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I 

 

In the Phaedrus, Plato offers a philosophical method consisting of both grouping some similar 

things together and separating some dissimilar things apart. In the dialogue, Socrates describes 

these two processes as: 

 

“The first is in which we bring a dispersed plurality under a single form…[and the 

second] whereby we are enabled to divide into forms, following the objective 

articulation; we are not to attempt to hack off parts like a clumsy butcher…” (Plato & 

Hackforth 1952, 133). 

 

The ‘objective articulation’ of nature presents a familiar metaphor in the philosophy of science, 

especially as it relates to natural kinds, specifically that of carving nature at its joints. To carve 

nature as such is to find the points of articulation between two things – the joint – in order to 

understand which things are naturally presented and which are not. Those which are naturally 

presented are often said to be mind-independent kinds, whereas those that are not are said to be 

constructed kinds.1 

 

In this paper I consider the “carving of nature” as the turn-of-phrase is presented to us, namely as 

a metaphor. Metaphors are clearly ubiquitous in human communication, and it is the aim of this 

paper to show that this ubiquity runs up against natural kinds in substantial and interesting ways. 

The structure of the argument is simple: If metaphors are concepts independent from the thing 

they are naming, describing, or explaining (presumably among many other functions) and if our 

access to a paradigmatic natural kind is limited to our access to the concept of that natural kind, 

then we must consider that what we imagine the natural kind to be is itself a metaphor for the 

thing.  

 

The argument is not so straightforward though as it requires consideration of the types of 

concepts that metaphors are and those that natural kinds are, given the explicit recognition that 

metaphors are not literally applicable to a thing whereas natural kinds are taken to be literally 

applicable. Furthermore, and extending from this, is the claim that our access to natural kinds is 

limited to the concept of the natural kind, not the natural kind itself. This may be apparent to 

many, but could be a critical weakness to those from a realist tradition. If successful, though, 

seeing natural kinds as metaphors has the benefit of “bringing a dispersed plurality” of natural 

kind theory under a single form as many of the modern accounts will be amenable to the 

metaphorical treatment. Additionally, metaphors are definitively embedded in local histories, 

vocabularies, and practices which – seen as metaphorical representation – prompt us to reflect on 

the truthiness of our scientific theories. The realist ontologies that license traditional natural kind 

                                                             
1 Among many other labels, each employed for specific purposes in varying natural kind arguments. 



accounts often have the unfortunate consequence of setting standards for truth that discount other 

knowledge systems. Given the complexity of social problems in modern society, the 

contemporary obstacles to democratic engagement, and recognition of our moral commitments to 

a plurality of knowledges, we should demand an account of natural kinds that can preserve 

accepted theories without unduly constraining what counts as true knowledge. This paper takes 

up this argument and these considerations in earnest. 

 

II 

 

When we say that we are swimming in a sea of knowledge, what do we mean? Surely we do not 

mean that we are literally swimming or that there is a liquid sea of knowledge. It should be 

obvious that whatever we mean, we intend to communicate by way of metaphor. We do not have 

to be literally swimming to communicate that what we are doing is hard work, without solid 

grounding, or perhaps without an express goal. Similarly, there also does not need to be a liquid 

sea of knowledge to communicate that it is vast and beyond any one person’s grasp. The 

metaphor is used to communicate structural similarities between our understanding of the object 

in question – here the depth/breadth of knowledge – and a more familiar object/action that 

highlights the relevant aspects of our assertion. This is, of course, a linguistic act.  

 

If metaphor bottomed out as a linguistic act, then I would not need to proceed as it is likely that 

we can perform a range of linguistic acts that do not reflect the kind of world needed for 

‘objectively articulated’ joints or natural kinds. For metaphors to be the kind of things that can 

do this, however, requires a more robust account; for metaphors to be concepts in their own 

right, we should expect more from them. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s (1980a) Metaphors 

We Live By answer this charge, arguing that “Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which 

we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature” (3). This is not meant to be 

hyperbolic; our concepts are, according to Lakoff & Johnson, essentially metaphorical and 

ultimately grounded in our social and embodied experiences. For example, the metaphor of “my 

knowledge keeps increasing” is rooted in the physical fact that as more things get added to a pile, 

the level of the things goes up (ibid, 463).  

