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Notes on Carston, Thoughts and Utterances, Chapter 5, pp.320-375 

5.1 Encoded concepts and communicated concepts 

Will concentrate just on atomic concepts, and assume a Fodorian analysis of these: 
• monomorphemic lexical items correspond to atomic concepts (except those that are to be given a 

procedural analysis, such as ‘but’, ‘however’?) 
• concepts don’t correspond to sets of necessary and sufficient conditions 
• concepts are not structured around prototypes or stereotypical feature-bundles 

Concepts are associated with three kinds of information: 

Logical: meaning postulates, analytic implications; not definitional in the sense of providing 
necessary and sufficient conditions – however, Carston frequently refers to them as 
‘defining’ features in what follows. 

Encyclopedic: scientific, cultural and commonsense knowledge, some of it organized in terms of 
scripts/ scenarios/ frames; organized also in terms of accessibility, which depends partly 
on frequency and recency of use 

Lexical:  phonetic form; phonological and syntactic properties 

Not every concept is associated with all 3 kinds of info. E.g., the entry for the concept OR has logical and lexical 
information but no encyclopedic information. Similarly, concepts associated with proper names may have no 
logical information associated with them. 

There are questions as to how to draw the line between logical and encyclopedic information in particular 
cases, what information is carried along when these concepts play a role in thought, and how concepts are to 
be individuated (e.g., ELM vs. BEECH). These questions set aside here. 

Ad hoc concepts: these are constructed on-line. They are derived inferentially, as opposed to by a process of 
decoding, using lexical concepts together with other contextual information. They will share elements of 
logical and encyclopedic information with their lexical counterparts. 

HAPPY vs. HAPPY* 

Needn’t be entirely novel – perhaps even represented in long-term memory; may come to have logical and 
encyclopedic info associated with them, though not of course lexical information. 

5.1.1 Ad hoc concepts via narrowing 

There are cases of pragmatic enrichment where a lexical concept is strengthened (as opposed to cases 
where whole new conceptual constituents are added to propositional form by free enrichment): 

1. I want to meet some bachelors. 
2. I am happy. 
3. The path is uneven. 
4. Something has happened. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

HAPPY 

HAPPY* 
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Also included here are cases of polysemous terms that convey slightly different concepts, depending on 
context (E.g., open the door/ open the wound/ open the book/ etc.). 

Sometimes there are more specific lexical terms to cover some of this variety: 

          WALK 

   

AMBLE SAUNTER   STRIDE    SHUFFLE      HOBBLE    MARCH … 

But often there won’t be, or the speaker will use the general term ‘walk’ in any case, and rely on the 
hearer to narrow the concept in a contextually appropriate way. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The hearer will use contextual information (e.g., that the speaker has expressed an interest in getting 
married) and use this to infer which particular subset of bachelors the speaker intends to be referring to: 

(1) I want to meet some bachelors. 

(1*) The speaker wants at time t to meet some BACHELORS*. 

Of course, the speaker may also be implicating certain things (e.g., that she wants to be invited to her 
friend’s house to meet the dishy man next door). There will be the sort of parallel adjustment process 
talked about in chapter 2, section 2.3.4, where the hearer will adjust hypotheses about the explicated 
content on the basis of how fruitful this is in deriving further contextual effects. 

This process is optional rather than mandatory. It is free from linguistic mandate. So these cases are 
different from ones where the need for narrowing is somehow lexically mandated, e.g., because there is a 
hidden indexical: 

I am here {in the room/ city/ country}. 
They are now readily available {today/ this week/ this year/ this century} 
She has a fast car {fast enough to catch a speeding criminal/ fast enough to compete in a rally}. 
He is rich {compared to inhabitants of 3rd World countries/ compared to other professors} 

In the case of the indexicals ‘here’ and ‘now’, the extent of the spatial or temporal region must be 
contextually specified. In the case of scalar adjectives, such as ‘fast’ or ‘rich’, the relevant comparison 
class or purpose must be specified. 

5.1.2 The problem of concept broadening 

These are cases in which some logical or definitional feature is dropped, so that we have a relaxed use. It 
is assumed that here we are dealing with absolute terms, not terms that are vague. These are used 
loosely for some communicative purpose (e.g., because this is an economical way of expressing one’s 
thought): 

1. This steak is raw. 
2. There’s a rectangle of lawn at the back of the house. 
3. On Classic FM, we play continuous classics. 
4. He’s a real bachelor [said of a married man who acts as though he’s unattached]. 
5. Meet my new flatmate [gesturing to a cat]. 

