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Abstract

With the development of cognitive linguistics, the study of metaphor has developed 

noticeably in the past few decades at home and abroad. In order to help with the training 

of metaphoric competence in China, this paper reports the research by Chinese scholars 

in this field in the new century, focusing on the awareness of metaphor in a text, meaning 

embodied by metaphor in a text, the value of metaphor in speech and writing, and the 

training of metaphoric competence. 
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1. Metaphoric Competence

Metaphoric competence, or metaphoric intelligence, usually covers the following 
aspects: the ability to create a metaphor of one’s own, the ability to notice the 
appearance of a metaphor in a text, the ability to comprehend the underlying 
meaning of a metaphor, and the speed to decode the underlying meaning of a 
metaphor (Littlemore, 2001). It has to be acknowledged that the last three aspects 
are more helpful in practical teaching and learning. This accounts for the research 
of metaphoric competence in China which concentrates on the ability involved in its 
awareness, its meaning, and its value. If we do not understand the occurrence and 
value of a metaphor, we cannot follow one’s speech or writing closely. If we interpret 
a metaphor wrongly, the communication will be hampered. It is also natural that only 



135

on the basis of immediate discovery, correct comprehension, and wonderful value, can 
we use or create a metaphor of our own correctly and in a timely manner.

It is found that the first book about metaphoric competence in China, A Systemic 
Study of Metaphoric Competence, was published in 2009, the author being Hu Yan 
of Soochow University. On the basis of systemic functional linguistics, Hu made a 
further distinction of metaphor and metaphoric competence between “original” (first 
order) and “non-original” (second-order). The original metaphoric competence refers 
to the user’s ability to conceptualize and categorize the world through one’s mother 
tongue, whereas the non-original metaphoric competence refers to one’s ability to re-
construct and re-conceptualize the objective world and social reality through different 
language forms. According to Hu, the nature of metaphoric competence is dynamic 
and constructive because of the dynamicity and metaphoricity of language. The author 
also made a diachronic and comparative study concerning child language development 
and adult language evolution, and finally put forward the confirmation that the 
development of metaphoric competence from the original level to the non-original 
level can be compared to the development of child language to adult language.

If Hu emphasises the discussion of relevant theories, Chen Lang’s paper (2016) 
was marked by a comprehensive report and systematic analysis of the research work 
of metaphoric competence in China. Based on the statistical analysis of research 
papers which appeared in Chinese periodicals (1998-2015), Chen noticed that from 
1998 to 2015, there are altogether 57 papers published, the earliest being “The 
Metaphoric Competence Perspective of Cognitive Linguistics through the Analytic 
Ability of Idioms” written by Chen Daoming in 1998. The 18 years encompassing 
these 57 papers can be divided into 4 periods, that is: 

Period I (1998-2000): introducing the concept of metaphoric competence from 
abroad; 

Period II (2001-2005): exploring the connotation and extension of metaphoric 
competence; 

Period III (2006-2010): exploring the interrelationship between metaphoric 
competence and linguistic competence; 

Period IV (2011-2015): exploring the theoretical system of metaphoric 
competence and its practice in foreign language teaching.

Apart from this, Chen Lang pointed out the deficiencies of national research 
objectively, such as: there is no common understanding of the connotation and 
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extension of metaphoric competence among scholars; the study of metaphoric 
competence was not highly valued by Chinese educationalists, linguists, and teachers 
of minority languages; there is a shortage of textbooks concerning metaphoric 
competence; one cannot find much research concerning China’s own theoretical and 
practical findings; there is confusion among the notions of metaphoric competence, 
linguistic competence and cognitive competence; there is still a shortage of diachronic 
study of metaphoric competence related to children and youngsters; the ability of 
investigation is backward and researchers do not know much about vocal thinking, 
social culture, micro-change, etc.

A further analysis of some problems mentioned above will be given in the 
following sections.

