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Abstract

Several studies have investigated the comprehension of decontextualized English nominal meta-
phors. However, not much is known about how contextualized, non-nominal, non-English
metaphors are processed, and how this might inform existing theories of metaphor comprehen-
sion. In the current work, we investigate the effects of context and of sequential order for an under-
studied type of construction: German verb-object metaphors. In two visual-world, eye-tracking
experiments, we manipulated whether a discourse context biased a spoken target utterance toward
a metaphoric or a literal interpretation. We also manipulated the order of verb and object in the
target utterances (e.g., Stefan interviewt eine Hydine, ‘Stefan interviews a hyena’, verb— object; and
Stefan wird eine Hydine interviewen, ‘Stefan will a hyena interview’, object—verb). Experiment
1 shows that contextual cues interacted with sequential order, mediating the processing of verb—
object metaphors: When the context biased toward a metaphoric interpretation, participants
readily understood the object metaphorically for the verb— object sequence, whereas they likely
first understood it literally for the object—verb sequence. Crucially, no such effect of sequential
order was found when context biased toward a literal interpretation. Experiment 2 suggests that
differences in processing found in Experiment 1 were brought on by the interaction of discourse
context and sequential order and not by sequential order alone. We propose ways in which
existing theoretical views could be extended to account for these findings. Overall, our study shows
the importance of context during figurative language comprehension and highlights the need to
test the predictions of metaphor theories on non-English and non-nominal metaphors.
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1. Introduction

A lot of work has gone into trying to understand how we process so-called ‘nominal
metaphors’ such as That broker is a hyena, where that broker is referred to as the
metaphoric topic and a hyena as the metaphoric vehicle. There are currently two
leading views on the matter (Holyoak & Stamenkovi¢, 2018; for reviews, see Pous-
coulous & Dulcinati, 2019). The first one, which we refer to as the Implicit Com-
parison view, states that a metaphor is understood via analogical reasoning, a
cognitive mechanism in which topic and vehicle are scanned for relational similarities
(Boroditsky, 2000; Coulson & Oakley, 2005; Gentner & Bowdle, 2008; Gentner et al.,
2001; Wolff & Gentner, 2011). According to this view, the meaning of the topic and
vehicle is retrieved as it would be if the same words were used literally. Initially,
systematic mappings between the structures of topic and vehicle are established via
structural alignment. Once the structures are aligned, inferences are projected from
vehicle to topic, resulting in a metaphoric interpretation.

A second view, the Category Inclusion view, sees metaphor comprehension as a
process in which the lexical meaning of the vehicle is spontaneously changed to
represent a newly created, goal-oriented category. This is based on the interpretative
dimensions provided by the topic (Glucksberg, 2003; McGlone & Manfredi, 2001;
Rubio Fernandez, 2007; Wilson & Sperber, 2012). According to this view, a com-
prehender does not look for ways in which the internal structure of topic and vehicle
are similar to one another. Instead, the meaning of the vehicle either acquires dual-
reference (Glucksberg, 2008) or undergoes lexical modulation (Sperber & Wilson,
2008). This leads to the topic being understood as a member of an ad-hoc category
represented by the vehicle. The cognitive mechanism involved here is category
inclusion, which can be seen as an instance of conceptual combination (Estes &
Glucksberg, 2000). In other words, the metaphoric expression is understood much
like a literal category inclusion statement (e.g., The broker is a hyena is understood
similarly to apples are fruits, for example).

Throughout the last 40 years, there has been empirical evidence supporting one
view or the other (see the reviews in Gentner & Bowdle, 2008; Glucksberg, 2008), and
the debate is far from being resolved. Holyoak and Stamenkovi¢ (2018) suggest thata
way forward is to study contextualized metaphor processing. They point out that the
majority of studies has examined decontextualized metaphors only, even though
metaphors are typically embedded in rich communicative and extralinguistic con-
texts. Previous psycholinguistic research has shown that literal utterances are inte-
grated incrementally with context, influencing even the earliest stages of sentence
interpretation (see Huettig et al., 2011; Knoeferle, 2019; Knoeferle & Guerra, 2016;
Tanenhaus & Trueswell, 2006, for reviews). The integration of an utterance in context
determines the unfolding interpretation and helps generate expectations about
upcoming input (Altmann & Kamide, 1999; Sedivy et al., 1999; Tanenhaus et al.,
1995, among many others). This amounts to language comprehension being an
intricate interplay of integration and anticipation (see Ferreira & Chantavarin, 2018),
and there is no reason to believe that metaphor comprehension should be an
exception.

Holyoak and Stamenkovi¢ (2018) also suggest to study different types of meta-
phors and examine languages other than English. Most studies on metaphor
comprehension have focused on English nominal metaphors (X is a Y’), potentially
limiting the scope of the theoretical accounts and the predictions they generate. One
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example of this limitation involves the sequential order of the elements of a
metaphor. The Implicit Comparison view claims that the sequence of topic and
vehicle (i.e., whether the topic is encountered before the vehicle or not) is not
relevant during early stages of processing. This is spelled out in Structure-Mapping
Theory, developed by Dedre Gentner and collaborators (Gentner & Boronat, 1992;
Gentner & Bowdle, 2008; Gentner et al., 2001; i.a.). According to this model, a
comprehender first understands how the structures of topic and vehicle are mutually
coherent. This is done by grouping together structurally consistent predicates across
elements (topic and vehicle), forming large clusters of shared structure. The sequen-
tial order of the elements is irrelevant during the alignment stage (Wolff & Gentner,
2011, p. 1459).

The Category Inclusion view, on the other hand, assigns role-specific tasks to topic
and vehicle from the earliest stages onward (Glucksberg, 2001, pp. 55-56; Glucksberg
etal,, 1997). The topic provides relevant interpretative dimensions that select features
of the vehicle for lexical modulation. Upon encountering the vehicle, an ad-hoc
category is constructed on the basis of the vehicle’s meaning and the dimensions
provided by the topic. This makes sequential order critical: The topic must be
processed prior to the vehicle for metaphor comprehension to succeed.

It is not clear, however, how sequential order effects (if any) unfold for metaphors
in which the topic is not explicitly mentioned, or for metaphors in languages that
have flexible syntax and allow for a reversal of the sequence of metaphoric elements.
How are metaphors processed when sequence relationships differ from English
nominal metaphors? And is it possible for the theories, in their current form, to
account for such cases? It would be beneficial for metaphor research to study how
contextualized, non-nominal, non-English metaphors are processed. Doing so would
allow us to assess the degree to which the existing theories may or may not be able to
account for their processing. It would also allow us to generate hypotheses linking the
theories to these data, under the assumption that current theoretical approaches wish
to account for more than just English nominal metaphors.

That is the goal of the current study. We investigated a previously overlooked
construction, namely German verb-object metaphors, such as Stefan interviewt
eine Hydne (‘Stefan interviews a Hyena’), where Hydne metaphorically refers to a
broker. These metaphors have properties that make them interesting for the
development of metaphor theory. First, they can only be understood as metaphors
when embedded in a context that makes it clear that we are talking about a broker
and not an African animal. Second, they do not have an explicit metaphor topic.
Instead, they are made up of a verb (interviewt) with narrow selectional restrictions
(Katz & Fodor, 1963; Wilks, 1975) that indirectly select the potential topic (the
broker), and a vehicle (Hydne) that serves as the object of the verb. Third, given the
flexibility of German syntax, the sequence of these two elements can be felicitously
altered by switching between present and future tense (Stefan wird eine Hyine
interviewen). This allows us to examine both how processing changes when the
sequence is altered, as well as whether any changes are exclusive to metaphor
comprehension.

