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Following a previous research into the role of digressive material in infonnative texts

(Giora, 1990), the present study concentrates on the contribution of analogies to text
comprehension. In this study, analogy is taken to be a piece of new information which

constitutes a topic change, and is consequently marked as a digression by an explicit
semantic connector. This new information functions as an example from a distant domain
and requires a between-domain comparison. Contrary to the view held by the main thrust

of cognitive and discourse research (e.g., Esher, Raven, & Earl, 1942; Gentner, 1983;
Labov, 1972; Polanyi, 1985; Reinhart, 1984, in"press; R.J. Sternberg, 1977, 1985;

Vosniadou & Ortony, 1983), this study demonstrates that analogies are not functional in
text comprehension. Rather, they impair recall and inhibit processing. It is argued that a
coherent informative text has a transparent structure which spells out both its topic of

discourse and its importance hierarchy (Giora, 1985b, 1988). Hence the superfluity of
analogies. In terms of case of processing, then, analogies are redundant.

While analogies do not facilitate comprehension, they seem to contribute to the

aesthetics of the informative text. Though readers find tellts containing analogies more
difficult to follow, they consider them more appealing. Analogies are not superfluous

then. They are functional in embellishing the text (cf. Jakobson, 1960).

Various theories attempt a number of explanations for the function of analogies in
texts. Most of the theories deal with the narrative and the poetic text (e.g.,
Jakobson, 1960; Labov, 1972; Reinhart, 1984, in press). Little attention has been
paid to analogies in informative texts (e.g., Giora, 1990; Glynn, 1988;
Vosniadou & Ortony, 1983). The present study investigates the role of analogies
in texts whose main function is to convey information in the most economical
way.

The texts in Examples 1 and 2 are samples of informative texts. Though very
much alike, they differ from each other in that one (the original) contains an
analogy (bold type in Example 2), while the other does not (Example 1):

I am indebted to Mira Ariel and Yeshayahu Shen for their insightful comments on an earlier draft,
and to Roberta Kraemer, Yossi Glikson, and I1ana Galante for their help in the statistics.

Correspondence and requests for reprints should be sent to Rachel Giora, Department of Poetics

and Comparative Literature, Tel Aviv University, Tel Aviv 69978, Israel.
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(I) It has often occurred in the history of science that an important discovery was come
upon by chance. A scientist looking into one matter, unexpectedly came upon
another which was far more important than the one he was looking into. Penicillin is
a result of such a discovery.

(2' II hila /jft"n ",o:;,,"rr~din thG history of science that an important discovery was come
upon by chance. A scientist looking into one matter, unexpectedly came upon
another which was far more important than the one he was looking into. Such
scientists resemble Saul who, while looking for donkeys, found a kingdom.
Penicillin is a result of such a discovery.

The analogy in Example 2 exemplifies the kind of analogy this research is
concerned with. Within a given text, analogy is a piece of new information that
constitutes a topic change and is consequently marked as a digression by an
explicit semantic connector. It involves a between-domain comparison which
should result in transferring the relevant relations from the source to the target
domain (e.g., Gentner, 1983, 1989; Vosniadou & Ortony, 1989). Contrary to
recent research into the role of analogy, this study, following a previous study on
digressions in general (Giora, 1990), questions the claim that analogies are
highly functional in text processing.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

A number of theories hold the view that analogical expressions are conducive to
text understanding. Discourse theories of the narrative and non narrative text for
example (see the Discourse Theories section), view analogies as functional in
text comprehension. They attribute to analogies a communicative function.
Recent cognitive research into analogy processing (see the Cognitive Research
section) holds that analogies play a role in explanation and problem solving and
that their understanding and production attest to human intelligence. Analogies,
thus, have a cognitive function. Contrary to the communicative and cognitive
views of analogy which can be taken to hold analogy functional in processing,
classical theories of the literary text (see the Aesthetic Theories section) consider
analogy to interfere with comprehension. Within this approach, analogy is a
poetic device whose major function is to slow down processing so as to enable
the reader to pay more attention to both the message and the form of the text.
Classical theories of the literary text, thus, attribute to analogies an aesthetic
function.

