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ABSTRACT

Metaphors play a central role in legal discourse, shaping not only how laws are understood but also how
they are applied. This paper examines the pervasive use of metaphors in legal contexts, examining how
they influence perceptions of justice, legal reasoning, and decision-making. Drawing on cognitive
linguistics and critical discourse analysis, it highlights the dual nature of metaphors both as tools of
clarity and as potential sources of bias. The analysis investigates traditional metaphors, such as
architectural constructs of law, and their implications for social justice, power structures, and inclusivity.
It also considers empirical research on judicial attitudes toward metaphors, uncovering how metaphorical
language can sway public opinion and judicial outcomes. The paper concludes by advocating for the
ethical and deliberate use of legal metaphors to promote transparency, accessibility, and fairness in the
pursuit of justice.
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INTRODUCTION

Within legal discourse and even in ordinary conversation, metaphors abound. Their pervasiveness
indicates something significant about the ways we understand law. How do the metaphors we use
influence how we understand law? Are there any metaphors typically used in legal discourse, meanings
that tell us something important about our understanding of justice? Can we develop a criterion for
evaluating legal metaphors even before discussing what purposes such metaphors ought to serve? The
primary thesis of this paper is that metaphors are pervasive in legal discourse, at times operating in such a
manner that they depreciate the integrity of our legal system. Once metaphors are pointed out and their
analysis is undertaken, they can often be seen to embody specific notions of law and justice. Not only do
metaphors define relationships and structures, but their meanings suggest hidden assumptions, demands,
and prejudices that the legal system would do well to examine [1, 27]. Our focus is to analyze a specific set
of legal metaphors. We will also discuss how alternative metaphors might do a better job when correctly
depicting the intention of the law. If given its proper functional weight, this kind of analysis and response
can contribute to our understanding of the functions healthy discourse about law and justice should
possess. We begin by examining some central metaphors and showing some of their meanings. In Part II,
we discuss analyses of some significant meanings in 'Rape' and "War and Rape' metaphors. The rote
present in the vignette and the paper are, in some attitudes, triggered by the ways a legal examination is
made when the person looks only at the superficial meaning and expression of a legal category such as
rape, thus masking its altogether unnoticed direction. Even a simple category of rape has two major
meanings [3, 4.

Understanding Metaphors in Law
Metaphors are one of the most pervasive ways of speaking, and a great deal of contemporary cognitive
linguistic research addresses the question of what metaphors are and how they work. The ways that
metaphors and metaphorical language operate in legal contexts are attracting more attention as well.
Although several issues remain in the study of metaphors in legal communication, research interest has
made great strides in this area. Historically, the prime metaphors associated with law are architectural.
These arise from an image of law that perceives it as a place or structure built on a solid and secure
foundation. Conceptual metaphors, like architectural metaphors, can structure ideas of events, actions,
and other abstract processes [5, 6. One can outline at least two types of metaphors in law. The first is

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original work is properly cited


https://rijournals.com/current-issues-in-arts-and-management/
https://doi.org/10.59298/RIJCIAM/2025/421400
kiu.ac.ug

