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Filterin g O u t  Irrelevan t  Materia l  Durin g Metapho r  Comprehensio n 

Sam Glucksberg (sAMGgpucc. Princeton . edu) 
Mary R .  Newsome (MNEHSOMEePHOENIX.PRINCETON.EDU) 

Yevgeniy a Goldvar g {aoLDVARa@PHOENix.PRiNCETON.EDU) 
Dcparlmeu l  o f  Psychology ,  Princeto n Universit y 

Princeton ,  N,J,0854 4 U S A 

H o w d o peopl e understan d metaphor s suc h a s m v lawye r  i s a 

shark ? Mos t  peopl e woul d understan d thi s utteranc e t o mea n 

tha t  th e metapho r  topi c m v lawye r  ha s certai n propertie s o f  th e 

metapho r  \'ehicl e shaA .  bu t  a t  th e sam e tim e doe s no t  hav e othe r 

shari ;  properties .  Th e propertie s o f  shar k tha t  ar c attribute d t o m y 

lawye r  woul d include ,  amon g others ,  aggressive ,  viciou s an d 

tenacious .  Thes e propertie s constitut e th e groun d o f  th e 

metaphor ;  the y ar e metaphor-relevant .  Metaphor-irrelevan t 

propertie s ar e thos e tha t  ar e associate d wit h litera l  shark s bu t 

nevertheles s ar e no t  attribute d t o th e metapho r  topic .  Fo r 

example ,  saym g tha t  one' s lawye r  i s a  shar k woul d no t  b e take n 

t o mea n tha t  one' s law > e r  ha d gill s  an d wa s a  skille d swimmer . 

H o w d o peopl e fdte r  ou t  suc h irrelevan t  material ? O n e 

possibilit>- .  suggeste d b > Gemsbacher' s (1990 )  suppressio n 

hypothesis ,  i s tha t  peopl e activel y mhibi t  irrelevan t  informatio n 

durin g metapho r  comprehensio n I f  so .  the n w e migh t  expec t 

elderl y peopl e t o sho w a  defici t  i n suppressio n o f  metaphor -

irrelevan t  propertie s becaus e inhibitor y processe s ten d t o b e 

relativel y impane d i n elderl y populations .  T o asses s whethe r 

olde r  adult s ar e impaire d i n filtering  ou t  irrelevan t  informatio n 

w h en comprehendin g metaphors ,  w e aske d younge r  an d olde r 

adult s (mea n age s 2 0 an d 7 2 years )  t o rea d metaphor s (e.g."M y 

lawye r  i s a  shark" )  an d litera l  contro l  sentence s (eg .  "Th e 

hammerhea d i s a  shark") ,  an d the n t o judg e whethe r  metaphor -

relevan t  an d metaphor-irrelevan t  propert y statement s mad e sens e 

( e g ,  "Shark s ar e tenacious "  o r  "Shark s ar e goo d swimmers") . 

Relativ e t o Utera l  contro l  conditions ,  bot h younge r  an d olde r 

adult s quickl y responde d t o metaphor-relevan t  sentence s bu t 

wer e slo w t o respon d t o metaphor-irrelevan t  ones .  Thi s fmdin g 

repUcate s thos e reporte d b y Gemsbacher ,  Keysa r  an d Robmso n 

(1995) ,  an d suggest s tha t  irrelevan t  materia l  i s  relativel y 

inaccessibl e durin g comprehension . 

Th e mechanis m fo r  th e relativ e maccessibdit y o f  metaphor -

irrelevan t  mformatio n is ,  however ,  unclear .  Irrelevan t 

informatio n m a y b e activel y suppresse d o r  inhibited ,  bu t  ther e 

ar e plausibl e altanatives .  Th e episodi c trac e retneva l  hypothesis , 

fo r  example ,  ca n accoun t  fo r  di e suppressio n effec t  withou t 

postulatin g eithe r  suppressio n o r  inhibitio n o f  irrelevan t 

informatio n durin g comprehensio n (c f  NeilJ ,  Valdes ,  Terr y & 

Ciorfem ,  1992) . 

I n orde r  t o distinguis h betwee n activ e inhibitio n o f  irrelevan t 

informatio n an d alternativ e non-inhibitor y mechamsms . 

cxpenmen t  2  use d th e independen t  prob e techniqu e (Anderso n 

& Spelhnan .  1995) .  Thi s techniqu e rule s ou t  episodi c trac e 

retrieval  becaus e probe s d o no t  ehci t  retrieva l  o f  prio r  processin g 

episodes .  A s i n lixpcrimen t  1 ,  participant s rea d metaphor s an d 

litera l  contro l  sentences ,  an d the n judge d whethe r  metaphor -

relevan t  an d metaphor-irrelevan t  prob e sentence s mad e sense . 

Unlik e Ivxpenmen t  1 ,  however ,  th e prob e sentence s di d no t  us e 

th e primin g sentenc e predicate .  If ,  fo r  example ,  a  metapho r 

prim e wer e t o b e "m y lawye r  i s a  shark" ,  th e metaphor-irrelevan t 

prob e sentenc e woul d b e "Gees e ar e goo d swimmers "  I f  th e 

propert y s-wimmin g ha d bee n activel y inhibite d durin g metapho r 

comprehension ,  the n th e respons e t o th e Geese-swimmin g 

assertio n shoul d b e slowe r  whe n i t  follow s a  metapho r  tha n whe n 

i t  follow s a  htera l  statemen t  suc h a s "Th e hammerhea d i s a 

shark " 

Th e result s wer e clear .  Jus t  a s i n Experimen t  1 ,  participant s 

wer e slowe r  t o respon d t o metaphor-irrelevan t  sentence s 

followin g metaphor s tha n followin g litera l  assertions .  Thes e dat a 

directl y iaq>bcat e activ e inhibitor y mechanism s durin g metapho r 

con^rehoision ,  consisten t  wit h Gemsbacher' s (1990 )  structure -

buildin g mode l  o f  tex t  comprehension ,  a s wel l  a s wit h th e 

genera l  clas s o f  model s tha t  posi t  inhibitio n a s a  mechanis m fo r 

dealin g wit h irrelevan t  informatio n durin g tex t  an d discours e 

comprehensio n . 
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