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Metaphor Interpretation of a Short Story Used in
a Classroom : “the Bird and the Cage”
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Abstract
According to Lakoff and Johnson (1980), metaphor is a figsure of speech

which refers to something else that is not literally true. It is something abstract

which is difficult for students to understand. This study of metaphor interpretation
of a short story used in a classroom aimed to look closely at the 32 of 2™
year English major students’ strategies of metaphor interpretation of English

and study the relation of cultural backeround between Thai and English

enhancing them to work out the interpretation. The metaphors in this study
were words, phrases, and expressions in the story “the Bird and the Cage”
by Paulo Coelho (2010).

The results showed the strategies taken by the students to work out
the metaphorical meanings corresponded to several theories : denotative
meanings, contextual clues, imagination with miming, and cultural

experiences of both Thai and English. Cultural background allowed the students
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to link the differences between their native language and English to enhance

deeper understanding of metaphors. It is important for a teacher of English

to teach students to understand the similarities and differences of culture of

both languages, so they can apply this

kind of ficsurative languace to daily

communication creatively and effectively.

Keywords : Denotative Meaning Figurative Language Metaphorical Meaning
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Introduction

To understand each other while communicating, we need to know

the meaning of words or phrases in the sentence that someone is saying.
When we listen and interpret the meanings, it requires both knowledge and
understanding of the culture and traditions of that language. Also there is an
emotional interpretation of the situation at that time, including the social
status of the speakers. In addition, a word that we use sometimes does not
have just one meaning, but it implies other meanings in its particular context.
Denotative meaning (Denotation) is the direct meaning of a word from a dictionary
(Mangewa, 2019). Connotative meaning (Connotation), on the other hand, is
the emotion that a word generates in addition to the actual meaning. Mangewa
(2019) stated that connotation is an implied meaning that is associated with
a word in addition to its literal meaning. Connotation can be another meaning
that is used in communication. Sometimes it has parts of literal meaning and
comparative meaning which is called a metaphorical meaning (Figurative/
Metaphorical Meaning). Saralamba (2011) stated that metaphorical meaning
refers to one thing by mentioning another thing and has a new meaning
derived from that comparison. It is when people use a word or phrase that
does not have its normal literal meaning. People can use metaphors to
convey more interesting meaning and make it more dramatic that literal
language which simply states facts.

Having taught the EFL students for more than 5 years, it seems to the
researcher that the students understand the primary meaning of a word in a

dictionary. They use words to communicate along with the situation according

to their levels. There may be a lot of difficulties for student to interpret these
kinds of meaning. However, it is important that the students in higher education

level should understand the comparison or metaphor. As stated by Lakoff
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and Johnson (1980), metaphor is a conceptual system and is related to the
system of thinking. That is to say the languace used in everyday life is in the

form of a metaphor called “conceptual metaphor,” and it is related to the

thinking system of the user. They also added that the use of language in the
form of metaphors occurs in a natural way, and inherits from the experience
of that language user.

Foreign language students encountered difficulties understanding
metaphorical expressions every day. According to Littlemore (2004), metaphors
consist of a source and a target domain. Metaphor comprehension could
involve an appreciation of differences between those two domains. In order
to comprehend the metaphors, we could not only be able to perceive the
correlation between the source and target domains, but could also be able
to practice the differences between them.

Languacge is a part of the human culture created for communication
in everyday life, including experience, emotions, and feeling of the people
through the process of communication and the art of language creation for
communication. Metaphor is one of the most popular ways to describe the
language more clearly.

