
Negation as a metaphor-inducing operator

Rachel Giora, Ofer Fein, Nili Metuki and Pnina Stern

This paper is dedicated to the White Rose
resistance whose motto was: We will not

be silent. We are your bad conscience. The
White Rose will not leave you in peace!/

1. Introduction: Processing Negation

Consider the following cartoon (Babin 2008):

(1)

Ilow do we go about processing it? How do we make sense of it? Suppose
we start by trying to make sense of the negative statement which cites
McCain's in the third presidential debate (York 2008): I am not President
Bush. Taken at face value, this statement is literally true but redundant.
I\yen replacing tbe negated concept - Bush - with an available alternative

McCain - is literally true but similarly uninformative. This, then, is most
probably not (,he way we represent the statement. Suppose then that we at
IUllIptun ultcrnaliv<.:nOlllitcral inlcrpr<.:latioll such us 'I am not like/similar

I hll p://ull.wildp\.ldill,or~/wili i/W hllu /(IlN~lll()lIojlIN(I~i.ltriuvud I), Ol:lohul', 200H).
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10 President Bush'; 'Do not compare me to President Bush'. What processes
do these more informative interpretations involve? By rejecting a similarity
10 Bush, McCain allows an instant activation of an affirmative metaphoric
)olflparison "I am Bush", which highlights the affinities he intends to
duny. I am not President Bush is thus represented as "I am President Bush"
(alongside its rejection), as has also been ironically interpreted by one of the
pOKtingson YouTube which records Bush and McCain's closeness and simi
Inrity2 (On negative comparisons as comparisons see Giora, Zimmerman
!llld Fein 2008).

Moreover, taken as a whole, the cartoon invokes yet another comparison,
which also results in an ironic reading of the statement. By giving the imago
or McCain a Nixonian hunch and the double-V sign Nixon was famous for,
the cartoonist invites comprehenders to access Nixon's infamous I am not

tI ('rook (Kilpatrick 1973), which was also subjected to the same interpre
lut ion processes as McCain's statement: It evoked a public perception of
Nixon as a crook, in spite of the use of negation (and despite the availability
or un alternative opposite such as "honest").3

ThuNe (possible) interpretation processes must rely heavily on the aCCON~
Nlhilily or information within the scope of negation. They could not havu
l'llIi.lq~uclhad negated information been either initially inaccessible or illl~
tlull.>'tloccssible but rendered inaccessible later on due to suppression pro
OUHHllHl;u.,surncdobligatory following negation (MacDonald and Just 19l'l9),
('UII Nludics into the online processes involved in interpreting negatod
oonllcpts and utterances shed light on the interpretive insights exempli
nud llbovc'l Will negation allow comprehenders access to what is within thl:
KlJOpUor negation, as might be deduced from the example above, or willlhut
llOIH.lUplbe blocked, either initially or later on, given the negative opcratOl"1

I~occnt findings in psycholinguistics show that, across the board, whull
nuglltcd Ilnd non negated concepts (rocket in The train to Boston was/wIIN
1I0t " tock,et; open i.n The door is/is not open) are encountered, they afu
IliclJNHlKIirnmcdiatcly, regardless of whether they are negated or 1101.

, hi tp://www.youtubo.eom/wateh?v=Oq7yJh08VHU (retrieved on October 20, 200H)

\ "Nolo Ihut th(J curtoon as displayed on that site is in fiLet "animated", und Ihl

Nlxonlnn dOllblo-V Sl;lIute pops up only after MeCl;Lin denii):) he's Bush, us 11'11'

tho 1l1oyltnblo subtcxL What it especially reminds me of is thc Dr. StrullguloVI

Ohlll'l\ctor (Ihll ex-Nazi roekot-scicntisl-eum-mfld-bombor working Ihr Ihll \I. /
III1u1onrprogrulll) in thUllPOIlYIllOlIS f'iln-I whOl:m right hund, m: if it hlld 1\will III

IIN OWII, wOlild suddenly oxtllild 11110tho 1I11llllitIor Sllllllo" (LlIlIl'OIlGO Ie 110111,
lllllllil UOlllllllllllclIilOII, 20,II.()X),
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Initially, then, processing negated and nonnegated concepts follow similar
processing routes and exhibit no asymmetry: Both make available the af
firmative (salient4) meaning of the concept, although in the negative con
dition this meaning is contextually incompatible (Ferguson and Sanford
2008; Ferguson, Sanford and Leuthold, 2008; Fischler, Bloom, Childers,
Roucos and Perry 1983; Giora, Balaban, Fein and Alkabets 2005; Hasson
and Glucksberg 2006; Kaup, Liidtke and Zwaan 2006; MacDonald and Just
1989; for a review, see Giora 2006).

Will that meaning resist negation effects even when extra processing
time is allowed? Theoretically, later processes might be susceptible to a
number of effects following negation: they might result in reducing the ac
cessibility of the negated concept, either fully or partially, or keep it intact.
Whereas the various theories in psycho linguistics converge on the initial
access phase, they tend to disagree on the effects of negation occurring at
the later processing stages ..

The prevailing assumption in psycholinguistics is that, once enough pro
cessing time is allowed, negation affects suppression of negated concepts
unconditionally so that they are (i) discarded· from the mental representa
tion altogether and (ii) replaced by an available opposite (The suppression
hypothesis). Findings indeed show that when presented in isolation, negated
concepts are eliminated from the mental representation about 500-1000
msec following their offset, at which stage, initial levels of activation are
reduced to base line levels (Hasson and Glucksberg 2006; Kaup, LUdtke
and Zwaan 2006; MacDonald and Just 1989). Findings also show that
when sufficient processing time (1500 msec) is allowed, negated concepts
are often replaced by an alternative opposite (Kaup, Liidtke and Zwaan
2006), should this be available (Mayo, Schul and Burnstein 2004, but see
Prado and Noveck 2006). Thus, while 750 msec following its offset open
in not open lost initial levels of activations, another 750 msec later, it was
replaced by an opposite - "closed" (Kaup et al. 2006). Similarly, between
150-500 msec following their offset, negated and nonnegated concepts (not
a rocket/a rocket) were both represented as "fast". However, 1000 msec fol
lowing their offset, their initial levels of activations were preserved only
lo.llowing affirmative contexts (The train to Boston was a rocket), in which
Ihis meaning was contextually compatible.

'I 1\ Il1cIII1il1g is sal/lInt if il is cod cd ulld f'()I'clllosl on our mind due to factors such

us cxporicillilli flllllilillrity, i'rcqllllllcy, UOIIYClltiolllllity, prototypicality ele. (see
(Hol'll 1997, 2()()~).
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()llt~ide a specific context, then, negated concepts are eventually sup
pn.lHHcd.Indeed, it has been widely acknowledged that negation (mainly
'No' and 'Not') reduces the accessibility of the affirmative meaning of the
L:ollcept within its scope so that it can deny, reject, convey disagreement,
01' l.lOl't"ectthis information by activating an alternative replacement (for re
VlllWH,see Ferguson, Sanford and Leuthold 2008, Giora 2006, Horn 2001,
II'H'lIol2004, Jespersen 1924, Pearce and Rautenberg 1987 inter alia).

All olternative view to the suppression hypothesis - the SUPPRESSION/

I<I\'I'I':NTION I.:jYPOTHESIS - has been proposed by Giora and colleagues, which
1I1'j.I,1I0flthat suppression following negation is not obligatory but sensitive to
dlflcoII1'Hegoats and requirements. Information will be disposed of if it is
(IUUllled1Innecessary or obstructing, regardless of negation. (On suppression
till lowing affirmative concepts and on suppression as a context driven mech
lIulHll1,HOCGcrnsbacher 1990). In this respect, negation is not different from
1Il'l'ir111ation- both might lead to suppression or retention of concepts de
IIUllllillgon specific contextual information and speaker's intent (Giora 2006).

Ai.ll,;ordingto Giora and colleagues (Giora 2006; Giora, Fein et al. 2007).
lIll.ln.both negated and nonnegated concepts can either maintain their initial
10vulHor activation or allow their gradual reduction up to base line levels
Ind bulow, depending on discoursal factors (the SUPPRESSION/RETENTION

II Y 1'0'1'111':SIS, Giora 2003). Contra the received view, then, in this respectl
nugu.tion and affirmation are not different; they do not exhibit asymmetrill
lll'li.llltHeven when later processes are concerned (Giora 2006, 2007; G iom,
Iluillbun ut al. 2005; Giora, Fein et al. 2005).