In two eye-tracking experiments, we investigated how such metaphors are pro-
cessed. With this, we hope to (1) understand how processing unfolds in the absence of
an explicit metaphoric topic, (2) investigate how sequence alternations affect pro-
cessing metaphoric and literal verb-object constructions, and (3) generate linking
hypotheses for existing metaphor theories to these empirical data.
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The paper is structured as follows: In the next section, we describe previous
findings on the role of context during metaphor processing. We then turn to an
examination of the impact of the sequence of metaphoric elements on nominal
metaphor comprehension, followed by a closer look at German verb-object meta-
phors. We then present our two experiments and discuss how they could contribute
to extending metaphor processing theories to non-nominal metaphors.

1.1. The role of context in metaphor processing

Previous research on metaphor comprehension has identified a pivotal role for
context. Metaphors that follow a long discourse context, for example, are processed
just as fast as literal equivalents (Gerrig, 1989; Inhoff et al., 1984; Ortony et al,,
1978). Poorly apt metaphors (e.g., a marriage is an icebox) are processed differently
from apt metaphors when no context is given (Gildea & Glucksberg, 1983), but both
types show qualitatively similar processing patterns when presented in a supportive
context. Furthermore, contextualized metaphors elicit a different neural response
compared to decontextualized ones (Bambini et al., 2016): In the absence of
context, nominal metaphors elicit both an N400 and a P600, whereas contextual-
ized metaphors elicit only an N400. Bambini et al. (2016) suggest that, when
understanding a metaphor, a discourse context supports comprehension by facili-
tating lexical access and supporting the integration of incoming input. Relative to
literal equivalents, however, metaphors still require the additional inferential step
of interpreting the speaker’s intended meaning, regardless of the presence of a
supportive context.

Considering how metaphor sequence effects have only been studied for decon-
textualized nominal metaphors, it is unclear how sequential order effects would play
out if a metaphor were embedded in a rich supporting context. Is, for example, the
presence or absence of any potential sequence effects related to contextual integra-
tion, or to the processing of the metaphor proper? This question is relevant, since
sequential order effects could be informative regarding the underlying cognitive
mechanism involved in metaphor comprehension.

1.2. The sequential order of nominal metaphors

An important finding regarding nominal metaphors is that they are rated signifi-
cantly higher for comprehension when the topic precedes the vehicle than the other
way around, whereas literal comparisons (e.g., a goblet is like a cup) are not
(Glucksberg et al., 1997). Glucksberg et al. (1997) therefore argue that while literal
comparisons are reversible, metaphors and similes are not, in line with the Category
Inclusion view (see also Chiappe et al., 2003).

Wolff and Gentner (2011) argue that rating tasks are not enough to study the
effects of sequence, and advocate for the need of an online measure (see also Wolff &
Gentner, 2000). They conducted a speeded comprehension task where participants
read directional (forward) metaphors (a rumor is a virus) and their reversed coun-
terparts (a virus is a rumor), which were presented at short and long time intervals. At
the earliest intervals (500 and 600 milliseconds in Experiments 2 and 3, respectively),
participants’ comprehensibility judgments of forward and reversed metaphors did
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not differ significantly (but they did differ from a baseline of scrambled sentences).
The authors took the absence of a difference between forward and reversed metaphor
comprehension in the earliest intervals as evidence for an initial stage of alignment
for which the order of elements in a metaphor is not relevant.

Several points speak in favor of investigating sequential order effects outside of
decontextualized English nominal metaphors. First, it is unclear whether sequential
order effects would also be visible for metaphors that appear embedded in a context.
Second, it remains to be seen whether sequential order plays a role during the
integration of the elements (i.e., during incremental metaphor processing) and not
just in deriving an end-result interpretation. Third, reversing the sequence of the
elements of nominal metaphors typically results in a drastic change in the interpret-
ation of the sentence (consider a rumor is a virus and a virus is a rumor). This makes it
difficult to disentangle the effect of sequential order from potential effects caused by
the differences in interpretation. Fourth, not all metaphors necessarily have a topic-
vehicle structure. What role does sequential order play for such metaphors, and how
can it inform our theories of metaphor comprehension? To address these points, we
propose investigating German verb-object metaphoric constructions.

1.3. German verb-object metaphors

The case of German verb—object metaphors provides us with an opportunity to study
how metaphor processing takes place under very different conditions to those
previously studied. Consider the following discourse:

(1) Stefan is a journalist and he travels to Frankfurt to investigate tax fraud.
When he gets there, he finds an amoral broker in the bank who was defrauding
the state and had even laundered money. Stefan comes closer to him and wants to
record the boasting of the capitalist on tape. This encounter will stay in his
memory for a long time. Stefan interviews a hyena and will portray the broker

unforgivingly.

In the last sentence, we encounter a metaphoric vehicle (hyena) as the object of a verb
(interviews), but no explicit metaphoric topic. However, the verb does provide
specific clues regarding what the topic is. This is because the verb has a (relatively)
narrow set of selectional restrictions (Katz & Fodor, 1963; Wilks, 1975), which
generally require its object (i.e., the interviewee) to be human. It is likely that, upon
encountering the verb, the verb’s most likely object given the discourse context (the
amoral broker) will be activated. This, in turn, should prompt the reader to under-
stand the verb’s object (hyena) metaphorically (i.e., as the vehicle), as a reference to
the broker. Now, imagine that you encounter the final sentence in (1) without a
discourse context. You might be inclined to understand the sentence literally, that is,
as Stefan interviewing a literal hyena. This illustrates that these metaphors are rather
context-dependent.

Finally, imagine that (1) were written in German. German syntax alternates from a
subject-verb-object to a subject—object-verb surface structure in the presence of an
auxiliary verb. The last sentence of the German version of (1) could then be Stefan
wird eine Hydne interviewen und wird unerbittlich das Raubtier portritieren (literal
translation: ‘Stefan will a hyena interview and will unforgivingly the predator por-
tray’). Here, the position of the vehicle (‘hyena’) changes relative to the verb
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(‘to interview’). In short, metaphors that appear in German verb-object construc-
tions allow us to examine a case in which there is no explicit metaphoric topic, the
sequence relationship between elements is flexible, and metaphor comprehension
critically depends on context.

What could we expect to happen during processing of these metaphors? First of
all, we would expect them not to be understood as metaphors in the absence of
context. Second, we can expect that, if the sequential order of the elements of these
metaphors affects processing, there should be differences between the verb-object
and the object-verb sequences. Third, if any sequential order effects emerge, and if
they are a consequence of metaphoric processing, we should expect them not to
appear when the sentences are understood literally or in isolation. These expect-
ations are made explicit in the predictions section of Experiment 1. In Section 4, we
explore the potential consequences of these predictions for theories on metaphor
processing.

1.4. What drives the anticipation of postverbal objects?

A critical part of our investigation is that hearing the verb interviewt will activate a
mental representation of its most likely object Makler (‘broker’). This is based on
research on the anticipation of postverbal objects. Altmann and Kamide (1999)
found that when participants hear sentences that include verbs with narrow
argument selection restrictions (such as eats in the sentence the boy eats cake in
a context with only one edible object), participants’ eye movements anticipated
the edible object upon hearing the verb. This effect has been replicated success-
fully with larger samples (Hintz et al., 2017) and even 2-year-old children (Mani &
Huettig, 2012). Importantly, Kamide et al. (2003a) found that when a verb
does not provide enough constraining information on its own (such as ride),
participants incorporate their knowledge about the subject (e.g., the girl will
ride... vs. the man will ride...) to anticipate an appropriate object (e.g., a motor-
bike or a carousel). Similarly, listeners can incrementally use the combination of
object and verb to anticipate a likely upcoming subject (Guerra et al., 2021;
Kamide et al., 2003b).

These findings raise the question of what exactly drives the anticipation of
postverbal objects. Nieuwland and Van Berkum (2006), for example, found that
when an object mismatches its verb’s selectional restrictions, hearing the object does
not elicit an N400 effect if a supportive discourse precedes it. Does this mean that a
discourse context is stronger than the verb’s selectional restrictions in terms of
facilitating anticipation? Consider (2) below:

(2) Stefan is a journalist and travels to Africa to investigate animal cruelty. When
he gets there, he finds an unusual predator in the desert that has been severely
mistreated and even shot. Stefan comes closer to it and is going to record the
animal’s sad groaning on tape. This encounter will stay in his memory for a long
time. Stefan interviews a hyena and will portray the predator unforgivingly.

