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Metaphor is one of the foundational concepts in philosophy and linguistics
and has consistently attracted the attention of scholars. The theory of
conceptual metaphor, proposed by Lakoff and Johnson, is based on the
premise that metaphors are not merely linguistic tools but play a
fundamental role in the structure of thought and theorization, such that
abstract concepts are understood and processed through concrete and
tangible experiences. The main objective of this study is to examine the
function of conceptual metaphors as a methodological tool in the
philosophical thought of Muslim philosophers, with a focus on the
metaphor “argument is war.” This research follows a descriptive-
analytical method and investigates philosophical concepts and reasoning
in the works of philosophers such as al-Farabi, Avicenna, and Mulla Sadra.
The findings indicate that the metaphor “argument as war” appears in
expressions such as “refuting objections,” “undermining opposing views,”
and “establishing arguments against an adversary,” which are prevalent in
the writings of these thinkers. These usages reveal the metaphor’s
significant role in shaping modes of reasoning, structuring philosophical
discourse, and explaining abstract concepts. Contrary to the view that
metaphors function unconsciously, the evidence suggests that conceptual
metaphors were employed consciously, or at least potentially consciously,
in facilitating the transition from the empirical and sensory realm to the
abstract in philosophical reasoning. Accordingly, conceptual metaphors
can be considered valid methodological tools in philosophizing, providing
a means for analyzing concepts and formulating philosophical thought and
theory.
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Extended Abstract

Metaphor has long been recognized as one of the foundational elements in the history of
human thought, attracting sustained attention from linguists, philosophers of language, and
scholars across multiple disciplines. Throughout history, diverse perspectives have been
offered regarding the nature, role, and implications of metaphor. In classical philosophical
traditions, especially in the view of Aristotle, metaphor was regarded primarily as a
linguistic phenomenon. Aristotle considered metaphor to be based on resemblance,
deliberate creativity, and artistry, but limited to rhetorical or literary domains. According to
this perspective, metaphors had little to no legitimate place in the formulation or
communication of philosophical concepts, which were expected to rely solely on reason,
logic, and precision. Similarly, other early modern philosophers such as Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke, as well as adherents of logical positivism, often treated metaphor with
suspicion. They viewed it as a source of ambiguity, imprecision, or even deception,
something incompatible with the clarity and rigor required in rational and philosophical
thought. From this standpoint, metaphor was regarded as a stylistic or ornamental feature of
language rather than a vehicle of genuine thought. Despite this approach, the perception of
metaphor underwent a profound transformation during the late nineteenth century and into
the twentieth century. Thinkers such as Friedrich Nietzsche proposed a radically different
understanding, emphasizing that metaphor is not merely a linguistic embellishment but a
core mechanism in the formation of human thought itself. From this perspective, metaphor
carries not only linguistic significance but also epistemological and ontological weight. In
other words, metaphor is not simply a tool of expression; it is a fundamental structure in the
formation of meaning, thought, and even the language of science and philosophy.

Building on the evolving understanding of metaphor, contemporary cognitive
linguistics has produced some of the most influential approaches, particularly the
Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) proposed by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson. This
theory posits that metaphors are not merely decorative elements of language but deeply
ingrained conceptual structures that shape thought, guide reasoning, and play a central role
in the formation and transformation of human cognition. According to CMT, a significant
portion of human thinking is inherently metaphorical: abstract concepts such as time,
causality, morality, substance, direction, motion, and argument are understood in terms of
more concrete, bodily, and experiential domains. For instance, spatial metaphors are
frequently employed to express abstract ideas, such as describing progress as “moving
forward” or understanding arguments as ‘“standing on solid ground.” In this view,
metaphors bridge the gap between concrete experience and abstract reasoning, serving as
cognitive tools that enable humans to form, structure, and manipulate complex ideas. Far
from generating ambiguity, metaphors become instruments for discovering and producing
meaning, providing mechanisms through which philosophical reflection, scientific inquiry,
and conceptual development can advance.

The present study examines the role of conceptual metaphors as systematic methods in
philosophizing, with particular attention to the Islamic intellectual tradition. Among the
various metaphors that structure philosophical thought, the conceptual metaphor
“argument is war” stands out as a particularly salient example. This metaphor reflects the
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centrality of argumentation in philosophical discourse and frames debates as intellectual
battles. Within this framework, philosophers are envisioned as combatants on an
intellectual battlefield, wielding reason as their weapon, while the arena of dialogue itself
becomes the site of conflict. In this metaphorical mapping, the domain of “war” serves as
the source domain, and “logical and philosophical argumentation” constitutes the target
domain, highlighting how the structure and dynamics of debate are conceptually
understood in terms of conflict and strategic engagement.