Illdeod more recent studies have shown that when negated concepts un.l

11(11pl'cfli.lntodin isotation but instead are embedded in a supportive contoxt,
j liLlYIll.ludnot be suppressed and replaced by an alternative. Instead thoy
l)1I1lho rutainod if deemed useful for the unfolding context. Thus, wholl 110

glilud UOllcCpts(The train to Boston was not a rocket) were furnished with
II 1'1lioVIIIltlate context discussing the same discourse topic (The trip to II/('

l'Ily We/S./(ISt, though), their so-called contextually inappropriate intorpl'
11111011(/l/St) was not discarded from the mental representation but instclld
l'llllillilled lIcl,;os~iblcat least as long as 1000 msec foUowing their offs(,ll. III
l1ollll·uflt.when followed by an irrelevant context, these interpretations Wlin
dllillpullud. Similarly, when embedded in a supportive prior context (11//1

1I1/1/t11/'l's ill/ live in the neighborhood of milliomtire.\' who like only Illd"
IIWI/ killd, Non{ftheless on Saturday night. / also invited to the parly ill 1//1'

1i/IIi'I' (I womon who is not Wtullthy) Ilogatod ()()lIocpts (wealthy) PI'(,lNl.ll'Vlld
thull- lIcl.H.lNNibiIily UN long uN750 I1lflCOlhllow illg Ihoir of/Hul « j ioru, I,'eill.
AHllhl<lJlIlIzilint! AIkllblilN-Zlozovl.lr20(7).
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It is precisely this persisting accessibility of negated information that
allows negation to affect its representation in various ways. For instance,
negated concepts have been shown to induce mitigation of their interpre
tations so that "not pretty", for instance, was represented as "less than
pretty" rather than as "ugly" (Giora, Balaban et al. 2005; Horn 1989, 2001;
Jespersen 1917, 1924; Paradis and Willners 2006). In addition, compared to
affirmative modifiers (almost) negation is a rather strong mitigator, repre
senting a weaker or more hedged version of the affirmative (Giora, Balaban
et al. 2005). Negated concepts have also been shown to be represented as a
mitigated version of their alternative opposites, so that "not pretty" was rep
resented as a hedged version of "ugly" (Fraenkel and Schul 2008). However,
when negating an end of the scale member of the set ("not very pretty"),
mitigation via negation invited an ironic interpretation even outside a spe
cific context (Giora, Fein, Ganzi, Alkeslassy Levi and Sabah 2005; Horn
2001: Chapter 5).

Along the same lines, it is this accessibility of negated information
that allows negative comparisons to come across as comparisons, main
taining the prototypical features of the source domains (Hitler in Bush isn't
Hitler) as shown by both lab results and natural data (Giora 2007; Giora,
Zimmerman and Fein 2008; see also Ward 1983). Specifically, in Giora,
Zimmerman and Fein (2008), negated comparisons and their affirmative
counterparts (Saddam Hussein was/wasn't like Hitler), came across as simi
larly appropriate. In addition, reference to a salient, prototypical feature
of a negated concept (a well known masterpiece in Susie's drawing is not
the Mona Lisa. Susie's drawing is not a well known masterpiece) elicited
higher appropriateness ratings and faster reading times compared to a less
prototypical feature (Susie's drawing didn't warrant a parody by Marcel
Dilchamp). Their respective controls, however, in which the context sen
tence was unrelated (Susie's drawing is not the armored corps), were rated
as teast appropriate and took longest to read.

Similarly, it is this accessibility that allows negative categorizations
to co.me across as affirmative categorizations, obeying same categoriza
tion constraints. Thus, like affirmative conjunctions, negative ones (What
/ bought yesterday was not a bottle but a jug), which obey categorization
principles, were found acceptabl.e. In contrast, negative conjunctions which
dt) not (What / bought yesterday was not a bottle but a closet) were unac
l;eptable (Giora, Balaban et al. 2005: Ex. 2). By the same token, it is this
ii0ecNHibilitythat uiloWHnegatod cOlleepts (apple in Justin bought a mango
hili 1101 (III 0/)/)/1'. 1111 IIII' IIII' FilII) to illlcriurc with anaphor resolution
(/1'1111) whQIl 11\(.:1I1l1Ul;UdulIl(II/ol/gl/) WIINlIot iI pl'olotypical member or the
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Not(Levine and Hagaman 2008; Shuval and Hemforth 2008); it is this ac
;U~jfjibilitythat allows negation to also serve as an enhancer, highlighting
iilformation within its scope (Who wasn't there in the coronation balls in
UtIle Rock and Washington? All the who's and who's in the entertainment
Ilclustry) as shown by studies of Hebrew expletive negation (Eilam 2009,

( lioru 2006: 993).
This retention of negated concepts applies equally well to visual nega

Iion markers (e.g., a cross or a line) superimposed on visual percepts. In
( liora, Heruti, Metuki and Fein (2009), we show that when presented with
II <.:rOi:lsedover image (an open door with a cross superimposed on it) and
IINkuclto select the appropriate interpretation, participants did not select the
qllO that manifested an alternative opposite (Close the door!). Instead, they
qpl,odlor the interpretation which included mention of the negated concept
(f)oll'tleave the door open!). Visual negation, then, is processed along the
NlIlno lines as verbal negation. It does not unconditionally invoke suppres
Nioll of negated concepts even when an alternative opposite is available,
Hllthor it retains the concept within its scope which partakes in the repre
Nl.llltlltionof the visually negated stimulus. This study into the processes in
volvl.ld in interpreting visually negated percepts suggests that both suppres
Niollund negation are general cognitive processes not specific to linguisti<.:
HVNIllll1Non Iy.

It iNthis accessibility of negated concepts that also allows them to "rcf!
0111110" with related concepts in their environment, that is, to activate at:.

/'illiliul{across utterances (Du Bois 2001), as shown for affirmative conccptN
(HuuI)u Bois 2001); it is this accessibility of negated concepts that aUowN
lIullvutillg un array of linguistic and conceptual elements in one speaker'N
ill tl.lrUIICOwhich "resonate" with elements in hers or another's in both prior
Uilli Iuto context, as shown by both studies of natural discourses (Gioru
,'()()7) Ulld lab results (Giora et al. 2007).

'Il> iIl1Istrate, consider the following example which features a concupl
within the scope of negation (don't give away even a slight quiver (~lII
/1 'illI/h"I aircraft':·,:/ wing)5, which nonetheless resonates with prior conlu" I
(1'lIrl!J(I'Ulke):

" ThiN iN II l'ulul'i,lllCOto Dan 111I,lu~'NuclilliNNiol1(I'()llowillg tho killillg or III
1'1I1UNlillillllcivilillllNby IhulNI'llt.l1iAil' FOI'Cll.whidl ho hUlldud 111 t1wlilllU)111111

whull hl,)dl'OPNtI bOlllblill 1'10 l'uulHiN1INli!-(hlqlliv\.lror lhu lIiI'lll'l\n'SWillI-'"
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(2) For months they tell us about an "earthquake" [the 2nd Lebanon war].
But the memorials have a mind of their own as if bereavement is a nat

ural disaster or fate, and they don't give away even a slight quiver of a
[combat aircraft's] wing. (Misgav 2007)

As for forward resonance, consider the title of the article of the example
cited above. This title - Not a quake and not a quiver - demonstrates for
ward resonance in which a given negated concept (Not a quake) resonates
with, that is, activates affinities with the next negated concept, appearing in
its late context (not a quiver).

Forward resonance allowed by negated concepts (no monument and
no memorial) can also make accessible an affirmative (related) concept
(grave). This is afforded only by the retainability of the concept within the
scope of negation:

(3) [T]he time has come to ask Kastner's forgiveness. Perhaps this impor
tant film [Killing Kastner by Gaylen Ross] will carry out the historical
task, in a place where Kastner has no monument and no memorial,
except for his grave. (Levy 2008)

A recent event-related fMRI study further demonstrates that negation and
affirmation need not exhibit asymmetrical behavior, since how they are
processed often depends on their context (task included). Looking into the
neural substrates of making negative and affirmative decisions about se
mantic relatedness, Sfringaris, Medford, Giora, Giampietro, Brammer and
David (2006) show that rejecting and endorsing semantic relatedness acti
vates similar brain areas when related (honesty) and unrelated (meetings)
probes are presented following (conventional) metaphors (Some answers
are straight). This, however, is not the case when related (passion) and un
related (meetings) probes are presented following literals (Some answers are
emotional). More specifically, findings show that both rejecting a relation
(saying "no" to meetings) and endorsing it (saying "yes" to honesty) fol
lowing open-ended polysemous words (straight) invoke a similar search for
(u wide range of) associations, activating the right ventrolateral prefrontal
cortex (see Figure 1, images a and c). However, a non-open-ended, non
polyscmous (literal) context (emotional) exhibits a neural asymmetry be
twecn negative and affirmative responses, activating different brain areas
(soe Figurc I images b and d), showing that only endorsement involves a
Hellrch f()r associul iOllN:
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fi'lHIII'I' /. Right Frontal Cortex activation following metaphor: (a) Rejection ("No");
(c) Endorsement ("Yes")

Mllsl of our previous studies, then, have argued that, contra the received
VillW,llegation and affirmation are functionally equivalent, because nega
11011ullows activation and retention of information within its scope (Gioru

O()()). In contrast to our previous research, however, this chapter focuses
Oil one or the most intriguing asymmetries between negatives and affirrnu
IiVllH,Sti II, even this asymmetry relies heavily on the accessibility of infol'
IIll1tioliwithin thc scope of negation.