Upon hearing the verb in the final sentence (if one were hearing the last sentence
word by word), its selectional restrictions [+human] are likely perceived to be at odds
with the contextually plausible referent (the hyena). What object - if any — would a
comprehender anticipate? Our study addresses this question together with the
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central questions regarding the effect of context and of element sequence on meta-
phor comprehension.

2. Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, participants read either a literal or a metaphoric discourse context.
The literal context introduced a journalist (Stefan) and a wild animal (a hyena),
whereas the metaphorical context introduced a journalist (Stefan) and his inter-
viewee (a broker). Following the written context, participants listened to either a
literal or metaphoric target verb—object sentence (see Fig. 1), whereas they inspected a
visual context with four photographs (a hyena, a broker, and two distractors). Thus,
the context set up a bias toward interpreting the postverbal object noun (hyena) in the
target sentence either literally (as a wild animal) or metaphorically (an amoral
broker), whereas the verb (to interview) always biased toward the metaphoric
interpretation of the postverbal object noun (the broker).

Critically, the target sentences either had a Verb-Object (Stefan interviewt eine
Hyiine) or an Object-Verb (Stefan wird eine Hyine interviewen) sequence. We
analyzed participants’ gaze patterns to draw conclusions about how they anticipated
postverbal objects (do they look at the hyena or the broker when hearing interviewt
prior to the object?), about the importance of sequential order (are the gaze patterns
in the Verb—Vehicle and Vehicle-Verb sequences similar when participants hear eine
Hyiine?), and about the interaction between context effects and sequential order.
(Does the effect of sequential order differ when the sentence is interpreted literally

relative to when the sentence is interpreted metaphorically?)

Literal Discourse Context

Stefan ist Journalist und fihrt nach Afrika, um das Thema
Tierqudlerei zu recherchieren. Als er da ist, findet er in der
Wiiste ein ungewdohnliches Raubtier, das stark misshandelt
und sogar angeschossen wurde. Stefan kommt ihm néher und
wird das traurige Stohnen des Tieres auf Tonband aufnehmen.
Diese Begegnung wird ihm lange im Geddchtnis bleiben.

English Translation: ‘Stefan is a journalist and travels to
Africa to investigate animal cruelty. When he gets there, he
finds an unusual predator in the desert that has been severely
mistreated and even shot at. Stefan comes closer to it and is
going to record the animal’s sad groaning on tape. This
encounter will stay in his memory for a long time.’

Metaphoric Discourse Context

Stefan ist Journalist und fihrt nach Frankfurt, um das Thema
Steuerbetrug zu recherchieren. Als er da ist, findet er in der Bank
einen amoralischen Makler, der den Staat betriigt und sogar
Geldwischerei betreibt. Stefan kommt ihm néiher und wird das
Angeben des Kapitalisten auf Tonband aufnehmen. Diese
Begegnung wird ihm lange im Geddichtnis bleiben.

English Translation: ‘Stefan is a journalist and travels to
Frankfurt to investigate tax fraud. When he gets there, he finds an
amoral broker in the bank who is defrauding the state and even
laundering money. Stefan comes closer to him and will record the
boasting of the capitalist on tape. This encounter will stay in his
memory for a long time’

Target Literal Utterance

Verbal-topic — Vehicle
Stefan interviewt eine Hyédne und wird unerbittlich das
Raubtier portritieren.

English Translation: ’Stefan interviews a hyena and will
portray the predator unforgivingly.’

Vehicle — Verbal-topic
Stefan wird eine Hyiine interviewen und wird unerbittlich
das Raubtier portrdtieren.

English Translation: *Stefan will interview a hyena and will
portray the predator unforgivingly.’

Target Metaphoric Utterance

Verbal-topic — Vehicle
Stefan interviewt eine Hyine und wird unerbittlich den Makler
portritieren.

English Translation: ’Stefan interviews a hyena and will portray
the broker unforgivingly.”

Vehicle — Verbal-topic
Stefan wird eine Hyiine interviewen und wird unerbittlich das
Raubtier portrdtieren.

English Translation: ’Stefan will interview a hyena and will
portray the broker unforgivingly.’

Fig. 1. Example of a target utterance in Experiments 1 and 2 in the four conditions resulting from crossing

the factors CONTEXT BIAS (Experiment 1 only) and SEQUENCE.
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2.1. Participants

A sample of 32 native speakers of German (aged 18-31) with normal or corrected-to-
normal vision participated in Experiment 1. They gave their informed consent and
received 12 Euros each for their participation after completing the experiment (as did
participants in Experiment 2). The number of participants was determined via an a
priori power analysis through simulations based on data from a pilot study with the
help of the R package SimR (Green & MacLeod, 2016). The power analysis deter-
mined that, with 32 participants, statistical power would be above 80% assuming a
true effect size of Cohen’s d = 0.2 for the difference between Metaphoric Verb-Object
and Metaphoric Object-Verb conditions in the vehicle region (see Fig. 1 and Section
2.3 for an explanation of these conditions). This represents a ‘small’ effect size,
following Cohen (1992). Both experiments were covered by the ethics vote of the
psycholinguistics lab of the Humboldt-Universitdt zu Berlin granted by the German
Linguistic Society.

2.2. Materials

2.2.1. Linguistic stimuli

We created 36 verb—object metaphors, which were paired with a literally biasing and
a metaphorically biasing context (see Fig. 1). The 36 items were selected from an
original pool of 38 following the results of a ratings task norming the metaphoric
conditions (see Norming Study 1 in the Supplementary Material). Both contexts and
target utterances were matched for length within every item (£2 characters) as well as
for syntactic structure. The target sentences all had verbs with narrow selectional
restrictions (see Norming Study 2 in the Supplementary Material). The last sentence
in each context (within items) was identical across conditions, as well as the last
sentence in the critical utterance except for the disambiguating word: In the literal
conditions, participants heard the literal disambiguating word (e.g., Raubtier, ‘preda-
tor’). In the metaphoric conditions, they heard the metaphoric disambiguating word
(Makler, ‘broker’). This word was the same one used in the written context for the
given referent. Sentences were recorded by a female native speaker of German.

We normed the target metaphors for aptness and familiarity prior to conducting
the experiment, as we report in the Supplementary Material. Every metaphor in the
final set was rated to be above-average apt. In the norming study, we had participants
select the correct interpretation of the metaphor in a multiple-choice task. In a further
task, participants used a Likert scale from 1 to 7 to indicate how well they thought the
sentence conveyed its metaphoric meaning. The multiple-choice norming study
corroborated that their metaphoric meaning was correctly identified over 80% of
the time for each item, with the exception of Item 1 (52%) and Item 24 (75%). The
aptness task revealed that these two items were also the only to have a mean aptness
score below 4 (Item 1: 2.63; Item 24: 3.35) and were excluded from the study. Based on
these results, we think that the materials represent a sufficiently natural and com-
prehensible set of metaphors.

When constructing our materials, we chose to use the indefinite article for the
metaphoric vehicle (e.g., eine Hydne). We had in mind a generic use of the indefinite
article, as is used in (for example) categorical statements such as an apple is a fruit.
This is different from the specific indefinite article use, such as an apple fell on my
head. The former type of sentence can be used to introduce a new topic, whereas the
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latter cannot (see Burton-Roberts, 1976). Since the word Hydne has not been
previously introduced in the context, and it arguably introduces a new way of
conceptualizing ‘the broker’, we believe it is appropriate to use the generic form. In
contrast, using the definite article (the hyena) would result in a so-called ‘bridging
inference’ that requires a presupposition accommodation: The comprehender must
infer that there exists a ‘hyena’ in the discourse (existence presupposition) and that
there is only a single ‘hyena’ (uniqueness presupposition). Presupposition accom-
modation has been shown to result in added processing effort (e.g., Domaneschi & Di
Paola, 2018). Though interesting, investigating how metaphor comprehension inter-
acts with the processing of presuppositions is beyond the scope of the current work.

