Metaphor, ad hoc concepts and word meaning
- more guestions than answers

ROBYN CARSTON

Abstract

Recent work inrel evance-theoreti c pragmati csdevel opstheideathat understanding verbal
utterancesinvolves processes of ad hoc concept construction. The resulting concepts may
be narrower or looser than the lexical concepts which provide the input to the process.
Two of the many issuesthat arise are considered in this paper: (@) the applicability of the
idea to the understanding of metaphor, and (b) the extent to which lexical forms are
appropriately thought of as encoding concepts.

1 Introduction

A well-established feature of the relevance-theoretic view of verbal comprehension
Is that concepts lexically encoded in the linguistic expression uttered may be
pragmatically strengthened (or narrowed) as part of the process of deriving the
intended explicit content of the utterance. Possible cases are given in (1), focussing
on the italicised words:

(1) a Annishappy.
b. | want to meet some bachelors.
c. The birds wheeled above the waves.

In the case of (1), the idea is that the encoded concept HAPPY is quite general,
covering a wide range of positive states of mind, while the concept communicated
and understood in a particular context, represented as HAPPY*, is considerably
narrower and denotes a much more specific mental state; possibilitiesinclude a brief
intense feeling of joy, amore lasting low-key feeling of general well-being, a sense
of satisfaction after the successful completion of atask, and so on. (Note that these
descriptionsarenecessarily circumlocutionary waysof indicating in natural language

“This paper is part of amuch longer chapter, on the pragmatics of on-line concept construction,
in Carston (2002). Many thanksto Corinne Iten, RosaVega-Moreno, Deirdre Wilson and Viadimir
Oegarac for enjoyable discussions on the issues raised in this paper.
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the nature of the atomic concept at issue.) Inthe case of (1b), suppose the context is
one in which the speaker has made it clear that she wants to settle down and have
children, thentherelevant concept, BACHELOR*, isnarrower than the encoded concept
whose extension is the set of unmarried adult males; ‘eligibility for marriage’ is a
crucial component of the derived concept. In the case of (1c), the BIRD* concept
inferred would be confined to seabirds, and so would exclude sparrows, robins, owls,
woodpeckers, etc. In each case, the processinvolvesaccessing arelevant subset of the
information (logical and encyclopaedic) made available by the lexical concept and
using this to construct the intended concept, a concept whose extension is a proper
subset of the extension of the lexical concept.

In more recent work, it has been recognised that essentially the same process is
involved in understanding loose uses of words (see Carston 1996/97, 2002; Sperber
& Wilson 1998; Wilson & Sperber 2000/02). That is, relevance-driven ad hoc
concept-building may result in aconcept whose extension includes entitiesnot in the
denotation of the lexicalised concept; that is, the concept may be broader than the
encoded one. Again, it is this pragmatically inferred concept that is taken to be a
constituent of the proposition the speaker intended to communicate on the particular
occasion of use, even though the consequence in a case of loosening isthe loss of an
element of encoded meaning. Some possible examples are givenin (2):

(2) a Thereisalargesquare of lawn at the back.
b. This steak israw.
c. Ken'sa(real) bachelor. [where Ken islegally married]

The area of lawn referred to in (2a) is very unlikely to be truly a square (with four
sides equal in length and at right angles to each other); rather it is approximately
square, and this holds for many other uses of geometrical terms. a ‘round’ lake, a
group of people standingin a‘straight line', aperson with a‘triangular’ face, etc. In
(2b), the steak, perhaps served in a restaurant, is not really raw but is much less
cooked than the speaker wishes; in (2c), Ken is a married man who behaves like a
bachel or (of acertain sort), and so on. In each case, the extension of the pragmatically
inferred concept, SQUARE* , RAW* , BACHELOR*, ismoreinclusivein certain respects
than that of thelexical concept, SQUARE, RAW, BACHELOR, fromwhich it wasderived.

In this paper, | discuss two of the many issues that are raised by this idea of
pragmatic concept building. The first concerns the understanding of metaphorical
uses of language, which are treated within relevance theory as a kind of loose use,
involving no special mechanisms or processes dedicated to the interpretation of
metaphors alone or even to figurative language more generally. It followsfrom the
loose use account that the result of understanding a metaphor is that the logical and
encyclopaedicinformation attached to theloosel y-used encoded concept iseffectively
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sorted into two digoint sets of properties: those which are taken to be part of the
intended interpretation and those which are not, and in the set of excluded properties
Issomelogical or defining feature of the encoded concept. The denotation of the new
concept (themetaphorical meaning) includes, or at | east overlapswith, thedenotation
of the encoded concept. Given the unified account of narrowing and loosening,
briefly discussed above, it also follows that the ad hoc concept, pragmatically
fashioned from the encoded one, contributes to the explicit content of the utterance.
In the next section, | consider the extent to which this gives us a fully satisfactory
account of how we understand metaphors. The second issue, taken up in section 3,
concerns some questions about word meaning which are prompted by thisrelevance-
theoretic account of lexical pragmatics, specifically whether or not what is termed
‘conceptual’ lexical encoding in the theory redlly is conceptual in any sense that
meshes with established ideas about the nature of concepts.

2 Metaphor: loose use and ad hoc concepts
2.1 Wher e does metaphorical meaning come from?

The account of metaphor in terms of |oose use and relevance-driven processing has
been, and continues to be, something of a breakthrough in the understanding of
metaphor. However, my concern hereisto suggest that, as so far expounded, it may
beincompl ete, perhaps needing to be supplemented by afurther cognitive component
in order to be fully explanatory.

| will largely confine myself to the simplest of cases, those involving positive
attributions of a property which, if taken literally, is inapplicable to its subject, e.g.
‘Mary is a steamroller/robot/icicle/gazelle, etc’. In so doing | avoid certain extra
complications, which are irrelevant here, that arise in thinking about cases of
‘metaphorical’ negations, such as‘ Tom isn't ahuman being/man/surgeon, etc.” (see
discussion in Carston 2002, chapter 5). So let’s consider how the loose talk story
works for the fairly standard, but still mildly evocative, metaphor in (3):

(3 Robertisabulldozer.

