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Why use Metaphors?

A metaphor is a way of communicating an idea in an imaginative rather than a literal way, it harnesses the power of our imagination to pass the message from one mind to another, perhaps a very different mind, but no matter how different we are, the metaphors reach through the difference and deliver. 

Metaphor in daily life

I wonder if you have noticed how often we use metaphors in our daily speech. When you do you start to notice it, it is amazing just how littered our daily communications are with metaphors. It is something we are familiar with and use to give greater emphasis to a statement. We might say, “you can see the light at the end of the tunnel” instead of things are going to get better. We say it because it is more powerful, more intense in meaning, it creates resonance and depth, the phrase gives that sudden moment of deep understanding to which everyone can relate, the picture language within the statement is empowering. Let’s just look at a few metaphors from current daily speech:

•  Let sleeping dogs lie

•  You cannot see the wood for the trees

•  Don’t put all your eggs in one basket

•  Swimming against the tide

•  Hit the nail on the head

•  A level playing field

•  Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth

•  Long in the tooth

•  Sailing too close to the wind

•  Fallen off the wagon

•  Putting your foot in it

•  Having several irons in the fire

All of these metaphors speak to us directly and accurately, there is no room for misunderstanding, they are concise and direct, whilst in another sense they are veiled. Each language has it’s own metaphors, poetic stories that communicate meaning in an empowered way and often those metaphors are similar, perhaps they could be coming up from the universal unconscious. It is interesting to note that the origins of most of our common metaphors come from way back in time; these sayings are a historical footnote that stays resonant in our language from generation to generation, we hand them down, like hand me down clothes, to enrich our communication and understanding.

A metaphor often builds around it a story. We humans love stories, they are the oldest kind of entertainment, such as in ancient times when people came together around a roaring fire, gathering to listen to the roaming story teller. We then evolved into telling the stories in theatres and we put stories in print to read and then came film and TV, often these stories entertain us educate us, inform us and change us. The old story tellers of past times who walked the land were not just tale tellers but educators and healers, they understood the power of story and the language that painted the picture for the listener. They gave us the epic tales of old, loaded with metaphor and teaching. We understand stories, we can settle down and listen, it is hard wired into our DNA, to enjoy and expect something from a story.

Metaphor in therapy

Metaphors create this special communication partly because they reflect universal truths, that is why metaphors are a powerful tool to utilise in therapy, everyone can relate to them, it gives the subconscious mind that eureka moment of understanding and it leads towards transformation and change. What is also important about the metaphor is its subtlety, it slips between the cracks in the resistant subconscious mind, by using a metaphor in therapy we remove that element of resistance within the client who does not want to be told what to do, it is a stealthy message slipping past the conscious mind into the receptive subconscious/unconscious, unchallenged by the client’s critical faculty, just like concealing the medicine for a pet within their food.

We harness the power of the imagination with metaphor and it becomes magical, it evokes synergies and compels understanding in the subconscious mind. The transformative power of story-telling has been used for centuries by the ancient Druids, the Egyptian priests and the early Christians. The relationship between stories and the subtle nature of change, empowers the metaphor for use within therapy and it is familiar to us as a means of explicit communication. The parable, the fable, the bed time story are associated with relaxing, being comfortable, safe and familiar, but charged with messages. 

Simile

Simile also has a role within therapy and pervades our daily life too, sometimes with therapy the connection needs spelling out, it needs to be more explicit. That is the nature of the simile, it is less subtle than the metaphor, the similarity between ideas and objects is clearly defined and spelled out, but it still utilises imaginative picturesque language that resonates with a client, there are times when this can still provide a powerful boost to understanding beyond the more basic statement of fact. Here are some examples of simile in daily use:

•  As high as a kite

•  As fit as a fiddle

•  Like a bear with a sore head

•  Clean as a whistle

•  Busy as a bee

•  Cool as a cucumber

As a therapist we are looking for that moment in the subconscious mind, when the message of the story clicks into place for the client, whether that be within psychotherapy or hypnotherapy. Language is our tool, so we have the story we want to use, that connecting message, but how we deliver that message is important too, poetic rhythmic language gives us the smooth delivery we want. Many therapists use poems within their work and our metaphors can be poetic and powerful. 

