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T h e T i m e cou rs e o f  M e t a p h o r  Processing : 

Effect s o f  Subject iv e Familiarit y a n d A p t n e s s 

Dawn G. Blasko 

Cynthi a M .  Connin e 

Stat e Universit y o f  Ne w Yor k a t  Binghamto n 
Bioghamton ,  Ne w Yor k 13902-600 0 

Abstrac t 
A cross-tncxla l  primin g paradig m wa s use d t o 
investigat e th e tim e cours e o f  figurativ e 

activatio n fo r  metaphor s whic h varie d i n 

famiharity .  I n Experimen t  1  th e targe t  wa s 

presente d immediatel y a t  th e offse t  o f  th e 

vehicle .  Fo r  hig h familia r  metaphors ,  bot h 

litera l  an d figurativ e interpretation s showe d 

evidenc e o f  immediat e avaUability .  Fo r  lo w 

familia r  metaphors ,  th e Utera l  interpretatio n 

was availabl e bu t  th e figurativ e targe t  showe d 

inhibition .  Experimen t  2  delaye d presentatio n 

of  th e targe t  30 0 ms .  an d simila r  result s wer e 

found ,  aldioug h inhibitio n o f  th e figurativ e 

targe t  decreased .  Together ,  Experiment s 1  an d 

2 showe d th e figurative  meanin g i s  mor e 

readil y availabl e i n highl y famiUa r  metaphors . 

Th e result s o f  Experimen t  3  sugges t  metapho r 

aptnes s i s especiall y importan t  fo r  lo w familia r 

metaphors .  Th e impUcation s o f  thes e finding s 

fo r  model s o f  non-litera l  languag e ar e 

discussed . 

Introduction 

A comprehensive theory of language processing 

must  b e capabl e o f  explainin g h o w individud s 

comprehen d th e meanin g o f  utterance s tha t  diffe r 

i n thei r  Utera l  an d non-litera l  interpretations .  Non -

litera l  languag e i s a n extremel y pervasiv e 

componen t  o f  natura l  language ,  therefore ,  th e 

understandin g o f  metaphor s an d othe r  non-Utera l 

languag e i s a  critica l  theoretica l  problem . 

Th e purpos e o f  thi s pape r  i s t o addres s tw o 

question s concernin g th e processin g o f  on e for m 

of  non-Utera l  language ,  namel y metaphors .  First , 

what  i s th e tim e cours e o f  metaphorica l  activation ? 

I s th e figurativ e interpretatio n o f  a  metapho r 

processe d directly ,  o r  i s  i t  necessar y fo r  a  Utera l 

interpretatio n t o b e compute d prio r  t o th e 

metaphorica l  interpretation ? Secondly,  wha t  ar e 

th e factor s tha t  influenc e thi s tim e course ? T w o 

specifi c  factors ,  subjectiv e famiharit y an d aptnes s 

wer e investigated . 

O ne approac h t o th e comprehensio n o f 

metaphor s tha t  make s clea r  prediction s abou t  th e 

tim e cours e o f  metaphorica l  activatio n i s  Searle' s 

(1979 )  thre e stag e model .  Accordin g t o th e three -

stag e mode l  al l  metaphor s ar e comprehende d i n a 

serie s o f  thre e stages .  I n stag e 1  a n attemp t  i s 

made t o interpre t  th e metapho r  UteraUy .  I n stag e 

2 th e utteranc e i s  foun d t o b e i n som e wa y 

defectiv e whe n take n UteraUy .  This ,  i n turn , 

trigger s stag e 3 ,  whic h i s a  searc h fo r  a  non-Utera l 

interpretatio n (Searle ,  1979) .  O n e predictio n o f  th e 

three-stag e mode l  i s  tha t  a  statemen t  shoul d tak e 

longe r  t o comprehen d w h e n intende d 

metaphoricaU y tha n whe n i t  i s  intende d UtereiUy . 

Thi s i s  becaus e th e proces s o f  metaphorica l 

interpretatio n ca n onl y b e ^  afte r  th e Utera l 

interpretatio n ha s bee n compute d an d rejected . 

