shown how our



metaphoric systems for conceptualising the "self" always consider the self as split
between a Subject and one or more Selves. This not only bears on what happens
in plays like Othello or Coriolanus, it exposes what is anachronistic in many
currently fashionable New Historicist or cultural materialist accounts of the "self".
To take a different example, Shakespeare frequently uses basic conceptual
metaphors like "Black is Foul" or "The State is a Body" as structural metaphors; but
then, as | shall try to show, his charactersitic procedure is then to set different basic
metaphors against each other. In each of these cases, the cognitive approach can
function like an X-ray, illuminating the plays and exposing some of our own
currently fashionable forms of wishful thinking.
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