2.2.2. Visual stimuli

Each item contained four photographs: One photograph depicted an object consist-
ent with the literal meaning of the metaphoric vehicle (e.g., a picture of a hyena, for
the example item in Fig. 1), and another photograph depicted an object consistent
with its metaphoric meaning (e.g., a picture of a broker). Two further photographs
served as unrelated distractors. The images were chosen from a pool of available
photographs found on a popular search engine. The position of the images was
randomized across items and participants.

2.2.3. Filler items

We created 72 additional combinations of written contexts and spoken utterances
and used them as filler items. These included metaphoric utterances (that were not
verb-object metaphors), idiomatic, and literal sentences. For the filler trials, there was
always one target image and three distractors. All fillers are included in the Supple-
mentary Material.

2.3. Design

Experiment 1 had a 2 X 2, repeated-measures design with the factors CONTEXT
BIAS (Literal vs. Metaphoric) and SEQUENCE (Verb-Object vs. Object-Verb).
CONTEXT BIAS refers to the type of linguistic context that participants read prior
to hearing the target utterance. SEQUENCE indicates whether the main verb
appeared before or after the direct object, which amounts to reversing the order of
verbal topic and vehicle. This resulted in four versions of every item for each
experimental condition.

2.4. Procedure

Participants’ eye movements were recorded using an Eyelink 1000 plus, produced by
SR Research. At the beginning of each experimental session, the eye-tracker was
calibrated with a nine-point calibration procedure to ensure accurate monitoring of
the right eye, while participants rested their head on a chin rest. The procedure was
performed and repeated until there was less than a maximum error of 1°. If it was not
possible to meet this criterion, the experiment was aborted, and participants were
replaced (N = 2). Re-calibration was performed after every pause in the experiment,
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Linguistic context 2 Second Picture Preview

(only in Experiment 1)
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(1/3 of filler sentences)

&

Fig. 2. Example of the progression of a trial in Experiments 1 and 2.

that is, twice more. After initial calibration, participants saw three practice trials
before the experiment began.

On each trial, participants first read a four-sentence context and clicked the mouse
key to continue. Then, they saw the visual context with four pictures. After 2 seconds
of image preview, participants heard the target utterance as pictures remained on the
screen. Participants were instructed to click on the image that they thought best fit the
written context and the spoken sentence. They could only move the mouse once the
spoken utterance had been played in its entirety. On 24 of the filler trials, participants
were required to answer multiple-choice questions about either the written text (eight
trials), the pictures (eight trials), or the spoken utterance (eight trials). The entire
procedure is illustrated in Fig. 2.

2.5. Analysis

Prior to analysis, filler trials and critical trials in which the participants clicked on the
incorrect picture were removed. (We also intended to remove participants who
scored less than 80% accuracy on the comprehension questions, but none was below
this threshold.) The remaining data were pre-processed using the R programming
language (R Core Team, 2020) and R-Studio (RStudio Team, 2020). For data
processing, visualization, and analysis, we used the following packages: VWPre
(Porretta et al., 2017), ggplot2 (Wickham, 2016), Ime4 (Bates et al., 2007), Rmisc
(Hope, 2013), MASS (Ripley et al., 2013), dplyr (Wickham et al., 2015), DoBy
(Hojsgaard, 2012), ggpubr (Kassambara & Kassambara, 2020), papaja (Aust & Barth,
2017), here (Miiller, 2017), and ImerTest (Kuznetsova et al., 2015). We first down-
sampled the data to 500 Hz. We then calculated the proportion of fixations on each
area of interest for every 20-millisecond time bin (time-locked to the beginning of
each sentence region seen in Table 1). To analyze the eye-tracking record, we
quantified participants’ viewing preference by measuring the log ratio (Arai et al.,
2007) between proportion of looks to the metaphoric picture divided by the propor-
tion of looks to the literal picture. Log-ratio values are centered around 0, where
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Table 1. Regions of interest for a critical item in Experiments 1 and 2

Region Example item Comment
VEHICLE eine Hydne (‘A hyena’) The position of this region varied
between conditions.
VERB interviewt (Verb-Object conditions), The position of this region varied
or interviewen (Object-Verb between conditions.
conditions) (‘interviews’)
UND und wird (‘and will’) This region was identical across all

critical items, and its position in
sentence identical within every item.
ADVERB unerbittlich (‘unforgivingly’) This region was always an adverb, and
its position in sentence was identical
within every item.
DISAMBIGUATION  den Makler (metaphoric conditions) Word is identical to the word in the
(‘the broker’) or das Raubtier written context, its position in the
(literal conditions) (‘the predator’) sentence was identical within every
item; the specific word changes
based on the discourse context. This
word disambiguates the intended
referent.

positive values indicate a preference for the metaphoric picture and negative values
indicate a preference for the literal picture.

We fitted linear mixed-effects regression models to each region of interest shown
in Table 1. The VEHICLE and VERB regions are the critical regions for our study.
The remaining regions were analyzed for the purpose of completeness, and their
results are reported in the Supplementary Material. All gaze-data models included the
factors CONTEXT BIAS, SEQUENCE, and their interaction as fixed effects as well as
trial number as a control variable. Fitted models were ‘maximal’ (Barr et al., 2013),
including random intercepts by items and participants, as well as random slopes for
both factors (CONTEXT BIAS and SEQUENCE) and their interaction both by items
and by participants. Non-convergence issues were handled by using the ‘bobyqa’
optimizer, allowing us to fit ‘maximal’ models for the eye-tracking data of both
Experiments 1 and 2. Significance was assessed using the Satterthwaite approxima-
tion for computing p-values. The significance threshold was set at alpha = 0.05.

Models were coded using a treatment contrast scheme. We did this in order to
tailor the contrasts to the specific hypotheses of the experiment — as recommended by
Schad et al. (2020) - instead of relying on post-hoc pairwise comparisons. With
treatment contrast, the coefficient of the intercept always tests the null-hypothesis of
whether the outcome value (in our case, log ratios) of the baseline condition is equal
to zero. The model’s coefficients then test for ‘simple’ effects, that is, differences
between individual conditions. This means that we can simultaneously test whether
there are differences between conditions and whether the condition coded as the
baseline is significantly different from zero, that is, whether there is an overall
preference for the metaphoric or the literal picture throughout the region.

The models for the VEHICLE region and the VERB region were each fitted three
times. The first model had the Metaphoric Verb-Object condition as the intercept,
the second one had the Metaphoric Object-Verb condition as intercept, and the third
one had the Literal Verb—Object condition as the intercept. Each model therefore
tests whether each of these three conditions showed a preference for metaphoric or
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literal picture in the corresponding time window. Since it takes about 180 millisec-
onds to plan and launch a saccadic movement in a visual-world set-up (Altmann &
Kamide, 2004), we fitted an additional post-hoc model to the VERB region, shifting
the time window 180 milliseconds after onset of the respective word. For this post-
hoc model, we Bonferroni-corrected our significance threshold (alpha/2).

As supplementary measures, we analyzed reading times of the linguistic contexts
and picture-selection times. We did this by fitting linear mixed-effects models on a
square root transformation (context reading times) and an inverse square root
transformation (picture-selection times) of the data. These transformations were
made following the results of a Box—Cox test (Box & Cox, 1964) given that the
residuals of the respective models were not normally distributed. These supplemen-
tary models did not include a ‘maximal’ random effects structure due to convergence
issues: They excluded random correlations by items and by participants, as well as
random intercepts by items.

All our linguistic materials, data, and analysis scripts are available under the
following publicly accessible Open Science Framework repository: https://ost.io/
85zwyl/.