However ,  a  numbe r  o f  researcher s (Ortony , 

SchaUert ,  Reynolds ,  an d Antos ,  1978 ;  Inhoff ,  Lim a 

and CarroU ,  1984 )  foun d tha t  thi s wa s no t  th e cas e 

i f  a  metapho r  i s  presente d i n a  contex t  sufficien t 

t o specif y bot h it s  componen t  part s (eg .  th e 

appropriat e topic )  an d it s  metaphoricit y (th e fac t 

tha t  i t  wa s no t  mean t  UteraUy) .  Othe r  experiments , 

(Glucksberg ,  GUdea ,  an d Bookin ,  1982 )  hav e 

demonstrate d tha t  imde r  som e condition s metapho r 

processin g i s  obUgatory .  Subject s wer e asked  t o 

decid e i f  a  sentenc e wa s UteraU y tru e o r  false .  Fo r 

example ,  th e sentenc e S O M E J O B S A R E JAIL S 

i s UteraU y false ,  bu t  metaphoricaU y true .  Th e 

automati c comprehensio n o f  th e non-Utera l  trut h o f 

a metapho r  interfere d wit h judgment s o f  Utera l 

falseness ,  slowin g responses . 

Thes e studie s sugges t  tha t  metapho r 

comprehensio n m a y no t  requir e a n initia l  Utera l 

interpretation .  However ,  Janu s an d Beve r  (1985 ) 

hav e suggeste d tha t  thi s conclusio n m a y b e 

premature .  The y argue d tha t  th e tota l  sentenc e 

readin g time s use d b y Orton y e t  al .  (1978 )  wer e 

not  sensitiv e enoug h t o detec t  difference s i n 

metaphorica l  an d Utera l  processing .  W h e n Janu s 

and Beve r  (1985 )  repUcate d Orton y e t  al .  (1978 ) 
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usin g phras e b y phras e readin g times ,  ihe y foun d 

slowin g o f  th e critica l  metaphorica l  phrjis e a s 

predicte d b y th e three-stag e model .  Althoug h th e 

controvers y i s b y n o mean s settled ,  thi s stud y doe s 

poin t  ou t  th e nee d fo r  on-lin e measure s o f 

metapho r  processing . 

One facto r  whic h ma y wel l  influenc e th e 

efficienc y o f  metapho r  comprehensio n i s subjectiv e 

familiarity .  Th e rol e o f  subjectiv e familiarit y ha s 

not  bee n previousl y examined ,  however ,  i t  i s  likel y 

tha t  experienc e wit h a  particula r  metapho r  shoul d 

facilitat e subsequen t  comprehension .  A  secon d 

factor ,  metapho r  goodnes s o r  aptness ,  ha s bee n 

investigate d (eg. .  Tric k an d Kat2 ,  1986) .  I t  appear s 

tha t  a  highl y ap t  metapho r  i s on e i n whic h th e 

domain s o f  th e topi c an d vehicl e ar e relativel y 

distan t  bu t  th e withi n domai n feature s ar e 

relativel y clos e i n semanti c spac e (Tric k an d Katz , 

1986) .  Th e betwee n domai n distanc e mus t  b e fairl y 

larg e fo r  th e metapho r  t o b e effectiv e becaus e 

clos e distance s provid e Uttl e interactio n o r  surprise . 

For  example ,  A  S Q U I R R EL I S A  C H I P M U NK 

carrie s littl e o r  n o metaphorica l  meanin g becaus e 

S Q U I R R EL an d C H I P M U NK ar e bot h fro m th e 

same domai n (smal l  furr y mammals )  an d therefor e 

shar e mos t  features .  Thi s suggest s tha t  a  certai n 

degre e o f  aptnes s i s likel y t o b e critica l  t o 
metapho r  comprehension . 

Ther e ar e tw o majo r  question s t o b e addresse d 

i n th e presen t  paper .  First ,  wha t  ar e th e tempora l 

parameter s o f  a  metaphorica l  interpretation ? I s th e 

figurativ e meanin g o f  th e metapho r  availabl e 

immediatel y alon g wit h th e litera l  interpretatio n o f 

th e vehicl e o r  i s th e Utera l  interpretatio n availabl e 

earlie r  a s suggeste d b y th e three-stag e model . 

Second ,  doe s th e subjectiv e famiharit y an d aptnes s 

of  a  metapho r  influenc e th e availabiUt y o f  th e 

metaphorica l  interpretation ? 