When people talk, they often use comparative or metaphorical ways

which can illustrate what they want to say better than inventing examples

to describe the meaning of what they are talking about. Al-Hasnawi (2007)
stated that interpreting metaphor is not a direct translation of the meaning
of a word. Al-Hasnawi suggested that interpretation should be made by cognitive
metaphor using knowledge management process or meaning analysis through
the process of knowledge, thought, comparison and experience and culture

of the language. These are the approaches of an interpretation of the similarities

and differences of their own language.
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In addition to understanding the use of words for communication,
knowledge of vocabulary is fundamental to reading, for an overall understanding
of the subject. Using all kinds of short stories can help students to acquire

all kinds of knowledge, such as investigation, science, love, history, culture,

and religion. The language used in the stories has been written in English in
everyday communication. They are also reading for pleasure, not as stressful
as the textbooks. Reading for pleasure can add imagination to readers, increase
reading ability and recognition of the characteristics of the lancuage used in the
stories. Furthermore, students can get information from reading, understanding
history, social attitude, personality of the characters, including differences of
customs and beliefs from what they have read.

Using stories in teaching English can implicate many aspects of importance.
Carter and Long (1991 : 2-3) described these aspects (as : 1) increasing cultural
understanding described in the stories that can help students or readers see
and understand cultural differences. The differences can help in improving
the ideas, 2) emphasizing the language used in the narrative, which can teach
students vocabulary and sentence structures, and 3) increasing the students’
or readers’ personal advancement; when they understand, they can have a
factual assessment of culture, think in a broader way, understand the society
as a whole, have a broader vision, accept different things, and focus on the
use of extensive vocabulary. All of those three aspects are important for
understanding the usage of words and culture, including the developing of
ideas and creativity of each person.

In order to have a broader understanding of the meaning of metaphorical

meaning, the researcher chose the intermediate level of the story, “The Bird
and the Cage,” a part of Eleven Minutes, written by Paulo Coelho (2010) for

students to read. The researcher used the technigue of teaching vocabulary
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in order to help students understand, and use the language appropriately
according to the meaning and words for communication in society, rather

than focusing on student understanding of the forms and grammar.

Objectives of the Study

1. The strategies the students used to interpret the meanings of
metaphors in the target language (English)

2. The relation of the cultural backeround between the students’ native

language and English.

Methodology

The experimental class consisted of 32 students majoring in English at
the Faculty of Liberal Arts, Huachiew Chalermprakiet )University : 6) male
(18.75%) and 26 female students (81.25%). The sample was selected because
they had the required qualifications. They were able to use English at the
pre-intermediate to intermediate level. They were able to communicate with
simple words and simple compound sentences. Their ability in using vocabulary
was usually in literal (denotative) meaning. From the inquiry before starting
activities in class, students could understand the meaning by comparing English
to Thai. The process and steps of data collection were the researcher studied
the story, The Bird and the Cage, which the writer used ordinary fisurative
language telling the story, had students read it and the researcher chose 9
words and expressions that had metaphorical meanings. The following were
the techniques the researcher used to study the students’ strategies in in-
terpreting the metaphors :

1. Teacher explained the differences of denotation and figurative language

: metaphors and practice on examples of metaphors.

a5



=4 =] c.-!' o c:i' = L3 = o o =]
’Jﬂ‘ﬁﬁ’l‘ﬁﬂ’lmu@ Un 12 auun 1 uﬂﬁﬂm—mqmﬁm 2564 ﬂﬂwm{ﬁ}ﬁlﬁ’lﬁﬁl‘ﬁ ﬂJ‘iﬂ’l’J‘iﬂEl’laEl‘i’lﬁﬂﬂg]LﬁijN'ﬁ’lEl

2. Students read the story, ‘the Bird and the Cage’ and expressed their

understanding of the denotative, connotative, and metaphorical meanings.

3. After reading the story, students looked up the denotative meaning

of the 9 words.

4. Students interpreted the metaphorical meaning of those 9 words.

5. Examine the metaphorical meanings interpreted by each student.

6. Interview the students to understand how they interpreted the
metaphors.

7. Discuss the metaphor interpretation strategies that were employed

by the students.