 

This may seem innocuous, but is suggestive. Lakoff & Johnson argue that underwriting our 

conceptual architecture are metaphorical types grounded in the ways beings-as-we-are 

experience the world. Underwriting the metaphor “my knowledge keeps increasing” is the 

structuring orientational-type metaphor that “more is up”, rooted in the aforementioned increase 

in level as things are added to a pile. Underwriting the metaphor “I rose above my emotions” is 

the structuring metaphor that “rational is up”, instead rooted in the cultural view that human’s 

rationality places them over the natural world (Lakoff & Johnson 1980a, 16-7).2 Similarly, the 

scientific concept of “high-energy particles” is based on “more is up” – a metaphor located in our 

embodied experiences, yet a metaphor all the same (Lakoff & Johnson 1980a, 465).  

                                                             
2 Orientational-type metaphors are included with ontological-type and structural type-metaphors. It is not 
necessary for my current argument to fully describe this taxonomy. 



 

The claim made by Lakoff & Johnson and other theorists since is not that metaphor plays a 

passing role in structuring our conceptual architecture, but that it is an essential component. 

Illustrating the fundamental role of metaphor in structuring our concepts is Michael J. Reddy’s 

(1984) The Conduit Metaphor. Reddy argues that the range of metaphors we use to speak about 

the English language structures a concept of language that impacts our behaviors in the world. 

Examples of this are the metaphors “I gave away all my best ideas”, “insert that thought 

elsewhere in the sentence”, and “the poem is bursting with meaning”. Metaphors such as these 

imply that “human language functions like a conduit enabling the transfer of repertoire members 

from one individual to another” (ibid, 311). On this view of language, words, sentences, 

paragraphs, and the like are viewed as holding meaning in and of themselves with 

communication consisting of perfectly transferring the words to willing listeners/receivers. 

Furthermore, the metaphors we use to speak about language – namely those that view it as a 

conduit of meaning – structure what we conceive of as language. As Reddy notes, this view has 

structured communication theory from the outset, implying that communication can occur in a 

process of perfect encoding and decoding of symbols (e.g. Shannon & Weaver 1951; as cited by 

Reddy). On this concept of language, the meaning of a book is self-evident as it is contained 

within the words on the pages. Contrasting concepts, such as Reddy’s Toolmakers Paradigm, 

take seriously that meaning in language must be interpreted by a receiver familiar with the 

symbols, culture, and context of the utterance. This highlights the metaphorical foundation of our 

concepts and, by extension, of our application of those concepts. 

 

Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to fully defend the metaphorical structure of our 

concepts, it is worth recognizing that the role of metaphors has been substantially conceptualized 

and empirically validated since Lakoff and Johnson’s seminal work (e.g. Gibbs et al. 2004; 

Glucksberg 2008; Pecher et al. 2011; Richardson et al. 2003). In the introduction to the latest 

edition of The Cambridge handbook of metaphor and thought (2008), Raymond W. Gibbs Jr. 

asserts that “Metaphor is not simply an ornamental aspect of language, but a fundamental 

scheme by which people conceptualize the world and their own activities” (Gibbs 2008, 3). 

These studies have provided a wealth of evidence to suggest that the concepts we use are 

themselves metaphorical in nature. If we use metaphor to fundamentally construct our 

conceptual architecture as Lakoff & Johnson and others have argued, then we have reason to 

believe that our concepts – now seen as intricate systems of metaphor – are not literally 

describing a thing in nature, instead constructing a conceptual apparatus that is fundamentally 

constrained by our social and embodied experiences in the world. Put a different way, our 

metaphorical concepts are dependent on us as beings-as-we-are and our social and embodied 

experiences. This, in turn, strongly suggests that these concepts are independent from the thing 

they are naming, describing, or explaining (among many other functions). This shouldn’t be 

surprising since, of course, metaphors are not literally applied to the things they describe. 