III whut way is this asymmetry unique? Although pragmatic and psycho
linguistic Htudies of negation have demonstrated that negation might have u
gn.llllllul1lber of effects (see Horn 2001), they all, however, have been show II
to 1'1I1111'Ua common feature. They all seem to mostly operate on an affjrnlll
tlvu (jollcept so that that concept ("X" in "Not X") undergoes some modi.,

l'I\.lllliollwhile being negated. This simply amounts to saying that negativ
uOIlHlItllUllts have been often shown to be semantically and pragmatically II
dcl'ivllt Ive - the consequence of an operation on the (more basic, unmal'kud)
lIf'ril'lllUtivO.As shown earlier, "not clear", for instance, might mean any 01
111011)lIowing:'less than clear', 'not clear enough', 'should be clearer', 'u diN

Ilgr'culIl(,.lIltthatit is clear', 'kind of vague', 'vague', etc .. In such cases, l)OI-\II
11011Illdul.iCHIi var'iety of weakening effects of the affi,rmative X, rtillgill~
hel WUUIIHIightly (less than 'clear') to wholly Initigating X to thc extonl Ihill
X 1:, Hllppl'eHHUdand replaced by an alternativc opposite Y ('vague). 'I'hl
iN part ieu Illdy true of scalar adjectives and predicates (Fraenkel and Suhlll
OOH; <lioru 2006; Ciora, Balaban, Fein and Alkabets 2005; Ilassoll IIIIII

(Ihwklolhurg2006; Horn 1989/2001; PUf<ldiHand WillllcrH 2006, illter 1I1i1l),
Thu killd or llugutive utterallce we IhellHOilherc iH,howllver, <Iijlf~Jl'I..lIlLIi

11IOIllduflII Hutor Ill.lglltivuulterlllH;OIolof' Ihl.lHlI'lll "X is llot Y" (11/11/ 110/ ,pO 1/1,

maid; This is not food) that pragmatically are not derivable from their affir
matives. That is, their negative interpretation is radically different from
their affirmative interpretation. Whereas the affirmative version of these
utterances mostly gives rise to non-metaphoric interpretations, the negative
versions mostly induce metaphoric interpretations.

How do people go about processing such negative utterances? What is
the default context they activate to render such negative statements plau
sible? As will be seen later, to render such statements meaningful, speakers
often activate a context in which the predicate (not your maid; not food)
is related to the topic (1, This) in a nonliteral way. For instance, in the fol
lowing examples (4)-(5), what the speaker means by the negated utterances
(with bold highlighting added) is fleshed out later on (italicized, for conve
nience), making clear that, in both cases, the information within the scope
of negation is intended metaphorically. That is, it is not the literal inter
pretation of either your maid ('an employed woman hired to do her job')
or food ('foodstuff') that is dismissed here, but rather the non literal inter
pretation of these concepts ('someone that you can lay your demands [on]
all of [the] time'; 'foodstuff fit for human consumption'). Put differently, it
is not metaphor-irrelevant ('foodstuff') meanings that are rejected here but
rather salient (Giora 1997, 2003; Ortony, Vondruska, Foss and Jones 1985),
metaphor-relevant features ('fit for human consumption') that are dismissed,
yet not at the cost of being dispelled from the mental representation:

(4) You tell me what to do all of the time, what to say, where to hide, and
what to do. 1am not your wife I am not your maid, I'm not someone
that you can lay your demands [on) all of [the) time, I'm sick of this
it's going to stop! (Blige 2007)

(5) "Tell TBS this is not food. They should concentrate on checking upon
foodstuff imports many of which are expired or sub-standard or unfit
for human consumption," said stall holder Saidi Abdallah Umbe,

(BBC News 2003)

How do people make sense of the affirmative counterparts of these state
ments? What is the default context affirmative utterances such as 1am your
maid, This is food activate to render these statements plausible? As will be
scen later, to render such statements mean ingful, speakers often activate a
(;()ntext in which the prcdicate (your maid,' /bod) is related to the topic (1,

This) in a Iilerul way, lhut iH,in a WHYthai 1-111010communi.cates or assumes
Illctaphor-irrelevlllli IlIellldllgs ('II WOIIIIlIllJlllployud 10 do cerluin jobs';
'lhodHtufT 10 bu ulliull'; illlliel1rlJd. Hu' OOlIVllllillllllll):

Literal

~~Yes"
MetaphorLiteral

"No"

Metaphor
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(6) "No, mum. I am your maid. It is you, who picked me. It is my job to
attend to you, mum." (Summerfield 1998)

(7) This is food, and this is how you eat it. (Chamberlain 2005)

III Ihis ehapter we focus on this set of negative utterances which we term
"Ilugation-induced metaphors" (4, 5), and their affirmative counterparts (6, 7).
1IIlliku reguLar metaphors, which communicate metaphoricity in both their
a'1f'inllu,tiveand negative versions (Hasson and Glucksberg 2006, KeiI1979),
IhiNHutof metaphors is unique. Pragmatically, negation-induced metaphors
Ill'll not derived from their affirmative versions. Whereas the default inter

pl'utlllion of the affirmative versions is literal, the negative versions are by
Hlld lurge metaphoric. Like examples (4-7) above, the following examples
(K I» ure illustrative: their (a) versions feature negation-induced metaphors
(i II bold) and instantiations/explications of their metaphoric interpretations
(ill itulics); their (b) versions feature equivalent affirmative versions, whose
Inturpretation is Literal (in bold) accompanied by instantiations/explications
orthcir literal interpretations (in italics):

(H) il. If you do 110twant to attend the class please drop it or let yourself
get a.n 'F'. I am not your secretary tofile all the documents and

keep track of the learning materials for you. (Student 2008)

b. Hi everyone! My name is Stephanie Zguris and I am your secre~
t:llry!?lyou ever miss a meeting or want to know about upcomins.:
meetings or events, I am the one to talk to! (Zguris 200K)

(I» 0. J)on't ever tell me that "I better do something on my blog." You
,u-c not my boss so don't tell me what to write. (Joan 200K)

b. No keeping someone on staff. No extra payroll costs. No third
party human resource company. This means I work jar you, and
you llre my boss. (Banda 200K)

Al nl'HIglance, One might suspect that negation-induced metaphors are nog
IIllv\) polurity items (NPls), items exhibiting asymmetric behavior in lltill

Illlli puinl of negative and affirmative sentences (Israel 2004). Admittl.ldIJ•
oil tltu r!;lellof it, there is some striking resembLance. Like polarity itolllH,
II10Ydo llxhibit asymmetric behavior in minimal pairs of negative and II/'
I'll'l1\lllivofwntences: Whereas the negative utterances arc primarily I flU III

phOt'h.:,Ihoi r uffirmative versions arc pri mari Lyliteral.
Ilowllvor, dospito this superficial similurity, nogu.tion-indllcud lllutll.phol'H

dll'lbl' (r(JIIl NPls III val'ioliH n.lspovts. First, NPls UfO typically highly 0011
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ventional/fossilized and appropriate whereas their affirmatives are not and
are often nonexistent (Horn 1989: 49). By contrast, negation-induced meta
phors need not be conventional. Instead, they can be entirely novel, their
metaphoric interpretation constructed on the fly (see Experiment 3 below).
Additionally, their affirmative counterparts are prevalent and appropriate,
only intended to convey a different (literal) sense.