Sperber & Wilson (1986/95, 236) say the following about this example: ‘[it is] a
fairly conventional metaphor whose interpretation involves bringing together the
encyclopaedicentriesfor Robert and bulldozer, which do not normally cometogether
in a subject-predicate relationship. The result will be a wide array of contextual
implications, many of which, being contradictory, can be automatically discarded.
The relevance of [(3)] will be established by finding a range of contextual effects
which can be retained as weak or strong implicatures. Here thereis no single strong
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implicature that automatically comes to mind, but rather a dlightly weaker, less
determinaterange having to dowith Robert’ spersistence, obstinacy, insensitivity and
refusal to be deflected.” On the updated account, on which an ad hoc concept
BULLDOZER* is constructed, the idea is that certain elements of the encyclopaedic
entry of BULLDOZER which are highly accessible in the particular context are carried
over into the construction of the new concept which, as a constituent of the
explicature, warrants the particular implicatures derived.

Thisseemsfine asfar asit goes. But consider the sort of properties that are taken
to have been communicated as pertaining to Robert: obstinacy, insensitivity, refusal
to bedeflected, not listening to other people’ sviews, ruthlessnessin pursuing hisown
interests, etc. The questions that need consideration concern where these properties
have come from, and how they have been accessed. As indicated above, according
to the general account of loose use, they arerecovered viathe encyclopaedic entry of
the concept BULLDOZER. But how? These properties do not actually feature in that
entry, since bulldozers (i.e. those large tractor-like machines used for moving earth,
rocks, etc) are not persistent and obstinate, nor do they ignore other people sviews,
refuseto be deflected, or ruthlessly pursuetheir own goals. Only human beings seem
to have psychological properties such as these (taking them literally, aswe must). It
Isdifficult to see how any encyclopaedic sorting process can, by itself at least, effect
thetransition fromthe property BULLDOZER, whichisliterally inapplicableto Robert,
to aset of attributesthat may well betrue of him, because none of those attributes are
found in the encyclopaedic entry of BULLDOZER. Note that, in the quote above,
Sperber & Wilson say the interpretation process involves bringing together the
encyclopaedic entries for ROBERT and BULLDOZER. Theideahere, | think, isthat the
first of these playsan important rolein constraining the information selected fromthe
second one becauseit exerts aconsiderable influence on the accessibility ranking of
the information in the BULLDOZER entry. But this does not help with the problem at
hand, which isthat the required information isjust not in there, so isnot available to
be promoted in accessibility. Nor, presumably, isit (yet) in the encyclopaedic entry
for Robert since, if it were, the predication would be pointless and the utterance
uninformative. Intuitively, what goesonisthat propertiesof Robert interact somehow
with properties of bulldozers thereby making highly accessible some different
properties which can be plausibly predicated of Robert; it is the ‘somehow’ in this
description that remains to be cashed out.

Searle(1979/91) and Martinich (1984/91) have madesimilar observationsabout the
example in (4). None of the properties that we take to be attributed to Sally by this
utterance (for instance, extreme emotional reserve, lack of generosity towards other
people, etc) are properties of blocks of ice.

(4) Salyisablock of ice.
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As Martinich (1984/91, 511) observes, an inferentia process from the coldness of
blocks of ice to the coldness of Sally trades on an equivocation in the meaning of
‘cold’ and soisnot in fact avalid inference. Another way of putting it isto say that
the relevant concepts in the encyclopaedic entries of ‘bulldozer’ and ‘block of ice
have themselves to be taken as used metaphorically, so that what we have are
metaphorswithin metaphors(loose useswithinlooseuses). However, that doesn’t get
us any closer to an explicit account of how the process works, since extending the
context further by exploring the encyclopaedic entries of these metaphorically used
concepts, at the next level asit were, does not break through the metaphorical web,
into the realm of those properties that are being literally attributed to the human
subjects in (3) and (4). For instance, it is not the case that the encyclopaedic
information associated with the property of efficient land-clearing provides us with
the sort of propertiesthat we can understand as being literally attributed to Robert in
(3), nor that the information associated with the concepts of coldness and hardness
to the physical touch includes the sort of psychological traits that we understand as
attributed to Sally by a speaker of (4). Pugmire (1998, 99) puts the point well when
he says: ‘a predicate does not project unmodified from a non-metaphorical into a
metaphorical context. Iron cannot, except metaphorically, be stubborn, persistent, or
headstrong’.

The propertiesliterally predicated in (3) and (4) are not only false of their subjects,
they arenecessarily false; that i s, according to our (naive) metaphysical understanding
of the universe, the entity denoted by the subject just isn’'t eligible, in any situation,
for the property denoted by the predicate. By contrast, there are cases, such asthose
in (5), where the encoded concept being metaphorically used could be literaly true
of the subject, whether it actually isor not. If it isin fact false, then thisis merely a
contingent meatter, there is no category mistake (no violation of our naive
metaphysics).

(5 a My sonisababy.
b. Suzannah is a princess.
c. Bob is a soldier/surgeon/butcher/artist/magician.

A person’s son might well be a baby; a female human called Suzannah could be a
princess; amale person could be a soldier or asurgeon, etc. Let us suppose, though,
that these sentences are uttered in a situation where it is mutually manifest to the
speaker and hearer that the property denoted by the concept encoded in the predicate
isnot true of the person referred to at thetime of utterance. In these cases, the genera
account of interpreting loose uses, in terms of a relevance-driven process of
encyclopaedic sorting, is perfectly adequate; for instance, in (5d), properties
represented in the encyclopaedic entry for BABY, such as their total dependence on



88 Robyn Carston

their carers, their demands for immediate attention, their inability to consider other
peopl€ s needs, etc. can be understood as literally true of a particular kind of adult
person; similarly, certain (stereotypical) properties of actual princesses, such asthat
they are rich and privileged, and get treated with great care and deference, can be
understood as attributed literally to Suzannah in (5b), and so on, mutatis mutandis,
for therange of predicatesin (5c¢).

