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In t roduct io n 

Recent research on metaphor interpretation stands out 
fro m th e dominan t  model s base d i n th e seria l  processin g o f 
metaphor .  Thes e latte r  hav e propose d tha t  th e litera l 
meanin g o f  th e metapho r  i s  processe d first ,  an d b y th e 
figurativ e meanin g i n a  secon d step .  Th e mor e recen t 
researc h generall y show s th e effec t  o f  conceptua l  structure s 
i n th e processin g o f  metaphorica l  statements .  I t  i s  th e reaso n 
w hy a  person' s leve l  o f  conceptua l  developmen t  ca n 
influenc e metaphorica l  comprehension :  th e patter n o f 
metaphorica l  understandin g amon g childre n appear s t o 
paralle l  thei r  semanti c development .  Accordin g t o 
Glucksber g e t  al .  (1997) ,  tw o type s o f  contextua l 
informatio n ar e activate d i n makin g sen s a  metaphor : 
informatio n o n th e topi c an d informatio n o n th e vehicle . 
Informatio n abou t  th e topi c allow s th e subject s t o selec t 
thos e feature s whic h ar e consisten t  wit h th e particula r 
contex t  o f  th e statement .  Informatio n abou t  th e vehicl e 
allow s th e subjec t  t o selec t  attributiona l  categorie s 
represente d i n thi s context .  Metaphor s consistin g o f 
ambiguou s vehicle s ca n b e easil y understoo d whe n th e topi c 
contain s dimension s o f  relevan t  attribution s an d i s 
reasonabl y limite d i n scope . 
We conducte d a n experimen t  t o stud y th e effec t  o f 
knowledg e abou t  topi c o n interpretatio n o f  anima l  metaphor s 
of  th e for m " P ( a person )  i s a n A  (a n animal)" .  W e expect , 
therefore ,  tha t  context-phrase s presente d befor e metaphorica l 
statement s wil l  hav e a n effec t  o n thei r  interpretatio n whe n w e 
subsequentl y as k research-participant s whethe r  the y agre e o r 
disagre e wit h a n interpretatio n o f  th e metapho r  provide d i n a 
target-phras e presente d afte r  th e metaphorica l  statement . 
Mor e specifically ,  w e predic t  that : 

(i )  a  neutra l  contex t  (N )  wil l  no t  encourag e th e activatio n 
of  eithe r  o f  th e tw o interpretation s propose d t o th e 
participants ; 

(ii )  a  contex t  relate d t o on e o f  th e tw o interpretation s ( X o r 
Y )  o f  th e metapho r  wil l  contribut e t o decreas e i n ambiguit y 
and wil l  encourag e th e interpretatio n ( X o r  Y )  provide d i n th e 
target-phrase ; 

(iii )  i n th e sam e way ,  dependin g upo n th e context ,  ther e 
wil l  b e a  clea r  differenc e i n th e tim e require d b y participant s 
t o interpre t  th e metapho r  provide d wit h th e target-phrase . 

Research-participant s wer e aske d t o indicat e whethe r  the y 
agree d o r  disagree d wit h th e conten t  o f  a  Target-sentenc e 
providin g a n interpretatio n o f  th e metaphor .  A  Context -
sentenc e o f  th e kin d "Everyon e know s tha t  'P '  possesse s th e 

propert y p  1 "  i s  presente d befor e th e metapho r  itself ,  followe d 

by th e Target-sentenc e o f  th e for m "Doe s tha t  mea n tha t  ' P 
has th e propert y p 2 ?" .  Possessin g propert y p i  ca n b e eithe r 
neutral ,  congruen t  o r  incongruen t  wit h propert y p2 ,  whic h i s 
one o f  tw o propertie s know n abou t  anima l  A . 

Results 

We found a powerful Context-effect in our results. When 
th e context-phras e wa s compatibl e wit h th e target-phrase , 
participant s agree d th e interpretatio n o f  th e metapho r  give n i n 

th e target-phrase .  I n th e condition s wher e th e targe t  wa s 
neutra l  i n a  contex t  compatibl e wit h on e o f  th e tw o metapho r 
interpretations ,  th e leve l  o f  agreemen t  wit h th e neutra l  target -
phras e i s ver y low .  Reaction-tim e t o th e " Y E S "  wa s shorte r 
when th e ambiguit y o f  th e metapho r  wa s eliminate d b y th e 
context-phrase . 

Conclusion 

These results are interpreted in the light of models 
develope d b y Glucksber g &  Keysa r  (1990 )  an d Wolf f  « & 
Centne r  (1992) ,  accordin g t o whic h th e interpretatio n o f  th e 
metapho r  i s  see n a s inheren t  i n th e vehicle-category .  Th e 
attributio n o f  a  propert y t o th e topi c involve s choosing , 
among categorie s superordinat e t o th e vehicle ,  a  propert y 
compatibl e wit h wha t  on e alread y know s abou t  th e topic .  Th e 
tw o mechanism s o f  categoria l  attributio n an d matchin g o f 
propertie s ar e thos e o f  th e Dynami c Allocatio n Mode l  o f 
Meanin g whic h w e hav e alread y use d fo r  modelin g th e 
understandin g o f  joke s (Tiju s &  Moulin ,  1997) . 
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