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The goal of this paper is to address and account for a particular piece of datum 
that presents problems for current theories both of performative utterances and of 
metaphor: the metaphorical I do as it is used in song lyrics. This account 
considers, in particular, proposed constraints on propositionality of metaphors and 
performatives both. 
 
1. The Dramatic Present 
 
1.1. Dramatic Present vs. Historical Present 
 
The prototypical performative takes the dramatic present, a tense used to narrate 
events as they are happening (Searle 1989). Searle provides the following 
example: a chemistry professor pours sulphuric acid into the test tube as she utters 
 
(1) I pour the sulphuric acid into the test tube.  

 
Though the title of “the dramatic present” has been used to describe a number of 
phenomena, its application to performatives is one reduced to the simple present. 
It is not to be confused with the historical present, which describes events of the 
past as if they are happening in the present moment: 
 
(2) So I says to Mabel, I says...that’s the beauty of it! It doesn’t do  

anything! 
 
The historical present is used to simulate the past and resituate the speaker and her 
audience into a different narrative time frame. The dramatic present, conversely, 
situates the present moment with an utterance, and stays fully in the present. 
 
Dramatic present performatives have a function more peculiar than just narrating 
an event in the present moment. The utterance of such a performative is the very 
thing that is narrated. This quality is what makes an utterance “performative”--it 
is a speech act that creates something that previously did not exist. By uttering “I 
promise”, a promise is born: 
 
(3) I promise I will see you before I leave. 
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1.2. Dramatic Present in Song Lyrics 
 
The week of December 5, 2015, of the Billboard Top 40, 19 songs employed the 
dramatic present. Two songs had ambiguities between habitual present, simple 
present, and dramatic present. Only one song used a dramatic present 
performative: I swear is used in “Where Ya At” by Future feat. Drake. 
 
2. I promise and I do in Song Lyrics 
 
A promise is something that can be uttered to God, as in Jaci Velasquez’ “I 
Promise”. 
 
(4) So I promise to be true to you 

To live my life in purity as unto you 
Waiting for the day when I hear you say 
Here is the one I have created just for you 
 

The proposition of the promise, of being “true” to God, is in a biblical sense. This 
kind of truth is described by Jesus in John 4:23:  
 

“But the hour is coming, and is now here, when the true worshipers will 
worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking such people 
to worship him.” 
 

The proposition is elevated symbolically through this referent, though the 
promising action is literal. It is Velasquez’ very utterance that creates a promise to 
God. 
 
I promise is can be addressed to family as well, as in Harris J.’s “I Promise”: 
 
(5) I’ll put you first, hold you close 

Like you taught me 
Know that I’ll be there for you 
 
I promise anytime you call me, it don’t matter where I am 
I’ll always be there, like you’ve been there . . . 
 
The love you’ve raised inside this family 
Everythin’ that I do is to make you proud 

 
Stacie Orrico’s “I Promise” addresses a promise toward a lover: 
 
(6) Will I be there when you call me in the middle of the night? 

Will I keep the rain from falling down into your life? 
I promise I will  

 



 
And I love you more every day 
And nothing will take that love away 
When you need someone 
I promise I'll be there for you 

 
That is, a promise can be uttered to any addressee and its use in song lyrics is 
reliably simulated: every sung utterance of the promise propagates and 
perpetuates the suggestion of that promise. The promise is suspended across every 
instance of its recurrence, thereby maintaining the performativity of the initial 
utterance. Performative I do, however, cannot operate across this suspension--its 
performative context is too specific. Performative I do only sees full performance 
when it is uttered during the marriage ceremony at the sanctioned moment. Yet 
we still observe use of the performative in song lyrics, as in the chorus of Paul 
Brandt’s “I Do (Robyn’s Song)”: 
 
(7a) Will I promise to be your best friend  

And am I here until the end  
Can I be sure I have been waiting for you 
And did I say my love is true  
Baby I will, I am, I can, I have, I do 
 

(7a) sets up a series of five parameters in the form of four rhetorical questions, 
outlined here: 
 
(7b) Will I1 promise to be your best friend  

And am I2 here until the end  
Can I3 be sure I have4 been waiting for you 
And did I5 say my love is true  
Baby I will1, I am2, I can3, I have4, I do5 

 
These rhetorical questions receive response in the final line, an emphatic 
affirmation of the truth about the love between the speaker (Paul Brandt) and the 
addressee (Robyn). The thematic significance--which prompts the song title--of I 
do, in the context of true love declarations, suggests that the reference is the 
performative I do of the marriage ceremony. This is only a reference, however; 
the utterance is not binding and performative as it is sung. Outside of the 
grammatical parallel (wherein did I and I do are aligned), or the play-on-words, 
this utterance functions metaphorically. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



4. Performatives and a Theory of Metaphor 
 
4.1. Propositional Content 

 
Performatives necessarily have propositional content (Searle 1989). This content 
is the that-clause (Schiffer 2006) of 
 
(8) I promise that I will come. 
 
Schiffer describes propositional content as “the things we believe . . . abstract 
mind- and language-independent entities that have truth conditions, and have their 
truth conditions both essentially and absolutely” (2006). The proposition that I 
will come provides a potential truth value. If the speaker does not intend to come, 
then the propositional content has been provided deceptively, but the promise 
pertaining to that proposition still is in existence (Searle 1989). Performatives are 
thus self-guaranteeing: even when their propositional content is not realized or is 
not possible to make real, their creation is unavoidable after their utterance. 

 
 (9) I do (take this woman to be my lawfully wedded wife). 
 