S0, whileit isageneral feature of metaphors that the literal meaning of apredicate
Is not what the speaker intends to communicate, there are two distinct cases: those
where the property could (in some circumstance or other) hold of the entity it is
predicated of and those where it smply could not because there is a crossing of
fundamental type or category boundaries (machines and humans, inorganic matter
and humans, material artefacts and emotions). The latter kind seems to raise a
problemfor an account which turnssolely on therecovery of relevant propertiesfrom
the encyclopaedic information attached to the encoded concept(s). In so far asthisis
agenuine problem for aloose use account of the metaphorsin (3) and (4), it must be
all the more so for truly creative cases such as the following:

(6) a Thefogcomeson little cat feet.
(from Carl Sandberg’s poem Fog)
b. Loveisthe lighthouse and the rescued mariners.
(from Oskar Davi..0' s poem Hannah)
c. Life’ sbut awalking shadow, apoor player that strutsand fretshishour upon
the stage, and then is heard no more;
(Shakespeare: MacBeth V, v, 24-26)

These are highly evocative metaphorswhich fulfil the presumption of relevance, not
through the communication of afew strong implicatures, but, rather, through avery
wide range of weakly communicated implicatures. It is this that gives them their
poetic quality (see Sperber & Wilson 1986/95, 199-200, 224, 235-237). Different
hearers/readers may entertain different specific implications in accordance with the
particularities of their own encyclopaedic knowledge systems (and their imaginative
capacities). The question, again, is how we go from information plausibly stored in
memory about cat feet to thoughts about fog, or from our knowledge about
lighthouses to thoughts about the nature of love.

It might be supposed that these literary metaphors are of a very different nature
from the conventional casesin (3) and (4), that they call for aspecial sort of measured
effortful processing (with commensurately greater effects). A distinction is often
made between time-limited comprehension and |eisurely comprehension (see Gerrig
1989, Gibbs 1994, chapter 3, Pilkington 2000, chapter 4). While this seems avalid
distinction (though perhapsbetter viewed asacontinuum), | see no reason to suppose
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that different interpretive mechanisms are involved; rather, the expectation of
relevance can be set at a higher level when temporal constraints are relaxed, so that
more effort may beinvested in exploring connections and going beyond thefirst few
accessible levels of information, and the result should be an ever wider array of
cognitive effects. The process is not different in kind from that involved in
understanding the quite ordinary casesof the bulldozer and theblock of ice, in(3) and
(4). A complete explanation of how it is that we access the intended properties in
these cases, and form the intended but unencoded concepts BULLDOZER* and BLOCK
OF ICE*, should provide uswith all theingredients needed for acomplete explanation
of the creative cases.’

As discussed elsewhere ( Carston 1996/97, 2002), there are two subcases of the
loose use of concepts, the‘ pure’ broadening caseresulting in aproper subset relation
between the denotations of thelexical concept and the ad hoc concept, shown herein
(7a), and the combination broadening/narrowing case resulting in a denotational
overlap of the lexical concept and the ad hoc concept, shown in (7b). A third
possibility, which arises when we look at certain cases of metaphor, is that the
denotations of the two concepts do not intersect at al, as shownin (7¢).

(7)

1 Itisnow acommonplaceinthe psychological literaturethat understanding metaphorically used
predicatestakes no longer, so is no more effort-demanding, than understanding literal uses. See, for
instance, Gerrig (1989) and Gibbs (1994, chapter 3), where many of the experimental findings
supporting this position are cited. Gibbs criticises the relevance-theoretic view of ‘ metaphor-as-
loose-talk’ for ‘incorrectly assuming that metaphors, and other tropes ... obligatorily demand
additional cognitive effort to be understood’ (1994, 232). Whatever the validity of thiscriticism at
thetimeit was made, it isnot a correct characterisation of current relevance-theoretic thinking: the
interpretation of literal and of loose (including metaphorical) utterances proceeds in the same way
(implicationsare considered intheir order of accessibility and the process stops once the expectation
of relevanceisfulfilled), so theaccount doesnot predict that |oose (including metaphorical) useswill
generally require more processing effort than literal uses. Indeed, it isto be expected on this view
that, in appropriate contexts, a metaphorical interpretation of an utterance may be more easily
derived than aliteral one.
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b. X

C*

The contingent falsehood examples in (5) are most likely cases of (7b). Take, for
instance, an utterance of ‘Bob is a magician’, in a context in which Bob, who is a
surveyor by profession, hasjust rapidly produced avery nice meal for hisflatmates out
of afew unpromising old cans of food. What is communicated about Bob isthat he has
done something surprising, that he is quick and dexterous in his actions, that his
performance belies the onlookers' perception, etc. These are al properties that a
professional magician is expected to have, so the ad hoc concept MAGICIAN* which is
constructed in understanding this utterance includes in its denotation quite a few
professional magicians, though probably not all (for instance, old magicianswho’ velost
their touch), as well as non-magicians like Bob who have the properties in question.
However, when we turn back to the categorial falsehoods, such as(3), (4) and (6), the
appropriate picture seems to be that given by (7c). Support for this comes from the
earlier observations that, in these cases, the properties that make up the ad hoc concept
cannot be recovered from the encyclopaedic (or, indeed, logical) entry of the encoded
concept. Consider again BULLDOZER and BULLDOZER*. The logical entry for the
lexicalised concept BULLDOZER may contain an inference rule with the output HEAVY
MACHINERY OF A CERTAIN SORT, or something along those lines, and its encyclopaedic
entry includes information about its land-clearing function, its effectiveness in
mechanically pushing away large volumes of earth, rocks and other debris, and about
its physical appearance, perhaps represented by a visual image of some sort. The
componentsof thead hoc concept BULLDOZER* includerepresentations of the properties
mentioned earlier: obstinacy and persistence, insensitivity to other people sfeelingsand
views, single-mindednessin pursuing personal interests, etc. It snot clear to mewhether
a one-off ad hoc concept is usefully thought of as having alogical entry, but for those
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peoplefor whom BULLDOZER* has become a stable el ement of their conceptual systems,
the likely logical entry is HUMAN TEMPERAMENT OF A CERTAIN SORT (thisis certainly
reflected in the many dictionariesthat give a second sense to theword ‘bulldozer’). The
entities in the world that fall under these two concepts comprise digjoint sets. Another
possible source of support for thisthird picture comes from linguistic semantic change.
Among the processes which bring about such change the following three are often
distinguished: lexical narrowing, lexical broadening and metaphorical transfer or shift
(see Campbell 1998, chapter 10). For instance, the word ‘insult’ in English originally
meant ‘to jump on’, but, through its repeated metaphorical application to acertain kind
of uncomfortable psychological effect, the physical action meaning has been lost. This
would seem to indicate that, at a particular time in the history of the language, the two
concepts, INSULT (= jump on), encoded by the lexical form ‘insult’, and INSULT* (=
offend), an ad hoc concept pragmatically inferred fromiit, referred to distinct categories
of behaviour.