Method 

Materials and Procedures 

I n thre e cross-moda l  primin g experiment s a 

metaphorica l  phras e embedde d i n a  neutra l 

sentenc e contex t  wa s presente d auditoril y  an d th e 

subject' s tas k wa s t o mak e a  lexica l  decisio n (wor d 

or  non-word )  abou t  a  lette r  strin g (Target ) 

presente d visuall y fo r  25 0 ms .  T o assur e tha t  th e 

sentence s wer e bein g attende d to ,  a  comprehensio n 

tes t  wa s buil t  int o th e experiment .  O n eac h trial , 

an individua l  subjec t  ha d a  5 0 % chanc e o f 

receivin g a  wor d vs .  a  non-wor d target ,  an d 5 0 % 

chanc e o f  hearin g a  metaphorica l  vs .  a  Utera l 

sentence .  Thre e visua l  targe t  condition s include d a 

wor d relate d t o th e metaphorica l  meanin g o f  th e 

vehicl e (F IGURATIV E T A R G E T ) ,  a  wor d relate d 

t o th e vehicle s Utera l  meanin g (L ITERA L 

T A R G E T)  an d a n unrelate d wor d ( C O N T R OL 

T A R G E T ).  Target s wer e selecte d i n 3  individua l 

normin g studies .  Targe t  word s wer e matche d t o 

unrelate d contro l  target s tha t  wer e approximatel y 

equate d fo r  wor d frequency ,  wor d complexit y an d 

length .  Metaphor s wer e selecte d fro m a  corpu s o f 

260 non-Uterar y metaphor s compile d b y Katz , 

Paivio ,  Marschar k an d Clar k (1988 )  an d ha d a 

consisten t  X  i s Y  structure .  Th e topi c an d vehicl e 

wer e expUcitl y state d an d n o Utera l  readin g o f  th e 

statemen t  wa s plausible .  Fo r  example : 

Jerr y firs t  kne w tha t  L O N E L I N E S S W A S A 

D E S E RT whe n h e wa s stil l  ver y young . 

Figurativ e Target :  ISOLAT E 

Litera l  Target :  S A N D 

Contro l  Target :  M U S T A C HE 

Faste r  lexica l  decision s i n compariso n t o th e 

contro l  target s ar e assume d t o indicat e on-lin e 

activation .  I n Experiment s 1  an d 2 ,  1 2 hig h 

famiUa r  metaphor s (mea n famiUarit y 4.1 6 -  5.28 ) 

and 1 2 lo w famiUa r  metaphor s (mea n rating s 2.2 9 

3.39 )  wer e chose n accordin g t o independen t 

rating s complete d b y 4 4 subjects . 

Subjects 

The subject s fo r  a U thre e experiment s wer e 

undergraduat e student s enroUe d i n psycholog y 

classe s a t  th e Stat e Universit y o f  N e w Yor k a t 

Binghamto n wh o receive d clas s credi t  o r  monetar y 

payment . 

Experiment 1 

In Experiment 1, the visual target was presented 

immediatel y a t  th e offse t  o f  th e metaphorica l 

vehicle .  Th e thre e stag e mode l  predict s faste r 

reactio n time s t o Utera l  target s tha n t o controls , 

whereas ,  th e figurativ e target s shoul d no t  diffe r 

fro m th e controls .  Thi s woul d indicat e th e Utera l 

interpretatio n wa s availabl e prio r  t o th e figurativ e 

interpretation .  I f  th e metaphorica l  interpretatio n i s 

availabl e alon g wit h th e Utera l  interpretation ,  bot h 

Utera l  an d figurativ e target s shoul d b e faste r  tha n 

th e controls .  Als o i f  subjectiv e famiUarit y 

influence s th e avaUabiUt y o f  a  metaphorica l 

interpretatio n the n facilitatio n fo r  figurativ e target s 

shoul d b e primaril y fo r  highl y familia r  metaphors . 

Results .  Th e overa U correc t  lexica l  decisio n 

rate s fo r  experimen t  1  wa s 9 8 % correct , 
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cxpcrimcn l  2  wa s 9 7 % correc t  an d cxpcrimcn l  3 

was 9 9 % correct .  Reactio n lime s les s tha n 25 0 m s 

and greate r  tha n 175 0 m s wer e exclude d fro m al l 

analysis . 