What, then, allows negation to generate figurativeness? Using affirma
tive and negative statements (such as 4-9 above), the present study tests
the hypothesis that, among other things, negation generates figurativeness
via highlighting metaphor-related features of the affirmative concept within
its scope, while rendering its metaphor-unrelated (literal) features pragmati
cally irrelevant, regardless of whether they are true or false. Negating an
affirmative concept, then, may enhance its salient/distinctive properties
which may then be attributed to the topic of the (negative) statements.6

For example, by negating food, wife, maid, secretary, or boss etc. (see
4-5; 8a-9a above), the speaker enhances metaphor-relevant properties (ital
icized) where, for example, not food means [food] unfit for human con
sumption; not your wife, not your maid means not someone that you can
lay your demands[on) all of [the) time; not your secretary means [will not]
file all the documents and keep track of the learning materials for you; not
my boss means don't tell me what to write etc. By bringing out the features
of the source domain (lood, wife, maid, secretary, boss), whether they are
made explicit or need to be inferred, negation allows their attribution to the
target domain (this, I, you) while rejecting its applicability. (On metaphor
residing in attributing features of the source domain to the target domain,
see e.g., Glueksberg 1995, Glucksberg and Keysar 1990).

It should be noted that, so far, the present hypothesis relates to utter
ances of the form "X is not Y" where X is a high accessibility referring
expression (a pronoun), and hence hardly informative (Ariel 1990), and Y is
a noun phrase.

It should be noted further that the source domain features attributable

1:0 the target domain need not be of superordinate abstraction level (as as
Slimed by Glucksberg and Keysar 1990).7 They should, however, share a

(, On the process invo.lved in ordinary metaphors whereby metaphor-related fea

tures are attributed 1.0the topic (or target) of the metaphoric statement, see
Glueksberg (1995).

On l11utuphor-irl'uluvlllll IIHJlIllillgN IIN PUl'llIillillg 10 superordinate abstractions

IInd IIIUllI.phtll"l'uluVIIIIIIIIUlIllillgN IINpUl'tllillillg I() lowul' luvulll.bHtl'ncliol1S, see e.g.
(1I.lI'IINhllclHlI" KUYNIII'. nohw'lNOil 111111 WiJl'lllll' (2001), 1~lIhil) I IUrJlI'1i Iduy, (2007).
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'011l1110nfeature and be classifiable under a common superordinate cate
gory. POl'instance, while not your secretary (8a) could mean [will not] file
tll 'he documents and keep track of the learning materials for you or will

I/O/ IJrint out and staple your work,s these features should be categorizab1e
IIN,fhr ex.ample, instances of 'servility' typical of secretarial assistance.

III Ihrcc experiments involving native speakers of Hebrew (Section 2)
IInd corpus-based studies examining equivalent English, German, and
HUHHiunuttcrances (Section 3), we test the hypothesis that some negative
lillerllllces (see 4, 5, 8a, 9a for typical constructions) tend to be interpreted
lIo11literally, even when no specific context is provided. Specifically, we
lIim to show that negation functions as a metaphor-inducing operator - a
dev ice Ihat cnhances the figurative interpretation of the concept it rejects,
while rendcring its literal interpretation pragmatically irrelevant to the in
tU!"J1I'ctutionprocess.

III Hxperi ment 1, participants were instructed to decide whether context
lusNllff'irmativcs (I am your maid; this is food) and their negative counter
pllrls (I tu/~ not your maid; this is notfood) communicate either a literal or
II Illctaphoric interpretation. Experiment 2 compared affirmative (almost)
Illd Ilegative (not) modifiers in order to demonstrate that a negative but not
III IIffirmativc modifier is a metaphor-inducing device. Participants were
pl'UNellledaffirmative statements (I am almost your maid; this is almost
/i1l1l/) U 11(1the iI'ncgati ve counterparts (I am not your maid; this is not food)
Illd were askcd to rate the extent to which they were (non)literal.

Hcel\.lIsomany of the negative items of Experiments 1-2 could be rather
Illllliliur, Hxpcrimcnt 3 used only highly novel negative statements (This Is
lIul Mtllllurini Day; 1 am not your doctor) and their equally novel affirmn
Ilvus (This is Memorial Day; I am your doctor). Design and procedllr
WUI'U IIll.)same as in Experiment 2.

II'illdillgs, demonstrating the prevalence of figurative meanings in negn
Ilvu buillot in uffirmative constructions, are then corroborated by naturully
Olilillrrillg llses which also demonstrate the way in which the discourse Oil
v i1'0111IIUlltof these negative items resonates with their metaphoric interpn:
liltlOll(Suel ion 3).

()II IIlulllphor vohicles represonling superordinale ealegorics, ::;00 CHliCkshlll

1I11dKuysll r (1990), Shun «(992).

11 hll p://iwuh.lllluuh.lldli/kosbllf'll/h islory-202/ClllIsu':rj.

(l'llll'illVlld .Iuly 27. 2()OH)
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2. Experimental data

Experiment 1

The aim of Experiment 1 was to test the hypothesis that negation enhances
metaphor-related properties. Specifically, it tests the prediction that, when
having to decide whether a statement is intended either literally or meta
phorically, participants will opt for the metaphoric interpretation when en
countering a negative statement but significantly less so when encountering
its affirmative counterpart.

Method

Participants. 'Porty-eight students of linguistics at Tel Aviv University (33
women, 15 men), mean age 24.4 years old, volunteered to participate in the
experiment.

Materials. Materials included 24 context-less affirmatives (I am your maid;
this is food) and their negative counterparts (I am not your maid; this is
not food). Two booklets were prepared so that each participant would be
presented with only one item of a pair. Each booklet included 12 affirma
tive items, 12 negative items and 17 filler items, about half of which were
negative (I am not hungry now).

Procedure. Participants were instructed to decide whether each of the items
either communicates a literal or a metaphoric interpretation. No participant
saw more than one version of each item.

Results and Discussion

As predicted, comprehenders opted for the metaphoric interpretation when
they were judging the negative items but significantly less so when they
were judging the affirmative items, which tended to be interpreted literally.
Specifically, the mean probability of negative items to be judged as meta
phoric was higher (68%) than the mean probability of their affirmative ver
sions (43%). The difference was significant in both subject (tl) and item (t;)
analyses, (tl(47)=7.09, p<.OOOl; tzC23)=7.l9, p<.OOOl). Results thus support the
view that negation, can, indeed, function as a metaphor inducing operator.

Since we forced comprehenders to choose between two alternatives and
did not allow them a chance to grade their responses or even decide on an
other response, we ran another experiment. In Experiment 2, participants
were asked to rate the iIlterprctatioll or Ihe target::;on a 7 point scale ranging
between lwo spccif'ie (either lileral or IlIelllphorie) inlerpretations. In a.c1di
lioilio tllllse illtul'(ll'elllliollNill' liS 1I11111lCI'1I11livu,thl.lvwere IIllowlJd to (;()J1)"

'-



3H Rachel Giora, Dfer Fein, Nili Metuki and Pnina Stern

lip with an interpretation of their own. This experiment focused on com
pmi ng negative items (involving the negative modifier "not") and their af
n rmu:tive alternatives (involving the affirmative modifier "almost"9). This
xperi ment thus allows us to compare negatively and affirmatively marked

vl)rflions of utterances.

IIxpuril1'lcnt 2

Thl) aim of Experiment 2 was to show that even when allowed a wider range
or uhoi<.:es,comprehenders find the negatively marked items more meta
phol'iu than their affirmative counterparts.

Mi·t/lOcI

/'/il'tfdpants. Participants were 24 students at Tel Aviv University (9 women
alld 15 lI1en), .mean age 25.3 years old who volunteered to participate in the
xp()rimcnt.

M(//erials. Materials included 16 items involving a negative modifier (You

tit'c IIot my boss) and their counterparts including an affirmative modifier 
11//110.\'1 (You are almost my boss). Two booklets were prepared so that each
11I1I,ticipantwould be presented with only one item of a pair. Each booklct
Illcludod about 8 affirmative items, 8 negative items and 7 similar filler items.

IInch item was followed by a 7 point scale which featured two different
11IIurprctfltions- either literal or metaphoric - presented randomly at each
lid or the scale:

(10) You fire not my maid

----iO.11I III II II ill
1)011'1 NUI'VO mo You are not the

person who cleans my
place for a )ivin"

(II) You lire IIImost my maid

Cl_1:]0: [:10. :0 10]

YOII holp 1110 II lol You are aboullo
wit h Ih(; hOlllw- gellhe job as a
kuuping chorus maid .in my houw'

Ij A Ithough a/ow",t entails neg,tlion (Hec 1101'11,2002, 2009 und l'olbl'oncuH lhol'olll),
It Is llonsidul'lid ho('u un ulrirrnlLtivo modifilil', bUCllWo/U il iN not ovel'lly Illllf'klld

lill' Ill.llJ,nt lOll,
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Procedure. Participants who agreed to take part in the experiment were sent
an electronic booklet. They were asked to rate, on a 7 point scale, whose ends
instantiated either a literal (=1) or a metaphoric (=7) interpretation of each
item, the proximity of the interpretation of the item to any of those instan
tiations at the scale's ends. In case they did not agree with both interpreta
tions, they were allowed to come up with an interpretation of their own.