The question remains; how is the move from the lexically encoded concept to the ad
hoc concept effected in these fundamental category-crossing cases? | have said that the
crucial properties of the new concept in such cases are not to be found in the
encyclopaedic entries of the lexically encoded concepts, BULLDOZER, ICE, LIGHTHOUSE,
etc., but, of course, this information plays an important role in their recovery. Exactly
what that role is and what else is required has not yet been made explicit in the
relevance-theoretic account of metaphor (or in any other account of on-line metaphor
interpretation that | am aware of). | have nothing new to offer here, my primary am
being the modest, albeit rather negative, one of placing the issue on the table as one that
must ultimately be addressed. I’ll smply mention briefly two lines of thought in the
wider literature on metaphor which might be worth considering in this regard.

The first comes from psychological investigations of the general human capacity for
making anal ogies between what may be quite disparate subject domains, a capacity that
manifestsitsalf most strikingly in creativethinking, both artistic and scientific, but which
is also prevalent in everyday cognitive activity (see, for instance, Holyoak & Thagard
1995, Gentner, Holyoak, & Kokinov 2001). Thiscapacity isnot well understood, but one
point of agreement seems to be that a crucial element is the (partial) mapping or
alignment of the structures of the different domains, that is, a matching of dimensions
and relations (as opposed to asearch for attributes shared by entitiesin thedomains). For
example, the scientific analogies between the atom and the solar system, or between
sound transmission and waves of water, are based on similaritiesin the structures of the
two systemsrather than similaritiesin theentitiesthemsel ves (el ectronsand planets, etc).
At the more mundane level, young children can readily perceive relational
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correspondences between, say, the domain of bird life and that of human life, aligning
bird with person, nest with house, tree with backyard, singing with talking, etc. Once a
structural alignment of two domains is assumed, correspondences can be read off from
a position in the structure of one domain (the ‘source’ domain) to the corresponding
position in the other domain (the‘target’ domain). Perhaps, the capacity to performthis
sort of relational mappingisacomponent of understanding certain verba metaphors. So,
for example, the metaphorical utterance ‘Ariel Sharon is a hawk’ might involve a
structural mapping from the domain of birds to the domain of politicians, with Sharon
occupying the same position in the politician domain as the hawk does in the bird
domain, so that characteristics such as political aggressiveness, readiness to make
preemptivestrikes, etc. might beread off from correspondenceswith thehawk’ sferocity
(among birds), its quickness in finding a prey and going for the kill. Exactly how such
a story might go for our bulldozer case, | am less sure about. | take it that we want a
mapping from, in the source domain, the movement of abulldozer and its effects on the
environment it goesthrough, and, in thetarget domain, aparticular kind of human social
behaviour and its effects on the people at whom it is directed. Conceivably, then,
particular correspondences can be read off, for instance, between a bulldozer’s
indiscriminate clearing of material initspathto aperson’ sinsensitiveoverriding of other
people’ s views and feelings.

The second line of thought, sometimes occurring in combination with thefirst one, is
the currently very popular view that there isalarge number of preexisting metaphorical
schemes, which play a fundamental role in structuring some of our more abstract
concepts (such as LIFE, LOVE, MIND, TIME) and which are readily available to the
processes of utterance interpretation. Commonly discussed examples are LIFE IS A
JOURNEY, THE MIND ISA CONTAINER, TIME ISA MOVING ENTITY, ARGUMENT ISWAR (see
Lakoff 1993, Gibbs 1994). One very general scheme proposed by these authors is
PSYCHOLOGICAL FORCE IS PHYSICAL FORCE, which enables us to understand
psychological phenomena (traits of character, mental processes) in terms of physical
(perceptible) phenomena. It may bethisthat underpinsthe* bulldozer’ example, or it may
be that a much more specific scheme such as PEOPLE ARE MACHINES is involved.
Similarly, there might be a metaphorical scheme mapping emotions aroused by other
humans, such aslove, anger or grief, onto visceral experiences of the physical world (so
perhaps underpinning the ‘ lighthouse and rescued mariners' case). If wereadly do have
such schemes as part of our conceptual makeup, then part of the role of the relevant
encyclopaedic information accompanying a metaphorically used lexical concept isto
provide a connection with the appropriate metaphorical scheme. For instance,
information about the physical movementsof bulldozersand their effectsinstantiatesone
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side of the mapping between physical forces and psychological characteristics, so that
(perhaps) the bulldozer property of indiscriminately clearing away anything in its path
maps to the human psychological trait of ignoring other people in the pursuit of one's
own goals. Whether such schemes are really employed in this way in understanding
metaphorical utterances remains to be seen; the idea has its critics (see, for instance,
Glucksberg & McGlone 1999, Keysar et al. 2000), and its wider framework, according
to which thought is fundamentally metaphorical, raises many more gquestions.

A further issue, which should be acknowledged, though it lieswell beyond my scope
here, is whether an approach in terms of propositional conceptual representations
(explicatures and implicatures) can ever do full justice to the processes and results of
comprehending a metaphor. From a phenomenological perspective, what is striking
about so many metaphorsistheir imagistic quality; for instance, the cat feet of the fog,
the lighthouse and the rescue of the shipwrecked sailors. Even in the utterly banal
bulldozer case, peoplereport having amental image of abulldozer, perhapstwo images
that mergein acertain way, the one of Robert, the other of abulldozer, aspects of thetwo
being combined so that we see Robert asabulldozer, or, in the case of ‘ that surgeon was
abutcher’, we may have amental image of afigure dressed in surgeon’sgarb and in an
operating theatre, but who is raising a cleaver to hack at the flesh on the table. What
relationship thereis, if any, between these apparently imagistic mental representations
and the sort of representations | have been concentrating on - conceptual, propositional,
syntactic - is something that needs to be explicated. For instance, could it be that we
derive conceptual representations (‘that surgeon was rough/brutal/behaved without
appropriate care and skill’, etc) through scrutinising the internal image, rather as we
might form thoughts through looking at an external picture? If so, thiswould provide
aready explanation for the open-endedness and variability of metaphor interpretations.
SeeDavies(1983) and Moran (1997) for discussion of ‘ proposition’ theoriesand ‘ image’
theories of metaphor and possible relations between them.