2.6. Predictions

2.6.1. VEHICLE region

The first set of predictions for Experiment 1 refers to both the potential effects of
context and of sequential order on metaphor comprehension. First, we expected
participants to generate different interpretations of the verb-object constructions
(literal or metaphoric) as a function of context. We predict that in both literal
CONTEXT BIAS conditions, participants will preferentially inspect the literal image
(the hyena) when hearing the VEHICLE region (Hydne) (reflecting a literal inter-
pretation). In the metaphoric CONTEXT BIAS conditions, on the other hand,
participants should prefer to look at the metaphoric picture (the broker), signifying
that they are understanding the object of the verb metaphorically. This should result
in significant differences in viewing patterns between both metaphoric conditions
and their literal counterparts.

Regarding sequence: One way of studying the incremental effect of sequential
order effects on metaphor comprehension is to examine how sequential order affects
lexical processing. For example, in verb-object constructions (where there is not
explicit metaphoric topic), will a metaphoric vehicle be processed differently depend-
ing on whether it is encountered before or after the verb? We predict that, if the
position of the verb relative to the object impacts the way in which the object is
processed, there should be significant differences in the log-gaze ratios between the
Verb-Object and Object—Verb conditions in the vehicle region. Critically, we predict
this to be the case for the metaphoric, but not for the literal conditions: If sequential
order effects are metaphor-specific, there should be no effect of sequential order for
the literal conditions in the vehicle region. This should result in a significant
interaction between SEQUENCE and CONTEXT BIAS.

2.6.2. VERB region
The second prediction for Experiment 1 relates to the anticipation of postverbal
objects. Altmann and Kamide (1999) showed that when hearing a verb, participants
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preferentially directed their gaze to a picture of an object that is consistent with the
verb’s selectional restrictions. This is likely to happen in the Metaphorical context
conditions, as far as the participants’ interpretation of the vehicle is metaphorical.
However, in the Literal Verb-Object condition, the verb’s selectional restrictions are
at odds with the discourse context. The linguistic context guides participants to
expect the visual representation of the literal hyena to be the upcoming referent, but
the verb’s (‘to interview’) selectional restrictions are only compatible with a human as
the object. There are (at least) three possible scenarios: Participants could rely on
(1) the verb or (2) on the context to anticipate an upcoming object, or they could
(3) not anticipate any object whatsoever. Accordingly, in the Literal Verb-Object
condition, we would either expect (1) a preference for looking at the broker (com-
pared to the hyena), (2) a preference for looking at the hyena (compared to the
broker), or (3) no preference for either one when hearing the verb.

Finally, in order to make the case that the verb acts as a ‘stand in’ for the implicit
metaphoric topic, it is important to show that participants prefer to inspect the image
compatible with the metaphoric topic (‘the broker’) when hearing the verb. We
predict that the Metaphoric Verb—Object condition will have a positive log-gaze ratio
that is significantly different from zero.

2.7. Results

2.7.1. Context-reading times, picture-selection, and comprehension questions

There were no significant differences between reading times of the two types of
contexts. There were also no significant differences in picture-selection times,
although there was a numerical advantage in the Literal versus Metaphoric condi-
tions. In terms of the picture selected, participants selected the literal picture in 99%
of the trials in the Literal Conditions. Conversely, they selected the metaphoric
picture in 98% of the trials in the Metaphoric conditions.

Participants were consistently accurate at answering the 24 comprehension ques-
tions on the filler items. The mean response accuracy was 93%, and the median
accuracy was 94%. The minimum score for an individual participant was 84%, and
the maximum was 100%.

2.7.2. Eye movements during the VERB Region

Model output is summarized in Tables A.1-A.4. (All tables are in the Appendix.)
Fig. 3 shows the timecourse of log-gaze ratios. The first version of the model
(Metaphoric—Verb-Object condition as intercept) showed a significant interaction
between the factors CONTEXT BIAS and SEQUENCE, as well as a significant
difference between Metaphoric—Verb-Object and Literal-Verb-Object. The inter-
cept of the model was positive but not significantly different from zero. However,
visual inspection of the data showed that participants preferentially inspected the
metaphoric picture shortly after the onset of the verb. This was confirmed by a post-
hoc analysis shifting the time window to 180 milliseconds after word onset, showing a
significantly positive intercept. This suggests that when hearing the verb prior to the
vehicle (after having read a metaphorically biasing context), participants anticipated
the object that was compatible with both context and the verb’s selectional restric-
tions (the broker).
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Fig. 3. Timecourse of VERB (Panel A) and VEHICLE (Panel B) regions (Experiment 1). The error bars show
95% confidence intervals.

The second version of the model (Metaphoric-Object-Verb as intercept) showed
a significant difference between Metaphoric-Object—-Verb and Literal-Object-Verb
conditions. The intercept of the model was significantly positive, suggesting that
participants preferred the ‘broker’ as the most likely referent.

Finally, the third model (Literal-Verb-Object condition as intercept) showed a
significant difference between Literal-Verb-Object and Literal-Object-Verb condi-
tions. The intercept of the model was not significantly different from zero, suggesting
that participants reliably anticipated neither the object that was compatible with
context (the hyena) nor the object compatible with the verb’s selectional restrictions
(the broker). They only preferred to look at the hyena when they heard the verb after
the object (Literal-Object-Verb conditions).

2.7.3. Eye movements during the VEHICLE Region

Tables A.5-A.7 show the output of the models, and Fig. 3 shows the timecourse of
log-gaze ratios. First and foremost, there was a significant interaction between
SEQUENCE and CONTEXT BIAS. The first version of the model (Metaphoric-
Verb-Object condition as intercept) showed a significant difference between Meta-
phoric-Verb-Object and Metaphoric-Object-Verb conditions. Additionally, the
intercept of the model was positive and significantly different from zero. This
suggests both a rapid preference for a metaphoric interpretation in the Meta-
phoric-Verb-Object condition and a difference in processing depending on whether
the vehicle appeared after or before the verb.

The second version of the model (Metaphoric—-Object-Verb condition as
intercept) showed a significant difference between Metaphoric-Object-Verb and
Literal-Object-Verb conditions. The intercept of this model was negative but not
significantly different from zero. However, visual inspection of Fig. 3 seems to suggest
that participants did prefer to view the literal picture around 700 milliseconds after
onset of the vehicle.

Finally, the third model showed no significant difference between Literal-Verb-
Object and Literal-Object—Verb conditions. This suggests that the gaze preference
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differences between Metaphoric—Verb-Object and Metaphoric-Object-Verb con-
ditions were specific to metaphor comprehension.

2.8. Discussion

Experiment 1 had three major takeaways. First, sequential order affects how a verb’s
object is processed when understood metaphorically, but not literally: In both literal
conditions, there was a marked preference for inspecting the literal (and not the
metaphoric) picture in the VEHICLE region. Participants preferred to inspect the
metaphoric picture (and not the literal picture) in this region only when it was
mentioned after the VERB (Metaphoric-Verb-Object condition). When the vehicle
preceded the verb, participants instead likely derived a literal interpretation of the
vehicle first. This suggests a processing strategy mediated by sequential order.

Second, hearing the verb before the object in the metaphoric conditions likely
activated a mental representation of the metaphoric topic. This follows from the fact
that, when hearing the verb before the object, participants preferred to look at the
metaphoric picture over the literal one (and over any of the other available images on
display).

Third, participants did not anticipate any object in particular when the verb’s
selectional restrictions were at odds with the discourse context: There was no
preference for the literal or metaphoric picture when hearing the verb in the
Literal-Verb-Object condition.

