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Task 1: Overview of metaphor work



• There are many metaphorical forms in law, ranging 
from simple catachresis to analogies  and conceptual 
metaphors. 

• Metaphors are cognitive instruments that influence 
representations. They are particularly used as an 
instrument of explanation and persuasion to facilitate 
the social and cultural integration of innovative 
technologies. This is the case for very sophisticated 
and complex socio-technical processes and devices, 
for orders of magnitude beyond the ordinary 
capacities of representation, for example financial 
policies or digital technologies.

• The issue of biotechnologies has given rise to 
numerous metaphorical formulas in scientific texts 
and media ("construction game", "photocopy", 
"clones", "Pandora's box", "Frankenstein's monsters", 
etc.).



• Biotechnologies and their technical or pictorial lexicons are in turn used to describe other practices 
and sectors of activity because of their aspects relating to representations and the imaginary (for 
example in economics).

• Biotechnologies, by the reactions they arouse between enthusiasm and fear, are the object of 
political and philosophical controversies mobilising formulas of a metaphorical type, sometimes 
identical, sometimes not, sometimes very classic (of an organicist or animalist type), sometimes in 
the form of neologisms (in particular in the Anglo-Saxon formulas), notably by the rapid production 
of new techniques. 



• What is the role of metaphors in the production of biotechnology law? 

• I studied a corpus of "hard" law texts in European Union law relating to biomedical innovations that 
Aurélie suggested to me (blood, tissues and cells, GMOs, micro-GMOs, medical devices, in vitro 
diagnostic medical devices, advanced therapy medicinal products, orphan drugs, medicinal products, 
health technology assessment, patentability of biotechnological inventions, personal data). 

• I was able to see that, with the exception of the opening considerations of these documents, the very 
form of these directives was resistant to interpretation, in particular because of a vocabulary 
corseted by definitions written in a formatted language.



• After noting the difficulties in analysing this corpus of 'pure law' using classical qualitative methods of 
textual analysis and the constitution of semantic fields, I contacted several colleagues specialised in 
the quantitative study of textual corpora who are accompanying me to 'crack' this enigma:

• Jérôme Valluy (MCF HDR SIC, Paris Sorbonne)

• Guillaume Simiand (Associate Professor of Literature, Paris Sorbonne)

• Sébastien Macagno (Developer at DATA-OBSERVER Marseille)

• Their approaches to the test corpus proposed by Aurélie are different, even divergent.



• I have studied the corpus and the main result of my 
observation is that the method of analysis by 
metaphors cannot be applied to a very large part of 
the said corpus, in particular to texts of "pure" (or 
"hard") law, which are very different, from the 
point of view of this method, from the texts of legal 
doctrine (analyses and commentaries of legal 
regimes and/or judicial decisions in law review 
articles) and from the texts of judicial decisions 
(which may form jurisprudence according to the 
definition given to the latter).



• The preliminary study of the corpus of texts reveals that this method of analysis by metaphors 
requires 1) the identification of an 'objective author', either individual or collective (if several authors 
sign a doctrinal article or if several judges participate in the drafting of a decision, they will be 
considered as a single author) and 2) who has a certain latitude in the choice of words and/or 
expressions used (which is the case in doctrinal texts and in the 'recitals' of judicial decisions). The 
two conditions are therefore met for the texts of doctrine and legal decisions.



• On the other hand, in the case of "pure law" texts, the drafting of the text does not depend on an 
author, whether individual or collective, but on a legal procedure on the one hand and on a political 
situation on the other, which together form a complex process to be studied in the framework of a 
classical sociology (field survey, interviews, etc.), as well as a "legislative sociology". Moreover, in 
"pure law" the lexical choices are constrained by the law itself.