Results and Discussion

Since there were only 16 cases out of 384 (4%) in which participant offered
their own interpretations, we did not include them in the analysis. Negative
statements were rated as more metaphoric (M=6.02, SD=0.65) than their
affirmatives counterparts (M=5.59, SD=0.70). The difference was signifi
cant in the subject (tl) analysis, and marginally significant in the item (t2)

analysis (t1(23)=2.50, p<.OI; tiI5)=1.56, p=.07).
In all, results of Experiments 1-2 show that, as assumed, negation gen

erates metaphoricity. When faced with an either/or choice, participants
decided on a metaphoric interpretation for the negative but not for the af
firmative items (Experiment 1). When allowed a graded choice, they attrib
uted a metaphoric interpretation to the negative rather than to the affirma
tive items (Experiment 2).

Because many of the negative items of Experiments 1-2 are used meta
phorically quite frequently, we designed Experiment 3, in which novel neg
ative statements (This is not Memorial Day; I am not your doctor) and
their equally novel affirmatives (This is Memorial Day; I am your doctor)
were tested.

Experiment 3

Method

Participants. Participants were 48 students and high-school graduates (31
women and 17 men), mean age 25.6 years old who either volunteered to par
ticipate in the experiment or were paid 15 Israeli shekels (about $4).

Materials. To ensure that we use only novel metaphors, we ran a pretest, in
which 31 affirmative utterances and their negative counterparts were rated
for familiarity by 50 participants (students and high-school graduates). Two
book Icts wcrc prcparcd so that each participant would be presented only
OIlC itcm of a pair. Each booklct includcd about 15 affirmative items, 15
n0gu.l,ivcitel1ls, und 15 riller ilCI11H(1~lmiliurmetaphors, half of which were
11llIlU(lld) which wcrll (hll SlIlllll HlI' hol II hook Illi 1'1.
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I'urlicipants were asked to rate the items' familiarity on a 7 point fa
Illiliurily scale ranging from 1 ("Not familiar at all; Never heard it") to 7
("11 ighly familiar; I hear it all the time"). For the actual experiment, 15
Ilums were selected, those that scored below 4 (in both the affirmative and
IIlJguUve versions) and which, in addition, had similar familiarity ratings
j(jr tho afrirmative and negative versions, as shown by t-tests, which did not
l'llVllUItiny significant differences (p value was always above .20).

Mut<.:rialsfor the actual experiment, then, were the 15 novel affirmatives
IIld thoir (equally novel) negative counterparts, selected on the basis of the
IlI'lJIi.if!t'f! results described above. Two booklets were prepared so that each
purl i<.:ipantwould be presented only one item of a pair. Each booklet in
)llldud 7 or 8 affirmative items and 7 or 8 negative items, modeled after
thu pruflontation of items in Experiment 2 (see 12-13), and 15 filler items
(lililliliur n'letaphors, half of which were negated):

(12) This is not Memorial Day

----0, • 0 • 0 •
We are not cele

brating Memorial
Day today

(U) This is Memorial Day

-'0 tD [J1 .--D· •
I':vurybody We are celebrating

iN Hud today Memorial Day
today

I '/'()I 'N/llre. As in Experiment 2.

NI',m/ls and Discussion

Sillcu IIlLlrcwerc only 27 cases out of 720 (3.8%) in which participants oj:'
H.lrodIhui!- own interpretations, we did not include them in tbe analysiHo
RUNlllisNhow that novel negative statements were rated as more metaphoriu
(M 5.50, SD-O.96) than their affirmative counterparts (M=3.48, SD=I.27).
'I'hu dirlcn.:nce was significant in both subject (I,) and item (/2) analYSUH
(11(117) 10.17, p<.OOOI; 12(14)=4.36, p<.0005).

Ovumll, results from novel and 'f'1tmiliarutterances (of the 'form "Thil-l if!
lIot.. 0"; "I am no!. . ."; You are not.. ."), where the topic is a pronoun hardly
illlhl'llllllivo uboul tho specific nature or the re'f'crent and the predical0 ill
('l"dus II noull phrusc, support tho view thut nOJJ.tllionU.Ullurut01-lf'iu.ul'IIlivc
Il11NI-lIINIIdujilllil iIltul'pl'ulatiOIl.
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3, Corpus data

If negation indeed generates figurativeness as a default interpretation, we
should be able to show that natural instances of some negative items (of
the form "This is not. .."; "I am not. .."; "You are not. ..") are used figura
tively more often than their affirmative counterparts. Since Experiments
1-3 providing support for this hypothesis were run in Hebrew, we tested
its predictions on other languages such as English, German, and Russian.
To do that, we selected a few examples and searched their first -50 occur
rences in both their affirmative and negative versions, using engines such
as Google, Yahoo, Start, MSN, and Netex. We first studied their interpreta
tions: On the basis of their context, 2 judges (a research assistant and the
first author) decided whether each utterance was used either figuratively or
literally. Agreement between judges was high overall, and all differences
were resolved after a discussion. We expected these negative items to be
considered figurative more often than their affirmative counterparts (3.1).

Second, we studied their context and how it reflects their interpretations:
the same judges looked at the negative items' environment to see the extent
to which contextual information resonates with either the metaphoric or
the literal interpretation of the negative items. Again, agreement between
judges was high overall, and all differences were resolved after a discussion.
We expected the environment of the negative items to reflect their meta
phoric interpretation to a greater extent than their literal interpretation (3.2).

3.1. Distribution of metaphoric and literal interpretations

Corpus-based studies were run in 3 languages: English, German, and
Russian. Findings of these studies are presented in Table 1 (English), Table
2 (German), and Table 3 (Russian), and in Figures 2-4 accordingly. As pre
dicted, they demonstrate that, invariably, the negative versions are more
metaphoric than their affirmative counterparts, as shown by z-ratio tests for
the difference between two independent proportions (proportion of meta
phoric interpretations of Negative vs. Affirmative statements). They fur
ther show that the negative versions are primarily metaphoric, that is, used
metaphorically more often (i.e., in more than 50% of the cases) than literally
and that, by the same token, the affirmative versions are primarily literal
(i.e., used metaphorically in less than 50% of the cases). This is strikingly
truc or aImosl aII iIcms:

'.'
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'n/hle 1. Proportions of metaphoric interpretations of negative vs. affirmative utter
ances in English and results of z-ratio tests for the difference between
them

Negative
Affirmativez-ratio,

significance
1/1111 not your maid /

90.4%30%
6.24 **I 11111 your maid

(47/52)(15/50)

111111 not your secretary /

95.7%12%
8.20 **I 11111 you r secretary

(44/46)(6/50)

YO\lllre not my mom /

36%6%
3.68 **You tire my mom

(18/50)(3/50)

IllIn not. your mom /

50%16%
3.62 *11\111 your mom

(25/50)(8/50)

>lo 11"-.0005,** p<.OOOl

'Hlhle 2. Proportions of metaphoric interpretations of negative vs. affirmative utter
ances in German and results of z-ratio tests for the difference between

t.hem

Negative
Affirmativez-ratio,

significance
DllNiNtkein Essen (This is not food) /

80%12.8%
5.66 **I)llNiNtEssen (This is food)

(20/25)(6/47)

DIINiNt.kein Spiel (This is not a game) /

66%22%
4.43 **I}llNiNIoin Spiel (This is a game)

(33/50)(11/50)

1)11 hiNt.nicht meine Mutter (You are not
82%

20%
IllY1110m) / (41/50)

(10/50)
6.20 **

1)11 hiNtmoine Mutter (You are my mom) I~lhhill nicht e1eineMutter (l am not your
65.9%

12%
111(111) / (29/44)

(6/50)
5.40 **

leh bin doil,e Mutler (I am your mom)

Table 3. Proportions of metaphoric interpretations of negative vs. affirmative utter
ances in Russian and results of z-ratio tests for the difference between
them

Negative
Affirmativez-ratio,

significance
5l He TB05IceKpeTaprna (I am not your

85%
20%

secretary) / (17/20)
(6/30)

4.52 **

5l TB05IceKpeTaprna (I am your secretary) OH He MOllChlH(He is not my son) /

80%2%
7.93 **OH MOllChlH(He is my son) (40/50)(1/50)

Thl He M05IMaMa(You are not my mom) /

24%0%
3.69 **Thl M05IMaMa(You are my mom) (12/50)(0/50)

5l HeTB05IMaMa(I am not your mom) /

72%10%
6.30 **5l TB05IMaMa(I am your mom) (36/50)(5/50)

