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METAPHOR A S NONLITERAL SIMILARIT Y 

Odella E. Schattin and Hartvig Oahl 

INTRODUCTION. In many current theories, meta-
phor s ar e though t  o f  a s cover t  o r  implie d nonli -
tera l  comparisons ,  whic h ar e comprehende d b y refer -
enc e t o thei r  underlyin g litera l  compariso n state -
ments ,  i.e .  similes .  Thi s vie w ca n b e trace d bac k 
t o Aristotle ,  an d i s eviden t  i n mor e recen t  ac -
count s o f  metapho r  comprehensio n (e.g .  Kintsch , 
1974 ;  Miller ,  1979 ;  Searle,  1979) . 

Thi s prevalen t  theor y o f  metaphor s i s chal -
lenge d b y tha t  o f  Orton y (1979a ,  1979b ,  i n press) . 
Whil e Orton y agree s wit h th e notio n o f  metaphor s a s 
implie d comparisons ,  h e contend s tha t  thi s "reduc -
tion "  theor y doe s littl e t o explai n th e comprehen -
sio n proces s involve d i n understandin g metaphors . 
I t  i s  misleading ,  Orton y argues ,  t o understan d a 
metapho r  i n term s o f  it s  correspondin g simil e be -
caus e th e compariso n referre d t o i n th e simil e it -
sel f  i s  ofte n metaphorica l  i n nature .  I n hi s 
words : 
"... the difference between the metaphor and 

it s correspondin g similarit y statemen t  i s no t 
tha t  on e i s metaphorica l  an d th e othe r 
literal ;  th e differenc e i s tha t  on e i s a n in -
direc t  statemen t  wherea s th e othe r  i s a 
direc t  one. " 

(Ortony, 1979a, p. 177) 
He proposes an alternative theory based on 
Tversky' s (1977 )  contras t  mode l  whic h utilize s 
featur e matching . 

Accordin g t o Ortony ,  th e comprehensio n o f  a 
metapho r  involve s assessin g th e attribute s o r 
feature s whic h It s topi c an d vehicl e hav e i n com -
mon.  What  i s require d fo r  a  goo d metapho r  i s tha t 
thes e share d attribute s b e mor e highl y salien t 
feature s o f  th e vehicl e ter m tha n o f  th e topi c 
term .  Thi s salienc e imbalanc e i s on e importan t 
mechanis m whic h i s involve d i n metapho r  comprehen -
sion . 

Anothe r  importan t  aspec t  o f  Ortony' s accoun t 
i s tha t  th e attribute s share d b y th e topi c an d 
vehicl e nee d no t  b e identical .  The y nee d onl y b e 
simila r  t o eac h other .  Thi s similarit y betwee n th e 
share d attribute s ca n be ,  an d ofte n is ,  metaphori -
ca l  i n nature .  Thus ,  anothe r  majo r  concep t  i n 
Ortony' s theor y i s tha t  o f  metaphorica l  o r  nonli -
lexa i  Bimilarity . 

The presen t  experimen t  i s a  preliminar y stud y 
intende d t o tes t  thi s notio n tha t  th e basi s fo r  a 
good metapho r  i s nonlitera l  similarity .  I t  i s  ex -
pecte d tha t  th e judge d goodnes s o f  a  metapho r  wil l 
depen d o n tw o factors :  a  perceive d similarit y 
betwee n th e statement' s tw o components ,  an d th e 
characterizatio n o f  thi s similarit y a s nonliteral . 
Statement s whos e component s ar e perceive d t o b e 
literall y simila r  wil l  b e judge d lo w i n quality ,  a s 
wil l  statement s whos e component s ar e exceedingl y 
dissimilar .  I t  i s  als o hypothesize d tha t  similari -
t y an d literalnes s ar e different ,  althoug h related , 
dimensions . 

METHOD.  Design .  Th e mai n par t  o f  th e experi -
ment  involve d obtainin g rating s o n thre e dimension s 
of  2 5 comparison s i n th e for m o f  "Topi c i s lik e 
Vehicle" ,  chose n i n pretestin g t o represen t  th e 
ful l  scal e rang e o f  "goodness "  o n a  9-poln t  scale . 
The 2 5 statement s range d fro m 4  t o 1 0 word s i n 
lengt h wit h a  mea n lengt h o f  6  words . 

Procedure .  Si x subjects ,  thre e male s an d thre e 
females ,  wer e aske d t o rat e th e statement s firs t  o n 
similarity ,  the n o n literalnes s an d finall y o n 
goodnes s o r  aptness .  Th e orde r  o f  task s remaine d 
constan t  acros s subjects ,  bu t  th e statement s wer e 
randomize d differentl y fo r  eac h o f  th e thre e 
scales ,  an d thes e randomization s wer e differen t  fo r 
eac h subject . 