Discourse Theories

One of the distinct contributions of discourse research in the past 20 years has
heen to question the long-standing belief held by literary critics that analogies,
like other "poetic devices," are functional primarily as an aesthetic device. For
example. Labov (1972), Polanyi (1985), Reinhart (1984, in press), and others,

have argued that the so-called "poetic devices" (e.g., Jakobson, 1960) are fun~
tional in narrative comprehension. They termed analogies, metaphors, repetl
tions and the like, "evaluative devices," whose function is to spell out the

impo~ant material in the text so as to enable the reader to form the raison d'etre
or the topic of discourse. Labov, and particularly Reinh~, ~ave sho~n that
understanding what is important in an otherwise neutral, or lOdlfferent to Impor
tance hierarchy, narrative sequence is underlined by evaluative material. Ev~lua
tive material highlights important narrative sequences so that they be functIOnal

in building up the main point or the topic of the narrative.
Though the function of evaluative material has been taken to signal the theme

of the narrative, Meyer (1975), for one, can be taken to show that it does not, at
least in nonnarrative texts. Meyer checked the effect of evaluative material on
recall of nonnarrative texts. She found that the supposed facilitative effect of
evaluative material on recall is insignificant. Similarly, Read, Cesa, Jones, and
Collins (1990) show that analogy does not effect recall of informative text
significantly.·

A number of empirical studies attest that analogy does not help text compre-
hension. On the contrary, when tested, analogy, among other evaluative devices,
was found to impair understanding of both newspaper stories (Thorondyke,
1979) and expository texts (Giora, 1990). Glynn (1988), as reported in Duit
(1990), also shows that analogies may impair understanding of expository texts,
since students are misled by those attributes in the analogy they should have

ignored. However, a piece of evidence to the contrary comes from Vosniadou
and Ortony (1983). In their study, analogy was shown to facilitate both recall and
understanding (for a discussion of this study, see the Conclusions and Discussion
section).

Cognitive Research
Cognitive research into the function of analogies, both literal and metaphorical,2
holds analogical thinking to be one of the measures for human intelligence (e. g.,
Esher, Raven, & Earl, 1942; Spearman, 1927; R.J. Sternberg, 1977, 1985). It is
no wonder then that analogical reasoning ability is measured by many well

known psychometric ability tests.
Analogies are taken to be functional in various respects. Gentner (1983)

discusses the use of analogies in explanation. The use of analogies in problem

solving has been widely discussed by, for example, Gick and Holyoak (1980),
Holland, Holyoak, Nisbett, and Thagard (1986), Clement (1988), and Holyoak

'Read, Cesa,lones. and Collins (1990) show that analogies can facilitate recall in oral rather than
in written texts only under certain conditions. Recall is facilitated when the stimulus (the analogy)
Junctions as priming. . ..

2processing for metaphoric and literal analogical reasoning does not seem 10 differ Significantly
(e.g., R.l. Sternberg, 19R5).
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and Thagard (1989). Various theorists discuss the use of analogy in theory
formation (Brown, Collins, & Harris, 1978; Darden, 1983; diSessa, 1983; Drei

stadt, 1968; Gentner, 1982; Hesse, 1966; Nagel, 1961; Rumelhart & Norman,
1980; VanLehn & Brown, 1979). And some went so far as to show that even two
(Gentner. 1977) and three-year-olds (Goswami & Brown, 1990a, I990b) can use
analogical reasoning. The view is that analogical thinking is an inductive mecha
nism which makes use of mapping between source and target domain and allows
for inferencing and transfer of knowledge.

However, a number of studies show that analogy is not always functional in
learning. Halasz and Moran (1982) argue that explanatory analogy may result in
wrong mappings. Spiro, Feltovich, Coulson, and Anderson (1989) show' that
analogies may impede understanding as people tend to overgeneralize on the
basis of single analogies. Reed, Ernst, and Banerji (1974) and Gick and Holyoak
(1980, 1983) show that subjects do not access available analogies upon solving a
very difficult problem. Glucksbeerg and McGlone (1992) attest to a similar
behavior under limited time condition. Gentner and Gentner (1983), too, report
that in some cases subjects failed to access analogies, and Gentner and Landers
(1985) conclude that (true) analogies, though inferentially powerful, are the most
difficult to notice.