3TO He MOeTeJIO(This is not my body) /

80%12%
6.82 **3TO MOeTeJIO(This is my body) (40/50)(6/50)

* p<.0005, ** p<.OOOI

English Data

I am (not)
your maid

I am (not)
your secretary

You are (not)
my mom

I am (not)
your mom

o 20 40 60 80 100

% of Metaphoric Interpretations

Ie/gill'(' 2. Porcentngo or MClllphoric interpret.ations of Affirmative vs. Negative
l Jtt.cl'ilIiCUN IIlIgliNh
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/''1l:/lI'e 3. Percentage of Metaphoric interpretations of Affirmative vs. Negative
Utterances - German

fi'/fllli'(' 4. I'urcullillgo or Motllphoric intorprotatiolls of ;\ lfil'lllutivo YH.NOHlIlly~

IlIllll'I\IlC()/'l IhlHHiull

Given that negative utterances of the form X is not Y (where X is a pronoun
and Y is a noun phrase) are primarily metaphoric, we expect linguistic
elements in their environment to resonate (a la Du Bois 2001) with their
metaphoric rather than literal interpretation. Moreover, since these utter

ances often express a kind of a complaint (see 14) afforded by the negation,
we expect their resonance effect to be rather intense. This can be achieved
either by generating similar metaphors expressing the same negative stance
or by explicating what is communicated by them:

(14) She was the principal in a high school; I feared her and respected her
for her cleverness and professionalism. She brought me to the elemen
tary school, and trained me to be independent, and punished me when
I did something wrong as well. Often I complained from my heart,
"you are not my mom." (Irene 2000)

(15) You tell me what to do all of the time, what to say, where to hide, and
what to do. I am not your wife I am not your maid, I'm not someone

that you can lay your demands [on] all of [the] time, I'm sick of this
it's going to stop! (Blige 2007)

3.2. Environment of negative items - findings

(16) I am not your therapist.
I am not your savior.
J am not your way out.
Iam not your serv~lIlt.
I am not YOllr sccrctnry.
I Hill not YOllr mothel-.
Ilun no" YOll\'whCll'c.

An instance of the environment of negative items can be found in example
(4) above, which features the metaphoric Iam not your maid (repeated in 15,
for convenience). It is illustrative of both, the way the context resonates with
the (target) metaphor (I am not your maid) via a prior negative metaphor (I
am not your wife), conveying the same meaning (bolded and italicized) and
by what it communicates, which is made explicit later on (italicized):

Example (16) is also a case in point. It features a great number of negative
metaphors (in bold) all resonating with each other, intending to convey the
same metaphoric interpretation, which is then made explicit (does not mean
I am yours):

100

100

80

80

Affirmative • Negative

60

60

40

40

'X, or M<.:ttlphoricInterprctatiol1s

% of Metaphoric Interpretations

20

20

o

o

YOII II 1'0 (1I0t)
illY IlIom

I(uNNIIIII Dllta

111111 (Ilot)
0111'sucrelul'Y

Ilu iN (not)
IllY NOli

I /11\1 (Ilot)
0111' mother

111111 (lIot)

0111' Illom

YOII /In; (not)
mv mom

'I'll IN iN (ilol)
lilY hody

ThiN iN (not)
1\\0<1

'I'll is is (not)
1\ g/llllO

(;I.lnnnn Data
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(IH) I. You are not my boss.
(j'you were my boss, we would have a serious discussion about II II",,'

MONEY 10

IllIving shown that the negative items we studied are metaphoric (Sections
•. ,.1), we expect, then, that the context of these negative metaphors will

uboulld in cither or both: (a) uses of similar metaphors which communicate
lliu NlIlnomctaphoric interpretation; (b) explications of the metaphoric inter
pl'utution. Crucially, we expect metaphoric resonance to outweigh literal
1'(jHOIlUllee(examples of the latter can be found in (17)-(18), italicized for
UOIlVUIlienee):

( 'orpllfl-based findings concerning the kind of contextual resonance with
Iluglll.ivu metaphors are presented in Table 4 (English), Table 5 (German)
IIl1dTahle 6 (Russian), and in Figure 5 (English) and Figure 6 (German and
J{UHNiulI).They arc divided between "Only metaphoric resonance" resulttl,
wllure l:ontext resonated only with the metaphoric interpretation of th
hll'gut lIl:gative statement; "Only literal resonance" results, where cont.ext
l\iI'lOIlIlt.udonly with the literal interpretation of the target negative flt.ulu
11iUIlt.;"Both metaphoric and literal resonance" results, where contex l.rOflo
1I111udw it.h both t.he metaphoric and literal interpretations of the target nugll
livu I'Iluloll1l.lIll.;and "No resonance" results, where context did not rCflonllll.
willi lillY int.orpretation.

Iam not your entertainment.
Iam not your encyclopedia.
Iam not your babysitter.

Just because I love you does not mean I am yours.

Table 4. Distribution of different types of resonance in the environment of

negative utterances in English and results of exact binominal probability
test for the superiority of metaphoric resonance

Both
Only

OnlyMetaphoric
Metaphoric

Literaland literalNo
resonance

resonanceresonanceresonancep-values

1am not

61.7%12.8%12.8%12.8%
p<.OOO5your maid (29/47)(6/47)(6/47)(6/47)

You are not

55.6%5.6%27.8%11.1%
p<.Olmy mOm

(10/18)(1/18)(5/18)(2/18)

I am nol your

79.5%4.5%9.1%6.8%
p<.OOO5secrelary (35/44)(2/44)(4/44)(3/44)

Findings show that, overall, the environment of negative metaphors re
flects their metaphoric interpretation rather than their literal interpretation.
For instance, the environment of I am not your maid (first raw of Table 4)
resonates with its metaphoric interpretation in 74.5% (35/47) of the cases,
while its literal interpretation is resonated with in only 25.5% (12/47),

However, p-values presented in the tables, are the results of Exact Bi

nominal Probability tests, performed in each case for "Only metaphoric reso
nance" against "Only literal resonance". They test whether the probability
of getting metaphoric resonance is significantly higher than chance level
(50%). For example, in "I am not your maid", from the 35 occurrences with
"Only metaphoric" and "Only literal" resonance, "Only metaphoric" reso
nance occurred 29 times (82.9%), which is significantly higher than 50%
(p<.005). In all the cases, the superiority of the metaphoric resonance was
evident, and only in one case ("I am not your maid" in Russian) it was not
significant.

The figures present occurrences in which metaphoric or literal resonance
appeared. That is, "metaphoric resonance" is the sum of "Only metaphoric
resonance" and "Both metaphoric and literal resonance". The same holds

for "literal resonance". As shown by the figures, in all the cases, except
for the two Russian examples (which, in all, exhibited poor resonance), the
environment included metaphoric resonance in more than 50% of the cases.

(GUCK2001)

Umm. I may have to go soon ...
Oh, you're not going anywhere.
In a minute I'll scream.

I'm not your maid.
No, but I'm sure you'd make a great maid!??

(thisfred 2004)

UNor:

Ja.bbcrwacky:
Ufler:

Jabbcrwacky:
User:

( 17)

Iii hll P://lllllltiplux.ilIl,ugl'lIliIINlilulo.ol'g/PlIblie/cN/ll>l'lllllN/II/51j,536/showl 'llI'i,lIId.lINPIi
(Roll'leved .Iune 9, 200H).



Negation as a metaphor-inducing operator 249

Figure 5. Percentage of Metaphoric vs. Literal Resonance in the Environment of

Negative Utterances - English

100

10080

80

60

60

40

40

Metaphoric resonances • Literal resonances

% of Metaphoric Interpretations

20

20

o

o

I am not your
secretary
(English)

[ am not your
mom (German)

You are not my
mom (German)

English Data

You are not

my mom

(English)

I am not

your maid
(English)

This is not food

(German)

I am not your sec

retary (Russian)

This is not a

game (German)

1 am not your
mom (Russian)
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'Ii/MI' 5. Distribution of different types of resonance in the environment of negative

utterances in German and results of exact binominal probability test forlhe superiority of metaphoric resonance
Both

Only
OnlyMetaphoric

Metaphoric

Literaland literalNo
resonance

resonanceresonanceresonancep-values

li'hhillilicht
dlllllll Muller

58.6%3.5%13.8%24.1%
p<.0005(1111111101your

(17/29)(1/29)(4/29)(7/29)
1110111) l)iI biNI nichlIIIUIIlUMuller

63.4%4.9%17.1%14.6%
p<.0005(Yolillre not (26/41)(2/41)(7/41)(6/41)

IllY 1Il01l1) I)IIN iNI kei n
40%

5.7%14.3%40%
I\NNI.lII(This is (14/35)

(2/35)(5/35)(14/35)
p<.005

1101lhod) I)IIN iNt kei n
54.5%

3%15.2%27.3%
Npilll (ThiN (18/33)

(1/33)(5/33)(9/33)
p<.0005

IN1101II J.!fUTIe)

Both

Only
OnlyMetaphoric

Met.aphorie

Literaland literalNo
retionanee

resonanceresonanceresonancep-valuoN

H III.l'1'11011cUl\pe-

20%
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4. Ceneral discussion

Most of the literature investigating the effects of negation on the concepts
within its scope views negation as an accessibility-reducing operator. Its ef
Iuds mostly range from slight modification (mitigation) to total suppression
I)l" the negated concept (for a review, see Giora 2006 and Section 1 above).