The result s show n i n Tabl e 1  diffe r  dependin g 

on familiarity .  I n th e hig h familia r  condition , 

facilitatio n i s see n fo r  bot h litera l  an d figurativ e 

target s i n compariso n t o th e controls .  Thi s indicate s 

tha t  bot h th e litera l  an d metaphorica l  interpretatio n 

of  th e vehicl e wa s available .  I n contrast ,  th e lo w 

familia r  conditio n showe d facilitatio n fo r  th e litera l 

target ,  bu t  th e figurativ e targe t  i s slowe r  tha n it' s 

control . 

Table 1 

Experimen t  1 :  Mean s an d SD s o f  correc t  response s 

Lo w Familia r  Hig h F̂ milî r 

M E AN S D DIP *  M E A N S D DIP * 
FIGUR.  98 3 20 8 -5 4 88 7 17 3 15 7 
LIT .  88 1 19 4 4 8 88 0 18 1 16 4 
CONT.  92 9 18 9 104 4 18 0 

* diffgrgn<:e from gogtyql 

The analysis of variance was conducted for both 

subject s (PI )  an d item s (P2) .  A  tw o wa y A N O V A 

(Familiarity :  hig h vs .  lo w X  Target :  literal , 

figurative ,  control )  showe d a  significan t  mai n effec t 

of  targe t  (Fl(2,160 )  =  24.82 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  ̂ (2,22 ) 

= 3.44 ,  p  <  .05,) .  Th e effect s o f  familiarit y wer e 

seen i n th e interactio n betwee n famdiarit y an d 

targe t  (Fl(2,160 )  =  28.42 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  F2(2,22 )  = 

6.13 ,  p  <  .01.) .  I n th e hig h famiha r  conditio n bot h 

th e litera l  an d figurativ e target s wer e significantl y 

faste r  tha n thei r  contro l  indicatin g activatio n o f  th e 

metaphorica l  interpretatio n simultaneou s wit h litera l 

activatio n o f  th e vehicle .  Planne d comparison s 

usin g Bonferron i  t-test s t o contro l  fo r  familywis e 

erro r  ( p <  .05 )  suppor t  thi s conclusio n (figurativ e 

vs .  contro l  1(80 )  =  7.58 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  litera l  vs . 

contro l  (t(80 )  =  8.33) ,  p  <  .0001) . 

I n th e lo w famiha r  cas e th e finding s ar e quit e 

different .  Th e Utera l  targe t  i s faste r  tha n it s 

control ,  whereas ,  th e figurativ e targe t  appear s t o 

sho w a  patter n o f  inhibitio n (Utera l  targe t  vs . 

control ,  1(80 )  =  2.67 ,  p  <  .01) ;  figurativ e targe t 

vs .  conlrol.(l(80) = 2.78 ,  p  <  .01) . 

Experiment 2 

In Experiment 2 the target was presented 300 ms 

downstrea m o f  th e vehicle .  Result s fo r  th e hig h 

familia r  conditio n shoul d repUcat e Experimen t  1 

wit h bot h litera l  an d figurativ e target s showin g 

pattern s o f  facilitation .  I f  additiona l  lim e i s neede d 

fo r  th e comprehensio n o f  lo w famiha r  metaphors , 

th e figurativ e target s shoul d sho w facihtation . 

Results .  Th e result s o f  Experimen t  2  wer e quit e 

simila r  t o Experimen t  1  (se e Tabl e 2) .  I t  i s  clea r 

tha t  th e patter n o f  reactio n time s differ s base d o n 

familiarity .  Th e hig h familia r  conditio n continue s t o 

sho w faste r  lexica l  deci-sion s t o th e Utera l  an d 

figurativ e target s i n compariso n t o thei r  unrelate d 

controls .  I n contrast ,  i n th e lo w famiha r  conditio n 

onl y th e litera l  targe t  i s facilitate d wherea s th e 

figurativ e targe t  i s onc e agai n slowe r  tha n it' s 

control .  A  tw o wa y A N O V A (Familiarity :  hig h vs . 

lo w X  Target :  Uteral ,  figurative ,  control )  showe d 

a mai n effec t  o f  targe t  i n th e subjec t  analysi s tha t 

narrowl y misse s significanc e i n th e item s analysi s 

(Fl(2,70 )  =  17.59 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  E2(2,22 )  =  3.15 ,  p 

< .06) .  Onc e again ,  th e effect s o f  famiUarit y ca n 

be see n i n th e interactio n betwee n famiUarit y an d 

targe t  (Fl(2,70 )  =  18.88 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  F2(2,22 )  = 

4.43 ,  p  <  .05) . 

