
“The greatest thing by far is to be a master of metaphor. It is the one thing that cannot be learned from others; and it is also a sign of genius.” - 
Aristotle 

Most of us were taught in elementary school that a metaphor is a literary device; a tool to better describe concepts (or to 
inflate the word count of an assigned essay). Up until recent times, the study of metaphors only captured the attention of 
philosophers, poets and editors. This all changed in 1980, when George Lakoff, a professor of linguistics at the University of 
California, Berkeley, and Mark Johnson, head of the philosophy department at the University of Oregon, “helped show how 
subtly metaphors permeate our lives, determining how we think and affecting our understanding1” by publishing ‘Metaphors 
We Live By.’ 

In 2010’s ‘Metaphor: A Practical Introduction’ - published by the Oxford University Press - Zoltán Kövecses argued that 
“Lakoff and Johnson showed convincingly that metaphor is pervasive both in thought and everyday language.2” Here’s how 
the New York Times Book Review summarized a central point of Lakoff and Johnson’s work. 

We speak of time, for example, as money, capable of being wasted, invested and spent. It may even be impossible to think about time without 
using metaphor. The metaphors we use are also related to our cultural preconceptions. If we think of the state as a ship being safely steered 
through a storm, it means we imagine an authoritative leader at the helm, not a democratically activist crew. Metaphors construct our 
realities.3 

Lakoff and Johnson elevated the metaphor from a lowly literary device to “a valuable cognitive tool without which neither 
poets nor you and I as ordinary people could live.4” But why are metaphors so important and how can better understanding 
metaphors support your pursuit of creative mastery?  

For you, the central importance of metaphors is as a tool for greater understanding. Given what we know from Lakoff and 
Johnson - that humans construct our realities through metaphors - a heightened ability to construct, synthesize and deploy 
metaphors strengthens your ability to relate to the realities of other humans. A deep understanding of how others are 
experiencing the world is central to design thinking, storytelling and problem solving. Of course, it’s not only the creative 
professional who would benefit from strengthening a capability that deepens their understanding of others. In 2011, the U.S. 
Office of National Intelligence recognized the potential of metaphor-recognition as an understanding-tool when they launched 
The Metaphor Program, designed to “exploit the use of metaphors by different cultures to gain insight into their cultural 
norms.” 

If you can understand how diverse collections of people use metaphors - and what those specific uses say about their reality - 
you can also deploy metaphors to build a stronger emotional connection with those people. Using metaphors to describe 
complex ideas and concepts is also a wonderful teaching or new-concept-introduction capability. We already see the world in 
metaphors and when new concepts can be introduced using resonant and relatable concepts, it greatly increases an audience’s 
ability to envision virtual concepts and possibilities. 

Mastering metaphors is a challenging pursuit that you can spend a lifetime striving towards. But the path towards mastery is 
simple. Improving your metaphor awareness will require your practicing critical reading and active listening (accompanied by 
this handy metaphor master list). Improving your use of metaphors to build stronger emotional connections will require 
imagination, persistence and practice.  

If you’re committed and put in the appropriate work, we have bright hopes for your ongoing betterment.  
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