    

2. The Usage of Metaphor 

Searle (1979) once asked, why do people use metaphor instead of the familiar original 
meaning of an expression? According to his own answer, metaphor is similar to 
speech act, by saying “S is P” to mean “S is R”. Thus, the meaning of a metaphoric 
expression is not original, but additional. There is no change in the lexical meaning of 
a metaphoric expression, but the speaker wants to refer to a different context. In this 
case, metaphor is seen as an indirect speech act.

It has been observed by Chinese scholars that although there is a certain relation 
between metaphor and indirect speech act, we can also find there is essential 
distinction between the two. Differences lie mainly in those fields, such as 
indirectness, one word and many deeds, one deed and many words, semantic 
categorization, comprehension mechanism, cause and function, etc. (Wu & Fu, 2005).    

Later, Gong Yingrui (2008) expressed the following views: Searle would say 
that metaphor could help us with a new approach to understanding the world, to 
use words more economically, to make our expressions more interesting, to avoid 
the responsibility of saying something, etc. In spite of this, the objective of Searle’s 
interpretation strategy merely refers to the connotation of a certain part of a metaphor, 
so that the listener could somewhat follow the intention of the speaker. Searle himself 
acknowledged that in interpretation, what we could do is to reproduce the real 
condition of a metaphoric expression. Then, Gong further pointed out, although in a 
certain context of communication, metaphor itself is an indirect speech act, metaphor 
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and indirect speech act are not two parallel notions. Metaphor constitutes a type of 
speech act in human communication, whereas the use of metaphor is an indirect 
process which departs from the semiotic messages to serve the whole process of 
speech act and to help with increasing the force of the speech act process.

It should be emphasized that there is both similarity and dissimilarity between 
metaphor and speech act. By dissimilarity, it suggests that metaphor has the property 
of “description”, whereas indirect speech act stresses the property of “doing”. 
Consequently, the two terms cannot be mixed. By similarity, we should see the point 
that similar to other language forms, under specific conditions, metaphor can also be 
used to realize a certain type of indirect speech act. For instance, the expression “I 
am almost frozen into a block of ice”. This expression is a metaphor, otherwise the 
sentential meaning is erroneous, but it is also an indirect speech act, expressing the 
meaning to reject someone’s demand to open the window. To solve the problem, we 
may use the term “metaphoric speech act” directly (Li, 2011). 

3. The Interpretative Competence of Metaphor

The interpretative competence of metaphor refers to the user’s ability to recognize a 
metaphor and to judge and interpret its meaning. Quite a few scholars in China have 
been doing research on this topic.

The degree of metaphoric comprehension has been explored by means of Inlaid 
Graphic Text (IGT) or Embedded Figure Text (EFT). It is found that without the 
help of context, the scores of interpretative competence of those field-independent 
interviewees are much higher than those field-dependent interviewees; there is significant 
interrelationship between cognitive style and metaphoric interpretation; the female’s 
metaphoric interpretation level is higher than the male’s (Xu, Yuan & Wang, 2012).

As for the innate logical thinking and function mechanism in the conceptual 
construction of processing metaphoric interpretation, stress has been laid on those 
models related to categorization and interpretation of lexical pragmatics and 
explanation (Wu & Yang, 2014). The authors have discovered that the processing 
of metaphoric interpretation depends on the early acquired concepts, and also on 
the construction of new concepts, that is, on-the-spot concept. This is based on the 
pragmatic adjustment of “narrowing” and “broadening” of the lexical encoding 
concept. “Broadening” leads to the abandoning of one or more logical or defined 
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attributes of the lexical encoding concept, whereas “narrowing” raises some of the 
encyclopedic attributes of the lexical encoding concept to the logical or defined 
components. As a result, this research finding is recognized as an initiative discovery, 
widening the established perspective since Aristotle. 