Aesthetic Theories

The bulk of research into the literary text assigns to analogy the "poetic function"
(e.g., Jakobson, 1960; Mukarovsky, 1940/1976; Perry, 1968; Sklovskij,
1925/1966; M. Sternberg, 1970, 1977). Analogy, among other poetic devices,
serves to draw the reader's attention to the text and its structure. It is used to slow

down processing so that the aesthetics of the text may be more prominent, its
goal being the deautomatization of ordinary perception. The use of analogies
"induces a mental shift in the reader .... The purpose is not to inform, suggest
the solution of a problem or justify a position, but simply to refresh the attention
by distracting it." (Nash, 1989, p. 55).

ANALOGY AND MEANING

The idea that analogy should contribute to text understanding (cf. the previous
section on Discourse Theories) is plausible for several reasons. A certain amount
of redundancy is known to be necessary for processing, since it guarantees a
certain amount of order (see, for instance, Arnheim, 1971; Attneave, 1954;
Barthes, 1970; Suleiman, 1980). Informatively, analogy is a redundant device,
and as such it is rightly assumed to help assign meaning·to texts.

A great deal of effort on the part of literary research has been made to show
that analogy is the major principle of organization of narratives whose narrative
order is either weakly established or distorted (Giora & Ne'eman, in press; Perry,
1968, 1980; M. Sternberg, 1970, 1977).

Analogy is thus functional in narrative understanding in that it induces redun
dancy and evaluates important material. However, in the informative text such
material is superfluous. As will be shown in the next section, a well-formed
informative text contains enough redundancy to ensure text understanding, and
its linear ordering is indicative of importance hierarchy.

Informative Text Structure and Meaningfulness
Previous works (Giora, 1985b, 1988) have shown that the structure of informa
tive texts is categorial.3 Since they lack narrative/schematic organization (in the
sense established by, for example, Rumelhart, 1975, and Mandler, 1984), the
principle of organization of informative texts is similarity. To be coherent, an
informative text has to conform to both the relevance and the graded informative
ness requirements. The relevance condition on text well-formedness requires that
each proposition be related/similar to an underlying governing proposition,
termed discourse topic. The discourse topic proposition is the least informative in
the set, and it takes the form of a generalization. It occurs in the segment-initial

position (the beginning of a paragraph or chapter), since cognitively it functions
as the entry relative to which oncoming messages get assessed and stored. Since
the measure for assessment and storage is the amount of similarity the various
messages bear to the discourse topic, informative texts are highly redundant.

The graded informativeness condition, on the other hand, constrains ordering
of information and is indicative of an importance hierarchy. It requires that the
text proceed gradually along the informativeness axis, so that each message is
more informative than the one it follows. In this way, a well-formed text unfolds

gradually, repeating information in the segment-initial position, and ends with

~Categorial structure refers to the ordering of prototype-oriented categories. Research by Berlin

and Kay (1969), Labov (1973), Rips, Shoben, and Smith (1973), Rosch (1973,1978,1981), Rosch,

Gray, Johnson, and Boyes-Braem (1976), and Rosch and Mervis (1975), for example, show that
natural categories have hierarchical internal structuring. They emerge out of probabilistic distribu

tions of features. Thus, membership is not equal but graded. Some members are central or prototypi
cal, while others are marginal. When a member shares a great number of features wilh other category

members, it is a prototypical member, for example, "robin" in the following set of birds. When the
number of dissimilar features exceeds the number of common features, this item, however, can be

either a borderline member or excluded within the category under discussion, for example, "bat" in

the following category of birds (taken from Rosch, 1973):

Bird

robin

eagle
wren
chicken
ostrich

bat

Where similarity is a measure, the internal structuring of the category is graded. It begins with the
least informative, most common member and ends with the most informative, marginal one.
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the most informative message. (Giora, 1983a, 1983b, 1985c, 1988). For illustra
tion, consider again Example I (also discussed in Giora, 1990).

(I) It has often occurred in the history of science that an important discovery was come
upo!'! by chance. A scientist looking int6 6n(l malt(lf, Utttlltp<!ctcdtycnmc ~POIl
another which was far more important than the one he was looking into. Penicillin is
a result of such a discovery.