The result s o f  Experimen t  2  appea r  t o b e 

simila r  t o thos e foun d i n Experimen t  1 ,  however , 

close r  compariso n o f  th e mean s (se e Tabl e 2 )  doe s 

sho w on e importan t  difference .  Wit h th e additiona l 

tim e th e figurativ e target s i n th e lo w famiUa r 

conditio n sho w les s inhibition .  Unlik e Experimen t 

1,  ther e i s n o longe r  a  significan t  differenc e 

betwee n th e figurativ e an d contro l  target s i n th e 

lo w famiUa r  conditio n (1(35 )  =  .72) .  However , 

ther e i s significan t  facUitatio n o f  th e Utera l  targe t 

(1(35 )  =  3.43 ,  p  <  .002 )  tha t  i s  almos t  twic e th e 

siz e o f  th e faciUtatio n foun d fo r  th e Utera l  targe t 

i n th e lo w famiUa r  cas e i n Experimen t  1 .  I t  i s 

possibl e tha t  th e greate r  faciUtatio n wit h additiona l 

tim e ma y reflec t  th e continue d searc h proces s fo r 

feature s o f  th e vehicle' s domai n tha t  ar e necessar y 

fo r  comprehensio n o f  th e figurativ e interpretation . 

Table 2 

Experimen t  2 :  Mean s an d SD s o f  correc t  response s 

Lq w FamiUa r  Hig h Pamilig r 

M E AN S D DIP *  M E A N S D DIP * 
H O U R.  92 6 21 0 -2 4 79 5 12 9 17 2 
LIT .  81 1 14 1 9 1 82 0 14 1 14 7 
CONT.  90 2 22 1 % 7 13 6 

*difference from control 

In the high familiar condition, faciUtation is strong 

fo r  bot h th e figurativ e (1(35 )  =  9.45 ,  p  <  .0001 ) 

and Utera l  target s (1(35 )  =  8.01 ,  p  <  .0001) .  Ther e 

i s no w a  2 5 m s advantag e fo r  th e figurativ e ove r 

th e litera l  target .  Althoug h th e differenc e i s small . 
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i t  ma y indicat e tha t  th e litera l  meanin g i s 

beginnin g t o fad e a s comprehensio n o f  th e 

metaphorica l  phras e i s  completed . 

The continue d lac k o f  availabilit y o f  th e lo w 

famiha r  figurativ e interpretatio n prompte d a  close r 

loo k a t  th e ite m mean s i n term s o f  thei r  aptness . 

I n th e hig h familia r  cas e th e patter n i s  consistent . 

Al l  hig h famiha r  metaphor s showe d activatio n 

regardles s o f  thei r  aptness .  O n th e othe r  hand ,  fo r 

th e lo w famiha r  metaphor s th e hig h ap t  grou p 

showe d facihtation ,  wherea s th e moderat e ap t 

grou p showe d inhibition .  Thi s suggest s tha t  aptnes s 

may pla y a n especiall y importan t  rol e i n lo w 

famiha r  metaphors . 

Experiment 3 

Experiment 3 was designed to investigate whether 

th e processin g o f  lo w famiha r  metaphor s ma y 

depen d o n aptness .  Twelv e additiona l  metaphor s 

wer e selecte d t o creat e hig h an d moderat e ap t 

group s o f  lo w famiha r  metaphor s (1 2 i n eac h o f 

th e aptnes s categories) .  A s i n Experimen t  1 ,  th e 

visua l  targe t  wa s presente d immediatel y a t  th e 

offse t  o f  th e metapho r  vehicle .  I f  th e pos t  ho c 

observation s o f  Experiment s 1  an d 2  ar e viable , 

the n th e moderatel y ap t  metaphor s shoul d exhibi t 

inhibitio n o f  th e figurativ e target s an d th e hig h ap t 

metaphor s shoul d sho w evidenc e o f  facihtation . 