In (9), the proposition is that, by the utterance, the speaker intends to take “this 
woman” as a wife. The performative is the vessel that seals this proposed 
intention with actuality and makes it the case that the speaker does take “this 
woman to be [their] lawfully wedded wife”. 
 
4.2. The Character of Metaphor 
 
Metaphors necessarily do not have propositional content (Lakoff 1992). It is by 
their lack of propositional content that they are allowed to be metaphorical--truth 
value is not a necessary ingredient in the creation of a metaphor, though it is in 
the creation of a performative. Theories of performativity and metaphor are 
seemingly at odds when faced with one another: metaphorical and performative I 
do is at first glance unsupported. What enables the performative to be used 
metaphorically, however, is provided by Camp (2008), who argues that metaphors 
are things that undertake claims and things with propositional content. Metaphors 
provide “[perspectives] with a tool for thinking rather than a thought” (Camp 
2008). It is not that metaphors themselves have propositions, but that they index 
propositions. This indexation frees them of the constraint of truth values and 
conditions. It is in the creation of correspondences between the metaphorical I do 
and its indexed real life performing performative I do that propositionality is 
allowed. 

 
 
 
 

 



5. Metaphorical I do 
 
5.1. The Character of I do 

 
As we seek to map correspondences of the metaphorical performative I do, we 
must consider the character and quality of that utterance in its various modalities. 
I do can be auxiliary, as in the exchange 

 
(12) A:  Do you own a dog? 

B:  I do not own a dog. 
 

The auxiliary use can too be coupled with an emphatic use:
 

(13) A:  I had no idea you wanted to go. 
B:  I do want to go. 
 

I do can condense and stand-in for a main verb. 
 

(14) A:  Do you run? 
B:   I do (run). 
 

I do can act on its own as a main verb, as in “I Do” by Jeezy, Jay Z, and Andre 
3000: 

 
(15) I’ll do anything to leave here with you tonight, Sherri. 
 
The performative I do adopts auxiliary, emphatic, and dummy verb qualities, and 
can be treated as a main verb by its cultural significance and ability to be 
recognized without its original, non-condensed verb phrase (take this X to be my 
lawfully wedded Y, as below). 

  
(16) Priest, clergyman, or marriage officiator: Do you take this X to be your 

lawfully wedded Y?  
Bride, groom, or similar individual: I do (take this X to be my lawfully 
wedded Y).  

 
5.2. Mapping Metaphorical I do 

 
A metaphor mapping must be both transformational and able to account for all 
correspondences between the literal utterance and its alternate--or metaphorical-- 
forms. The map that is ultimately derived must allow for complete transformation 
and linkage between these conceptual correspondences. In the case of 
metaphorical I do, this map must account for conceptual correspondences in the 
form of utterances, as well as outside information contributing to those utterances. 
 

 



Knowing that the primary metaphorical source of Brandt’s I do is in a 
play-on-words, we can suggest a few possible mappings following Lakoff’s 
model: 
 
(17) AN UTTERANCE CAN SERVE MULTIPLE PURPOSES 
 
This proposal (17) certainly gets at the nature of puns but does not treat 
performative I do and auxiliary, emphatic, or dummy-verb I do as distinct entities 
separate from the performative. The ceremonial and heavily culturally-coded 
nature of performative I do requires something more definitive--as it is by this 
cultural encodement that the utterance takes on meaning separate from the 
auxiliary. 

 
(18) AN UTTERANCE IS ANOTHER UTTERANCE 
 
(18) more directly addresses the ability of seemingly-similar utterances to be used 
differently while more directly relating to the nature of a play-on-words or pun. 
This mapping consistently can account for puns. Consider the following pun from 
Kao et al. (2015) under the AN UTTERANCE IS ANOTHER UTTERANCE 
mapping: 
 
(19) The magician got so mad he pulled his hare out.  
 
(20) AN UTTERANCE IS ANOTHER UTTERANCE = “The magician got so  

mad he pulled his hare out” IS “The magician got so mad he pulled his  
hair out” 
 
The hare corresponds to the rabbit commonly associated with magicians. 
 
The hare corresponds to the hair (homophones) that people are said to pull 
out when they are angry. 
 
The magician (being a person) corresponds to hair, and being angry, also 
corresponds to the pulling out of hair. 
 

(20) accounts for puns adequately but does not account for the final point of 
contention in the creation of a performative metaphor. That is, how is a 
performative (which necessarily has propositional content) able to be used 
metaphorically, a process by which the literal propositional content of an 
utterance is destroyed, and still be interpreted as its original performative form? 
 
 
 
 
  

 



(21) A PERFORMATIVE METAPHOR IS SOMETHING WITH  
PROPOSITIONAL CONTENT = PERFORMATIVE “I do” IS DUMMY 
VERB “I do” 

 
The performative corresponds to another utterance: “Did I say my love 
was true?” “I do (say that my love is true)”. 

 
The utterance corresponds to the presence of true love (confirmed for 
truth). 

 
The true love corresponds to the marriage ceremony. 

 
The marriage ceremony corresponds to the original performative.  

 
6. Conclusion 
 
The theories of metaphor and performativity addressed in this squib, which 
initially appear at odds over the topic of performative metaphors, ultimately end 
up embracing performative and metaphorical I do. It is through the alternate 
suggestions and stipulations of these theories acknowledgement of 
utterances-as-other-utterances is allowed. This is not by any grand design of these 
theories, but rather is made possible by the internal flexibility provided by 
Lakoff’s contemporary theory of metaphorical mapping. 
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