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FROM RHETORIC TO DECONSTRUCTION
Lecture Seven: Figurative Uses of Language (1)
Rhetoric: the art of speaking. Origins in antiquity (Aristotle’s Rhetoric; Quintilian’s Institutes of Oratory). One of the liberal arts in mediaeval universities (trivium & quadrivium). Persuasive rhetoric (invention and disposition) & ornamental rhetoric. Literary rhetoric seen as ornamental = the use of embellishments, but it is, fundamentally, a study of meaning-creation. “Figures of thought”—tropes (change in meaning) and “figures of speech” (change in order or position of words) in finer classifications; brought under common heading—rhetorical figures—in this lecture. Common characteristic: departure from standard meaning or arrangement of words. 

☛Rhetoric is more than just figures. By synthesizing the criteria not only of effective speech but also of good writing, manuals of rhetoric served as textbooks of practical literary criticism as well as theory. Figures of thought already in Classical times included the character-sketch (praising or discrediting an individual), now part of the novelist’s craft; description (depicting the consequences of an action) and demonstration (the account of an actual event so as to enable the audience to visualize it) anticipate the telling and showing dichotomy of the Modernist theory of fiction.
☛Rhetoric in Antiquity, the Renaissance and the eighteenth century. Revival of interest in rhetoric in the twentieth century (I. A. Richards: The Philosophy of Rhetoric [1936]).
Some 250 rhetorical figures established. Concentrated use of them (circa 100 figures) in “Aeolus” episode of Joyce’s Ulysses. Some examples (figures of thought in bold type, figures of speech underlined): Allegory: “Youth led by Experience visits Notoriety.” Anaphora: “See it in your face. See it in your eye.” (Epiphora: “Working away, tearing away.”) Anticlimax: “Father Son and Holy Ghost and Jakes McCarthy.” Metaphor: “Funny the way those newspapermen veer about when they get wind of a new opening. Weathercocks.” Metonymy: “That was a pen!” Palindrome: “Madam, I’m Adam. And Able was I ere I saw Elba.”  Onomatopoeia (vocal imitation of sound) & Prosopopoeia (personification): “Sllt. Almost human the way it sllt to call attention. Doing its level best to speak.” Simile: “The loose flesh of his neck shook like a cock’s wattles.” Synecdoche: “The Crozier and the Pen” (“His grace phoned down twice this morning”). Tautology: “Our old ancient ancestors.” 

Synecdoche, Metonymy, Simile, Metaphor, Prosopopoeia, Allegory: literary images produced in the mind by language. Function: embellishment only? More appropriately: image used when language (word) is felt to be inadequate to express what is meant (reality seen in a new way). 

☛The various meanings of the term image in literature; its significance in Romantic, Symbolist and Imagist poetry.

☛Note the tendency to reduce imagery to two basic types: metonymy and metaphor. Consider also Roman Jakobson on “The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles” in language (1956).

☛Metaphor (image): understanding one concept in terms of another (Kövecses).
Basis of imagery in sensation (image = “vestigial representation of sensation”). Elements of analogy & comparison (also sameness and difference) between “signifier” (what is said) and “signified” (what is meant). Analogue & subject in the image (pen : style). I. A. Richards: vehicle & tenor. In cognitive linguistics: source domain and target domain.
Classification of images: (1) According to the relationship between vehicle & tenor. Contiguity: synecdoche, metonymy; similarity: simile (comparison), metaphor, prosopopoeia, allegory. (2) According to the sensation (sensory field) represented. Visual: most images (see above examples); auditory: “They bleat about how miserable they are”; tactile: “If the red tickle as the cattle calve / Still set to scratch a laughter from my lung” (D. Thomas); olfactory or/and gustatory: “Something is rotten in the sate of Denmark.” (3) According to types of semantic connection. Concretive: (attributes concreteness to an abstraction): “the pain of separation”; animistic: “an angry sky”; humanizing (anthropomorphic): “his manners speak eloquently for him”; synaesthetic: “warm colour.” (See Leech on the semantic classification.)

☛Consider pathetic fallacy, attributing human emotions and qualities to objects; condemned by John Ruskin: “The spendthrift crocus, bursting through the mould / Naked and shivering, with his cup of gold.” Attention is drawn from the object to the speaker’s relation to the object. Is that necessarily bad?
*

Metaphor & creativity: a central area of stylistic, linguistic and philosophical research (Aristotle: the proper use of all the various poetic devices is important, yet “by far the greatest thing for a poet is to be master of metaphor,” “to be intuitively aware of hidden resemblances”). Traditional interpretations found inadequate. Emphasis on the creative aspect of metaphor. Sameness and difference: “Likeness is itself a compound relation which correlates sameness and difference. To see sameness in the difference is the genius of metaphor” (Paul Ricoeur, “Word, Polysemy, Metaphor: Creativity in Language,” 1973). A fundamental quality of words: polysemy, which makes metaphor possible. In ordinary language the multiplicity of meanings of words is screened by the sentence which places words in a context in which univocity is achieved (the meaning of the sentence determines which of the meanings of the word is used). In metaphor: polysemy is not screened, but emphasized. The old (literal) meaning and the new (metaphoric) meaning present at the same time, effect compared to stereoscopic vision = “several layers of meaning are noticed and recognized in the thickness of the text” (Ricoeur). The synchronistic and the diachronic in the polysemous nature of metaphor (“novel” metaphors and “dead” metaphors, this latter the final stage in the evolutionary process: metaphoric sense has become part of the literal sense). The function of metaphor: not decorative; it enables discourse to redescribe reality. 

Consider the evolution of the verb snap in this light:

The rope was thin and it snapped when I tried to tighten it.

I snapped the bonnet of the car shut.

They had a big hairy dog that growled and snapped at me when I opened the garden-gate.

“Leave me alone,” she snapped at him.

Similar evolution of windbag (bellows into talkative person), consider 

Webster’s (1960): a A bellows. b Jocose The chest, considered as containing the lungs. c Slang One who talks much to little effect and

Webster’s (1987): An exhaustively talkative person.
*

The dangers of mixing one’s metaphors: “The hand that rocked the cradle kicked the bucket.”