This sequence obeys categorial constraints. It begins with a generalization
which represents the redundancy structure of the text. It presents the set of
properties shared by all the propositions in the text: scientific (1) chance (2)
discovery (3) of some importance (4). ("It has often occurred in the history of
science that an important discovery was come upon by chance.") The second
proposition shares this set but adds another property, the relative importance of
the scientific chance discovery. CA scientist looking into one matter, unexpect
edly came upon another which was far more important than the one he was
looking into.") By sharing the paragraph common properties, the second propo
sition obeys the re1evance requirement. By adding another one, it conforms to
the graded informativeness requirement. With respect to these two, the proposi
tions concerning the discovery of penicillin ("Penicillin is the result of such a
discovery") is both relevant, sharing the set of common properties, and more
informative, in that it adds a new property to the set. Important chance discovery
in the history of science-the set of properties suggested by the first and the
second propositions-alludes to a number of possibilities. The mention of the
discovery of penicillin, which is a specific instance of the category "important
scientific chance discovery," eliminates the other alternatives that can be in

cluded in this category and adds its specific property. In sum, this sequence
reflects categorial organization whereby all the propositions are linked by sim
ilarity relation (shared properties) to the generalization in the beginning (the rele
vance requirement), while linearly, the more informative message follows the less
informative one, in accordance with the graded informativeness requirement.

This is an example of a well-formed text consisting of a set of relevant and
informative propositions. The coherence structure of this text is transparent since
it explicitly states the discourse topic (the generalization in the beginning), and
its ordering highlights informative messages. In other words, a well-formed
informative text is easy to understand since it contains enough redundancy to be
casily assigned meaning and its ordering is indicative of "importance," which I
would rather term informativeness.

Coherent texts also allow for digressions, on condition they be marked as such
(Giora, J 985a). Thus, Example 2, the original version of Example I, is also
coherent. '

(2) It has often occurred in the history of science that an important discovery was come
upon by chance. A scicntist looking into one matter, unexpectcdly came upon

another which was far more important than the one he was looking into. Such
scientists resemble Saul who, while looking for donkeys, found a kingdom.
Penicillin is a result of such a discovery.

The additional analogy (in boldface type) on its own is irrelevant to the text (in
the sense assigned to relevance here), since it is not about the topic of discourse
under discussion: It is not about scientific chance discovery. However, since it is

explicitly marked as a digression by the semantic connector "resemble," it can be
considered coherent with the rest of the text (cf. Giora, 1985a).

The question is what is the function of such analogical digression in a wel~
formed informative text. Contrary to assumptions in the literature (cf. TheoretI

cal Background section), the theory under discussion predicts that analogy will
not be functional in comprehending a wel1-formed informative text. As shown

previously, a coherent text is redundant enough and its order highlig~ts impor
tance, hence analogy is superfluous. Analogy, an example from a distant .do
main, is a digression from relevance and wil1 therefore require extra processmg.

To confirm this view, experiments in text comprehension were conducted,
where the variable was the presence or absence of analogies. The objective was
to test the effect of analogy on text understanding.

ANALOGY VIs-A-VIS UNDERSTANDING-
EXPERIMENTAL APPROACH

In this section I will examine a few hypotheses, trying to confirm that analogies

are digressions that do not facilitate understanding but rather impair it. The
passages examined here are all well-formed informative texts (for a selection of
the experimental material, see the Appendix). The variables examined are full
sentence analogies which are marked as digressions by an explicit semantic
connector (cf. Giora, 1985a).

Since recal1 of relevant and informative material might be functional in com

prehension, I start by examining the effect of analogy on recal1 (cf. Discourse
Theories section).

EXPERIMENT 1

The purpose of this experiment was to test the hypothesis that analogy, explicitly
marked as a digression, does not improve recall of relevant and informative
material. Since analogy is an example from a distant domain-a piece of new
information which digresses from the question under discussion-it requires
extra processing. It is highly probable that in a well-formed text, readers will
simply ignore it (see also Steen, 1992). However, readers who attempt the
integration of such material into the topic of discourse might find it interfering
with the set of relevant and informative propositions.
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TABLE I

Errect of Analogy (of Various Lengths) on Recall Classification of Responses

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 137 students of the same schools as in Experi
ment I.

Since the main issue here is not recall but rather comprehension, another experi

ment was designed to measure the effect of analogy on processing. The aim of
Experiment 2 was to check the extent to which analogy effects comprehension. It
was hypothesized that in a well-formed informative text, the presence of an
analogy (marked as a digression) will not improve comprehension of what the
text is about.