In many good poetic metaphors, there are other apparently nonpropositional effects
that are achieved: qualitative states of mind, such as sensations and feelings, are evoked
and these, rather than anything conceptual, may be precisely what the poet isstriving for
through hiscreative use of words. Sperber & Wilson (1986/95, 224) suggest that (at |east
some of) the affective effects of poetic metaphors may turn out to be explainable in
cognitive conceptual terms, through their account of weak communication which
involves a slight increase in the manifestness of avery wide array of weakly manifest
assumptions. See Pugmire (1998, chapter 7) for adiscussion of whether or not metaphors
might ‘come down to nascent, inchoate thoughts or to devices for suggesting these’
(p.98), and Pilkington (2000, chapters 6-8) for a searching discussion of the extent to
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which poetic effects can be adequately captured in entirely cognitive terms.
2.2 Metaphors, similesand their explicatures

In the previous subsection, | dwelt on the question of how we arrive at an interpretation
of ametaphorical utterance. Thisquestion arisesbothfor the original relevance-theoretic
account (Sperber & Wilson 1985/86, 1986/95) and for the slightly revised oneinvolving
ad hoc concepts. I’'ll focus now on this relatively recent idea that an ad hoc concept is
constructed and functions as a constituent of what is explicitly communicated by a
metaphor?. Recall that this position simply follows from the ideathat metaphor isakind
of loose use, together with the unitary account of the effects of enrichment and loose use.
Aninteresting consequenceisthat it seemsto provide anice way of reflecting the often
discussed difference between a metaphor and its corresponding simile:

(8 a Maryisabulldozer.
b. Mary islike a bulldozer.

(99 a Loveisthelighthouse and the rescued mariners.
b. Loveislike the lighthouse and the rescued mariners.

There are clearly great similarities in how the members of each of these pairs are
understood and in the result of the interpretation process; in fact, the implicatures are
probably the same, so, for both (8a) and (8b), Mary isunderstood to be obstinate, single-
minded, insensitive to other people sfeelings, etc. However, their overall impact is not
identical, the metaphor usually being experienced as somehow more direct and forceful
than the simile. V arious observations can be made about what might account for thisfelt

2 Over the past twenty odd years, Sam Glucksberg and his colleagues have been developing their
‘class-inclusion’ account of nominal predicate metaphors such as ‘My job isajail’ (see Glucksberg
(2001) for asumming up of theideasand of the experimental work supporting them). What isasserted
by an utterance of such an example is that the entity designated by the subject term (e.g. my job) isa
member of a superordinate category referred to by the predicate expression (e.g. the category of things
which are confining, externally imposed, difficult to escape from, etc.), acategory which includes both
prototypical jails and the speaker’s job. The category (or concept) thereby created has no established
lexical form; it is an ad hoc category, which can be represented as JAIL*, reflecting the considerable
similarity between thisview and therel evance-theoretic one. A detailed comparison of thetwo accounts
remains to be done, but see Rubio-Fernandez (2002) for interesting discussion and some suggestive
experimental results bearing on the two approaches.
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difference. For instance, while the metaphor isliterally false, smilesare standardly said
to betrivially true (since everything is like everything else in some respect or other). |

don'’tthink thisstrikesat the heart of theissue, though, sincethe corresponding negatives
are just as much metaphors and similes, although their truth/falsity statusisreversed. It
Issometimessaid that whileasimileinvitesthe addresseeto make acomparison between
two unlikethings, ametaphor requiresthe addressee to conceive of onething asactually
being another (unlike) kind of thing. Whether or not thisisright, an account of metaphor
understanding which involves the construction of an ad hoc concept from an encoded
concept may reflect the felt difference, since similes do not seem to undergo such a
process. Compare (10a) and (10b) as possible propositions expressed by the similein
(8b):

(10) a MARY ISLIKE A BULLDOZER*
b. MARY ISLIKE A BULLDOZER
c. Mary islike ahuman being
d. A pear islike afruit.

Whileit makes senseto say that Mary belongsto aparticul ar category of BULLDOZERS*,
there is no more sense in claiming that sheislike aBULLDOZER* than that sheislike a
human being (given that sheisone). That is, (10a) is odd in much the same way as it
would be odd to say that a pear islike afruit, that asparrow islike abird, or that adog
Is like a mammal. The oddity lies in saying of an entity which is a member of some
category that itis(merely) likethat category. So while ametaphor and its corresponding
simile may communicate the same set of implicatures, the difference between them may
be captured by the fact that an ad hoc concept is constructed as part of the explicit
content of the metaphor, while the lexically encoded concept is preserved in the simile,
asin (10b).

Incorporation of an ad hoc concept in the proposition explicitly communicated by a
metaphorical utterance hasanother interesting consequence. Recall that, accordingtothe
relevance-theoretic account, many metaphorsinvolve weak communication; that is, the
intention made mutually manifest by the speaker is not (or not only) to make strongly
manifest somesmall number of specific assumptions but rather to makeweakly manifest
awide range of assumptions (aconceptual space). In such acase, theimplicatures of the
utterance areindeterminate: the speaker has not singled out and endorsed any particular
assumptions, but has rather encouraged the hearer to explore within the range of
activated assumptions. Precisely which onesthehearer doesin fact deriveasimplicatures
of the utterance s, in large measure, a matter of his own choice and responsibility. The
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more creative or unusual ametaphor, thewider the range of possibilities and the weaker
the speaker’ sendorsement of any specificimplicated propositional form. Thismuch has
been part of the account since its beginningsin the 1980s. The point hereis that, given
the view that the hearer constructs an ad hoc concept that replaces the encoded concept
in the explicitly communicated propositional form, the characteristic of indeterminacy
must carry over from the implicatures of many metaphorical utterances to their
explicatures.