• On the first condition: it is difficult to impute a choice of words or a 
linguistic habit or an ideological tendency reflected in the choice of words 
as long as one or more authors have not been sociologically identified. 
However, the 'drafters' (in ministerial cabinets, for example) who 'hold the 
pen' during a process of drafting 'pure law' are not, in most cases, the main 
authors of the texts but merely the translators into this constrained 
language of the political will expressed by other social actors (formal 
officials, parties, lobbies, etc.), whose identification is a matter for another 
sociology consisting of assessing the influences of the various parties. 
Obviously, the answer consisting in saying that the author of a European 
text is the European Union would not be legally wrong, but it would be a 
sociologically insufficient answer to satisfy the first condition; on the RGPD, 
for example, one could impute the authorship of the text to both the 
European Union and the United States of America, given the intensity of 
the negotiations between the two.



• On the second condition: in "pure law" the choice of words, groups of words, sentences or parts 
of sentences ("items" or "tokens") is constrained by a legal lexicon often announced at the 
beginning of the text, particularly in European texts, or already defined in previous legal texts, 
which leaves no lexical choice to the "drafters", i.e. those who "hold the pen". 

• The statistical frequencies that can always be produced on any corpus, have no sociological 
meaning when it comes to "pure law" texts where the number of items does not depend on the 
stylistic preferences of the author but on the legal-political conditions of construction of the text.

• For example, if a text on personal data requires 10 out of 50 articles referring to "personal data", 
which has been defined in the preliminary lexicon (or in other legal texts), the drafting will 
probably contain 10 times the use of the expression "personal data" but the drafters will not 
replace this expression by the equivalent one of "privacy information" only for stylistic reasons 
(such as avoiding repetitions) since this would be detrimental to the clarity of the law. Thus, in 
this example, it will be impossible to give a sociological meaning to the fact that the expression 
"personal data" appears 10 times in the text (unless we look for this meaning in a monographic 
study of the socio-genesis of each text, which is not part of our working perspective). By 
extrapolation, we understand that the problem will arise in the same way in any text of pure law.



• Avenues for quantitative analysis: 
• The "fragmentation and defragmentation movement" would potentially 

lend itself to a dynamic graph approach over time. 
• Another interesting approach could be to analyse citation networks, 

through a recognition of named entities in order to form a graph. 
• Last idea: segmenting texts and transforming them into vectors could 

allow, by then decreasing the dimentionality, to identify possible 
proximities via a cartography. Generally speaking, in terms of machine 
learning, a large part of the task consists of forming clusters, so all the 
algos developed for this can be tried. This is the whole point of these 
approaches: they are experimental, and we are never quite sure what we 
will find.



• Another classical approach, called "TF-IDF", allows to see which are the most 
characteristic terms of a document vs. a set of texts, and could be used within the corpus 
or with a contrast corpus. 

• One could also present the corpus in the form of "word embeddings", i.e. position each 
word according to its co-occurrences in an n-dimensional space, which allows to see 
which words appear in similar contexts. (TF-IDF (term frequency-inverse document 
frequency) is a weighting method often used in information retrieval and in particular in 
text mining (Zipf's Law).

• This statistical measure allows to evaluate the importance of a term contained in a 
document, relative to a collection or a corpus. The weight increases in proportion to the 
number of occurrences of the word in the document. It also varies according to the 
frequency of the word in the corpus. Variations of the original formula are often used in 
search engines to assess the relevance of a document according to the user's search 
criteria. )

• From the point of view of tools, one can do interesting things with TXM (text metrics), 
which can be downloaded free of charge and is relatively accessible.



• The problem of the uses and functions of metaphors in law has 
already been the subject of numerous works (F. Ost for example). In 
the case of biotechnologies, many commentators have noted the very 
frequent use of pictorial language.



Bibliographical references
• Boon, Wouter, and Ellen Moors. "Exploring emerging technologies using metaphors–a study of orphan drugs and pharmacogenomics." 

Social science & medicine 66.9 (2008): 1915-1927.

• Ceccarelli, Leah. "CRISPR as agent: a metaphor that rhetorically inhibits the prospects for responsible research." Life Sciences, Society and 
Policy 14 (2018): 1-13.