 

 

 

 



III 

 

It may be held that even if our conceptual architecture is fundamentally metaphorical, it still 

tracks natural articulations. Perhaps we do not have direct access to the objects underwriting our 

concepts, but through rigorous methodological processes we gain some flavor of intersubjective 

certainty or epistemic convergence. On this view, the scientific enterprise is engaged in better 

describing and understanding the ways in which our world is articulated. I understand the appeal 

of this view, yet if the project requires conceptualizations and these conceptualizations are 

themselves metaphors, what exactly are we “better describing and understanding”? Put another 

way, where do our understandings bottom out? Natural kind realists must answer that our 

scientific practices track an external world in non-accidental ways, even if we are 

epistemically/linguistically bad at it. However, given that our concepts are metaphors rooted in 

our embodied and social experiences, I argue that what we are tracking is not an external reality, 

but instead a rich conceptual tapestry consisting of the metaphors we use to express our ideas in 

terms of our experiences.  

 

There are many questions to be asked of this conceptual tapestry that stands in for the objects of 

our world, but for the purposes of this paper I will only grapple with two obvious questions, one 

of ontology and the other of methodology. Although the ontological question is critical for many 

natural kinds discussions, I treat it only briefly as the value of the (metaphorical)concept view of 

natural kinds is in its treatment of methodology, scientific of otherwise.  

 

As argued above, the conceptual tapestry that structures our inquiries is not reducible to an 

external reality. What I do not mean, however, is that our conceptual tapestry is entirely free of 

material constraint. By this, I mean that our experiences are surely constrained and/or 

conditioned by our embodiments. For example, the structural-type metaphor “more is up” is 

coherent given that our bodies are those sorts that experience the world as a stack-more-things-

the-level-of-the-pile-rises type of world. A different embodiment may not experience the world 

in the same way in which case our concepts would reflect a different structural-type metaphor. 

The experiences we have are constrained in many ways from the colors we see and the sounds 

we hear, to the spatial and temporal magnitudes we can meaningfully engage with. So, to put it 

crudely, the conceptual tapestry exists independently of an external world, but is constructed and 

developed within the constraints and conditions of our embodiment in an external world. This 

means that our inquiries – themselves constrained by our conceptual tapestries – may be directed 

at an external world, but cannot disengage with the metaphorical architecture that they are 

structured within. Therefore, our concepts do not bottom-out in an external world; our concepts 

bottom-out in our conceptual tapestries with an understanding that the tapestry is 

constrained/conditioned by an external world.3 

                                                             
3 I am not the first to make an argument of this nature. Kant’s distinction between phenomena and noumena is a 
notable example, excepting that embodiment constraints are not as easily levied in Kant’s descriptions. I leave it to 
a future project to develop a more complete metaphysics, allowing that the provided account suffices for the 
purposes of this paper, noting only that my view does not imply that there is even a possibility of accessing an 
external world sans concepts. 



 

As suggested, the picture I’ve drawn here does not prevent our inquiries from being directed 

towards an understanding of an external world, even if the project is always unrequited. This is 

the methodological question and belies the importance of highlighting the metaphorical nature of 

our concepts. If it is the case that science uses natural kinds concepts to structure inquiries 

directed towards an understanding of an external world (which I presume it is), and these natural 

kinds concepts are fundamentally metaphorical and rooted in our embodied and social 

experiences, then how are we to understand the processes in which natural kinds are 

created/developed/constructed? At this point, it is useful to turn our attention to an example in 

order to better illustrate the tensions and methodological import of this argument.  

 

IV 

 

“…no two cultures live conceptually in the same kind of time and space. Space and time, 

like language itself, are works of art, and like language they help condition and direct 

practical action” – Lewis Mumford, 1955 

 

As I’ve described it, the world constrains and conditions our experiences in ways that ultimately 

shape our conceptual architecture. Given that each person who has ever lived has a necessarily 

distinct set of experiences, we should not be surprised that the diversity of human culture has 

developed a plethora of conceptual systems, at times converging and at times diverging. Take, 

for instance, Lewis Mumford’s (1955) recognition that a fundamental shift in the conception of 

time occurred at the proliferation of mechanical clocks. The clock, according to Mumford, 

“helped create the belief in an independent world of mathematically measurable sequences; the 

special world of science” and yet “there is relatively little foundation for this belief in common 

human experience” (15). As a method of measuring discrete sequences, the clock structures 

human experiences in ways that were not previously afforded. Our modern routines are ordered 

by the clock instead of any other qualitative measure, such as daily weather patterns or annual 

seasonal changes. The ways in which the clock serve to structure our conceptual architecture are 

telling, as Mumford observes, since “the categories of time and space underwent an 

extraordinary change…the application of quantitative methods of thought …had its first 

manifestation in the regular measurement of time” (12). The experience of linear and sequential 

time is directly recorded in the ubiquitous x-axis of Cartesian coordinates, relating the 

phenomena we track to a standard time signature. However, this is not the only way to conceive 

of time, as. Evan T. Pritchard’s (2002) No Word For Time describes. Pritchard explores the 