https://rijournals.com/current-issues-in-arts-and-management/

based on the presumption that law is a coherent system rationally derived. Conceptual metaphors are one
variety of this first type of metaphor. The second type of metaphor distinguishes only the social actors in
situ, so it does not provide a particular theory of law. In this view, no particular properties of law can be
presumed: no law of logic, no sovereignty, no justice. A metaphor like "the law is an ass" represents this
particular type. This metaphor can be identified as a linguistic metaphor. Linguistic metaphors cannot be
"reduced in isolation to some other term" for clarity because "the context and technology usage of literary
metaphor are mutually relevant, and it is reasonable to say that it is dependent upon interplay with other
metaphors and other terms." Judicial decisions provide incredible evidence of the value of working with
metaphors in the exploration of legal studies [[7, 87.
Theoretical Frameworks for Analyzing Legal Metaphors
There are several theoretical frameworks for analyzing metaphors that can be employed to account for
metaphors systematically from a linguistic and cognitive point of view. Cognitive linguistics, one of the
main fields of metaphor research, delineates 'metaphor as a matter of thought, not just words." Other
relevant models that can be integrated into the cognitive linguistic approach are pragmatics and the role
that context plays in metaphor. It has been shown that conversational and sociocultural contexts are also
relevant in legal metaphors for shaping meaning, besides general cognitive processes. Critical discourse
analysis provides a model that highlights the persuasive role of language and, in particular, the existing
imbalance of power in linguistic interaction [9, 107]. Using the theoretical foundations of these models,
several scholars have constructed a method to examine metaphors in judicial reasoning. Metaphor
analysis does not only focus on the language use of the court, but on the broader implications of metaphor
use. Meaning cannot be claimed to inhere in words because it is always contingent on culture, period,
situation, etc. Since metaphors can describe and promote a social and political vision and behavior of
power and authority, as well as the creation and maintenance of hierarchies, the study of metaphors can
be linked with the study of societal structure and power distribution with a view ultimately to the
attainment of justice. Metaphor analysis, for that reason, is inherently interdisciplinary [11, 127.
Empirical Studies on Legal Metaphors
This paper contrasts theoretical work about legal metaphors with empirical research into legal
metaphors. It finds that, in general, the findings of empirical research into legal metaphors have empirical
support from social science more generally. The paper encourages further research to find out what
citizens of democratic societies seeking justice might want from the use of metaphor in law. The theory of
metaphor is relevant to law because many theorists consider metaphor to be a basic cognitive operation
involved in legal reasoning. However, legal writers experimenting with non-metaphorical legal
communication have found that their judges sometimes do not understand or are not impressed when
they do not see the usual metaphors. Empirical research is thus needed. This paper reviews empirical
studies of metaphor in law, carrying out experiments, surveying what judges do in particular cases,
asking many judges for their experiences, looking at what judges also talk about in more unguarded
moments, usually in their training sessions, and looking at judgments over time. These studies find that
although the number of metaphor cases is relatively few, they were once greater. Both judges and the
public like to hear and use metaphors, even against official advice. Studies also find that changing the
metaphors in use can change the courts’ decisions. The sentiment is divided: public opinion is divided
over, say, their judges’ increasing reluctance to use metaphors, the differences in expression in two very
similar cases, or indeed whether sentences in similar cases should be the same. The last substantive
finding of much of this work is that good methodological practice in this field is very difficult to achieve:
judges describe their methods and uses of language in ways that might be suspect; quantitative analyses
are bedeviled by the inability of categories and other phenomena in law to be clear; and there are other
anomalies in the work in this field. Law needs people who can sometimes speak both literally and
metaphorically with conviction; interpretations and meanings aren’t straightforward. There is a gap in
the research literature on legal metaphors between, on one hand, cognitive accounts of metaphor, and, on
the other, empirical accounts of how particular publics, or groups within the polity more generally,
understand and interpret metaphor at work in law. This is at a time when polarization around, and
critiques of, doctrinalist and particular interpretations of law are on the rise [13, 147].
Implications for Justice
One lesson we draw from the analysis of legal metaphors is that they can affect the development and
application of law in ways that are both indirect and unaccountable. Because people are swayed by
rhetorical appeal, the use of metaphors can shape how the law is understood and how people perceive the
moral stakes. They serve to generate a subconscious or preconscious ethos that writers and speakers use
rhetorically to enlist consensus concerning law and policy. They can thus affect judicial decision-making,
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law-making, and lawyerly argumentation, including the advocacy of positions that might disadvantage or
discriminate against female victims and other groups [15, 167]. Whether or not it is possible to alter the
view about the importance of the legal system to one's life, the view of the injustice or justice of its
outcomes can be altered. In this sense, overvaluation—the mythologizing of the subject matter of
relevance—aims to predispose rational conclusions. Whether the description wholly mediates our avowed
values or allows them to surface. In these respects, law and the language of the law, as mediating
apparatuses for channeling moral judgment, are fair game for the rhetoric of justice. If such canons of
interpretation are widely acknowledged, then the role and conduct of law practice would similarly be
reformed. Lawyers, as the primary users in the mechanics of this application, have an ethical and
educational interest in formulating law in language that is not only analytical and conceptually clear
according to legal methodology but also makes the content more accessible to non-specialists [17, 187.
This consideration holds especially for what might be termed "institutional" law rhetoric, such as court
decisions. The question for future discussion certainly one that is central to any legal philosophy that is
concerned with questions of role and responsibility is the extent to which advocates of one position or
another should be trained or inclined to use metaphor to obscure rather than illuminate. In the legal
context, this proposes just the kind of ethical and pedagogical concern that would and should be at the
very heart of any contested view of the language of law. The question is pitched in terms of plural
concerns such as equality, fairness, and, more generally, questions of justice. The use of metaphor in legal
discourse is, therefore, a contested label and a striking example of an oxymoronic argument [19, 207.
CONCLUSION
Metaphors in legal discourse are not merely linguistic embellishments but powerful tools that shape the
contours of justice. Their ability to evoke subconscious frameworks for understanding law underscores
their rhetorical and cognitive significance. However, this influence also brings ethical challenges,
particularly in reinforcing biases or obscuring complexities. The deliberate and critical evaluation of legal
metaphors can enhance the inclusivity, clarity, and fairness of the legal system. By encouraging a more
conscious engagement with metaphorical language, legal professionals and scholars can better align the
language of law with the ideals of justice, ensuring that metaphors illuminate rather than obscure the
pathways to equitable outcomes. The ongoing exploration of metaphor in legal contexts promises to
contribute meaningfully to the broader discourse on law, language, and societal values.
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