• Christidou, Vasilia, Kostas Dimopoulos, and Vasilis Koulaidis. "Constructing social representations of science and technology: the role of 
metaphors in the press and the popular scientific magazines." Public understanding of Science 13.4 (2004): 347-362.

• Claude Calame, " Discours littéraires et biotechnologies : les tekhnai de Prométhée et le génie génétique ", Alliage, n°57-58 - Juillet 2006, 
75-92

• Figlio, Karl M. "The metaphor of organization: An historiographical perspective on the bio-medical sciences of the early nineteenth century." 
History of science 14.1 (1976): 17-53.

• Fleising, Usher. "The horse and the molecule: reflections on biotechnology and social change." International journal of biotechnology 5.2 
(2003): 157-169.

• Hauser, Jens. "Bios, techne, logos: un art très contemporain." Inter art actuel 94 (2006): 14-19.

• Hellsten, Iina. The politics of metaphor: Biotechnology and biodiversity in the media. Tampere University Press, 2002.

• Holmgreen, Lise-Lotte, and Torben Vestergaard. "Evaluation and audience acceptance in biotech news texts." Journal of Pragmatics 41.3 
(2009): 586-601.

• Holstein, Martha B., and Rabbi Peter S. Knobel. "Metaphor, my precious? Myth and morals in biotechnology." The Lancet 364.9448 (2004): 
1847-1848.



• Khalil, Elias L. "The five careers of the biological metaphor in economic theory." The Journal of Socio-Economics 27.1 (1998): 29-52.

• Levidow, Les. "Pollution metaphors in the UK biotechnology controversy." Science as Culture 9.3 (2000): 325-351.

• Liern, Vicent Salvador. "On analogical knowledge: Metaphors in biotechnology discourse." Metode Science Studies Journal 9 (2019): 47-51.

• Lynskey, Michael J. "Moving beyond metaphors: University-industry collaboration in biotechnology." Journal of Commercial Biotechnology
11.4 (2005): 301.

• Marcu, Afrodita, et al. "Analogies, metaphors, and wondering about the future: Lay sense-making around synthetic meat." Public
Understanding of Science 24.5 (2015): 547-562.

• Mather Charles, Julia Bickford & Usher Fleising (2004) Unpacking animal metaphors for commercial relationships in the biotechnology
industry, New Genetics and Society, 23:2, 187-203,

• McLeod, Carmen, and Brigitte Nerlich. "Synthetic biology, metaphors and responsibility." Life sciences, society and policy 13 (2017): 1-13.

• Nelkin, Dorothy. "Molecular metaphors: the gene in popular discourse." Nature Reviews Genetics 2.7 (2001): 555-559.



• Oftedal, Gry. ‘ The Role of “Missile” and “Targeting” Metaphors in Nanomedicine ’. Philosophia Scientiae 23–1, no. 1 (2019): 39–55.
https://www-cairn-info.lama.univ-amu.fr/revue-philosophia-scientiae-2019-1-page-39.htm

• Reynolds, Andrew. "The cell's journey: from metaphorical to literal factory." Endeavour 31.2 (2007): 65-70.

• Rundhovde, Erle Marie. Metaphor and ideology in biotechnology: A study of metaphor in media’s discourse on reproductive and
genetic biotechnology and bioethics. MS thesis. The University of Bergen, 2012.

• Syrotina, Elena. "Linguocognitive aspect of metaphorization in the English language terminologу of biotechnology sphere." Cogito-
Multidisciplinary research Journal 2 (2020): 202-212.

• Vandaele, Sylvie, et al. "La conceptualisation métaphorique en biomédecine: indices de conceptualisation et réseaux lexicaux."
Glottopol 8 (2006): 73-94.

• Wagner, Wolfgang, and Nicole Kronberger. "Killer tomatoes! Collective symbolic coping with biotechnology." Representations of
the social (2001): 147-164.

• Zinken, Jörg, Iina Hellsten, and Brigitte Nerlich. "Discourse metaphors." Body, language and mind 2 (2008): 363-385.