All the implicatures derived by the hearer have to be inferentially warranted and the
ad hoc concept plays a crucia role in this, since most of the implicated properties are
features of its encyclopaedic entry. What we have here is multiple instances of the
process of mutual paralel adjustment of explicitly and implicitly communicated
assumptions (for discussion and exemplification of this process, see Wilson and Sperber
2000/02). It may be that the time course of interpretation is such that, before he has a
complete explicature, the hearer accesses avariety of particular assumptions from the,
possibly vast, range activated by the utterance and treats them as potential implicatures
of the utterance; if so, there is then a good deal of backwards inference involved in
shaping the new concept which will figure in the explicature and ultimately warrant the
set of implicated conclusions. Theindeterminacy that pertainstoimplicatures, therefore,
pertains equally to the ad hoc concept; that is, the relation between the concept
constructed by the hearer and that in the speaker’s own thought is one of sufficiently
close resemblance rather than identity. There may be quite a range of subtly different
conceptslicensed by an utterance of, for instance, * Robertisabulldozer’: BULLDOZER*,
BULLDOZER**, BULLDOZER***, etc. No specific oneis strongly communicated and the
hearer’ s construction of any one of themis good enough for the communication to have
succeeded.

A final question, which | merely raise without attempting to answer, concerns the
extent of the process of ad hoc concept formation in metaphor understanding. Most of
the examples above have involved single constituents, either a predicate or areferring
expression, but, clearly, whole sentences can be used metaphorically, asin thefollowing
examples, where (11a) might describe abad-tempered boss and his cowered employees,
(11b) might be a report on the state of a failing institution or company, and (11c) a
characterisation of the course of a destructive marriage or friendship:

(11) a Whentheold lion wakes up and starts roaring again we had all better run for
cover.
b. Despite lavish nursing, the patient has yet to leave his sick-bed and take a
few tottering steps out of doors.
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c. The buds of hope and love called out by aday or two of sunshine are frozen
again and again till thetreeiskilled.

The proposition expressed by (11a) might involve several ad hoc concepts which
compose together with some encoded concepts along the linesin (12):

(12) WHEN THEOLD [LION]* [WAKESUP]* AND STARTS[ROARING]* AGAINWEHAD ALL
BETTER [RUN FOR COVER]*

Another possibility isthat longer stretches of the encoded conceptual structure, phrases
or even the whole logical form, are to be taken as used loosely (metaphorically) and a
complex (structured) ad hoc concept pragmatically constructed on that basis:

(13) [[THEPATIENT] [HASYET TO[[LEAVEHISSICK-BED] AND [TAKE A FEW TOTTERING
STEPS OUT OF DOORS]]]]*

Neither of thesepossibilities seemssustai nableinthe case of certain wholly metaphorical
poems and stories (allegories or parables); rather, they would seemto be given aninitial
full interpretation (pragmatically disambiguated, enriched, etc) within a frame or
(fictional) domain, from which, subsequently or in parallel, their metaphorical
interpretation is projected. Thisis, clearly, an issue that needs a lot more thought.

3 Word meaning and concepts

Inthissection, | leavetheissuesconcerning metaphor interpretation and moveto arather
different set of concerns. These are questionsabout the nature of encoded word meaning
which areraised by the general account of lexical pragmaticsin terms of on-line concept
construction, whether resulting in a narrower or broader concept or some combination
of thetwo. Thediscussion so far has proceeded on the assumption that lexical itemslike
‘cat’, ‘sing’, ‘open’, ‘raw’ and ‘happy’ encode (atomic) concepts, where, on a mental
representational construal, concepts are ‘words of Mentalese’, that is, constituents of
sentences in the language of thought (Fodor 1975, 1998). What | want to consider now
is the possibility that this view of word meaning is not right, that such ‘ conceptual
encodings are (in many instances, at least) not really full-fledged concepts, but rather
concept schemas, or pointers to a conceptual space, on the basis of which, on every
occasion of their use, an actual concept (an ingredient of a thought) is pragmatically
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inferred. The discussion is, I’m afraid, highly speculative, appealing to intuition rather
than providing hard argument.

Theideathat natural language sentences do not encode (do not translateinto) sentences
inthelanguage of thought but rather provide atemplate or schemafor constructing such
language of thought sentences has been fundamental to relevance theory since its
beginnings. ‘Linguistically encoded semantic representations are abstract mental
structures which must be inferentially enriched before they can be taken to represent
anything of interest’ (Sperber & Wilson 1986/95, 174). At the sametime, however, it has
been assumed that, with the exception of indexicals and a few other expressions that
encode procedures, most words encode (atomic) concepts, that is, constituents of
thought. The suggestion here is that the abstract schematic nature of a decoded
‘semantic’ representation (or logical form) is manifest not only at the global sentence
level (by variables, gaps and missing sections of propositional structure) but also at the
local level of the basic elements of the representation. While sentences encode
thought/proposition templates, words encode concept templates; it's linguistic
underdeterminacy all the way down.

Fodor (1998) takes the position that ‘English [and public language systems quite
generally] inheritsits semantics from the contents of the beliefs, desires, intentions, and
so forth that it’s used to express' (1998, 9). In Carston (2002, chapter 1), | argued that
this does not work for natural language sentences, which cannot be assigned a ‘rea’
truth-conditional semantics, even by inheritance, since they drastically underdetermine
propositional content. However, | |eft it open that the view might be true of the lexical
level: words that encode concepts may inherit areferential semantics from the concepts
(CAT, SING, OPEN, RAW, HAPPY, etc.) which they encode (and so activate in an
addressee’ smind when uttered). Oneupshot of questioningthepositionthat lexical items
encode anything recognisable as afully fledged concept will be to cast doubt on even
thisrather meagre claim that word typesin natural language can be thought of as having
atruth-based semantics by inheritance.

Focussing ontheword ‘ happy’, let’ sconsider the concept that it issupposed to encode,
a concept which is to provide communicative access to a wide range of other more
specific concepts, including onefor asteady state of well-being, another for amomentary
experience of intense joy, another for the sense of fulfilment that accompanies a
successful negotiation, and so on. The ideaisthat the lexically encoded concept HAPPY
Is distinct from all of these; it is more general and abstract than any of them, but
providesthebasis, in appropriate contexts, for processesof pragmatic enrichment so that
addressees can come to grasp one of the more specific conceptsand incorporate it into
their representation of the speaker’ s thought. But what isnot at al clear is whether we
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ever actually have (hence sometimes try to communicate) thoughts in which this very
general lexicalised concept featuresasaconstituent, or indeed what the property of being
HAPPY is, asopposed to being HAPPY* or HAPPY** , etc. Could it bethat theword * happy’
does not encode a concept, but rather ‘points to a conceptual region, or maps to an
address (or node, or gateway, or whatever) in memory? This pointing or mapping
provides accessto certain bundles of information from which the relevance-constrained
processes of pragmatic inference extract or construct the conceptual unit which features
in the speaker’ s thought.