Why is poetic language powerful?

If our stories have rhythm and meter, we weave patterns that soothe the mind, like a lullaby for the mind, it helps to relax and then to deliver that message, the important message that the client’s mind says, “you understand me”, you have rapport. Understanding, connecting, rapport is where is starts, where our work starts and how we weave our words, or weave in the words of others into our words, helps us make that connection, that break through.

Poetry has the power of melody which is in itself trance inducing, it is like a musical piece and that musical piece creates and is harmony. Also at some deep level if something rhymes it gives you the feeling it must be true. 

Dr Berry, formerly Fellow and Director of Studies in English at King’s College, Cambridge, states that “Poetry is a powerful medium which can talk to our soul: “The best poetry takes us beyond the limitations of the rational mind. In antiquity the Greeks and Romans recognised that the mind had two main faculties or levels, and by the middle ages there was a firm distinction being made between ratio or reason, and the intellectus, the higher mind, which obtains knowledge through intuitive or direct apprehension (the intellectus was sometimes called nous by the Greeks). It is through this higher mind that Truth is apprehended. Poetry can take us into ways of saying and being closely allied to this intuitive state of knowing; they are beyond ordinary reason, but not irrational. So while in day to day life we are usually cut off from this level of experience, poetry and poetic language reunite us with it. The best poetry can lead us via abstract forms towards higher truths.” 

Let us look at one of the metaphors in this book to understand how and why it works, it is set out here like a poem rather than a script to emphasise its poetic nature, it is used to treat depression:

for most of us it feels stuck,

stuck in a place we cannot see out of

the bottom of a hole……..

I am at the bottom of a hole 

I cannot even be bothered to look and see if a ladder is there

If there is one it will probably be too short

Whatever I do, it just comes to nought

or that is how it feels

there is no way out

do not pass go

do not collect two hundred pounds

I am sapped and I am drained 

with all the juice squeezed out

Like the juice of a battery, flat, just flat

do you feel like that sometimes? 0 power

You can plug in that battery and you can re-charge it

just a flicker at first of course 

a flicker of life that builds and surges 

and that life force re-emerges

if the battery of you car goes flat

get some jump leads

you can use those leads to spark your engine alive

that engine sparking with power

Yes, and you know you can survive,

keep that engine running for a while

take it for a spin and it is back on the road again

you are back on the road again……..today,feeling that spark, 

just a glimmer at first, but back on the road again

In this piece we are engaging with the client to get that feeling of being understood, we are using several interwoven metaphors to achieve this. We start with the idea of being stuck, “at the bottom of a hole” feeling trapped, then we move on to the lethargy of depression, through not feeling able to even look to see if there is a way out of the hole, then we show the emptiness that comes with depression with the orange having it’s juice all squeezed out, we then link into “juice” as power and the flat battery image, all this works together to this create the “you know what I feel” moment for the client, they are not alone in their experience of depression, your imagery makes them feel completely understood. However, we build out of the metaphor a message of hope, once we have created the connection with the client, we give the spark of life, through recharging the battery, building a metaphor of hope. 

We as the therapists are helping to deliver that spark of hope to our clients, we even weave ourselves into the metaphor as the jump lead sparking the client back into life. The banal commonality of the image of sparking a car back into life is so very familiar to the client it can reach out to anyone. The metaphor works as a journey of metaphors to engage the client and then provides a solution to which the subconscious can relate.The use of repetition, rhyme and picturesque language helps soothe and lull the client into cooperation and engagement and bypasses resistance. 

Metaphors in images

Visual images can be metaphors that can speak to our clients, you can then use this on a subliminal level, or perhaps more overtly. Selecting the images that you have on the walls of your work space to re-enforce the metaphors you use and then describing the images within hypnosis, can enhance the therapeutic experience, additionally getting the client to focus on the relevant image as part of the induction, will help the image to stay with them. An example from within the book is the metaphor of the sycamore seed, that is used primarily to assist people come to terms with adoption issues, but can be adapted to people making new beginnings and laying down new roots, a simple image of a sycamore seed or other seeds upon the wall will help to reinforce the message. In some instances it might be appropriate to give the client a copy of an image to focus on in meditation, or simply have on the wall at home to keep the idea live in their mind. 