Results .  Overal l  th e result s o f  Experimen t  3 

wer e consisten t  wit h prediction s (Tabl e 3) .  A  tw o 
way A N O V A (Aptness :  hig h vs .  moderat e X 

Target :  hteral ,  figurative ,  control )  show s a 
marginall y significan t  mai n effec t  o f  aptnes s 

attributabl e t o faste r  time s overal l  fo r  th e hig h ap t 

target s (Fl(l,38 )  =  3.13 ,  j j  <  -08 ;  £2(1,11 )  = 

4.22 ,  p  <  .06 .  Ther e i s  als o a  mai n effec t  o f 

targe t  (Fl(2,76 )  =  18.96 ,  p  <  .0001 ;  £2(2,22 )  = 

9.78 ,  p  <  .001) .  Th e predicte d interactio n betwee n 

aptnes s an d targe t  i s  significan t  i n th e analysi s b y 

subject s (£1(2,76 )  =  3.64 ,  p  <  .0 5 an d marginaU y 

significan t  i n th e item s analysi s (£2(2,22 )  =  2.66 , 

p <  .09) . 

As see n i n Tabl e 3 ,  i n th e moderat e ap t  lo w 

famiha r  conditio n th e figurativ e targe t  i s  slowe r 

tha n th e contro l  targe t  althoug h th e differenc e doe s 

not  reac h significanc e m Bonferron i  t-test s (1(38 ) 

= 1.45 ,  p  <  .16 .  I n contrast ,  th e htera l  targe t  ( M 

= 780 )  i s  clearl y faste r  tha n th e contro l  ( M = 

855) ,  1(38 )  =  4.07 )  demonstratin g activatio n o f  th e 

vehicles '  htera l  meaning . 

Tabl e 3 

Experimen t  3 :  Mean s an d SD s o f  correc t  response s 

Moder<tt g Ap t  Hig h Ap t 

M E AN S D DIP *  M E A N S D DIP * 
FIGUR.  88 9 14 5 -3 4 81 6 11 7 5 0 
LIT .  78 0 12 1 7 5 77 9 12 3 8 7 
CONT.  85 5 13 0 86 6 14 4 

•differenc e fro m contro l 

The overa U patter n o f  th e hig h ap t  lo w familia r 

conditio n i s  als o consisten t  wit h predictions .  Bot h 

th e htera l  targe t  an d th e figurativ e targe t  ar e faste r 

tha n th e contro l  bu t  th e figurativ e differenc e i s 

onl y margmall y significanc e b y Bonferron i  criteri a 

(htera l  vs .  contro l  t(38 )  =  3.46 ,  p  <  .001 ; 

figurativ e vs .  contro l  t(38 )  =  2.14 ,  p  <  .039) . 

The result s o f  Experimen t  3  sugges t  immediat e 

availabiht y o f  bot h htera l  an d figurativ e 

interpretation s o f  a  lo w famiha r  metapho r  i f  th e 

metapho r  i s highl y apt .  W h e n a  perso n encounter s 

a metapho r  wit h whic h the y ar e no t  famihar ,  th e 

aptnes s o f  th e metapho r  m a y b e especiaU y critica l 

t o comprehension . 

General Discussion 

The three experiments presented here suggest that 

i t  i s  possibl e fo r  th e metaphorica l  mterpretatio n o f 

a phras e t o b e processe d a s rapidl y a s th e htera l 
meanin g o f  on e o f  it s  elements .  Ther e ar e tw o 

importan t  qualification s t o thi s statement .  Pirst , 

rapi d processin g seem s t o depen d o n previou s 

experienc e wit h th e metaphor ,  show n b y hig h 

rating s o f  subjectiv e famiharity .  Highl y famiha r 

metaphor s see m t o b e mor e easil y an d rapidl y 

comprehende d tha n relativel y novel ,  lo w famiha r 

metaphors .  Second ,  eve n i f  th e metapho r  i s  les s 
famihar ,  it' s  figurativ e interpretatio n m a y stil l  b e 

availabl e relativel y earl y i f  i t  ha s bee n judge d t o 
be highl y apt . 

I f  al l  metaphor s ar e comprehende d usin g a 

stage-lik e proces s i n whic h a n attemp t  a t  a  htera l 

meanin g mus t  firs t  b e mad e i n orde r  fo r  a  non -

htera l  meanin g t o b e compute d (Searle ,  1979) ,  the n 

we woul d expec t  onl y th e htera l  interpretatio n t o 
be availabl e i n th e 0-dela y condition .  Thi s i s 

clearl y no t  th e case .  Th e result s o f  Experimen t  1 

and 2  sho w tha t  whe n metaphor s ar e hig h i n 

subjectiv e familiarit y the y ca n b e processe d as 

rapidl y a s th e htera l  meanin g o f  on e o f  thei r 

components .  Thes e finding s ca n no t  b e readil y 

explaine d b y th e three-stag e model . 