Sometimesit seemsthat Sperber & Wilson are envisaging something along theselines:
‘Quite generally, the occurrence of aword in an utterance provides a piece of evidence,
a pointer to a concept involved in the speaker’s meaning. ... A verb like ‘open’ acts as
apointer to indefinitely many notions or concepts...” Sperber & Wilson (1997/98, 196-
97). However, thisis selective quoting; in between these two sentencesthey say: ‘ It may
happen that theintended concept isthe very one encoded by theword, which istherefore
used in its strictly literal sense’ (my highlighting). But when we try to think about the
general concept oPEN and to have athought in which such ageneral concept features, as
opposed to any of the more specific conceptsthat we grasp in understanding ‘ openone’'s
mouth’, ‘ open the window’, ‘open acan’, ‘open adiscussion’, etc. the experienceisan
odd one, as we seem to have no definite thought at all.

Searle (1983) discusses the fact that many truth-conditionally distinct meanings can
be communicated by perfectly literal uses of the unambiguous verb ‘ open’:

(14) a Jane opened the window.
b. Bill opened his mouth.
c. Sally opened her book to page 56.
d. Mike opened his briefcase.
e. Pat opened the curtains.
f. The child opened the package.
g. The carpenter opened the wall.
h. The surgeon opened the wound.

What constitutes opening a book is very different from what constitutes opening one’s
mouth, which is quite different again from what constitutes opening a package, €tc., so
that therearedifferent constituents corresponding to ‘ open’ in the proposition expressed
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in each of these examples®. Furthermore, and more directly relevant to my point here,
given our current background assumptions, we are unable to fully understand (assign a
determinate truth-conditional content to) the following:

(15) a Bob opened the grass.
b. Chris opened the fork.
c. Jane opened a hair.

According to Searle, athough we can grasp the literal meaning of each word in these
sentences and their syntax is unproblematic, we do not have any know-how concerning
the opening of grass or forks or hairs. One way of construing thisin the current context
Isthat theverb‘ open’ pointsusto aparticular region in encyclopaedic memory at which
all manner of information about kinds of opening is stored, or at least made accessible,
but it does not include what would be needed for usto construct the kind of full-fledged
concept that could feature in athought involving arelation between Bob and the grass,
Chrisand thefork, etc., athought which could then be evaluated against some situation
or event in the world involving Bob and the grass, Chris and the fork, etc., and judged
true or false. Assuming we have referents for ‘Bob’ and ‘the grass' but no other
knowledge about aspecific context, then all we get from an utterance of (15a) isthat Bob
performed some act involving the grass and that that act can be described as one of
‘opening’ . Whatever mental representation we form from this contains not adescriptive
concept, that is, one with a determinate denotation, but an interpretive,
metarepresentational one. But surely, if theword ‘open’ encodes a concept, we should
be able to have thoughts which include that concept, and there should be no particular
difficulty in grasping the proposition expressed by ‘Bob opened the grass'.

At the least, it seems that the ‘concepts encoded by bits of lexical phonologica
material are arather different kind of thing from the conceptsthat feature asingredients
In our thoughtsand in interpretations of our utterances. That thereisadistinction of this
sort to be made is further supported by the general account of how ad hoc concepts are
constructed: the lexical form maps to a ‘conceptual’ address in memory to which is

3 Searle sexplanation of these differencesisgiven intermsof what he callsthe Background, that is,
a set of (mostly unconscious) assumptions, dispositions, and know-how, without which the encoded
meaning of a sentence does not determine any definite truth condition. Relative to one set of
background assumptionsand practices, asentence may determine onetruth condition, rel ativeto another
set, it may determine a different truth condition, and, relative to some sets, it may not determine any
definite truth condition.



Metaphor, ad hoc concepts and word meaning 101

attached a package (or packages) of information; we dip into this package and take out
just a part of it. The process is dways selective, there is aways some subset of the
activated information which is left behind or discarded, whether the ultimate upshot is
one of a narrowing or a broadening, in the sense discussed earlier. The result is a
concept, a constituent of the thought the speaker is communicating; however, the
building materialsfor this process made available by thelexical item (perhapsincluding
severa conflicting properties or stereotypes, as in the case of ‘bachelor’) do not
constitute aconcept. If thisisright, thereisasenseinwhich all conceptsare ad hoc, that
IS, temporary constructs arising for specific purposes at particular times, as Barsalou
(1987, 1993) has claimed.

Giventherichrangeand finely varied nature of the conceptsthat can be communicated
by asinglelexical form, it scemswe have (at least) the following two optionsin giving
an account of the encoded meaning of a word: multiple ambiguity, with each of the
(related) meanings a full-fledged concept, or the very abstract, attenuated, schematic
meanings, which come from taking the ‘univocality’ or ‘monosemy’ line (see Grice
1978/89, Atlas 1989, Ruhl 1989) and which, | am suggesting, are not concepts. Even
setting aside possible economy considerations, reflected in the well known
methodological principle of Modified Occam’ s Razor, the ambiguity approach isruled
out as any sort of general solution since what we' re dealing with hereis not afixed set
of (related) senses but an apparently indefinite range of possibilities (see Sperber &
Wilson 1998, 186). So, even if we decided that ‘open’ encodes, say, four distinct (but
related) literal senses, the pragmatic account of ad hoc concept construction would be
required for the myriad other meanings that arise in particular contexts. But once we
have an effective account of these cases, the supposedly encoded meanings might aswell
be derived in the same general way, given an initial pointer to the right area of
information in memory. Of course, individual conceptswithinthe (indefinitely large) set
of those communicable by ‘open’ differ greatly in their frequency of occurrence in
thought and communication (compare a concept of the usual mode of opening one’s
mouth with one of an action of prising lipsand teeth apart with one’ sfingers, etc.) so that
some are retrievable more or less ready-made while others require a more constructive
process. This conception of word meaning and concept
communication goes at least some way towards accounting for the phenomenon of
polysemy (the multiple related senses of aword).