RESULTS.  Th e result s Indicat e tha t  th e rater s 
use d th e thre e scale s reliably ;  th e mea n Coeffi -
cien t  Alph a wa s .82 .  Furthermore ,  th e 2 5 state -
ment s use d i n th e stud y provide d a  representativ e 
sampl e whic h extend s ove r  th e rang e o f  eac h scale . 
Thus th e implication s pointe d ou t  belo w (se e Dis -
cussion )  ar e backe d b y a  se t  o f  reliabl e scale s an d 
by metaphor s whic h distribut e uniforml y alon g thes e 
scales . 

Figur e 1  i s a  scatterplo t  o f  th e relationshi p 
betwee n literalnes s an d goodness .  Ther e i s a  sig-
nifican t  negativ e linea r  correlatio n betwee n thes e 
tw o scale s ( r  -  -.67 ,  p  <  .0001) . 

As ca n b e see n i n Figur e 2 ,  althoug h ther e i s 
no significan t  linea r  correlatio n betwee n similari -
t y an d goodness ,  ther e i s a  significan t 
( r  -  .60 ,  p  <  .006 )  curvilinea r  relationship .  I n 
fact ,  a  goo d fi t  wa s obtaine d usin g a  quadrati c re -
lationshi p betwee n similarit y an d goodness ,  a s 
represente d b y th e equatio n underneat h Figur e 2 . 

Whil e prediction s o f  goodnes s fro m literalnes s 
wer e quit e successful ,  the y d o no t  teOc e int o ac -
coun t  th e interactio n o f  literalnes s wit h similari -
ty .  Thi s interactio n i s eviden t  i n Figur e 3 ,  whic h 
i s a  scatterplo t  o f  th e relationshi p betwee n simi -
larit y an d literalness .  Thi s figur e indicate s tha t 
at  lo w value s o f  literalness ,  similarit y i s onl y 
narginall y relate d t o literalnes s bu t  a t  hig h 
value s o f  literalness ,  similarit y i s rathe r  wel l 
predicte d b y literalness . 

As i t  turn s out ,  thi s varianc e alon g th e simi -
larit y dimensio n ca n b e use d t o furthe r  Improv e ou r 
prediction s o f  goodnes s (G) .  Th e bes t  fittin g qua -
drati c relationshi p incorporatin g bot h similarit y 
(S )  an d literalnes s (L )  i s represente d b y th e fol -
lowin g equation : 
O - 1.86 + .74L - .16L* + .77S 
Using this model, the predicted goodness rat-
ing s wer e plotte d a s d  functio n o f  th e observe d 
goodnes s ratings .  Th e resultin g scatterplo t  ca n b e 
see n i n Figur e 4 .  Ther e i s a  highl y significan t 
positiv e correlatio n ( r  -  .92 ,  p  <  .00003 )  betwee n 
th e value s generate d b y th e mode l  (predicte d good -
ness )  an d thos e generate d b y th e rater s (observe d 
goodness) ,  thu s accountin g fo r  84 % o f  th e varianc e 
i n th e goodnes s ratings . 

DISCUSSION.  Ou r  result s suppor t  Ortony' s re -
jectio n o f  th e "reductionist "  viewpoin t  o f  metapho r 
comprehension .  We hav e show n tha t  eve n statement s 
traditionall y referre d t o a s "similes "  var y i n th e 
degre e t o whic h thei r  component s ar e perceive d a s 
literall y similar .  Thus ,  th e "reductionists' " 
clai m tha t  a  metapho r  mus t  b e converte d t o it s 
underlyin g "simile "  i n orde r  t o b e understood ,  i s 
not  wel l  founded .  Instead ,  w e offe r  a n alternativ e 
theor y incorporatin g th e notio n o f  nonlitera l  simi -
larit y a s th e basi s fo r  goo d metaphorlcity . 

A viabl e interpretatio n o f  ou r  mode l  require s 
examinin g eac h componen t  o f  th e bes t  fi t  quadrati c 
equation : 
G - 1.86 + .74L .16L + .77S 
Note that at low levels, the literalness components 
become positiv e an d th e relationshi p become s addi -
tive .  A s w e hav e alread y note d i n ou r  discussio n 
of  Figur e 3 ,  a t  lo w level s o f  literalness ,  similar -
it y ca n var y ove r  a  larg e range .  Thus ,  a t  thes e 
lo w level s o f  literalness ,  i f  similarit y i s lo w 
the n th e goodnes s o f  a  metapho r  wil l  als o b e low . 
If ,  o n th e othe r  hand ,  whil e literalnes s i s lo w 
similarit y i s high ,  th e resultin g goodnes s valu e 
wil l  als o b e high .  S-> ,  w e hav e arrive d a t  a  quan -
titativ e illustratio n o f  nonlitera l  similarit y a s 
th e bes t  predicto r  o f  a  goo d metaphor . 
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