The cover of this book shows an image of a bicycle partially submerged in the water following some flooding. We can read something powerful here, the bike is to most people something they treasure, it becomes a part of them and riding someone else’s bike is just not the same experience. There are other associations attached to the bicycle, it is more than just a mode of transport, it is a symbol of freedom too. In the image, this treasured belonging is submerged in water, this can symbolise loss, something feeling tainted or damaged or even freedom curtailed, but though the bike is submerged in flood water, this water will recede, the trouble will pass, the bike can be reclaimed again, polished and cared for and reunited with its owner, it is in fact a symbol of hope rather than destruction, a symbol of surviving the storms of life, the bike is not swept away, it is not lost forever, it is to be reclaimed, just as life can be reclaimed and freedom can return.

Within this book there are a wide range of metaphors created with poetic language to assist the therapist in their targeted communication with the client. The book is broken down into areas of treatment to make it easy to use, though some of the ideas can be used within alternative areas of treatment, some ideas for which are outlined following the script in italics. Sometimes it is just a fragment of an idea that is needed to create that understanding within the subconscious mind of the client, sometimes it needs a more detailed script. You may wish to create your own scripts from the kernel of an idea within the book. The metaphors presented can help you weave into your own words ideas that can enrich and stimulate your treatment plan for the client and lead to effective change.





Metaphors in Hypnosis

The metaphors presented in this book do not have to be used in hypnosis, increasingly psychotherapists use metaphors and poems in their work. However the metaphor is at the heart of the work of hypnotherapy and being in trance can assist delivering the message home to the client. The success of this message depends on how comfortable the client is with the idea of trance and how you explain this to them may impact on the efficacy of your treatment. Too many television programmes exist showing people doing ridiculous things under hypnosis for a degree of wariness if not fear to now be hovering somewhere in the clients psyche.

The Trance State

Taking time to explain to the client is worthwhile as it is empowering for them, to be asked to relax in front of a complete stranger who does not explain what you are going to experience and how it might feel is an unrealistic expectation. An explanation you can use with a client follows: a trance state is something each of us experiences everyday; it is a completely natural state one that happens at least twice a day. When you first wake up in the morning and you have not opened your eyes yet, you are just becoming conscious, you are aware of sound, such as perhaps birds singing outside but cannot quite bring yourself to open your eyes yet, you feel cosy and comfortable and unaffected by troubles and demands of your daily life, this is a trance state. When you are just drifting off to sleep at night, we feel the same, drowsy and comfortable we are still slightly conscious but unaffected by an active mind, this is a trance state.

We also drift into a trance state at different times during the day, less deep perhaps but nonetheless a trance state. For example; when you have driven along the motorway and you suddenly realise that you have passed junction turn offs and had not noticed; you have finished all the washing up but do not remember doing it; when you are playing an instrument and it feels like the instrument is almost playing itself, you become so focused and that the outside world disappears; when you are doing something creative like painting or maybe even something active like dancing or repetitive exercise, in all these situations we can zone out and drift into a trance state. There is a kind of music labelled as trance, one that is repetitive and lulls you into a zone where nothing outside the experience matters and maybe this concept can help understand the trance.

We are either fully awake, in the drowsy in-between state or asleep. We are not looking within hypnosis to become fully unconscious, it is not about being “knocked out”, sometimes people use the expression being “put under”, but you are not going under anything, if you lose all conscious awareness you have simply fallen asleep, or drifted into a light doze, there are no hidden other places for your mind to go. In this state your brain waves slow down into what is known as the alpha state, beta is alert, alpha is drowsy, calm, we reach this state when meditating or doing something creative, it is just a case of slowing down the mind. Following this are the theta and delta states when the brain waves have slowed down enough to allow sleep to occur.

In hypnotherapy we are coaching people into a trance state for a therapeutic purpose. When someone is in the trance state we can access their subconscious mind and affect changes in behaviour. When in a trance the conscious mind has gone partly off duty, it is there but not in controlling mode. This is the only way we can access the subconscious to affect a change, it is like the hard drive on your computer with a faulty programme that we need to work on and repair, or to use an older metaphor it is a pre-recorded tape that needs recording over. This can also be achieved through self hypnosis, if you have the will to make a change then hypnosis can open the door to that change.