Algonquin Indigenous peoples’ traditions which are not structured in a linear progression, 

instead understanding ‘time’ as a cyclical force that aligns their communities with the annual 

seasonal changes of their environments. On this view, the x-axis model is not adequate. The two 

conceptual systems are fundamentally distinct and, to the point of this paper, will certainly make 

some questions more tenable than others; how we conceive of time, following from how we 

experience time, structures our methodology from the questions we ask and how we ask them, to 

the ways we measure the phenomenon and what counts as justified results.  

 



Perhaps a more concrete example related to natural kinds is Robin Wall Kimmerer’s (2013) 

Braiding Sweetgrass and her account of a study on the relationship between harvest methods and 

sweetgrass proliferation. Indigenous teachings of sweetgrass harvest prescribe, among other 

things, that “If we use a plant respectfully it will stay with us and flourish. If we ignore it, it will 

go away” (157, as quoted by Kimmerer), prompting Kimmerer’s graduate student to design a 

project that tested two competing ways that Indigenous peoples harvested sweetgrass and their 

impacts on its proliferation. When the graduate student proposed the project, one of their 

scientifically-trained committee members dismissively responded “I don’t see anything new here 

for science…There’s not even a theoretical framework,” to which Kimmerer responds that “Our 

research was most definitely grounded in theory…in the traditional ecological knowledge of 

indigenous peoples: If we use a plant respectfully, it will flourish. If we ignore it, it will go 

away” (159). The relevance of this exchange to natural kinds may not be obvious. 

 

For clarity, let’s ask ourselves ‘What is the kind that is central to the research?’. The most 

immediate answer is ‘sweetgrass’ since the study is, fundamentally, a study of sweetgrass. From 

the western scientists perspective, this is clear – the plant is itself central and articulated within 

its ecosystem in interesting ways; the project is, to some extent, a project of understanding the 

nature of these articulations. On this view, the sweetgrass exists independent of the observer and 

it is up to the clever researcher to discover the mechanisms that provide for its proliferation. 

However, as I’ve argued, we must be careful – we do not have access to the plant outside of the 

structuring – and metaphorical – concepts that we use to understand the plant. The concept of 

‘sweetgrass’ used in a western science schema cast the plant as a thing independent from us and, 

not coincidentally, casts its flourishing as independent of us. The committee member’s reaction 

was meaningful as it specifically references the conceptual framework that motivated their 

judgment about the project. In responding “…There’s not even a theoretical framework”, the 

committee member is, in essence, saying that within the conceptual schema of western science 

the proposed research is not the sort which poses a legitimate question since, as Kimmerer 

recalls, “Anyone knows that harvesting a plant will damage the population” (150, as quoted and 

italicized by Kimmerer). Here, the committee member is evidencing their conceptual tapestry by 

suggesting that the concept of sweetgrass – the natural kind, if you will – is independent from the 

researcher and, through a process of metaphors about the kinds of behaviors we should expect 

from things when we are involved in their existence versus those we can expect when we are 

merely observers to their existence, the sweetgrass is obviously going to be damaged with human 

intervention. The concept of sweetgrass implicit in this statement is as such that it renders the 

research question illegitimate since we know the answer. Furthermore, and not by accident, this 

concept of sweetgrass also allows the category of ‘natural kind’ to be applied since it is, within 

this conceptual architecture, a thing independent of us. The researcher trained in western science 

has constructed their conceptual architecture in an institution that presumes the independent 

nature of these concepts, leading to discovery-metaphors such as “I’ve come upon a new theory”, 

“I’ve uncovered the mechanism behind the phenomenon”, or “I’ve revealed the underlying 

assumptions”. We “explore” new scientific domains and “unearth” surprising findings, 

“locating” them in the conceptual architecture that structured their own location. The concept of 

sweetgrass used by the committee member is not directly applied to a thing in the world as 



natural kinds type talk would have it – it is the product of a metaphorically founded conceptual 

architecture that is, itself, independent from the external world. 