In three experiments conducted in Hebrew (Section 2), accompanied by
)orpus-based studies of English, German, and Russian (Section 3), we show
Ihat ncgation need not be a suppressor. Instead it can be an enhancer, in
dllcing metaphoricity. Thus, in negative utterances of the form of "X is not
V", where X is a high accessibility referring expression (a pronoun) and Y
II noun phrase, negation is a device that highlights metaphor-related prop-

rl ies of the source domain concept (Y). Their projection onto the target
domain (X), however, is rejected as inapplicable. By contrast, affirmative
)ollnterparts come across as significantly less metaphorical since, in the ab
Nunce of an enhancer, metaphor-related features are not brought out.

In Experiment 1, participants were instructed to decide whether context
IUHsnegatives (1am not your maid) and their affirmative counterparts (I
am )lour maid) have either a literal or a metaphoric interpretation. Findings
show that negative but not affirmative items were interpreted figuratively:
Th0 mean probability to be judged as metaphoric was higher for the nega
IlVl.lIItterances than for their affirmative versions. Experiment 2 compared
ufrinnative (almost) and negative (not) modifiers and allowed a graded
I'ulher than a dichotomous response. Participants were presented negativo
Hilltl.lments(1am not your maid) and their affirmative counterparts (1am
"Imost your maid). They were asked to rate the proximity of their illter
prl.lllliion of the items to those instantiations at a scale's ends. Results show
111111,eo 11"1pared to an affirmative modifier, a negative modifier is a stronger
IIIl.ltliphorizing device, promoting metaphoric interpretations.

(livull that experiments 1-2 might have included conventional (negative)
HUIlIH,Experiment 3 was designed to test the metaphoricity hypothesis with
I'l.lglli'dto novel itelTIs. Degree of novelty was established by a pretest. III
IhiH0xperiment, novel negative statements (This is not Memoria/Day) and
Illuir uqilully novel affirmatives (This is Memoria/Day) were tested in th
1111111UWHY previous items were (see Experiment 2). Results show that tit"
1I0VCIIH,)gu,tivestatements were rated as significantly more metaphoric thull
j huiI'uqllully novel u:ffirmativc countcrparts. OveraU, results from the tlwc
l.lXpurilllullts support the view that negation may generate fil!urativenoNH lIfl
II dun""1 illtorprc!,ution (Section 2).
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Corpus-based studies in three languages (English, German, and
Russian) corroborate the experimental results (Section 3). They show, first,
that in various languages speakers use negative statements (of the form
mentioned above) metaphorically while their affirmative counterparts are
used literally. An additional inspection of the environment of the negative
statements further supports this asymmetry. It demonstrates that, as ex
pected, in most of the cases studied, the environment of these utterances

resonates with their metaphoric rather than with their literal interpretation.
This provides further support for the view that negation can retain the con
cepts within its scope, which, under certain circumstances, allows negative
utterances to come across as metaphoric.

A brief look at instances of implicit negation suggests that even when
negation is implied, it has a similar effect (see also the figurativeness rat
ings following almost in Experiment 2). For instance, rhetorical questions,
whose implication is negative, such as What am L your secretary?/Am I
your secretary? (19)-(20) are used metaphorically (94%, 17/18) rather than
literally (6%, 1/18). This is further supported by their environment, which
resonates with their metaphoric interpretation (italicized). Similarly, Am I
your mom?/What am L your mom? (21)-(22), are also used metaphorically
(84%, 16/19) rather than literally (16%, 3/19), as also shown by their envi
ronment, which resonates with their metaphoric interpretation (italicized):

(19) I'm sorry? Am I your secretary? Am I even a secretary? So stop hand
ing off your work to me, like you always do, and do it your damn self

(Seanzky 2008)

(20) What am I your secretary? go ogle [age of conan xbox 360J and
see for yourself (Robusto 2008)

(21) You want a decsription? Read the comic and write it yourself What
am I, your mom? (Mann, retrieved 7 October, 2008)

(22) Oh, I don't care what you say to who. What I am I, your Mom?
(Victoria "cloroxcowgirl" B., 2008)

Negation, then, induces metaphoricity by denying the attribution of meta
phor-related properties to the topic of the negative statement. Rejecting via
negation then need not reduce the accessibility of the negated concept, nor
need it dispel that concept from the mental representation. Instead, nega
tion may enhance information within its scope, which in turn, may effect
metaphoricity.



52 Rachel Giora, Ofer Fein, Nili Metuki and Pnina Stern Negation as a metaphor-inducing operator 253

I~(lfcrcnces

Acknowledgments Ferguson, Heather 1. and Anthony 1. Sanford

2008 Anomalies in real and counterfactual worlds: an eye-movement in-
vestigation. Journal of Memory and Language 58: 609-626.

Ferguson, Heather 1., Anthony 1. Sanford and Hartmut Leuthold

2008 Eye-movements and ERPs reveal the time course of processing ne-
gation and remitting counterfactual worlds. Brain Research 1236:
113-125.

Fraenkel, Tamar and Yaacov Schul

2008 The meaning of negated adjectives. Intercultural Pragmatics 5 (4):
517-540.

Gernsbacher, Morton Ann

1990 Language comprehension as structure building. Hillsdale, NJ: Erl-
baum.

Gernsbacher, Morton Ann, Boaz Keysar, Rachel W. Robertson and Necia K. Werner

2001 The role of suppression and enhancement in understanding meta-
phors. Journal of Memory and Language 45: 433-450.

Giora, Rachel

1997 Understanding figurative and literal language: The graded salience
hypothesis. Cognitive Linguistics 7: 183-206.

Giora, Rachel

2003 On our Mind: Salience, Context and Figurative Language. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Giora, Rachel

2006 Anything negatives can do affirmatives can do just as well, except
for some metaphors. Journal of Pragmatics 38: 981-1014.

Giora, Rachel

2007 "A good Arab is not a dead Arab - a racist incitement": On the ac-

cessibility of negated concepts. In Explorations in Pragmatics:
Linguistic, Cognitive and Intercultural Aspects, 1. Kecskes and L. R.
Horn (eds.), 129-162. Berlin/New York: Mouton de Gruyter.

Giora, Rachel, Noga Balaban, Ofer Fein and Inbar Alkabets

2005 Negation as positivity in disguise. In Figurative Language Com-
prehension: Social and Cultural Influences, Herbert L. Colston and
Albert Katz (eds.), 233-258. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Giora, Rachel, Ofer Fein, Keren Aschkenazi and lnbar Alkabets-Zlozover

2007 Negation in context: A functional approach to suppression. Discourse
Processes 43: 153-172.

Giora, Rachel, Ofel' Fein, .Ionathan Ganzi, Natalie Alkeslassy Levi and Hadas Sabah
2005 Negation as mitigation: the case of negative irony. Discourse Pro-

:esses 39: 81-100.

Gionl, Rachel, VCl'ocillel'lIli, Nili Molliki find 01er Fcin

()O\) "Wholl WU NlIYI/O we mOllII I/O": Inlurprolillg ncgation in vision 1I1ld
IIIIlAlilI/-IC,.111/11'111/1(1//'''II)~II/I1IIi',\' 111 (II): 2222 22:\9.

Accessing noun phrase antecedents. London: Routledge.

1lllgo, Nell ie
007 hllp://www.streetpoetry.net/idI2.html (2008-05-03).

Chllll'lheriain, Larry
005 Why Does My Cat Bring Home Her Prey? www.artic1ealley.com/

article _19599_ 54.html.
1)11 Hois, .Iohn W.

001 'r'owards a dialogic syntax. Unpublished ms., University of California,
Santa Barbara.

1(1111111, Aviu,d

009 The crosslinguistic realization of -ever: Evidence from Modern
Ilebrew. Proceedings of the 43rd Annual Meeting of the Chicago
Linguistic Society (CLS), Vol. 2, Malcolm Elliott et al. (eds.), 39-53.
Chictlgo: Chicago Linguistic Society.