Metaphors for Therapy: Addictions

When we are working in the area of addiction, we are looking for ways to break the pattern of the addiction, once the pattern is broken, then sustaining the break becomes easier.

Sugar addiction – Tidal Wave

So what is it about sugar…….refined sugar that is…..the word refined is interesting, makes it sound elegant…..something special…... but of course it is not…......like so many things being sold to us that we do not need…….. it pops up everywhere…...not just in cakes and chocolate and biscuits…...but hidden away in cereals and sauces…..we get hooked…..just like a drug and then we think we need it, so many people think they need it for energy…...just sold the idea by the people who want to make money out of you needing that fix…...or thinking you need that fix…..it is no good for us….poisons our body…..now we know these days that smoking is bad for us, even though years ago it was sold to us to help with breathing diseases, they sold that for health once too…….we know not to drink too much alcohol….but do we know why? Too much sugar…..bad for the liver as the liver cannot process so much sugar….so what about the cakes and the biscuits and the chocolate…..the sugar turns to fat, well you may not mind that…..you may not mind the fat clinging to your cells…...but what else is happening that we just cannot see…..going on inside our body as it gets overwhelmed by the sugar…..a surging tidal wave of sugar…..a tsunami of sugar

I do not want to sound like an extremist or anything about this sugar problem, but I am sure you have heard about people with diabetes being at the risk of going blind, that is because too much sugar is toxic……..the body has reached the point that it cannot process it any more……..

We have to produce so much insulin to combat the sugar in our body that it affects the circulation, the arteries…..they just cannot cope…..overwhelmed…...drowning in the stuff…..one study actually says that sugar stimulates cancer cells…..and this stuff is hidden in the foods we buy in the supermarket…...a hidden toxin…..they bang on and on about smoking…..they have banned it in public places so you do not have to take it in without a choice, what about a warning on our biscuits, our cereals….. that tomato sauce……..this can seriously damage your health….. it can cause Alzheimer now they say…….did you know the half of it? I am just letting you know, just in case, I do not think they want us to know…….too much money to be made…..made from making us addicts…..duping us, but I want to say no to all this sugar…..I want to protect those precious cells in my body, my liver, my heart, what about you?

Are you going to let them make money out of making you a sugar addict…..people stop smoking…..drinking…... heroin too…….so how about this sugar thing, how about stopping that flooding of your body with that sugar

Imagine for me the beautiful rolling countryside out there, green fields, lush healthy grass, trees standing tall, sheep or is it cows grazing, I do not know it is your field, there may even be horses there…….some tender plants along some hedgerows perhaps, I love the sight of poppies swaying in a gentle breeze, their wonderful vibrant natural colour bursting out from amongst grasses or maybe ripe buds of corn, cornflowers blue, all the beauty of our countryside …......out there and then that tidal wave arrives a tsunami of sugary substance…..of sticky gooey…...cloying sugar, a wave of a glutinous sugary gloop just drowning it and sweeping everything away with it……...destroying that beauty out there…..like a disaster movie…...destroying the natural world, destroying all in it’s path this wave of sugary gloop, I just wanted you to imagine it that way…….it might be easier than seeing it flooding your body, creating devastation in your body……..sticking to the cells so they cannot work properly…….clogging things up……. I thought you might be able to see that better, a metaphor for your body…...but you can of course imagine your body under siege from the sugar……...overwhelmed…….cells damaged ……..your body trying to pump it out, get rid of it……..it is not holding that wave of sugar…….. but you can stop this destruction……….you can save yourself……..now you know just what it can do….now you know just how bad it is for you…...you can just say no and if you see those biscuits or sweets in the shops…..you will see a heath warning on it, a poison, toxic sign and nothing and no one, will make you pick it up, or eat it, no one and nothing will make you do that……..I know that now and you know it too, taking care of you now…….in fact I wonder when you will realise that you do not notice those sweet foods any more…….they are no longer a part of your life, no need to think about it anymore, because you have taken control, I know now you get it, now you know what to do……...not doing this now is not an option open to you, no longer seeing those foods as foods…….......after all there is no nutrition there in those cakes and biscuits……….nothing you need in there and you eat for nourishment to nourish your body and I know that is what you do now.
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