However, while this view of word meaning as very abstract and schematic is perhaps
plausiblefor arange of cases, such astheverbal and adjectival encodingsjust discussed,
it might be thought to be much less so when we turn to natural kind terms, like ‘cat’,
‘lion’, ‘water’, ‘tree’. Thereisastrong intuitionthat ‘ cat’ encodes aconcept CAT, which
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features in thoughts, and not just some abstract schemafor constructing CAT* concepts
or some pointer to knowledge about cats. Utterances such asthose in (16) do not seem
to be susceptible to the indeterminacy of those in (15), that is, we have no difficulty
grasping a propositional content, even though we may judge it false and/or bizarre in
other ways:

(16) a My neighbour’s cat likesto read Shakespeare.
b. Mr Jones was transformed into a cat for afew hours.

It is noticeable that natural kind terms do not figure much in discussions on polysemy,
perhaps afurther indication of their stable conceptual content (whichisnot to deny their
high susceptibility to figurative use). So perhaps there are different kinds of lexical
meanings, with some words encoding full-fledged concepts, others encoding a schema
or a pro-concept (see Sperber & Wilson 1998 on the latter) and others a procedure or
inferential constraint.

Suppose it isright that there is a sizeable class of words that do not encode particular
concepts (senses), but rather concept schemas, or pointers, or addresses in memory
(which of theseisthe best metaphor remains unclear), what effect does this have on our
depiction of the output of the linguistic processing system, the decoded logical form or
‘semantic’ representation? | think it doesn’t make much difference; we just alter our
construal of such representationsasHAPPY, OPEN, etc., from being concepts, constituents
of thought, to being labelsfor pointers or schemas. Thisisnot achange that bringswith
it any new problems for a principle of semantic compositionality, conceived of as a
principlethat holdsat thelevel of encoded linguistic meaning (expression-typemeaning)
rather than at the level of the proposition expressed by an utterance (see discussion in
Carston 2002, chapter 1). However, not too surprisingly, thisway of thinking about word
meaning does initiate new questions and problems. For instance, the introduction of a
whole additional population of mental entities, which are distinct from concepts and
don’'t seem to have any function in mental life except to mediate the word/concept
relation, is not to be taken on lightly. On the other hand, it is simply acounterpart, at the
lexical semantic level, to what we' ve already taken on at the sentence semantic level:
proposition schemas, which mediate the sentence/thought relation.

One particularly challenging question that arises concerns acquisition: if word
meanings are these abstract schematic entities that do not feature in our thinking about
the world, how do we ever manage to acquire (learn) them? Consider how the word
meaning acquisition story goes on a Fodorian sort of account, according to which
learning a natural language is ‘learning how to associate its sentences with the
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corresponding thoughts. To know Englishisto know, for examplethat theform of words
‘there are cats' is standardly used to express the thought that there are cats; ...” (Fodor
1998, 9). So learning aword, say ‘cat’ or ‘open’, is learning to associate it with the
corresponding concept, CAT or OPEN, on the basis of which the word inherits the
semantics of the concept, namely that it refers to the property cat or the property open,
respectively. Therearetwo acquisitional processes here; theacquiring of theconcept and
the acquiring of the link between lexical form and concept, and giving a satisfactory
explanation of these is no simple matter. However, on an account of word meaning
according to which it is not a concept but something more like a general schema for
building concepts, or a pointer to arange of concepts, the task of explaining acquisition
appears to become much more difficult.

How does a child acquire such an abstract entity as a schema or a pointer, something
that doesn’t play any rolein her thoughts? For instance, suppose she already has several
concepts of the OPEN* variety, which do figure in her thoughts about the world, say one
for the action of opening her mouth, another for opening a door, another for opening a
carton of milk. On the current hypothesis, none of these concepts is the meaning of the
word ‘open’, so she can’'t just map the phonological form /open/ onto one of those and
thereby acquire the (adult) meaning of ‘open’. Of course, in another sense, these are al
(context-dependent) meanings of theword ‘ open’, meaningsthat particul ar tokenings of
theword‘open’ have. So, at different pointsalong therouteto establishingamoreor less
stablemeaningfor thelexical form, variousdifferent form-concept correspondences may
be made. The question, which won’t receive any answer here, is how the more general
schema or indicator arises and how it comes to be the meaning of the lexical expression
type. There must be some process of abstraction, or extraction, from the particular
concepts associated with the phonological form /open/ to the more genera ‘ meaning’,
which then functions as a gateway both to the existing concepts of opening and to the
materials needed to make new OPEN* concepts which may arise in the understanding of
subsequent utterances.”

Recanati (1998) refers to work by Hintzman (1986) on a multiple-trace memory
model of word meaning acquisition, according to which each experience of atoken (an
utterance) of aword leaves an ‘episodic’ memory trace. On a new encounter with the

4 Thisacquisition question arises for anyone who takes seriously the underdeterminacy thesis at the
lexical level, such as, for instance, Blutner (2002), who says: ‘ Given a polysemous lexeme, its meaning
representation may either refer to a primary conceptual variant (representing its base sense), or it may
be amore abstract unit referring to some form of underspecified structure’. He favoursthe | atter, more
schematic, option.



104  Robyn Carston

word, al those accumulated traces are activated, but with different weightings
(accessibility rankings) depending on the particular context, so that some subset
consisting of the most strongly activated traces gives the meaning of the word on that
specific occasion. Thisleads to theradical claim that thereisno lexical meaning in the
sense of a stable encoding: ‘Words, as expression-types, do not have ‘ meanings', over
and above the collection of token-experiences they are associated with. The only
meaning which words have is that which emerges in context’ (Recanati 1998, 630).
Whether one takesthis extreme line or the more conservative onel am taking (on which
words do encode something, albeit something very schematic, which ssimply sends the
system off to a particular region in long-term memory), the multiple-trace model offers
a suggestive approach to the question of how we acquire word meanings. On the more
conservativeview, it would need to be supplemented by an account of how the encoded
schema or pointer emerges, or is abstracted, over time from the accumulation of traces
of particular cognitive experiences of tokens of the word.
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