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General: A comparison (e.g. (1a-b)) can be viewed as a proposition attributing to one item (the 

Target) some of the properties of another item (the Source). It has been observed that a 

comparison’s form plays a part in assigning the roles of Target and Source (Tversky 1977). For 

example, (1a) seems to attribute hunting prowess (i.e. a tiger’s property) to housecats, whereas 

its mirror image (1b) seems to attribute playfulness or curiosity (i.e. housecat properties) to 

tigers: 

(1) a. Housecats are like tigers. 

b. Tigers are like housecats. 

In this study I propose that, in addition to cuing the construal of Target and Source, the linguistic 

form also influences which and how many of the Source’s properties are attributed to the Target. 

I present evidence to this effect from a corpus study and ongoing experiments, focusing on two 

linguistic factors: structural (a)symmetry (e.g. A is like B vs. A and B are alike), and predicate 

choice (e.g. A is similar to B vs. A resembles B). 

Structural (a)symmetry: Comparisons are normally thought of as symmetric relations, in that if 

A is like B, it follows that B is like A. This conceptual symmetry is not reflected in the syntactic 

structure of (1a-b), where the Target and Source occupy the asymmetric positions of subject and 

complement, respectively. But comparisons can also appear in symmetric structures, namely in 

coordinate structures: 

(2) a. Housecats and tigers are alike. 

b. Tigers and housecats are alike. 

Unlike in asymmetric structures (e.g. (1a-b)), changing the order of the compared items in a 

symmetric structure (e.g. (2a-b)) doesn’t tend to change the comparison’s meaning (Gleitman et 

al. 1996). This suggests that the construal of Target and Source in symmetric structures is not as 

rigid as in asymmetric structures. And intuitively, this is not the only difference between the two 

types of structures. Thus (2a) and (2b) – which call to mind a host of physical or biological 

properties shared by housecats and tigers – seem more comprehensive and less figurative than 

(1a) and (1b). 

An examination of naturally-occurring data provides support to the idea that symmetric and 

asymmetric structures contribute to different interpretations. In 300 comparisons retrieved from 

Google Search, the properties explicitly attributed to either item were counted and analyzed by 

the author. On average, more properties were attributed to the compared items in symmetric 

structures (3.11) than in asymmetric structures (1.95). In asymmetric structures, it was 



predominantly the complement’s properties that were attributed to the subject (~90%); whereas 

in symmetric structures, either conjunct’s properties were attributed to the other, at chance level 

(~50%). In addition, metaphoric comparisons (or similes) were found more often in asymmetric 

structures (28%) than in symmetric structures (11%). 

I suggest that the differences between the symmetric and asymmetric structures stem from a 

difference in directionality (Porat & Shen forthcoming). Comparisons in asymmetric structures 

are necessarily construed in a unidirectional manner, with the complement acting as a fixed 

reference point for the conceptually variable subject (Gleitman et al. 1996, Talmy 1978). In 

contrast, comparisons in symmetric structures may be construed in a bidirectional or non-

directional manner. 

Predicate choice: Three English predicates used in comparisons: like, similar and resemble; are 

commonly considered synonymous. However, the three give rise to somewhat different 

interpretations. Thus, (5a) seems to attribute figurative “roots” to people; (5b) calls to mind 

physical properties (e.g. growing and aging, consisting mostly of water); and (5c) calls to mind 

visual appearance (e.g. standing upright, having limbs and a trunk). 

(3) a. People are like trees. 

b. People are similar to trees. 

c. People resemble trees. 

Preliminary corpus findings indicate that the three predicates occur with the same range of 

interpretations, but in different distributions: metaphoric comparisons (or similes) occur most 

often with like; more properties are attributed to items compared with similar than with the other 

predicates; and a majority of comparisons with resemble include visual appearance as a shared 

property. To account for this, I suggest that the three predicates have the same core meaning, but 

different discourse profiles (Ariel 2008). That is, each predicate is associated with a typical 

interpretation with which it consistently co-occurs, though this association is not encoded in the 

grammar and hence is nonobligatory. 
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