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A Psycholinguistic Study on Metaphor
Comprehension of Bengali Native Speakers

Mithun Banerjee'

Abstract ;. The present study deals with the understanding of
metaphors by Bengali speaker. Even though metaphor is widely
studied in literature a number of areas of linguistics are also relevant
in examining metaphors. Especially psycholinguistics and cognitive
linguistics offer an epistemological basis to study metaphor
understanding. This paper mainly explores some aspects of
metaphor  comprehension  process from  psycholinguistic
perspective. Using metaphor is a part of language use. A certain
culture reflects on the usage of metaphors. In the paper, we have
followed the metaphor theory by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999)
and the primary metaphor inventory proposed by Grady (1997).
Considering the difficulties of understanding literary metaphors by
speakers, we seek to investigate the process and capacity of
understanding linguistic metaphors and literary metaphors by native
Bengali speakers.

1. Introduction

Metaphor is an inter-domain concept that connects an idea and linguistic
entity simultaneously. In conventional theories of language, metaphor is
commonly seen as a matter of language expression of poetic decoration.
In literature, the word metaphor is defined as a poetic linguistic
expression where one or more words for a concept are used outside of
its normal conventional meaning to express a similar concept (Ferreira,
2008). In our daily conversation, we use metaphor to express everyday
senses in a different manner. However, in a broad sense metaphors are
not used only in the figurative language but are also available in the
language based communicative practice. The common theory of
metaphor is centred on characterizing such cross-domain mappings. In
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describing the process of understanding metaphors, psycholinguistics
plays a very important and pertinent role. As a knowledge domain, the
main concerns of psycholinguistics are language acquisition, language
understanding process, language learning and teaching etc. Along with
these, metaphor conceptualization is also accepted as a prominent
research area of psycholinguistics. Since, metaphor possesses multi-
domain attributes, cognitive linguistics is also relevant to study
metaphor. The purpose of the paper is to show the psychological base of
the metaphor used by Bengali native speakers. Such issues are the
central interest of the present study.

In general, metaphorical concepts are classified in three different types
— such as orientation metaphor, ontological metaphor and structural
metaphor. These are comprehended by an enormous figure of
linguistic expressions. According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980)
Orientation metaphor is a linear structure-based concept which
indicates the non-metaphorical linear orientations. On the other way,
ontological metaphor is involved with the projection of the entity or
substance status on something that does not have that status
inherently. Then, structural metaphor is involved with the structuring
of one kind of experience or activity in terms of another kind of
experience or activity. In the second phase we want to describe the
theoretical base of metaphor theory. To achieve our purpose, we have
first recalled some relevant features of cognitive metaphor theory. in
particular, section 2 has examined the relations between metaphoric
concepts and expressions from a cognitive metaphor perspective. In
section 3, | have represented the methodology and planning of my
research work and after that, in section 4 the survey result gained from
the participants’ opinion has been presented in detail.

2. Metaphor comprehension: Theoretical discussion

Form the very beginning, Linguists and philosophers have focused on
metaphor understanding. They have tried to unfold the process of
metaphor comprehension. In a different way, psycholinguists also
study the comprehension processes of metaphor interpretation and
recognition (i.e. what metaphors mean). Metaphor comprehension
corresponds to linguistic comprehension, recognition, interpretation,
and appreciation. According to Gibbs (2006), comprehension refers to
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the instantaneous, moment-by-moment procedure of constructing
meanings for utterances. These moment-by-moment procedures
usually insentient and incorporate the analysis of different linguistic
information. This linguistic information is the combination of context
and the real-world knowledge. It helps people to figure out what is
metaphorical expression or what is metaphorical meaning. Recent
linguistic researches (Lindner, 1981; Glucksberg, 2001; Janus & Bever,
1985, Ziken, 2007) show that these processes work very quickly. On the
other hand, recognition refers to the identification of metaphoric
meaning which is learned by the language user in a previous point of
time and is therefore stored in some manner in the memory of that
user. So, the comprehension process of metaphor by a user of a
particular language can be explained as of consciously comprehended.
In this way, interpretation refers to the mental representation of the
meaning as well as the significance of something. Generally,
interpretation process operates at a later time than the operation of
the comprehension process. For example, a person can consciously
create a consideration for a particular meaning after he/she has
comprehended the word. And lastly appreciation refers to the ability to
understand the worth, quality, or importance of something. According
to the psychological evidence, metaphor comprehension and
appreciation refer to the distinct types of mental processes. However,
this is not a necessary part of metaphor understanding. It is an
associative part of metaphor comprehension.