FIHt:hlcr, Il'u, Paul !\. Bloom, Donald G. Childerl:i, Salim B. Roucos and Nalhan W.

Puny.ll·,
Il)KJ IJrllill polunliuls I'elaled to slages or sentuncu verificalioll, /).1'111'110-

Ilhy.\'I(lI(I~:Y 20: IWO 409.

I am not President Bush. The Sacramento Bee. (2008-10-17). http://
www.sacbee.com/l088/rich media/1322758.html.

IllIlIda, Tracy
008 Tracy's Office Services. (2008-08-21). http://www.tracysofficeservices.

com/rightbenefits.htm.
1111(; News Africa

003 Used pants ban in Tanzania. (2003-10-23). http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/
africa/3198746.stm.

!\I'iol, Mira
1990

IllIbin, Rex
008

'l'h is research was supported by The Israel Science Foundation grant (No.
652/07) to Rachel Giora. We thank John Du Bois for the cartoon example
lIndits contextual background. We thank Arnon Kehat and Hagit Sadka for
running the first experiment and Haim Dubossarsky, Kerstin Winter, and
Pol ina Zozulinsky for their help in the corpus searches. Thanks are also
;xtcnded to John Du Bois, Sam Glucksberg, Laurence R. Horn, Joseph
I;llbovsky, Aviah Morag, Eran Neufeld, Yeshayahu Shen, and Argyris
Stringaris for very helpful comments and examples.



54 Rachel Giora, Ofer Fein, Nili Metuki and Pnina Stern Negation as a metaphor-inducing operator 255

IfUll

o J{OHpontleSlo "Rriclget Moynahan Musll-Iav() Laughed, or Why 1'111
A Iinost Glu.d the Patriotti Lost". (2008-03-28). hUp://www.QOllogilll
IiInos,COIn/blogs/200H/02/05/bridgol-llloy 11I111I111-l11usl-hllYO-11M Iglllld
or-why-i 111-1I111l0SI-J.\llId-1he-pili rioIH-loHI/. ht Ip://lhl'llllls,lI).\eolc(IIIlIlI,Oolll/i-iII\IWlhl\llld.php'llm4%. (200H-IO-07).

Kaup, Barbara, Jana Liidtke and A. Rolf Zwaan

2006 Processing negated sentences with contradictory predicates: is a door
that is not open mentally closed? Journal of Pragmatics 38: 1033-1050.

Keil, Frank, C.

1979 Semantic and conceptual development. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Kilpatrick, Carroll

1973 Nixon Tells Editors, 'I'm Not a Crook'. http://www.washingtonpost.com/
wp-srv/national/longterm/watergate/articles/ll 1873-l.htm (1973-11-18)

Levine, William H. and Joel A. Hagaman

2008 Negated concepts interfere with anaphor resolution. Intercultural
Pragmatics 5 (4): 471-500.

Levy, Gideon

2008 He sold his soul. (2008-10-23). http://www.haaretz.com/hasen/spages/
1030567.html

MacDonald, Maryellen C. and Marcel A. Just

1989 Changes in activation levels with negation. Journal of Experimental
Psychology: Learning, Memory, and Cognition 15: 633-642.

Mann, John

2008 Review of Coming Up Violet.http://www.webcomicsnation.com/re-
views.php?series=violet (2008-10-07).

Mayo, Ruth, Yaacov Schul and Eugene Burnstein
2004 "I am not guilty" versus "I am innocent": the associative structure

activated in processing negations. Journal of Experimental Social
Psychology 40: 433-449.

Misgav, Uri

2007 Not a quake and not a quiver (in Hebrew). (2007-04-23). http://www.
haaretz.co.il/hasite/spages/8515 85.html.

Ortony, Andrew, Richard 1. Vondruska, Mark A. Foss and Lawrence E. Jones

1985 Salience, similes, and asymmetry of similarity. Journal of Memory
and Language 24: 569-594.

Paradis, Carita and Caroline Willners

2006 Antonymy and negation: the boundedness hypothesis. Journal of
Pragmatics 38: 1051-1080.

Pearce, David and Wolfgang Rautenberg

J 987 Propositional logic based on the dynamics of disbelief. In The logic
of theory change, A Fuhrmann and M. Morreau (eds.), 243-259.
Berlin: Springer-Verlag.

Prado, Jerome and Ira A. Noveck

2006 How reaction lime mcasures elucidate lhe matching bias and the way
1l()f!lIlioIlStlrc processcd. 7'hink in,!!.ond NetlsoninJ!: 12(3): 309-328.

HobllSIO
OOl{

(lioru, Rachel, Dana Zimmerman and Ofer Fein

008 How can you compare! On negated comparisons as comparisons.
Intercultural Pragmatics 5(4): 501-516.

(lIl1ck~berg, Sam

1995 Commentary on nonliterallanguage: Processing and use. Metaphor
and Symbol 10 (I): 47-57.

(llllcktibcrg, Sam and Boaz Keysar
1(NO Understanding metaphorical comparisons: Beyond similarity. Psycho-

logical Review 97(1): 3-18.
(ll leI(

00 I hltp://gucky.livejournal.com/2001/02/28/ (2008-06-09).
IIIINHOII,Uri and Sam Glucksberg

00(1 Does understanding negation entail affirmation? An examination of
negated metaphors. Journal of Pragmatics 38: 1015-1032.

1101'11,Laurcnce R.

19H9 A Natural History of Negation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
1101'11,Laurcnce R.

00 I A Natural History of Negation (Reprint with new introduction). Stan-
ford: CSLI.

1101'11,Luurcnce R.

002 Assertoric inertia and NPI licensing. In Proceedings from the panels
of the thirty-eight meeting of the Chicago Linguistic Society, Vol.
38-2, M. Andronis, E. Debenport, A. Pycha and K. Yoshimura (eds.),
55-82. Chicago Linguistic Society.

1101'11,Laurence R.

()09 Almost et al.: Scalar adverbs revisited. In Current Issues in Unity
and Diversity of Languages (Papers from CIL 18, Seoul, Korea).
Seoul: Linguistic Society of Korea.

OO() A respectable helpful person. http://palc.sd40.bc.ca/palc/StudentWriling/
(J igh t.htl.n#Respectable

IHI'lIUI,Michuol

()04 The pragmatics of polarity. In The Handbook of Pragmatics, L,
Ilorn and G. Ward (eds.), 701-723. Oxford: Blackwell.

HpUI'til.lll,()Uo

I()17 Ne~ation in English and other languages. Copenhagen: Host.
,lllNplJrHI.lII,OUo

I()24 The philosophy of grammar. London: Allen and Unwin.
,101111

Oox



6 Rachel Giora, Ofer Fein, Nili Metuki and Pnina Stern

l~ubio Fernandez, Paula
007 Suppression in metaphor interpretation: Differences between mean-

ing selection and meaning construction. Journal of Semantics: 1-27;

Suunzky
008 No Shame, Whatsoever! http://www.seanzky.com/?p=72 (2008-09-27).

Shun, Yeshayahu
1992 Metaphors and categories. Poetics Today 13: 771-794.

Hhllvul, Noa and Barbara Hemforth
008 Accessibility of negated constituents in reading and listening com-

prehension. Intercultural Pragmatics 5 (4): 445-470.
Ntl'illguris, Argyris K., Nicholas Medford, Rachel Giora, Vincent C. Giampietro,
MIchllul .J. Brammer and Anthony S. David

OO/) How metaphors influence semantic relatedness judgments: The role
of the right frontal cortex. NeuroImage 33: 784-793.

Nt 11(10111.

008 http://puihanI204.blogspot.com/2008/04/i-am-not-your-secretary.htm I
(2008-04-10).

SlIlIlIllurficld, Karen Anne
1998 http://www.storysite.org/story/changeintime~02.html (2008-09~28).

thiHl'rod
()()4 Jabberwacky (thing). http://www.everything2.com/title/Jabberwacky

(2004-04-04).
Vlctorill "cloroxcowgirl" B.

008 Don't Tell Anyone Else But... (2008-10-07). http://www.yelp.com/
I.ist_details?list _id=calP7srSYWbPSeV7hHKmcA.

WUJ'U,On,;gory

1<)83 A pragmatic analysis of epitomization: Topicalization It's Not.
Papers in Linguistics 17: 145-161.

Y()I'k. Ilyron
OOH 'I Am Not President Bush.' http://artic1e.nationalreview.com/?q=YjM

ON~gOMDc3NDk3YjhkNzYyYjBiODQOZWVmNDJiMzE= (200S
10-16).

Zglll'iH. Stephanie

()()H (2008-09-28) https://www.msu.edu/~msupma/eboard.htm.