661 



One alternativ e t o th e three-slag c mode l  i s th e 

Categorizatio n mode l  o f  metapho r  processin g 

(Glucksber g &  Keysar ,  1990) .  I n thi s approac h th e 

litera l  an d metaphorica l  interpretation s o f  a n X  i s 

a Y  assertio n ar e bot h comprehende d a s simpl e 

class-inclusio n statements .  Fo r  example ,  th e 

metapho r  M Y H U S B A ND I S A  B A B Y i s 

understoo d b y assignin g th e metaphor' s topic , 

H U S B A N D,  t o th e clas s exemplifie d b y th e 

metaphor' s vehicl e B A B Y ,  a s wel l  a s infant s an d 

othe r  dependen t  creatures .  I n contrast ,  i f  th e 

contextua l  environmen t  favore d a  litera l 

interpretatio n o f  th e wor d B A B Y the n th e clas s 

woul d includ e a  differen t  membership ,  restricte d 

t o thos e o f  a  ver y youn g age .  Consisten t  wit h th e 

dat a presente d here ,  th e categorizatio n approac h 

suggest s direc t  processin g o f  th e metaphorica l 

interpretatio n withou t  th e nee d t o firs t  comput e 

and rejec t  a  litera l  interpretation . 

I t  i s  als o possibl e t o vie w th e role s o f  aptnes s 

and familiarit y withi n th e categorizatio n approach . 

Aptnes s ha s bee n show n t o b e reflected ,  i n part , 

withi n th e structur e o f  th e metapho r  itself .  A n ap t 

metapho r  i s on e i n whic h th e domain s o f  th e topi c 

and vehicl e ar e relativel y distan t  whil e th e withi n 

domai n feature s ar e relativel y clos e i n semanti c 

spac e (Tric k &  Katz ,  1986) .  Subjectiv e famiUarity , 

on th e othe r  hand ,  i s a  measiu- e o f  ho w famiUa r 

th e subjec t  i s  wit h th e metaphor .  A  highl y famiha r 

metapho r  ma y b e on e i n whic h considerabl e 

experienc e wit h th e individua l  domain s o f  th e topi c 

and vehicl e ha s mad e th e appropriat e feature s o f 

th e vehicl e mor e salien t  an d therefore ,  mor e 

quickl y an d easil y activated .  A s experienc e wit h 

th e metaphorica l  usag e o f  th e vehicl e increases ,  th e 

relevcm t  feature s ma y becom e mor e an d mor e 

centra l  t o th e domain ,  therefor e requirin g les s lim e 

and effor t  fo r  comprehension .  I n direc t  contrast , 

les s famiUa r  metaphors ,  whic h ar e als o les s apt , 

may hav e vehicle s i n whic h th e critica l  feature s 

neede d t o defin e th e category ,  ar e no t  highl y 

saUent .  Thi s ma y accoun t  fo r  th e patter n o f 

inhibitio n foun d fo r  th e lo w famiha r  moderat e ap t 

metaphors .  Whe n embedde d i n discourse , 

contextua l  informatio n probabl y highlight s th e 

feature s critica l  fo r  comprehension . 

I n conclusion ,  i n orde r  t o explai n th e 

comprehensio n o f  metaphor s i t  ma y no t  b e 

necessar y t o postulat e eithe r  separat e metaphorica l 

stage s o r  separat e mechanisms .  However ,  thi s doe s 

not  impl y tha t  metaphor s ar e unimportan t  o r 

uninteresting .  Quit e th e contrary ,  th e stud y o f  non -

htera l  languag e ma y b e crucia l  t o th e 

understandin g o f  a  constantl y evolvin g natura l 

languag e system .  Throughou t  th e ordinar y 

evolutio n o f  an y natura l  language ,  nove l  usage s 

tha t  ar e capabl e o f  expressin g a  grea t  dea l  o f 

informatio n powerfull y an d succinctl y wil l  b e 

invented ,  an d i f  use d frequently ,  ma y eventuall y 

become par t  o f  th e litera l  usage . 
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