Many theories are developed in the area of metaphor comprehension.
Among these theories conceptual metaphor theory (CMT) s
exceptionally significant. In Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson
(1980) introduces a powerful theory for the study of the role of
metaphor in our common conceptual system. After the primary
initiative, Lakoff and Turner (1989) keep continuing the development of
this theory as a result it is well accepted and strongly followed by a
large number of linguists. Among them Gibbs (1990, 1992, 1996), Way
(1991), Steen and Gerard (1994), and Kovecses (2002) are notable.
Lakoff and Johnson try to analyze why our everyday concepts are
structured in one way rather than another (1980). Therefore they
(Lakoff and Johnson 1980) propose three types of metaphoric
concepts. These are: marginal metaphoric concepts, conventional
metaphoric concepts and new metaphoric concepts. For Lakoff and
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Johnson, metaphors can be addressed as linguistic expressions
precisely because there are metaphors in a person’s conceptual
system. When we say, such as OLD IS GLOD, it is implicit that metaphor
means metaphorical concept (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). The aim of this
study is to focus on Lakoff & Jonson’s theory of metaphor, known as
CMT (Conceptual metaphor theory).

Lakoff & Johson use the term ‘metaphor’ to refer both the concepts
and expression indistinctly. They identify different types of
metaphorical concepts and their relation with the metaphoric
expression.

Metaphoric concepts or Metaphoric Expression
metaphors or metaphors
Marginal Metaphoric Literal Dead Literal dead
Concepts or Marginal metaphor metaphor | metaphor
metaphor
Conventional metaphoric Imaginative Live Literal live
concepts or Conceptual or nonliteral | metaphor | metaphor
metaphor metaphor
New metaphoric concept Imaginative live
or New metaphor metaphor
Imaginative live
metaphor
Novel imaginative
metaphor | novel metaphor

Table 1: Metaphoric concepts and metaphoric expressions in Lakoff and Johnson’s
approach

To achieve our purpose, we initially recollect some relevant features of
cognitive metaphor theory. Conceptual metaphors and conventional
concepts that convoluted metaphorically may capture public form in
metaphoric expressions. But these metaphoric expressions do not need
to be interpreted metaphorically. But for cognitive linguists, in these
metaphoric expressions, language reflects some important aspects of
our conceptual system which is motivated by embodied cognition
(Gibbs, 2006). These patterns are experiential gestalts, known as image
schemas, derived from our interaction when we manipulate objects or
orient ourselves in space and time (Johnson, 1987). Some examples of



A Psycholinguistic Study on Metaphor Comprehension 55

those schematic structures are CONTAINER, BALANCE, SOURCE-PATH-
GOAL, PATH, CENTERPERIPHERY, and CORRELATION. Things we consider as
being of physical nature are usually something that we conceptualize in
terms of our bodily experience (Lakoff and Turner, 1989). Concepts like
departure, journeys, or cold are usually and automatically understood
because they are correlated with our social experiences. in this section,
main features of conceptual metaphor theory will be discussed. At the
end of the discussion, we can, with the help of Lakoff and Johnson,
explain metaphor as a phenomenon.

Source domain : JOURNEY Mapping Target domation: LOVE
Travellers - Lovers

Vehicle - Love Relationship
Journey - Events in the Relationship
Distance Covered - Progress Made

Obstacles Encountered - Difficulties Experienced
Decisions about Direction - Choices about what to do
Destination of The Journey - Goals The Relationship

Figure 1: Mappings of a metaphor according to Lakoff & Johnson (year)

Conceptual metaphor theory describes the cognitive representation of
metaphor understanding in both figurative language and linguistic
metaphor. However, in contrast, Evans (2013) represents Lexical
concept theory. According to Evans (2013), ‘Conceptual metaphors are
invariably activated by instances of language use that draw on them,
language is a distinct semiotic system with a level of semantic
representation independent of conceptual metaphors and other
representation which inhere in the conceptual system’ (p. 76). Evans
calls it “lexical concepts’ (2006, 2009, 2010 &2013). But in the present
discussion we will follow Lakoff & Johnson (1980, 1999).