The influence of the metaphor “argument is war” is evident throughout the Islamic
philosophical tradition. Expressions such as repelling doubts, refuting objections,
presenting decisive proofs, defending positions, compelling the other party, disputation,
rebuttal, and counterargument are frequently found in the writings of key Muslim
philosophers, including Farabi, Avicenna and Mulla Sadra. These expressions are not
merely rhetorical or figurative; they reflect a deeper conceptualization of philosophical
debate as a form of intellectual combat. The metaphor shaped not only linguistic expression
but also methodological approaches to reasoning, influencing commentary, gloss-writing,
and the structuring of proofs. Philosophers often employed strategies such as reductio ad
absurdum or the deliberate modification of their positions to deflect criticism,
demonstrating a metaphorically informed approach to inquiry that emphasizes
confrontation, defense, and intellectual victory. Through this framework, philosophical
debate is understood as a strategic and dynamic process in which the participants seek not
only to present arguments but also to challenge, overcome, and prevail over opposing
positions.

From this perspective, conceptual metaphors function as systematic tools for the
formulation and development of philosophical concepts. By grounding abstract reasoning
in concrete, experiential, and sensory domains, philosophers employ metaphor as a method
for extracting intelligible concepts from perceptible phenomena, providing a structured
pathway from experience to abstraction. Central to this process is maintaining a balance
between the source and target domains: excessive reliance on the source domain can lead
to distortion, while neglecting it can render the metaphor ineffective as a cognitive tool.
Contrary to the view that metaphor operates unconsciously, its use in philosophical inquiry
is conscious, or at least potentially conscious, allowing reflections to remain purposeful,
analytical, and methodologically rigorous. Moreover, the notion of embodied rationality
discussed by Lakoff and Johnson aligns well with the epistemological foundations of the
Islamic philosophical tradition. Although Islamic philosophy considers the intellect an
immaterial substance, the path to rational knowledge begins with sensory perception and
proceeds through imagination and estimation to reach the intellect. While classical views
often relegated metaphor to the faculty of imagination and assigned it lower epistemic
value, conceptual metaphor theory situates it within sensory experience, a valid and
essential source of knowledge in Islamic philosophy. Accordingly, this theory not only
harmonizes with Islamic epistemology but also reinforces the use of metaphor as a
deliberate and systematic method for philosophical reasoning. Contrary to the notion that
metaphorical reasoning is inherently unconscious, the deployment of conceptual
metaphors in philosophical inquiry is often conscious or at least potentially conscious.
Philosophers deliberately employ metaphorical structures to illuminate abstract concepts,



Shenakht, University of shahid Beheshti, Volume 18, 2025. pp.79-100 82

organize arguments, and advance reasoned debate. This conscious use of metaphor aligns
with the epistemological framework of the Islamic philosophical tradition, wherein the
intellect is immaterial yet dependent upon sensory experience as a starting point. In this
framework, knowledge is acquired progressively: beginning with perception, advancing
through imagination and estimation, and culminating in intellectual apprehension. While
classical Islamic philosophy often relegated metaphor to the realm of imagination and
considered it epistemically inferior, the conceptual metaphor approach recasts metaphor as
a legitimate cognitive tool grounded in experience. By connecting abstract thought to
perceptual and experiential realities, metaphors operate as conduits for knowledge rather
than impediments to reason.

Accordingly, the integration of conceptual metaphor theory with Islamic philosophical
methodology strengthens the philosophical enterprise by providing systematic cognitive
tools for analyzing, structuring, and communicating complex ideas. By linking abstract
concepts to shared sensory and bodily experiences, philosophers can clarify, explain, and
stabilize their arguments, making abstract reasoning accessible while remaining
epistemologically rigorous. While Lakoff and Johnson emphasize the unconscious and
experiential roots of metaphor, the Islamic philosophical tradition allows for the adaptation
of these insights within a framework that preserves ontological and epistemological
distinctions. In this context, metaphor is not merely a spontaneous product of the mind but
a conscious or potentially conscious instrument for conceptual articulation, argumentation,
and truth-seeking.

Moreover, the emphasis on shared bodily and perceptual experiences, rather than
negating external reality, enables philosophers to establish stable concepts and shared
truths. This approach bridges the gap between sensory perception and abstract reasoning,
highlighting the functional and methodological role of metaphor in intellectual inquiry. By
treating metaphor as both a cognitive structure and a method of philosophical investigation,
scholars can better understand the dynamics of reasoning, argumentation, and conceptual
development within the Islamic tradition and beyond.

In conclusion, metaphor, particularly conceptual metaphor, plays a central and
multifaceted role in philosophical thought. Far from being a mere rhetorical device, it
operates as a cognitive, epistemological, and methodological tool that facilitates the
comprehension and communication of abstract concepts. In the Islamic intellectual
tradition, the metaphor “argument is war” illustrates how metaphor shapes the conduct of
philosophical inquiry, informs argumentative strategies, and structures the very way
philosophers approach intellectual problems. By situating metaphors within a systematic,
conscious, and experience-based framework, philosophical reflection becomes both
rigorous and accessible, linking sensory perception to abstract reasoning and reinforcing
the pursuit of truth as the ultimate goal of philosophy.
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