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Semantic change of topic in metaphor comprehension:

Interaction of constituent words

Takashi Kusumi (Department of Educational Psychology,
Faculty of Engineering, Tokyo Institute of Technology,
Ookayama, Meguro-ku, Tokyo 152)

This study examined the semantic interaction of the constituent words of a metaphor on comprehen-
sion. In Experiment I, 40 undergraduates rated 48 nouns using 37 semantic differential scales, and rated
the same nouns in 24 similes (TOPIC is like a VEHICLE). In comprehending the metaphor, greater
semantic change occurred in the topic than in the vehicle, and the change was toward an increased
similarity between them. The Abstract Performance Grammar (APGo) (Osgood, 1980) explained that
the rated value of constituent words predicted that of the metaphor topic. In Experiment 2, 46
undergraduates rated three isolated topics and the same topics used in 15 similes paired with one of five
different vehicles. The rated meanings of the same topic changed in different directions according to the
vehicle’s meaning. In Experiment 3, 237 undergraduates rated isolated topics and vehicles and the same
topics used in similes. The rating distribution of the topic was constrained to that of the vehicle in the
simile, with the result that skewness and kurtosis increased, thus, the meaning of the topic changed.

Key words: verbal comprehension, word meaning, connotative meaning, figurative language, metaphor,
semantic differential, adulthood.
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Figure 1. Profile of semantic differential of meta-

phor constituents: topic(Q), vehicle(A), and meta-

phor topic([]).
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Table |
Semantic change of topic(7) and vehicle (¥) in metaphor:
Test of APGo rules

Semantic differential scale No. of semantic changes

Tsifn?dml‘/ Intensity ’:J:gée:f topic vehicle

la same T=V 35 8(.23) 3(.09)
b same T<V 33 15(.45) 15(.45)
same T>V 29 17(.59) 8(.28)

2a T=V=0 T=V 9 3(.33) 11
b T=0 T<V 41 30(.73) 18(.44)
¢ V=0 >V 30 22(.73) 9(.30)
3a° opposed T<V 15 13(.87) 8(.53)
a“ opposed T>V 5 4(.80) 1(.20)
bc opposed T=V 23 20(.87) 14(.61)
Total 220 132(.60) 77(.35)

Note. Values in parentheses indicate percentage of number of
semantic changes
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Figure 2. Semantic change of metaphor topic in affective meaning space

based on semantic differential: plot of factor | (EVALUATION: horizon-
tal), factor 1 (ACTIVITY: size of circle), and factor Il (POTENCY:
vertical). The arrows indicate topic word (LOVE) to topic in metaphor

relations (e.g., LOVE is like a Sea).
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