3. Objective, Hypothesis and Experiment Description

The main goal of this study is to present empirical data in order to
support the theory that metaphor comprehension is based on user’s
cultural knowledge. In fact, we need to quantify the variation of their
cultural knowledge based on their metaphor comprehension. Since, the
quantitative research tends to prove or verify something (Maykut &
Morehouse, 1994), we have used quantitative approach in our present
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research as our focus is to find the capacity level of using figurative
metaphors and linguistic metaphors respectively by Bengali native
speakers. Moreover, ‘Quantitative method typically depends on larger
samples... in order to generalize with confidence from the sample to
the population that it represents’ (Patton, 2002: 46). For that reason,
first we have taken necessary hypothesises to prove the objective of
our study. We have formulated the null hypothesis (Hg) for this study as
stated bellow:

Ho = There is no universal pattern to understand figurative metaphor and
linguistic metaphor.

In course of the interpretation and analysis of our data we have tested
this hypothesis and it has been ruled out by our collected data nature.
As a result, an alternative hypothesis (H,) has been generated
successfully. The alternative hypothesis is :

Ha = There is a universal pattern in the structuring of abstract concepts
which facilitates metaphor comprehension in figurative language and
same everyday language’.

For testing our hypothesis, we have taken ten figurative metaphors and
ten linguistic metaphors. In this purpose, ten metaphorical expressions
from different popular Bangla novels and ten from Bangla colloquial
language were selected. After that, the underlying conceptual
metaphors were recognized on the basis of the metaphor inventory
presented by Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999) and Grady (1997). In
course of this study we have tried to examine how the participants
comprehend the metaphorical expressions with and without literary
experience.

Participants

The sample involved fifty Bangladeshi undergraduate students with
Linguistics background. It is important to state that a hundred marks
literature course is included in the undergraduate level curriculum of
the Department of Linguistics, University of Dhaka. In our study, we
have taken two groups of students; one of them (group L) has already
completed the Bangla literature course and the other group (group WL)
is yet to complete it. Therefore, it is possible to assume that group L
has the recent and fresh experience of reading literature whereas
group WL does not have the formal experience of studying Bangla
literature at the undergraduate level. In fact, our strategy was to
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compare these two groups to assess their ability of understanding
figurative metaphor while one group has the formal Bangla literature
knowledge and other does not have that prerequisite.

Materials

A set of questionnaires has been formulated to collect information
about various metaphorical expressions. We have divided the
questionnaire into two parts. The questionnaire has been filled with
ten figurative metaphors and ten conceptual as well as linguistic
metaphors. This design has explored the features such as participants
understanding about the context and the meaning of a metaphor. They
are requested to tick the best answer of each question according to
their understanding. In our questionnaire, we set the rank of each
option given to the participants for each question according to its
probability of being the most correct answer. Then we calculated one’s
final score. The score was based on rank number of the selected
answer. For example, ‘S81I=q G’ (The door of prosperous future) is
our one of the linguistic metaphors listed in the designed
questionnaire. According to the rank of the possible answers, 3feass
3R (positive future) ranked as 4 points; TS ©fR¥Tea J@=Te (start out
a bright future) ranked as 3 points and g7 it AT (start out a new
day) ranked as 2 points and the ‘other (if any)’ option was ranked as 1
point. The study contained the ranked answers of total 20 metaphors
and the final score would fix the individual perception level and ability
of metaphor understanding on the basis of his/her selection of the
most probable answers.

Procedure and design

In the first sitting with participants, we made them introduced with the
research work and gave a short description about the data collection
process. In the second sitting, we provided them the questionnaire in
order to collect data. The questionnaire was given separately to the
above mentioned groups and requested them to fill them up properly.
After collecting all the question papers, we have calculated the scores
and have taken necessary initiatives to analyze them statistically.
Basically we have used the two tail t-test to assess our hypothesis and
get the result. In the following section, we present the result and
interpret them accordingly.
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4. Results and Discussion

