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Across research disciplines, figurative language usage has long been viewed as
strongly interacting with abstract concepts and contexts, cf. a cognitive perspective
in Cognitive Metaphor Theory (Lakoftf & Johnson, 1980), and a computational
perspective in a range of distributional models such as Turney et al. (2011),
Tsvetkov et al. (2014), and Koper & Schulte im Walde (2016), among many others.
This interaction may be illustrated by the literal vs. figurative meanings of
abschminken in die Augen abschminken (‘remove eye makeup’) vs. die Karriere
abschminken (*forget about the career”), with the concrete word Augen (“eyes’) in
the literal phrase and the abstract word Karriere ("career’) in the figurative phrase.

In the first part of my talk I will present a selection of studies where contextual co-
occurrences indeed provide salient empirical features for these distributional
computational models when automatically detecting figurative language usage, in
contrast to models where this interaction is not successful (Piccirilli & Schulte im
Walde, 2022). The second part of my talk will then shift the focus from contexts
to targets, and present studies that zoom into the degrees of abstractness of
individual verbs and their corresponding subject and object nouns. Regarding this
target-specific perspective, I will discuss quantitative textual analyses (Frassinelli
& Schulte im Walde, 2019), a dataset with plausibility and metaphoricity ratings
of subject-verb-object events (Eichel & Schulte im Walde, 2023), and
automatically generated images of events whose descriptions vary across degrees
of abstractness and metaphoricity (Khaliq et al., Under review).
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