In Section 4, we will revisit these findings and suggest how the theoretical views on
metaphor comprehension presented in the Introduction might accommodate them.
First, however, it is necessary to probe the source of the sequential order effects. It
could be that differences between the Verb-Object and Object-Verb conditions are
brought on by differences in sequence alone, and not by the context biases influen-
cing metaphor processing. This makes it important to investigate whether said
differences would persist when participants do not read a context encouraging a
metaphoric interpretation of the utterance (and are therefore unlikely to understand
the metaphor). We thus conducted Experiment 2, which investigates incremental
processing of verb-object constructions in the absence of a discourse context.

3. Experiment 2
3.1. Participants

A further sample of 32 native speakers of German (aged 18-31) with normal or
corrected-to-normal vision participated in Experiment 2.

3.2. Materials, design, procedure, and analysis

For Experiment 2, we used the same linguistic and visual materials as for Experiment
1, but omitted the discourse contexts. Experiment 2 resulted in a design with
SEQUENCE as the only factor (levels: Verb-Object vs. Object-Verb). However,
since the target sentences maintained the differences in disambiguating word
(‘predator’ in the literal and ‘broker’ in the metaphoric utterances), the 2 x 2 design
was maintained for the analysis of picture selection time and accuracy.
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The procedure was identical to that described for Experiment 1, except that trials
began with the presentation of the visual context, rather than the discourse context.
Consequently, we changed the comprehension questions such that they were only
about the spoken utterances or the pictures.

Experiment 2 was analyzed in a similar way to Experiment 1. Models including
SEQUENCE and trial order as a fixed effect were fitted to the log-gaze probability
ratios of looks to metaphoric picture over looks to literal picture in the VEHICLE and
VERB regions. All models used a treatment contrast coding scheme. Models of gaze
data were each fitted twice, changing the intercept of the model from the Verb-Object
to Object-Verb condition. These analyses were planned a priori. Additionally, two
post-hoc models were fitted to the gaze data of the VERB region with different
dependent variables. One model used log-gaze probabilities of looks to metaphoric
picture divided by looks to one of the distractor images, and the other model used log-
gaze probabilities of looks to the metaphoric picture divided by looks to the other
distractor image. As a final analysis, we conducted a between-experiment compari-
son, joining the data from Experiments 1 and 2 and fitting a new regression model
including EXPERIMENT as a factor. This was done post hoc to assess differences in
processing between experiments.

3.3. Predictions

We predicted that if the differences in the VEHICLE region of Experiment 1 between
metaphoric Verb-Object and Object-Verb conditions were the consequence of a
contextually triggered metaphoric interpretation, no such difference should appear
in Experiment 2. This should also be accompanied by an interaction between
SEQUENCE and EXPERIMENT in the between-experiment comparison. Alterna-
tively, if these differences were not caused by metaphoric interpretation, we would
expect a similar pattern to appear in the VEHICLE region of Experiment 2 relative to
the metaphoric conditions of Experiment 1, and no interaction between SEQUENCE
and EXPERIMENT.

Additionally, if participants rely on a verb’s selectional restrictions to anticipate
objects, there should be a significant difference between Verb-Object and Object-
Verb conditions in the VERB region, with a larger log-gaze probability in the Verb-
Object compared to the Object-Verb condition. Furthermore, the log-gaze ratio of
the Verb-Object condition should be positive and significantly different from zero,
which would represent a preference for the verb’s (‘interviews’) preferred argument
(‘the broker’) compared to the alternative argument represented by the competitor
image (‘the hyena’).

3.4. Results

3.4.1. Picture selection and comprehension questions

Participants were faster at selecting a picture in the literal (i.e., after hearing the literal
disambiguating word) compared to the metaphoric conditions (i.e., after hearing the
metaphoric disambiguating word). They preferentially selected the literal picture as
the referent over 90% of the times in the literal conditions and around 45% of the
times in the metaphoric conditions. This suggests that without a context, it was
difficult for participants to select the target representing the metaphoric
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interpretation, even after hearing the disambiguating word. Participants were very
accurate in answering the comprehension questions. Mean response accuracy by
participant was 95% (median: 94%). The lowest score was 89%, and the highest score
was 100%.

3.4.2. Eye movements during the VERB region

As shown in Fig. 4, there was a significant difference between Verb-Object and
Object—Verb conditions. Participants looked more at the picture of a broker (i.e., the
picture of an object matching the verb’s selectional restrictions) than at the picture of
a hyena when hearing the verb ‘interviews’ before (compared to after) the object. We
were particularly interested in whether the Verb-Object condition (i.e., the condition
coded as the intercept) was significantly different from zero — knowing this would tell
us whether participants were able to anticipate a postverbal referent when hearing the
verb before the object. The results showed a positive intercept that was not signifi-
cantly different from 0. There was no overall preference for looking at the metaphoric
compared to the literal picture. This is shown in Fig. 4. Table A.8 shows the output of
the model. However, visual inspection of the data does show that a preference for the
metaphoric picture arises as time in this region progresses, which is why we fitted a
post-hoc model analyzing the data 180 milliseconds after onset of the verb, analo-
gously to the procedure in Experiment 1. This model showed a positive intercept
significantly different form zero, and is shown in Table A.9.

3.4.3. Eye movements during the VEHICLE region

Fig. 4 shows the average log-ratio over time, and Tables A.10 and A.11 show the
output of the statistical models. The regression analysis showed no significant
difference between Verb-Object and Object-Verb conditions in this region. Both
the first (Verb-Object as intercept) and the second (Object-Verb as intercept)

A Viewing pattern of VERB region B Viewing pattern of VEHICLE region
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Fig. 4. Timecourse of VERB (Panel A) and VEHICLE (Panel B) regions (Experiment 2). The error bars show
95% confidence intervals.
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regression models had a negative intercept coefficient that was significantly different
from zero. Overall, participants displayed a preference for fixating the literal com-
pared to the metaphoric picture. Finally, there was an interaction effect between
EXPERIMENT and SEQUENCE, confirming the differences between Experiments
1 and 2, which is shown in Table A.12.

3.5. Discussion

Experiment 2 had two findings. First, sequential order effects on metaphor compre-
hension do not seem to be caused by sequence alone, but by the interaction between
sequence and contextual bias. Second, when hearing the verb, participants preferred
to inspect the picture compatible with the verb’s selectional restrictions relative to the
distractor images. A preference relative to the literal image seems to appear later in
the region.

4. General discussion

In this study, we investigated the time course of comprehension of German verb-
object constructions such as Stefan interviewt eine Hydine (‘Stefan interviews a
hyena’) in the presence (Experiment 1) or absence (Experiment 2) of a linguistic
context. The context in Experiment 1 biased either toward a literal or toward a
metaphoric interpretation of the target utterances. German verb—object metaphors
allow for the position of their elements to be reversed without altering the interpret-
ation beyond a change in tense (Stefan wird eine Hydine interviewen, ‘Stefan will a
hyena interview’). Our main goal was to study both the effects of contextual bias and
of the sequential order of the metaphoric elements on metaphor processing in order
to evaluate how competing theoretical views might be able to account for them. We
now turn to this critical point.

4.1. Extending the theories to account for German verb-object metaphors

In this article, we have argued for the need of studying metaphors beyond English
nominal metaphors. One critical point in this regard is that different types of
metaphors allow us to test different types of predictions. German verb—object
metaphors, for example, allow us to test whether altering the sequence of elements
in a metaphor changes the way in which the metaphor is processed, while keeping its
meaning constant (except for changes in tense). For nominal metaphors, by contrast,
the meaning changes in terms of who-is-what when reversing the elements in the
metaphor. In German verb-object metaphors, there is no explicit mention of
the metaphoric topic. Instead, the verb links to the topic and can elicit expectations
of the vehicle. Because theories on metaphor comprehension have only examined
cases where the topic is explicit (nominal metaphors, X is a Y’), it would be necessary
to extend the theories in order to account for verb-object metaphors. What could
such an extension look like? To start, let us consider how the theories predict lexical
processing to unfold during nominal metaphor comprehension, and how this might
be influenced by sequential order.