Findings

1. Strategies the students used to interpret the meanings of
metaphors in the target language

From the students’ interpretations of the 9 words, this table showed
the meanings and explained the strategies that the students used to work

out the metaphors.
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Table 1 The Results of Students” Metaphorical Interpretation

Words Metaphorical No. of Students Percentage
Meaning Interpreted Each (%)
Word Correctly

bird - freedom 30 93,75

Wings - weapon, tool 12 i
- power
- ability

- energy

fly, flisht | - freedom 19 59.37

- goal

- happy

trap - deceiving 11 5457
- jealous

- trouble, problem

- obstacle
set up |- plan things secretly il 12.5
a trap
put in - uncomfortable, was 7 21.87

a cage | controlled

- to show that you're

the owner of something
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Words Metaphorical No. of Students Percentage
Meaning Interpreted Each (%)
Word Correctly

feathers |- beauty 19 59357
- warmth

- beautiful love

lose their | - getting older 23 7187
closs - not charming
- lose inspiration

- meaningless

Death - dying, dying person 10 31.25
came - lose, death

knocking | - Death is approaching.

at the

door

From Table 1, 7 instances of metaphor interpretation by students can
be described as (follows :)

1.1 ‘Bird,’

Students found out the meaning the word ‘bird” very quickly. The
approach they used to work out the meaning seemed salience. They started
by directive meaning first, and reflected on the bird’s character of flying. Then
they looked closely at the context, they worked out the meaning of its
metaphor.

This implied that they had employed some kind of imagination and

its character including the activity the birds do in order to help them understand
43



e
\‘\‘_ 995@75 @:éﬂ
o Jel e bi?'.-
AP icniie) ¢ I i e
gt e s Msasviile U 12 atun 1 UNTIAU-UQUIBUY 2564 ASUYBYATEANT UW1INYIRYTIVNS) VT
:
2

the metaphor. The students tended to think about abstract concepts with
corresponding physical processes. For example, they thought of a motion of
a bird flying higher in the air, and moving forwards was the gestures that they
accepted in employing the metaphor of the word ‘bird.’

1.2 ‘Lose their Gloss’

Some students learned that the meaning of ‘lose their closs’ was
dry and inferred it as the drought. However, when asked to explore the
metaphor in depth, they were able to deepen their understanding of the
expression. When the students focused their idea on the contexts surrounding
and on the truth of life, a long and desperate bird in a cage, they appeared
to have activated their knowledge of the target domain, and filled the expression
to the source domain. That was from the charming and meaningful life, turning
to the desperate, and had nothing to wait for at the end.

1.3 ‘Fly, Flight’

The students could work out the meaning of ‘fly and flicht’ as
freedom and goal easily. They interpreted those as ‘journey, goal, freedom
because flying was from one place to another. The approach they used to
work out was using their knowledge of the target of the destination. They
said it totally meant from the origin to the destination.

Interestingly, some students were using some miming during

interpreting which they said it could help them work out the meaning of the
metaphor. This suggested that they were trying to employ some kind of
imagination. According to theory of embodied coenition, Lakoff and Johnson
(1999) stated that cognitive processes were deeply rooted in the body’s
interactions with the world. The mime of the students showed that they were
experiencing some motion and it helped them to work out the metaphorical

meaning of the words.
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The students were able to work out the meaning of ‘feathers’

quickly because of the presence of the contextual clues. They knew from

the participation of the people in the story revealing about beauty of love

and the warmth of the mind which was the meaning of life. Also, they referred

the meaning to the appearance of the feather, as in Thai expression : Fine

features make fine birds.

It could be seen that the cultural basis of their Thai

language played crucial role here to work out the interpretation.

1.5 ‘Set up a Trap’

The students began by picking up on the word ‘trap,” the salient

one, which people usec

the next one, ‘set up,’

to capture or retain something. Then the considered

which people always do this action quietly. They

inferred to the knowledge of target domain as the winner or owner of something.