RightWrongTotalRightWrongTotalRightWrongTotal

With Analogy

93125131882836

Without Analogy

82101421636036

Total

17522191534442872

x2 (df = I)

.07612.25'45.82**

If>

.60.80

*p < .001. **p < .0001.

EXPERIMENT 2

Passage 3 (95 OlD )Passage 2 (80%)Passage 1 (25%)

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 128 students from various schools (elementary,
junior and senior high school, and college), varying in sex, age (13-30 years
altl), Ilfttl environrTll.,;nt. Mg"t gf them read the passages as part of their routine
class work, and some were told they were participating in an experiment.

Materials. The materials consisted of four pairs of coherent informative texts
as defined in Giora (1985a, 1985b, 1988), of various lengths, identical in every

respect apart from the presence or absence of analogies in each. One version
contained the analogy (as in Example 2), while the other did not (as in Example
1). The passages also varied in length of the analogy, in order to check the effect
of amount on recall.

Procedure. The subjects were randomly divided into two groups: One was
given the versions with the analogy and the other was given the one without it.
Each subject read only one version of one text. They were asked to read each
passage at their own natural speed so as to be able to answer questions after
wards. After they had read a passage once, they were no longer allowed to look
at it. Immediately after reading, they were instructed to write down the passage
as close to verbatim as possible. Unlimited recall time was provided. Measure
was taken of the number of relevant and informative sentences (or predicates)
(cf. Informative Text Structure section) recalled. The recall was scored as correct

when subjects recalled at least 50% of the relevant and informative sentences or
predicates and incorrect when they failed to do so.

Results
As shown in Table I, analogy did not improve recall of relevant and informative
sentences but rather impaired it. Recall deteriorated relative to the length of the
digression: The passages with the highest amount of analogical digression (80%
and 95%) show significant deterioration of recall (X2 > 3.84). The correlation
between the two normal (dichotomous) variables is moderately high for the 80%
digression ('TT = .60).and high for the 95% digression ('TT = .80). Where the
amount of digression was low (25%), recall did not deteriorate significantly, but
it was nevertheless impaired.

As predicted by the coherence theory proposed here, analogy does not im
prove recall but, in fact, impairs it. Given that a coherent text is informatively
structured so that it enjoys enough redundancy to ensure recall (and comprehen
sion), digressive material, even in the form of analogy, functions as a noise. It
could be claimed, though, that recall is irrelevant to text.comprehension. How
ever, it seems plausible to assume that if recall of the analogy interferes with
recall of relevant and informative material, it has consequences on understanding
that material.

Materials. The materials were the same as in Experiment 1.

Procedure. Subjects were randomly divided into two groups: One group read
the version with the analogy and the other read the one without it. Each subject
read only one version of one text. They were asked to read the passage so as to be
able to answer questions afterwards. They read the passage at their own speed.
Immediately after reading a passage once, they were asked "What is the passage
about?" They were asked to answer it by writing one or two sentences. Re
sponses were scored dichotomously as correct or incorrect.

Results
As shown in Table 2, analogy did not improve text comprehension but rather

impaired it. Comprehension deteriorated relative to the length of the digression:
Passages with lengthy analogies (80% and 95%) score significantly better with
out them (X2 > 3.84). The correlation between the two nominal (dichotomous)
variables is moderate for the 80% digression ('TT = .45) and high for the 95%
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TABLE 2

Errect of Anal01:Y(of Various Lengths) on Comprehension Classification of Responses

Passa~e 1 (25%)Passage 2 (80%)Passage 3 (95%)

Right

WrongTotalRightWrongTotalRightWrongTotal

With Analogy

102128132182836

Without Analogy

100101842236036

Total
20222261743442872

X~

1.88.59*45.82u

<I>

.45.80

*" < .005. up < .0001.

digr~ssion. ('TT = .80) .. Where. th~ amount of digression was low (25%), compre
hensIOn dId not detenorate signIficantly, but it was nevertheless impaired.

Results show that analogies constitute digressions, and as such do not im
prove comprehension of well-formed informative texts but rather impair it. Note,
however, that recall and comprehension were found to be only slightly effected
when analogical digression was rather short (25%). This, however, could be a
result of the small number of subjects tested for this condition.