 

Conversely, Kimmerer’s concept of sweetgrass is distinct from the one detailed above. The 

sweetgrass “beckons” with its sweet vanilla fragrance, it “wants to be found”, we must “ask 

first” before harvesting it, and “It’s the grass that will teach you” (156-158). Kimmerer’s 

description of sweetgrass is described with metaphors that understand our world as having 

agency and relationships with human communities. The sweetgrass that foregrounds Kimmerer’s 

graduate student’s thesis is allowed within the traditional conceptual framework of “If we use a 

plant respectfully, it will flourish. If we ignore it, it will go away”. The scientist’s and 

Kimmerer’s concepts are distinct and both are legitimate within their own conceptual tapestries. 

They both posit a natural kind of sweetgrass – to use the language of natural kind theorists – but 

the concept employed is differentiated along the (metaphorical)conceptual architecture it is 

developed within.  

 

We use concepts to structure our epistemic projects and these concepts are metaphors rooted in 

our embodied and social experiences. A contemporary plant biologist trained exclusively in 

western science will have social experiences that are best characterized with discovery-

metaphors, developing a natural kind-like concept that allows certain questions to be asked, 

certain methods that can reliably produce the right type of information to answer the questions, 

and answers to the questions that are conceptually aligned with the defining concept. An 

indigenous plant biologist trained exclusively in their communities’ traditional knowledge will 

have social experiences that are best characterized with agency-metaphors, developing a natural 

kind-like concept that allows certain other methodologies that are conceptually aligned with the 

original concept. Natural kinds, in the view developed here, are embedded in our conceptual 

tapestries that are developed from our embodied and social experiences – they are not externally  

present in an independent external world.   

 

V 

 

My argument implies that ‘natural kinds’ as a concept is, itself, fundamentally metaphorical. 

Thus, it is worth considering the conceptual architecture that underwrites discussions of natural 

kinds. with a clear starting point in the oft-used metaphor of “carving nature at its joints”. There 

are three metaphors employed here that are directly relevant to the given conversation – carving, 

nature, and joints. To carve is to intentionally divide, in some fashion. Catherine Kendig’s 

(2016) Natural Kinds and Classification in Scientific Practice explicitly recognizes this 

intentionality in arguing that the actual practice of kinding – the scientific histories that develop 

natural kind categories – is integral to the discussion of natural kinds. As our experiences in the 

world allow us to both group and divide things in our world, the metaphor of carving is apt – we 

intentionally create divisions in our world in our practice kinding. As well, the metaphor of joints 

follows from our own embodied experiences as beings with articulating joints, relating to a 

concept of the world as having distinctions which we carve along that are present prior to our 

own intentions. It is important to recognize that the metaphor of joints does not commit one to a 



metaphysical  position – that my elbow articulates my forearm from my upper arm does not, 

itself, imply that there is an externally-valid-and-objective distinction between the two.  

 

The metaphor of nature is critically important to the concept of natural kinds. In the western 

tradition, nature is often conceived as the backdrop to human actions, existing as a collection of 

objects independent from humanity. For contemporary scholars, this is a reasonable conception 

given western history’s preponderance of extractive practices, thus rendering many experiences 

with which to enforce the “nature as an object/backdrop” conception. However, for many 

cultures this is unintelligible, as evidenced by Tommy Akulukjuk’s description that:  

 

“The Qallunaat (European-Canadians) have a strange concept of their environment. For 

instance, the term “wildlife” is used to separate themselves from their home and separate 

their community from the natural environment. They do not realize that they’re part of 

the wildlife; They were wild once and will be part of the wild forever, but they like to 

exclude themselves from anything the natural world provides. Inuit do not have such a 

word in their language, we are part of nature and cannot to be excluded from it.” 

(Rasmussen & Akulukjuk 2009, 281) 

 

In a conceptual tapestry where we are not separate from nature, there does not readily appear a 

“joint” with which to “carve” along. Nature, as a concept, is pulling a lot of weight in the 

metaphor “carving nature at its joints” – weight that makes the concept of natural kinds 

unintelligible for different conceptual systems. I am not arguing that either view is correct, only 

that the concept of natural kinds is, itself, a metaphor rooted in our embodied and social 

experiences. The concept bottoms out in the (metaphorical)conceptual tapestry that is 

constrained/conditioned by our social and embodied experiences. Thus, paying attention to the 

metaphors we use to describe our concepts is methodological. It is crucial to our understanding 

of our own worlds to interrogate just how we understand them.   