In this study, as mentioned earlier the groups are identified as L
(Literature background) and WL (Without literature background)
respectively. The mean score of the task that contains the linguistic
task is 71.54, whereas the mean score of the Literature metaphor task
is 56.58. Moreover, these data point out that the participants have
taken decision on the basis of their understanding of other
mechanisms, such as embodied experience while trying to comprehend
metaphorical expressions. In order to verify the presence of significant
differences between the variables, the t-test, a parametrical text of
significance, was applied to the data. We have considered a significant
level of p < 0.05 in the analysis. The difference between the two groups
is of much value as it appears below:

Group | Mean Variance t Stat P(T<=t_) t-Critical two-tail
two-tail
L 71.54 9.74 13.599 9.92 2.01

WL 56.58 19.30

Table 2: Comparing the total score of two groups

In literary metaphor understanding, there is a significant correlation (p <
0.05) between the two groups’ choice of answers. This data corresponds to
our expectations that the background literature knowledge about
metaphor helps one in understanding literature metaphors.

However, two groups do not show any sort of significant correlation
while they need to understand linguistic metaphors and make answers
of the questionnaire properly. The linguistic metaphors listed in the
questionnaire are a set of commonly used Bangla metaphors taken
from Bengali culture. That is why both the groups understand the
meaning of them easily. The result of the both L and WL participants
has been illustrated in the following table:

Group Mean | Variance | tStat | P(T<=t) two-tail | t-Critical two-tail
L 34.54 6.34 0.87 0.38 2.01
WL 33.83 9.53

Table 3 : Comparing the mean variance of linguistic metaphor
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This table shows there is no significant difference between two groups
since the critical value is quite higher than the calculated value. Now
we want to present a bar chart for better visualization. The following
bar chart will help us to explain the status of two groups at the time of
understanding linguistic metaphors. The choices of answers regarding
different linguistic metaphors tend to be similar in two tables. In most
of the cases participants of the both groups preferred to go for the
option ‘A’ of respective questions. This is the reason why t-test fails to
show any significance between the group-L and the group-WL
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Figure 2: Choices of linguistic metaphors by two groups separately
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In analyzing group-L participants’ individual choices of linguistic
metaphors, we have seen such interesting facts. Answering the first
question, 11 participants went for option B, 11 participants chose
option C where as only 3 participants chose option A. Similarly, in
Group-WL, 16 participants chose option B, 8 participants went for
option A and the rest chose option C. In the same way, Group-L, while
answering the first question of literary metaphor, 15 participants chose
option A, 10 participants selected option B and others went for option
C. This result helps us to assume that the native speakers understand
and conceptualize linguistic metaphors in a natural way. No formal
training is necessary to understand this type of metaphors. This is why
group-WL and group-L both show aimost analogous performance while
attempting to answer linguistic metaphors. The formal training on
Bangla literature does not help group-L to perform better than group-
WL. It has been recommended that linguistic individuals comprehend
metaphors as much the same way they comprehend the literary
speech—by retrieving information from the lexicon, selecting the part,
i.e. germane, and identifying a relationship between the retrieved
lexical representations (Carroll, 2000). However in spite of difference
between linguistic metaphor and literary metaphor understanding
process a kind novelty is seen in literary metaphor understanding,
which makes a unique stimuli in our sense of experience. Now we want
to analyze the result of literary metaphor understanding process of the
two groups separately.

The following table shows the differences between the two groups
based on the literary metaphors. Just like the previous tables, two
types of information can be found:

Group Mean Variance t Stat P(T<=t,) t-Critic?I
two-tail two-tail
L 37 2.08 28.04 1.42 2.01
WL 22.75 4.10

Table 4: Comparing the mean variance of literary metaphors

This result is illustrated in detail in the following two bar charts. We
need to explain them properly.
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Figure 3 : Choices of literary metaphors by two groups separately