In this regard, the Structure Mapping Theory of Gentner and collaborators is fairly
explicit. They state that the Structure Mapping Engine “begins blind and local by
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Fig. 5. Theoretical predictions for early stages of nominal metaphor processing.

matching all identical predicates in the two representations” (Gentner et al., 2001,
p. 217; i.e,, topic and vehicle). This initial stage is illustrated in Panel A of Fig. 5,
adapted from Fig. 6.1 of Gentner et al. (2001). In Fig. 5, each structure tree represents
the lexical entry of topic and vehicle, and each node in the tree represents a predicate
of the lexical structure. The nodes colored green represent what each theory would
predict to be activated in the first moments of metaphor comprehension, whereas the
transparent nodes represent lexical features that are not activated. In Structure
Mapping Theory, this early stage is blind and role-neutral. This means that the
retrieval and activation of lexical information of topic and vehicle (the predicates
within the individual representations; Gentner et al., 2001) must remain constant
regardless of the sequence of the elements. In other words, to determine which lexical
information within topic and vehicle has to be matched, said lexical information has
to be activated before the ‘matching’ begins: One cannot decide which predicates are
identical if a large amount of predicates has not been previously activated. One would
therefore expect, if the Implicit Comparison view holds, that lexical processing of
topic and vehicle would proceed similarly regardless of their sequential order (during
early stages of comprehension). Importantly, for novel metaphors, the initial mental
representations of topic and vehicle are identical to those elicited by a literal usage of
the same words (Gentner et al., 2001, p. 228). Under the assumption that Structure
Mapping Theory could be applicable to verb—object constructions, it is reasonable to
state that regardless of the verb-object sequence, lexical information activated when
processing the vehicle should remain constant. This is illustrated in Fig. 6.

In contrast, the Category Inclusion model, as framed by Glucksberg et al. (1997),
sees metaphor comprehension as an interactive process from the earliest stages
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Fig. 6. Potential theoretical predictions for early stages of verb-object metaphor processing.

onward. The topic provides a set of interpretative dimensions that constrains the
candidate properties of the vehicle that are then used to create an ad-hoc category of
which the topic is identified as a member. Interpretative dimensions, according to
Glucksberg (2001), are analogous to the notion of relevance in the conceptual
combination literature (Murphy, 1988, 1990). The Category Inclusion model has
the limitation of not being computationally instantiated (in contrast to Structure
Mapping Theory), making it hard to pinpoint exactly what would be predicted to
occur in early stages. In Panel B of Fig. 5, we offer a schematic instantiation of what
the theory would predict for nominal metaphors: When the topic precedes the
vehicle, dimensions for attribution are extracted. Based on these dimensions, only
the most salient features of the vehicle are activated that can map onto said
dimensions (instead of activating all predicates of the vehicle with a structural match
to predicates of the topic, as the Structure Mapping Engine does). As argued by
proponents of this theory, metaphor comprehension (for nominal metaphors) fails
when the sequence is reversed (Glucksberg et al., 1997).

Because German verb-object metaphors are felicitously reversible, the Category
Inclusion view would have to be amended to account for their comprehension. Our
suggestion is spelled out in Fig. 6. Note that - for verb—object metaphors — we assume
that the Category Inclusion Model would predict an initial activation of the literal
meaning of the vehicle if it were encountered before the verb. After the verb is
processed, the verb’s selectional restrictions could allow dimensions to be high-
lighted, which retroactively allow for features of the vehicle to be constrained. This
makes it clear that, in this model, activation of lexical properties of the vehicle is
contingent upon extracting dimensions for attribution from the topic (in the nominal
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metaphor case) or the verb (in the verb—object case). One would therefore expect, if
the Category Inclusion model can be extended to verb-object constructions, that
lexical processing of topic and vehicle will be different depending on which of the
elements is processed first.

Our study suggests that the processing of German verb-object metaphors is
contingent upon sequential order in context. Understanding the vehicle metaphor-
ically was affected by whether the vehicle was heard before or after the verb. We
interpret this as being more compatible with the extended Category Inclusion view
that we have presented. This view critically assigns different roles to each element in a
metaphor and predicts that the position of the elements will affect processing.
Specifically, as we illustrated in Fig. 6, our results are compatible with the notion
of lexical activation of the vehicle being contingent on prior activation of the verb:
Hearing the verb triggers a search for features compatible with the verb’s selectional
restrictions. This facilitates processing of the vehicle and limits activation to only the
relevant features needed to construct the ad-hoc category. When the vehicle is
processed prior to the verb, more lexical information is accessed, since no dimensions
are available to constrain activation. The critical cognitive mechanism in this
process therefore seems to be category inclusion (as a special case of conceptual
combination).

Our results are less straightforwardly compatible with our suggested extension of
the Implicit Comparison view. Such an extension would suggest that processing a
metaphor requires structural alignment of its elements prior to projecting inferences.
This alignment process should be role-neutral, and the same amount of the vehicle’s
lexical information should be retrieved and activated whether it appears prior to or
after the verb, as seen in Panel A of Fig. 6. In other words, it should be necessary to
know the vehicle’s full lexical structure before comparing it to the structure of the
implicitly activated metaphoric topic. To accommodate the present results, it should
be possible for the processing of the vehicle’s meaning to vary as a function of its
position relative to the verb, somewhat loosening the theory’s stance on sequential
order effects.

4.2. Context dependency of German verb-object metaphors

The existing literature on context effects on metaphor processing shows that pro-
cessing can differ between contextualized and decontextualized nominal metaphors.
For example, metaphors that are hard to understand or even incomprehensible in the
absence of context can be swiftly understood when embedded in a supporting context
(Gildea & Glucksberg, 1983). Our study extends this finding to verb—object meta-
phors. In the absence of a context (Experiment 2), participants did not seem to
understand the metaphor. They likely activated a representation of the metaphoric
topic (‘the broker’) when hearing the verb (‘interviews’), but this activation was not
enough to overturn a literal interpretation of the vehicle (‘hyena’), as evidenced by
participants’ gaze record when they heard the vehicle and as evidenced by their
picture selection at the end of the trial. We take this to mean that, in a verb-object
metaphor of the type discussed in this article, context is not only influential but
essential for the construction of metaphoric meaning. At least for the present stimuli,
the verb’s selectional restrictions were not enough on their own to trigger a figurative
interpretation.
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4.3. Anticipating postverbal objects

We draw the following conclusions regarding the anticipation of postverbal objects.
First, it seems that a verb’s selectional restrictions were not enough to override the
influence of the linguistic context. This was not only visible in the metaphoric
conditions, but in the literal conditions as well. In Experiment 1, participants quickly
anticipated the referent that was compatible with both the context and the verb
(metaphoric bias, Verb-Object condition). However, when context was pitted
against the verb’s selectional restrictions (literal bias, Verb—Object condition), par-
ticipants did not anticipate any referent whatsoever. This finding is consistent with
the results of Experiment 1 of Nieuwland and Van Berkum (2006). They found that
hearing the yacht after a verb that requires an animate object (consoled) did not elicit
an N400 relative to an animate object (the sailor) when the discourse context set up a
‘cartoon-like’ story in which a yacht goes to see a therapist. In that study, as in our
own Experiment 1, it seems that a strong discourse context can ‘neutralize’ the verb’s
selectional restrictions.

Second, our results strongly suggest that faced with a verb-object pair with
mismatching semantic features (e.g.‘interviews’ and ‘hyena’) and no context
(Experiment 2), participants chose to loosen the verb’s selectional restrictions (e.g.,
they dropped the [+human] feature from the verb ‘interviews’). This resulted in a
literal interpretation of the word ‘hyena’ (significant preference for literal over
metaphoric picture in the VEHICLE region). This finding is consistent with what
has been dubbed the verb mutability effect (Gentner & France, 1988; King & Gentner,
2022). Under semantic strain (i.e., when a verb’s selectional restrictions are not fully
compatible with the lexical features of the subject), a verb’s semantic features are
more likely to be loosened than the semantic features of the verb’s subject. Our
Experiment 2 shows that the verb mutability effect could potentially be extended to
verb—object combinations.