The source domain of this was the hope or wish for something. If the students

could draw their attention of language systematically, their ability to interpret

the meaning would enable them to work more autonomously and to process

the target language at a higher level.

1.6 ‘Put in a cace’

The students began by picking up on the word, ‘cage,” first. They

showed their understanding that ‘If something was in a cage, there would be

no freedom.” When asked to reconsider it and use the contextual clues to

help, they tried to work
possible meanings, i

They finally worked out

out the meaning again by corresponding to all the
ncluding the denotation and the contexts.

the meaning. If you put something in a cage, you

wanted to show that ‘you are the owner of something.’
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1.7 ‘Death came knocking at the door’

When the students interpreted the meaning of ‘Death came knocking
at the door,’” they tried to work out on the word ‘death’ first. They considered
the source and target domains of this idiom as the last period of life and the
death. When considering the phrase ’came knocking at the door,” they mentioned
Thai belief of death. It is believed that the Angel of Death would come if it
Is someone’s appointed time to die. Some students even imagined the Angels
standing and waiting in front of the door, and asked ‘What would you feel if
you were the only one who experienced this incident?” Fear was the feeling
they answered. Apart from the students’ knowledge on literal meanings,
contextual clues, and imaginary, Thai expression took very crucial roles in
interpretation this idiom

2. Relation of the cultural background between the students’ native
language and English
From the observation and the interview of how the students interpreted
their metaphors, the cultural background allowed them to link the differences
between their native language and English to enhance deeper understanding
of metaphors. If students understand the culture of both languages, they
would be able to draw similarities between their native language and English,
so they can remember and retain the concepts. Likewise, if they could work
out the differences between the two cultures, they would also be able to

relate the concepts together.

Discussion
The most important quality which language learners should have was
the vocabulary based on denotative meanings which would enable them to

deepen their understanding corresponding the source and target domains.
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The next strategy was the ability to pick up the contextual clues in which the
word or expression occurred. In other word, the contextual clues were suggested
as the strategies employed by students in metaphor interpretation. If the

students could not pick up the contextual clues, they looked for the salient

quality of the source domain.

Also imagining and miming could enhance students’ understanding
and could make things clearer. The students perceived that the abstract
concepts of expression corresponded to physical processes. Lakoff and Johnson
(1999) stated that imagination worked well with miming in order to help them
work out the metaphor.

Knowledge on cultural backeground played an important role behind
the expression interpretation. The ability to draw similarities and differences

of L1 and English could help students interpret the concepts correctly. As

shown in Findings 1.4 and 1.6, students interpreted the English metaphor by
contrasting the meaning with their experience and belief in Thai, such as
‘feathers’ into ‘beauty,” and ‘beautiful love’ by linking to some characteristics
of the feather, as in the Thai (expression :) fine features make fine birds. Also,
the sentence, ‘death came knocking at the door’ has its metaphorical meaning
as ‘death, dying, a dying person, or death is approaching,’ is related with Thai
belief. It is believed that the Angel of Death would come to someone when
itis their appointed time to die. This is consistent with Al-Hasnawi (2007) who
stated that metaphorical interpretation should be translated from the real
world and linked it to the culture. For example, we could interpret it from

the similar or different state of our languace.
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Summary
In this study, the strategies taken by the students corresponded to
several theories of metaphor interpretation : denotative meanings, contextual
clues, imagination with miming, and cultural experiences of both Thai and
English. It would be obvious to say that the students needed to use more
than one strategy in order to work out the meanings of the metaphors.
The cultural background knowledge is important for students to
relate many ideas and to elaborate the ideas together even though some of
the students found it difficult to do. As an English teacher of EFL classroom,
it could be a good idea to learn about the cultural basis of your students’
native language and English before teaching them in class. If the students
understand the similarities and differences of both languages, they would be
able to work out the meanings of metaphor appropriately and they can apply

this kind of figurative language to daily communication creatively and effectively.
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