EXPERIMENT 3

The aim of Experiment 3 was to ascertain that analogy of minimal length (one

sentence ~nly) ma~ked as a digression, does not improve understanding of rele
vant ~nd informatIve mater~al. Since the number of subjects in the previous
expenment who read texts wl~h.short analogies was too small to enable assessing
the .effect of .analogy (of mInImal length) on comprehension, the number of
subjects was Increased here.

Method

Sll~iect.~. The subjects were 283 junior-high-school students in the Tel Aviv
area (13- 15 years old).

"'!ateria[s. The materials consisted of a new set of 4 pairs of coherent infor
matIve texts as defined in Giora (l985a, 1985b, 1988), identical in every respect
apart from the presence or absence of analogies in each. One version contained
the analogy, while the other did not. The passages did not vary in length of the

analogies i.n each, which ~ere rather short. Two of the passages (Passages I and
3) were highly abstract In content to enable an examination of the effect of
analogy on the processing of highly "difficult" texts.

Procedure. Subjects were randomly divided into two groups: One group read
the version with the analogy and the other read the version without it. Each

subject read only one version of one text. They were asked to read the passage so
as to be able to answer questions afterwards. They read each passage at their own

speed. Immediately after reading it once, they were asked: "What is the passage
about?" The students who read Passages 1 and 2 were asked to answer the

question by writing one or two sentences, the other students responded by select
ing an appropriate answer from a multiple-choice form. To negate the possibility
of recognition testing rather than comprehension testing, the multiple answers in
the second questionnaire were made-up paraphrases of three propositions that
appeared in the text (the discourse topic proposition included). This form was
designed to see if it is the type of questionnaire that might affect response, though
no difference was really expected. Responses were scored dichotomously as
correct or incorrect.

Results
As shown in Table 3, analogy did not improve text comprehension but rather

impaired it. No difference was found for the different questionnaires. Compre
hension of most of the passages (Passages 2-4) containing the analogy deterio
rated significantly (X2 > 3.84). The correlation between the two nominal
(dichotomous) variables is moderate for Passage 2 ('TT = .33) and 4 ('TT = .37) and
moderate to low for Passage 3 ('TT = .21).

Results show that even short (one-sentence long) analogies do not improve

comprehension of well-formed informative texts but rather impair it. Compre
hension of the versions without the analogy was significantly better than compre
hension of the versions with the analogy, even for the more abstract texts. Even
where the understanding of the passage without the analogy did not improve

significantly (Passage 1), the difference was not far from significance.

EXPERIMENT 4

Given Experiments I to 3, it is still possible to claim that it is not necessarily the
digressive material that inhibits understanding but rather the addition of informa
tion that makes the longer version (the one with analogy) more difficult to
process. To test this claim, Experiment 4 was designed. It tested comprehension
for texts of the same length, onc containing an analogy (which is an example
from a distant domain), while the other contained a relevant example (of the

domain of the topic of discourse under discussion). The aim of Experiment 4 was
to show that analogy (marked as a digression) does not improve understanding,
while a relevant example does.

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 118 junior-high-school students, as in Experi
ment 3, 14 to 15 years old.



ANALOGIESIN INFORMATIVETEXTS603

Materials. The materials consisted oftwo passages from experiment 3, highlyS

abstract in content: Passage 3, in which the analogy was found to impair compre-

V'll'-N

hens ion significantly: and Passage I, in which comprehension was not impaired
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formed informative texts. Rather, comprehension of texts is significantly better
where the text does not contain a digression in the form of an analogy. What then
are analogies for? If analogies do not improve understanding as is widely as
sumed. is it possible that they contribute to the aesthetics of the informative text
as might be deduced from the classical theories of the poetic text (sec also Giora
1990)? '

ANALOGY VIs-A-VIS THE POETIC FUNCTION
EXPERIMENTAL APPROACH

To show that analogies function as an aesthetic device it is not enough to show
that they inhibit understanding (cf. Aesthetic Theories section and Experiments

2-4): It ne~ds to be shown that, despite the extra processing required by analogi
cal dIgressIons, the passages containing analogies are more appealing than those
that do not. For that purpose Experiment 5 was designed.

EXPERIMENT 5

The aim of this experiment was to show that texts containing analogies are
perceived as more aesthetic than texts that do not. despite (or due to?) their
relative opaqueness.

Method

Subjects. The subjects were 244 students as in Experiment 3, 13 to 15 years
old.