Experiment 2 also suggests that participants took, on average, longer to display
postverbal anticipation effects relative to Experiment 1. This suggests that anticipa-
tion effects based on a verb’s selectional restrictions alone are somewhat delayed in
comparison to anticipation effects based on a combination of selectional restrictions
together with a matching, biasing context.

This seems plausible considering the literature on anticipation of postverbal refer-
ents. In the hallmark study, Altmann and Kamide (1999) reported significant effects of
anticipation prior to the onset of the postverbal noun. However, these effects were not
significant prior to the offset of the verb (Altmann & Kamide, 1999, p. 253). In Kamide
et al. (2003a), on the other hand, anticipation effects were significant already prior to
verb offset (Kamide et al., 2003a, pp. 144-145). The main difference here was that in
Altmann and Kamide (1999), anticipation was triggered by verb information, whereas
in Kamide et al. (2003a) participants anticipated a postverbal referent based on cues
given by the subject together with the verb. Perhaps then, an event representation built
up via multiple cues (as in Kamide et al., 2003a) may enable more rapid anticipation of
postverbal objects (but see Kamide et al., 2003b for evidence to the contrary).

5. Conclusion

The present study investigated how metaphors realized in German verb-object
constructions are incrementally processed. We conclude that the interaction of
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context bias and sequential order of the elements of a metaphor critically changes
how metaphors - but not their literal counterparts - are processed. We see this
finding as being more compatible with an extension of the Category Inclusion view
than with an extension of the Indirect Comparison View of metaphor processing. We
encourage researchers working on metaphor processing to further explore the way in
which comprehension of non-nominal metaphors can be accounted for by existing
theories.
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A. Appendix: Tables with results of Experiments 1 and 2

Table A.1. Results for Model 1, VERB region, Experiment 1

Term s 95% ClI t df p
Met-Verb-Object 0.07 [0.00, 0.14] 1.94 62.63 0.057
v. Lit-Verb-Object —0.12 [—0.23, —0.02] —2.27 55.52 0.027
v. Met-Object-Verb 0.01 [—0.08, 0.11] 0.29 52.49 0.772
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] —0.42 83,014.45 0.678
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT —0.18 [—0.33, —0.04] —2.48 59.18 0.016

Note. The first row shows condition coded as intercept.

Table A.2. Results for Model 1, starting 180 milliseconds after VERB onset, Experiment 1
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Met-Verb-Object 0.09 [0.02, 0.16] 2.55 62.83 0.013
v. Lit-Verb-Object —0.15 [—0.25, —0.05] —2.82 59.17 0.006
v. Met-Object-Verb 0.02 [—0.08, 0.12] 0.46 56.21 0.649
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] —0.33 83,356.62 0.744
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT —0.18 [—0.33, —0.02] —2.27 61.30 0.027

Note. The first row shows condition coded as intercept. p-values are Bonferroni-corrected.

Table A.3. Results for Model 2, VERB region, Experiment 1
Term B 95% ClI t df p
Met-Object-Verb 0.08 [0.01, 0.16] 2.27 61.86 0.026
v. Lit-Object-Verb —0.30 [—0.41, —0.20] —5.63 60.15 <0.001
v. Met-Verb-Object —0.01 [—0.11, 0.08] —0.29 52.49 0.772
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] —0.42 83,014.43 0.678
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT 0.18 [0.04, 0.33] 2.48 59.20 0.016

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.

Table A.4. Results for Model 3, VERB region, Experiment 1
Term B 95% Cl t df P
Lit-Verb-Object —0.05 [-0.12, 0.02] —1.51 57.45 0.137
v. Met-Verb-Object 0.12 [0.02, 0.23] 2.27 55.53 0.027
v. Lit-Object-verb —0.17 [—0.27, —0.07] —3.30 60.17 0.002
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] —0.42 83,014.43 0.678
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT 0.18 [0.04, 0.33] 2.48 59.19 0.016

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.

Table A.5. Results for Model 1, VEHICLE region, Experiment 1
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Met-Verb-Object 0.088 [0.025, 0.151] 2.75 61.60 0.008
v. Lit-Verb-Object —0.297 [—0.383, —0.212] —6.80 59.80 <0.001
v. Met-Object-Verb —0.156 [—0.231, —0.081] —4.07 60.29 <0.001
Trial order 0.001 [0.001, 0.002] 6.05 81,686.27 <0.001
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT 0.146 [0.032, 0.261] 2.50 61.14 0.015

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.

https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2022.22 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/langcog.2022.22

Language and Cognition 27
Table A.6. Results for Model 2, VEHICLE region, Experiment 1
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Met-Object-Verb —0.068 [—0.140, 0.004] —1.84 59.00 0.071
v. Lit-Object-Verb —0.151 [—0.250, —0.052] —2.99 60.59 0.004
v. Met-Verb-Object 0.156 [0.081, 0.231] 4.07 60.29 <0.001
Trial order 0.001 [0.001, 0.002] 6.05 81,686.29 <0.001
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT —0.146 [—0.261, —0.032] —2.50 61.05 0.015
Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
Table A.7. Results for Model 3, VEHICLE region, Experiment 1
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Lit-Verb-Object —0.209 [—0.265, —0.153] —-7.31 60.46 <0.001
v. Met-Verb-Object 0.297 [0.212, 0.383] 6.80 59.80 <0.001
v. Lit-Object-verb —0.009 [—0.096, 0.077] -0.21 60.85 0.832
Trial order 0.001 [0.001, 0.002] 6.05 81,686.29 <0.001
SEQUENCE x CONTEXT —0.146 [—0.261, —0.032] —2.50 61.15 0.015
Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
Table A.8. Results for Model 1, VERB region, Experiment 2
term B 95% ClI t df p
Verb-Object 0.07 [0.00, 0.14] 1.96 53.84 .055
v. Verb-Object -0.27 [-0.39, -0.16] -4.79 32.68 <.001
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] 8.31 54,848.64 <.001
Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
Table A.9. Results for Model 2, starting 180 milliseconds after onset of VERB region, Experiment 2
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Verb-Object 0.08 [0.01, 0.15] 2.38 54.76 0.021
v. Object-Verb —0.26 [—0.37, —0.15] —4.47 31.21 <0.001
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] 8.26 54,937.57 <0.001
Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
Table A.10. Results for Model 1, VEHICLE region, Experiment 2
Term B 95% Cl t df p
Verb-Object —0.12 [—0.20, —0.05] —3.23 35.70 0.003
v. Object-Verb 0.00 [—0.09, 0.08] —0.11 28.89 0.917
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] 9.32 54,428.94 <0.001

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
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Table A.11. Results for Model 2, VEHICLE region, Experiment 2

Term B 95% ClI t df p

Object-Verb —0.13 [—0.19, —0.06] —3.93 52.29 <0.001
v. Verb-Object 0.00 [—0.08, 0.09] 0.10 28.89 0.917
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] 9.32 54,428.94 <0.001

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.

Table A.12. Results for between-experiment comparison, VEHICLE region

Term B 95% ClI t df p

Exp2-Verb-Object —0.12 [—0.19, —0.06] —3.75 79.87 <0.001
v. Lit-Verb-Object —0.09 [—0.17, 0.00] —2.03 81.17 0.045
v. Met-Verb-Object 0.21 [0.13, 0.29] 5.04 79.39 <0.001
v. Exp2-Object-Verb —0.01 [-0.08, 0.07] —0.14 72.78 0.886
Trial order 0.00 [0.00, 0.00] 11.98 136,512.95 <0.001
Exp2 x Expl(lit) —0.01 [—0.11, 0.10] —0.09 7291 0.929
Exp2 x Expl(met) —0.14 [—0.24, —0.05] 291 73.41 0.005

Note: The first row shows condition coded as intercept.
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