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"Knowing about metaphor means knowing how to organize the universe within
our mindv . . . "

Sol Worth, "Seeing Metaphor as Caricature."

1. Introduction

As an introduction let us begin with a few comments about metaphors.

Abrams (1961:36) defines 'figurative* language as that which departs from

'ordinary' language in order to achieve special meaning or effect. "Figurative*
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language departs from 'ordinary' language by changing the order and signi-
ficance of words. One of the most common means of constructing figurative
language is metaphor. "Metaphor has always been defined as the trope of
resemblance; not simply between signilier and signified, but between what are
already two signs, the one designating the other" (Derrida 1974:13). Ana-
logical extensions are constructed by attributing a characteristic of the signi-
fied that is not the 'ordinary' or usual meaning of the word. For the purpose of
analysis of the data on Quechua riddles presented here, three levels of com-
plexity are examined.

(1) Riddles based upon rhythm and rhyme (4.2), figures of sound.
(2) Simple riddles (4.3) which are analogical statements based upon the

construction of a simile or a simple comparison involving oppositions
or negation.

(3) Complex riddles (4.5) which involve the comparison of multiple terms
which construct metaphorical statements through propositional state-
ments of the form A is to B as C is to D.

In the conclusions (7) a hypothetical model of metaphor ontogenesis is
discussed whereby the three levels of complexity arc correlated with cognitive
and semantic development. Metaphor, it is argued, plays an important
function in cognitive and semantic development of Quechua-speaking chil-
dren who engage in riddle games. It appears that riddling among the Quechua
functions as a discovery procedure as children expand their cognitive opera-
tive structures and semantic domains.

Riddle games are verbal play which involve puzzling about * what is like
what.' The metaphors are comparisons of sound, form, texture, motion, and
function of phenomena. Ope of the aims of the activity is to see how far one
can extend meanings of words. The other function of metaphors in riddling, it
is argued, is to challenge further cognitive development as riddle poser and
listener interact in a competitive game of intellectual skills.

For purposes of discussion of the data presented, a distinction is made
between metaphorical statements which are well known and within the
domain of common knowledge and those metaphors which are innovative.
The former are referred to as * dead metaphors.' A good example in English is,
'the mouth of the river/ which at one time had 'figurative' value but has
become so well used that the statement is now a part of 'ordinary' language.
For a child the statement might well provide a new discovery, however, as he
or she reflects upon the meaning of the word 'mouth V within the context of the
statement.

The social dynamics of metaphorical statements are discussed in section 3
where it is shown that riddle content changes rapidly over time owmt' to the
fact that riddle games are a part of juvenile sexual socialization. Common
rules and structures are followed, however, for the creation of new riddles (sec
4.4). The Quechua themselves state that persons expert in riddle posing- arc
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more intelligent and, moreover, they are believed to be expert sexual partners.
The latter is due to the social context of riddling described in section 2. The
social context is one of sexual 'play* between adolescents whereby competi-
tion between the sexes includes demonstrating one's intellectual skills in the
creation of riddles, songs, and insults combined with sexual skills.

Ricoeur (1974:99) has asserted that " A word receives a metaphorical
meaning in specific contexts with which they are opposed to other words taken
literally; this shift in meaning results mainly from a clash between literal
meanings, which excludes a literal use of the word in question and gives clues
for the finding of a new meaning which is able to fit in the context of the
sentence and make sense of this context." This statement is an appropr ate
description of the dynamic process of riddling. The riddle listener must
examine the clash of meanings offered by the riddle poser and consider new
possibilities. The clues in the riddle might be enlightening or they migh be
false clues designed to fool the listener. Constraints delimit the possibil; ies
for the construction of innovative metaphors and in section 4.4 an interactive
dialogue is described in which both success and failure of innovaive
metaphors are analyzed.

The Quechua language demands the inclusion of a series of markers thai tell
the listener whether the speaker is reporting something from personal experi-
ence (topic and comment markers). These markers are obligatory in normal
discourse. In the riddle games, statements are not so marked. Therefore,
riddles are relegated linguistically to the realm of ambiguity. The riddle
listener must discover the possible and hypothetical in semantic domains. The
activity is an investigation of the limits of ambiguity. Derrida (1974), U ew-
enberg (1975), and many others have debated the truth value of metaphors. It
is apparent that for participants in Quechua riddling, it is not the truth of the
statements that is important, but rather new conceptualizations through
analogy that are important.

An expert riddle poser surprises his or her listener with an innovative view
of the world. Nevertheless, as Edmonson (1971) and Wilbeit (1975) have
noted, metaphorical statements are units of closed-circuit communication
systems specific to individual cultures. The analogies presented by the riddle
poser must remain within that closed system in order to be undent-jod.
Riddles are a part of the folklore of a culture. The word lore comes from the
Saxon word lar and means * 'teaching" (Edmonson 1971:1). Metaphorical
puzzles in Quechua riddling are powerful tools of instruction.

The data on riddles were collected in several communities in the department
of Ayacucho, in the south-central highlands of Peru. A total corpus of-109
riddles was recorded, fifteen of which are presented here. Half of the riddles
collected contain iftytbm and rhyme constructions. Ten were variations of
other riddles recorded. Seven were created spontaneously, four of which are
discussed in section 4.4, The Creation of.Riddles. The onset of riddling begins
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at about eleven or twelve years of age and continues until one marries. We
were unsuccessful in our attempts to elicit riddles from younger children. We
did not, however, record the free play activities of younger children, which is
the situation where one is apt to find such activities.

2 / The Social Context of Riddles

Judging from the data we have collected from the south-central highlands of
Peru, riddling among Qucchua speakers occurs within two related contexts
associated with amorous *play%: (1) during individual encounters while adole-
scents are pasturing herds away from their villages in the high grasslands, and
(2) during a group activity that is literally called "to pasture life'—Viria
Michiy/An invitation 4to play' connotes the combination of posing riddles,
clever insults, music, and sexual activities. We might say that within these
two contexts adolescents are discovering new cognitive relationships coupled
with new sexual relationships.

If a young man encounters a girl alone pasturing her family's herds, he
usually initiates interaction with a clever compliment or insult, or by playing a
song for her on his thinlili, a small guitarlike instrument. He might even draw
the girl's attention by throwing small stones at her to which she responds with
insults or riddles. One male informant told us that girls are much better at
posing riddles because they spend so much time alone herding. Someone who
is innovative with riddles/insults, and songs is also believed to be a good
sexual partner.

Vida Michiy (4to pasture life*) activities take place generally during com-
munity fiestas, though they can occur spontaneously at other times as well.
Groups of young boys may decide to get a Vida Michiy together just as a
group of North American youths might decide spontaneously "to hang out"
one evening at their favorite place in the hope of meeting girls.

Quechua-speaking youths rely less on chance. They band together, armed
with their chinlilis, and parade through the streets of their villages playing and
singing as an invitation for girls to join them. Once the group is gathered
together, they ideally leave the village boundaries and ascend to the high
pasture lands *to play Vida Michiy.'

In the region of the River Pampas in the department of Ayacucho, where
most of the data were collected, the village is considered die 'civilized' place
as opposed to the high grasslands, called t\\tsallqa% meaning savage, or puna
(grasslands). Adult informants told us that in years past young people were
accustomed to holding their Vida Michiy celebrations at the gates of ceme-
teries, another Uncivilized' place. The careful vigilance of the civil-religious
authorities, however, has put a stop to such sexual play at the resting place of
the dead.