 

At the outset of this paper, I made a bold claim. I claimed that this argument, if successful, has 

the benefit of “bringing a dispersed plurality” (Plato) of natural kind theory under a single form 

as many of the modern accounts will be amenable to the metaphorical treatment. This is an 

admittedly pluralistic aspiration. As can be seen, I do not mean that there is an account of natural 

kinds that is correct (in the traditional sense), only that a diversity of accounts of natural kinds, 

per se, are correct. This conclusion should immediately follow from the argument and can be 

clarified by briefly considering both John Dupré’s promiscuous realism and Thomas Reydon’s 

description of the zooming-in and co-creation models of natural kinds. 

 

John Dupré (1996) offers promiscuous realism as a realist account of natural kinds, recognizing 

that “many individual things are objectively members of many individual kinds” (105). Dupre’s 

account does not discount the existence of “individual things” nor that they can be members of 

natural kinds, only that for every individual thing can belong to more than one natural kind 

category. The metaphor promiscuous is felicitous; operating within a conceptual structure that 

renders the concept “natural kind” intelligible, it is reasonable to see natural kinds being 



indiscriminate with regard to the properties that unite them. Certainly this same indiscriminate 

nature exists in our social experiences – social communities are united with regard to a diversity 

of characteristics without any being externally-and-objectively right. The concept of 

promiscuous natural kinds – and the specific natural kind concepts following from it – is 

perfectly legible with a recognition of the metaphors that underwrite it and their roots in our own 

experiences. The legibility bottoms out, however, in the (metaphorical)concept. 

 

Similarly, Thomas Reydon (2015) develops the “co-creation model” of natural kinds in answer 

to the “zooming-in model [that] is widespread among realists” (59). The metaphors and their 

connection to our embodied/social experiences should be clear. The metaphor of zooming-in 

derives from an embodiment where distance is related to visual clarity. This does not imply that 

distance is, itself, tracking any sort of natural articulation – as a metaphor, however, it can be 

useful to structure those inquiries embedded in certain conceptual tapestries. Regardless, natural 

kinds on this model are merely (metaphorical)concepts constrained and conditioned by our 

experiences. The model Reydon endorses – the co-creation model – is just as coherent as 

Dupre’s and the zooming-in model. The co-creation model relies on concepts rooted in the 

metaphor of creation, a phenomenon that is replete through human experience as we organize 

our world’s in ways that provide emergent benefits, such as the production of tools and shelters. 

Again, however, the conceptual tapestry that underwrites the co-creation view is not a reflection 

of an external world. It is a reflection of the metaphors that bottom out in the social and 

embodied experiences of creating.  

 

VI 

 

Within the appropriate conceptual tapestry, each of the natural kinds perspectives discussed in 

the last section are intelligible.4 Furthermore, a diversity of conceptual tapestries that reflect 

individual communities’ experiences are perfectly compatible alongside each other. As the 

intelligibility of a natural kind perspective bottoms out in the metaphors used to conceptualize it 

(bottoming out in the communities’ experiences), conflicting, converging, diverging, and 

incompatible theories can co-exist. It is our methodological project to recognize those metaphors 

and the concepts that they build that underwrite our theories in order to better understand how 

our concepts are being deployed. A better understanding of our conceptual architecture allows us 

to be more honest about the standards that our concepts impose on those epistemic inquiries and 

projects that operate in different conceptual systems than ours. The institution of science is 

engaged in the discovery of the world only insofar as the metaphor of discovery follows from our 

experience of new-ness in our worlds. We can categorize this new-ness is a multitude of ways 

since, of course, there is more than one way to shoe a horse. 

 

 

 

                                                             
4 I am not arguing that all natural kind theories are intelligible. If I say “natural kinds are flowering fields”, there is 
not obvious coherence. This turns on theories of metaphorical coherence that are beyond the scope of this paper. 
For more information, see Bowdle & Gentner’s (2005) The Career of Metaphor. 
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