Wang and Zhang (2014) investigated the junior English majors of China 
Women’s College. The first part of their test paper deals with students’ discriminate 
judgments of metaphor, such as “Nature is a vast laboratory”. The interviewees should 
judge whether there exists an underlying metaphoric expression. The second part of 
their test paper deals with students’ comprehensive ability toward metaphors, such 
as “He quarreled with his boss; now he is walking on thin ice.” The interviewees are 
required to write out the meaning of the second part of the sentence in Chinese. The 
test results indicate that those metaphors recognized usually are traditional, whereas 
those unrecognized are related to spatial experience from the cognitive perspective. 
The average score is 55.67%, showing that the students are weak in metaphoric 
interpretative competence.

In spite of the fact that students of liberal arts do better on language tests 
concerning metaphor comprehension than science students, it is observed that there 
is no significant difference statistically. However, there is significant difference in 
comprehending metaphoric examples. This might be related to differences in the 
thinking modes between liberal arts students and science students (Yang & Li, 2014).

Empirical research on the relation between metaphoric comprehension ability and 
reading level was carried out by giving a test to 88 freshmen of non-English majors 
(Lu, 2014). It was found that on the whole the students are weak in their metaphoric 
comprehension ability and reading level, but there is a significant difference between 
male students and female students, and their reading level as well. This shows students’ 
reading level is closely related to their metaphoric competence. The researcher 
has also noticed that only when the students possess a certain level of metaphoric 
comprehension ability can they reach a new high in second language acquisition.

Metaphoric recognition ability refers to the awareness and sensitivity of various 
forms and functions of metaphor (Gao, 2015). From the perspective of cognitive 
metaphorology, the notion of metaphor possesses a wide inclusiveness, such as simile, 
analogy, symbol, fable, and others, which are sometimes confused, to say nothing of 
those metaphors at the discourse level. So far as metaphoric comprehension ability is 
concerned, it is influenced by one’s metaphor cognition ability, knowledge, reading 
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level, logical thinking ability, and others. Usually, students 10 years old and above 
possess the ability of metaphoric comprehension.

There is also research about metaphoric comprehension ability in the Chinese 
language among middle- and high-level foreign students in China (Zhang, 2017). 
Since metaphoric comprehension ability is an important aspect of language education, 
the researcher selected 70 middle- and high-level overseas students in China as 
testees, and asked them to complete a questionnaire. It was found that those testees 
are weak in metaphoric comprehension ability. There is significant relevance between 
metaphoric comprehension ability on the one hand and their command of the Chinese 
language and the duration of their stay in China on the other. It was also found that 
it is easier for them to comprehend those metaphors which are related to food and 
objects than metaphors related to animals and plants. There is positive correlation 
between context and metaphoric comprehension effects.

4. The Training of Metaphoric Competence

The value of metaphoric competence can be judged by its use. This is closely related 
to conscious training, such as teaching in the field of second language acquisition, 
especially foreign language teaching. This sort of research can be divided into two 
kinds. The first kind concerns the study of learners’ metaphoric comprehension, the 
law of output, and the way of training metaphoric competence. The second kind 
concerns various factors involved in the development of metaphoric competence. 
So far as the current situation is concerned, the first kind is marked by its theoretical 
exploration, but with less empirical research and a shortage of unified efficient 
standards to assess metaphoric competence (Shi, 2012).

Before this, a scholar used the diffusion excitation model to explore the metaphoric 
cognition of English majors’ second language vocabulary association and second language 
metaphoric comprehension (Gong, 2013). The research finding shows that there is no 
correct frequency effect of vocabulary from vertical polymerization and horizontal 
polymerization. This suggests that the English majors’ associative power is of the middle 
and low level. Although vocabulary associative ability helps with the understanding of 
metaphor, the learners are still low in their metaphoric comprehension ability, as shown by 
their irrational conceptual network construction and low activation. This will enlighten 
their foreign language teaching in the future. 
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In the report of Wang and Zhang (2014) mentioned above, the third part of their 
research is related to metaphoric creation ability. The test asks the students to write both 
a non-metaphoric sentence and a metaphoric one by using an adjective which is familiar 
to them, such as “grey”. The average score of the test is 63.55%, neither high nor low. 
Nevertheless, a wide scale of scores was found, which shows a wide gap among the 
students. An obvious correlation can be found by comparing this to their TEM4 scores. On 
the whole, the training of metaphoric competence can be done in 3 aspects (Gao, 2015).