Materials. The materials consisted of two versions of three passages from
Experiment 3. One version contained the analogy, while the other did not.

Procedure. Subjects were given the two versions, with and without the analo

gy. They were asked which version was more appealing, or more to their taste.

Results

As shown in Table 5, when the question of aesthetics was raised texts that

contained an analogy were preferred over texts that did not. The p:eference is
significant (X2 > 3.84).

Though .p:ocessing t~xts without, as opposed to texts with, analogies is easier,
texts contalnJ.ng an~logles are more appealing. This shows that, while analogies
are not functIOnal m comprehension, they might have a poetic function.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

The pre~ent study questions. the role of analogies in informative texts. Contrary
to the vIew held by the malO thrust of cognitive and discourse research (e.g.,

TABLE 5

Effect of Analogy on Aesthetic Preferences

Passage IPassage 2Passage 3

N

6676102

N Liked With Analogy

444866

N Liked Without

222836

Analogy
)(2

7.33*5.26*8.82**

*p < .05. **p < .01.

Esher et aI., 1942; Gentner, 1983; Labov, 1972; Polanyi, 1985; Reinhart, 1984,
in press; R.J. Sternberg, 1977, 1985; Vosniadou & Ortony, 1983), this study
suggests that analogies are not functional in comprehending a well-formed infor
mative text. Rather, they impair recall and inhibit processing. It is argued that a
coherent informative text has a transparent structure which spells out both its
topic of discourse and its informativeness structure. Hence the superfluity of
analogies to comprehension. In terms of ease of processing, then, analogies are
redundant.

This is further supported by recent studies into metaphor reception. Gentner
and Landers (1985) and Glucksberg and McGlone (1992), for example, showed
that people do not access all available metaphors. Steen (1992), too, showed
that, under certain reading conditions, readers tend to ignore metaphors. Steen
investigated reading strategies of literary and non literary texts. By means of
thinking-out-loud methods, he showed that readers tend to overlook metaphors
while processing a nonliterary (journalistic) text. While metaphors attract more
attention in a literary text, little attention is paid to metaphors when the text is
nonliterary. These findings echo findings in Giora (1990) where the same method
was used to attest that readers ignore digressive material (e.g., analogies) while
processing an informative (nonliterary) text. In other words, when possible,
readers do not process effort:consuming material.

Thol1gh these findings seem to defy previous research into the function of
analogy (cf. Theoretical Background section), they should not be really surpris
ing. First, the communicative function of analogy has been only hypothesized for
the narrative text and has not yet been empirically validated. However, when
tested for newspapers stories, it was not confirmed (Steen, 1992; Thomdyke,
1979). Second, most cognitive research into the function of analogies does not
deal with text comprehension but rather with problem-solving situations. But
problem-solving situations differ drastically from the textual situation under dis
cussion. The experiments reported here weigh the effect of analogy on under
standing where the alternative-the relevant example (i.e., the looked-for
solution in the problem-solving situation)-is present. The premise this study
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questions is whether this additional piece of information facilitates understanding
of information already present in the text. In real problem-solving situations, the
relevant solution is obscure. Therefore, it is reasonable that where the relevant

solution is not at hand, an analogical alternative is helpful. However, in the texts
under discussion, this is not the case. What is examined here is not the under
!ltllliding of Q text without a relevant example as opposed to a text which contains
an analogical example (which would simulate real problem-solving situa
tions). The question addressed here is the effect of an analogical example on
understanding a text that contains the relevant example (Experiments 2 and 3)
and on the understanding of a text that contains an analogical example (without a
relevant one) as opposed to one that contains a relevant example only (Experi
ment 4). Understanding informative texts, then, does not resemble problem
solving. That the predictions of this study have been validated is not surprising
after all.

One counter example needs be treated more specifically though. Contrary to
my findings, Vosniadou and Ortony (1983) found analogy to facilitate under
standing and improve recall of informative texts. However, their measure of
comprehension was different from mine. While I checked global understanding,
inquiring about the discourse topic, they checked local understanding by means
of 20 questions assigned to each text. Ten questions concerned the facts reported
in the passages, and another 10 ascertained that the children tested did not
transfer irrelevant properties from the source to the target domain. Yet, when the
same passages (translated into Hebrew) were assigned my measure of under
standing, the results were drastically different from those reported in Vosniadou
and Ortony (1983). Rather, they were along the lines reported here: Subjects
performed worse on the analogy version than on the no analogy version (Giora,
Meiran, & Oref, 1992). It might be deduced, then, that performance is relative to
task.