Regarding the understanding of literary metaphors these two table show
different results. The participants of group-L consistently chose the higher
ranked answer options in all most all questions. In contrast, the
participants of group-WL do not have necessary knowledge of different
kinds of literary metaphors. In answering the question no. 1 of the literary
metaphor part, 14 participants of L-group, went for option A. In contrast,
no participant of group-WL chose option A of the same question. Similarly,
we have observed that no participant of group-WL chose the best answer
{option A) while answering question no. 6, 7, 9 and 10 respectively.
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Therefore, most of them chose low ranked answer options. These data
reveals that the group-WL participants have used their conceptual
knowledge and embodied experience in understanding the metaphorical
expressions of the questionnaire and that is also supported by Gibbs
(20086). Since they have deficiency in understanding the figurative nature of
literature, their literary metaphor conceptualization has faced a great
challenge. According to Lakoff and Johnson {1980), year new metaphors,
or novel metaphors are different from conventional metaphors in that
they are beyond social conventions and ‘are capable of giving us a new
understanding of our experience’ (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:139). The
power of new metaphors is to construct a new reality rather than simply to
give mankind a way of conceptualizing a pre-existing reality as
conventional metaphors do (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). Therefore, new
metaphors play a very important role in the imagination process and the
creation of new meaning.

Now we want to see the result of both the groups separately. In order
to analyze the score of each group separately, a set of new t-tests has
been carried out properly.

Group Metaphor | Mean Variance t P(T<=t? t-Criticzfl two-
type Stat | two-tail tail
L Linguistics 34 6.34 - 0.00 2.01
L Literature | 37 208 | 414

Table 5: Comparing two sets of metaphor in group L

It is observed that in group-L, the result does not reveal any kind of
significant difference (p>0.05) between the linguistic metaphors and
the literary metaphors. Therefore, the t-test points out that the
participants of group-L are probably have the balanced understanding
to choose the higher ranked answer options irrespectively metaphor
types. On the other hand, in the group-WL participants show significant
correlation while they have attempted to choose linguistic metaphors
and literary metaphors.

Group Mean Variance t Stat P(T<=t') t-Cr|t|ca!I two-
two-tail tail
WL 33.83 9.53 14.69 5.35 2.01
WL 22.75 4.10

Table 6: Comparing two sets of metaphor in group-WL
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By following Gibbs (1994), we have assumed that the pattern works in
the comprehension of metaphorical expressions in the mother tongue
is also active in the native speakers’ understanding of some special
literary metaphorical expression in their first language. Such hypothesis
suggests the existence of a universal pattern in the structuring of the
abstract concepts; in different uses of language, this pattern facilitates
the metaphor comprehension also. This universal pattern allows the
learners comprehend the metaphorical language on the basis of their
embodied cognition. In other words, it enables learners to predict the
possible meaning of metaphorical expressions without relying on the
contextual information.

The result of the two empirical studies presents strong evidence that
corroborates the hypothesis of the universality of metaphor and the
role of embodiment in the comprehension of the metaphorical
expressions from a psycholinguistic perspective. An analysis of group-
L's choice of answers for the questionnaire presenting the linguistic
metaphorical expressions points out an average score with the group-
WL. On the other hand, the questionnaire presenting literary
metaphors points out a distinguishable difference between the two
groups. Though the acquisition process of the ability to understand the
metaphorical expressions is a universal pattern, it can be said that the
previous literary knowledge about metaphorical expressions and its
experience are necessary for getting proficiency in understanding
metaphors. Therefore, the data resulting from this empirical study
rules out the null hypothesis clearly since both the groups at least bear
some level of universal pattern that helps them to choose higher
ranked answer options from the linguistic metaphor questionnaire. This
has given us to justify the relevance of formulating the alternative
hypothesis. However, the same universal pattern does not work
equally in understanding literary metaphors by the both groups. In fact,
there is a universal pattern of metaphor understanding; and, the
experience of encountering the literary metaphors is an important
factor to achieve all purposes. Our results point out that the literary
metaphors are related to the educational knowledge and practice.

5. Conclusion

The findings of our research are quite convincing, and thus the
following conclusions can be drawn that the Bengali native speakers
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acquire metaphors naturally as a part of their cultural orientation.
However, for literary metaphor understanding, the background schema
of literary metaphoric expressions is needed. Moreover, for a better
realization of literary metaphors, subjective experiences of metaphors
leave a vital impact in the psychology of the speakers. Such findings are
suggestive for at least two reasons such as when the participants of
group-WL give attention to look for the best answer, they feel puzzled
and want more options for achieving the best score. The other is that
the literary sense imposed factors play an important part in good
understanding. Thus, the statistical analysis of the experiment suggests
that, although there appears a connection between the metaphor’s
perceptual and conceptual domains, subjective experiences that
because one’s cognitive development in a socio-cultural context plays a
significant role in the meaning construction of metaphors.
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