Concerning the training of students’ metaphoric recognition, teachers are 
suggested to include some knowledge about metaphoric forms and functions in their 
courses. For instance, when teaching a lesson of the Chinese language, “The Pyramid 
in Egypt” in a primary school, the teacher encouraged the students to look for Chinese 
expressions with the same construction “jin (gold) zi (character) ta (tower)” (pyramid). 
This will help the students to master the notion of metaphor at the vocabulary level. 
The teacher can also help the students to realize metaphor being an important device 
for description, feeling expression, illustration and discussion.  

As for the training of students’ metaphoric comprehension ability, teachers are 
advised to take measures such as pushing forward their perception of metaphoric 
forms and functions, widening their knowledge and experience, and raising their 
ability of logical thinking. 

Finally, when training the students’ metaphoric creative ability, teachers should 
make the students see that metaphor, as a way of cognition and expression, can not 
only help them to get acquaintance with unfamiliar things, but also to adopt new 
perspectives toward those familiar objects and thoughts; it can not only help them to 
express their ideas effectively, but also to express those implicit feelings. 

Metaphoric competence and schema consist of 4 kinds of features, namely, 
subjectivity, embodiment, dynamics, and structuralism (Chen & Li, 2017). Thus, 
the formative basis and process of the metaphoric competence can be explored 
from schema formation and psychological basis of development, boost thrust, and 
hierarchical structure, which can further prove that schema owns strong interpretative 
power to account for the formation of metaphoric competence. Their research findings 
also show that schema subjectivity is the premise of metaphoric competence, whereas 
perceptive movement schema is its prerequisite. This also shows the formation of 
metaphoric competence is a dynamic process of storing categorization in memory 
by means of schema. Based on this understanding, if the teacher wants to improve 
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the learner’s metaphoric competence, he or she should understand the developmental 
process of metaphoric competence by way of thinking and cognition. 

5. Concluding Remarks

From what I have learned about cognitive metaphorology, this paper has not touched 
upon the nature of metaphor, represented by the substitution theory, the comparison 
theory, the interaction theory, the creation theory, etc. Neither does it deal with the 
application of modern theories to studying the categorization of metaphors, such as 
conduit metaphor, conceptual metaphor, root metaphor, poetic metaphor, grammatical 
metaphor, etc. I do admit these categories and relevant theories can be seen as 
theoretical competence. Because of limited space, allow me to skip them. If readers 
are interested in them, please read my forthcoming Cognitive Metaphorology (2nd 
edition) to be published by Peking University Press.

In contrast, this paper mainly deals with those topics related to practical 
competence. It is meant for Chinese teachers and students to get some knowledge 
about the role of metaphor and the way to understand it. Thus, my task here is just to 
pass on information about Chinese scholars’ practice and experience to corresponding 
scholars outside China. The same is true to let the outside world know something 
about what Chinese scholars have been doing at this end, as witnessed from the 
themes of relevant papers.

However, if one has a quick look at the references of those Chinese papers, one 
can find immediately that these Chinese teachers and researchers have not been cut 
off from the research and development abroad, that is, the relevant Chinese studies 
are situated within the broader contact of international scholarship. All this suggests 
that for us Chinese teachers and scholars, we should always open our eyes to what 
has been going on in the study of metaphoric competence abroad. Besides, we should 
learn how to adapt and practice those new discoveries in the Chinese context, and 
summarize and report our creative work in time.
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