If it is true, then, that analogies do not contribute to text understanding of
well-formed informative texts, why are they there? This study proposes that
analogies contribute to the aesthetics of the informative text. Though readers find
texts containing analogies more difficult to follow, they consider them more
appealing. Analogies are not superfluous after all. Though they do not facilitate
understanding, they embellish the text (cf. Jakobson, 1960). "This is the pleasure
of disorientation." (Nash, 1989, p. 57).

Note, however, that the contention supported here is limited to (well-formed
informative) texts only, and does not take into account readers' individual differ
ences. For instance, it does not distinguish between skilled and unskilled readers
who might have different reading strategies. Indeed, further research (Giora et
aI., 1992) shows that individual differences matter, and that analogy might
improve text comprehension for certain readers. Giora et al. show that, to gain
from analogy, the text must be well-formed, with an eKplicit discourse-topic
mention, and the reader must be intelligent but unskilled.
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APPENDIX

Texts la and 1b form a pair where the analogical digression (in boldface type in

Ib) is short:

(la) Until something happens, which disables bodily functions, humans do not sho'.'
interest in their body. Understanding of what is going on under the skin involves ar

entrance into a very sophisticated system. Only a deep investigation can yielc
understanding of this part or another of our body.

(1 b) Until something happens, which disables bodily functions, humans do not sho\\
interest in their body. The body is like a car. Understanding of what is going 01
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under the skin. like understanding of what Is going on Inside the engine, in

volves an entrance into a very sophisticated system. Only a deep investigation can
yielrl understanding of this part of another of our body.

exts 2a and 2b form a pair where the analogical digression (in boldface type in

2b) is rather long:

(2a) When we want to classify the living organisms in terms of the amount of similarity
and difference which they share. the question that arises immediately is which
features constitute the basis for establishing similarity and difference between ani
mals: the external shape, their place of habitat, their internal structure or the
activity?

(2b) When we want to classify the living organisms in terms of the amount of similarity
and difference which they share, the question that arises immediately is which
features constitute the basis for establishing similarity and difference between
animals: the external shape, their place of habitat, their internal structure or the
activity? A stamp collector, for example, faces a similar problem when he wants
to catalogue his stamp collection independently. Some collectors will probably
categorize their stamps by topics such as transportation, animals, plants or
portraits. Others will prefer to categorize them according to their countries of
origin. Another topic could be their date of issue. Each of these categorizing

methods allows primary and secondary classifications. For instance: Transpor
tation: planes, boats, trains and other vehicles; Countries of origin: parts of
the world like Asia, geographical areas like the Middle East; States: Israel,
Lebanon, Syria.

Texts 3a to 3c form two pairs (3a and 3b, 3b and 3c) where the analogical

digressions (in boldface type in 3b) are short and have relevant counterparts of

the same length in 3c (the italicized examples):

(3a) According to traditional psychological schools. the connection between a word and
its meaning is associative. The association is a result of co-occurrence of sound and
object. The word evokes its meaning in memory. The development in meaning was
attributed to the changes of association between single words and single objects. A
word can refer to one object in the beginning and be associated with another one at
a later stage.

(3b) According to traditional psychological schools, the connection between a word and
its meaning is associative. The association is a result of co-occurrence of sound and
object. The word evokes its meaning in memory as a friend's coat reminds us of
Its owner and a house of its tenants. The development in meaning was attributed
to the changes of association between single words and single objects. A word can
refer to one object in the beginning and be associated with another one at a later
stage as a coat, changing its owner, reminds us first of its first owner and then
of its second.

(3c) According to traditional psychological schools, the connection between a word and
its menning is associative. The association is a result of co-occurrence of sound

and object. The word evokes its meaning in memory. For instance, the sou~d of the
word "ball" is associated in our memory with the object we play wIth. The

development in meaning was attributed to the changes of .asso.ciation be.tw~en
single words and single objects. A word can refer to one object 10 the beg~~ntn~
and be associated with another one at a later stage. For instance, the word ball

(in Hebrew) was first associated with the object we play with, and then denoted a

pill.