Fun-loving 

Old, misogynous 

Eligible 

BACHELOR 
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Grice’s example: he says (6) below communicates something about the man’s life being free of 
commitments, etc., and that this communicated content is non-formal (i.e., not encoded) and dictive (i.e., 
part of what is said). 

       6.    John led an unfettered life. 

Carston notes that this is an unusual concession from Grice, since he usually accounts for metaphorical 
and other non-literal uses of language as conversational implicatures, which follow because the literally 
encoded meaning is false or trivial, and the violation of the Quality or Quantity maxims call for a search 
for something else the speaker might have meant to convey. 

Carston gives an account of the RT view of metaphor and loose use, as laid out in Sperber & Wilson 
(1986). She notes that although the cognitive RT account breaks with Grice in many ways (e.g., by 
rejecting the claim that there is a presumption of truth in favor of the idea of a presumption of optimal 
relevance), there is one assumption shared by Grice and RT.  This is that the literal (encoded) meaning 
expressed in cases of loose use is not communicated. 

Grice puts this by saying that in cases of non-literal language use, the speaker makes as if to say 
one thing but communicates something else entirely. 

The RT view is that the literally encoded content is a mere vehicle for generating implicatures, 
but is not itself communicated. Carston also notes that this introduces a certain asymmetry into 
the RT account. In cases of pragmatic enrichment, the contextual elements become part of the 
explicature, but not in cases of pragmatic loosening. 

She proposes instead that we should see narrowed and broadened contents as two outcomes of the same 
underlying process of pragmatic adjustment. Sometimes encoded content is strengthened and sometimes 
it is loosened. These are two possible movements away from the same underlying concept. 

5.2 A symmetrical account of narrowing and broadening 

Two ways of making the RT account symmetrical: 

(I) bring narrowing into line with loosening by saying the enriched contents are not part of the 
proposition expressed/ explicature 

(II) bring loosening into line with narrowing by saying that broadened contents are part of the 
proposition expressed/ explicature. 

Two problems with the 1st approach: 

(i) This may work for cases like ‘bachelor’ in ‘I want to meet some bachelors’. But it is more problematic 
for such apparently trivial truths as ‘Something happened’ or ‘He has a brain’. Here rich encyclopedic 
information is not available for narrowing, and the enriched meaning follows directly from the principle of 
relevance itself. (Something worth remarking on happened or He has a brain worth drawing attention to). 

(ii) A consequence of this approach is that the (minimal/ literal) proposition expressed plays no role, 
independent from the alleged implicature, in the derivation of contextual effects. This is what Carston’s 
Functional Independence criterion was meant to adjudicate, and it suggests that the alleged implicature is 
instead an explicature -- the expressed proposition is an “enriched” one that contains the ad hoc concept 
HAPPY*: 

Proposition literally expressed (minimal proposition): Anne is already HAPPY 
Alleged implicature: Anne is already HAPPY* 
Contextual assumption: If one is HAPPY*, one doesn’t need help from the Psychic Synergy Soc. 
Contextual implication: Anne doesn’t need help from the Psychic Synergy Society. 
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5.2.1 Consequences of the unified account 

There are 6 troubling consequences of adopting the 2nd approach to making enrichment and loosening 
symmetrical. The first two are general worries, and the other four are worries internal to the RT 
framework. 

[1] Some words are hardly ever used literally (e.g., ‘rectangular’). 

Reply: This should not be seen as troublesome, but a useful feature of language. The speaker can 
rely on the hearer’s inferential abilities. Encoded meaning is just one clue, along with other 
contextually retrievable info, as to the speaker’s communicative intentions. Such a system of 
encoded meanings is more economical than a system which attempts to encode every possible 
nuance of meaning. 

[2] ‘Mary is a bulldozer’, where this expresses the proposition that Mary is a BULLDOZER*’, will turn out true 
if Mary has the property expressed by the narrowed concept. But intuitively this sentence is false. 

Reply: These intuitions are not robust, and intuitions pulling in the opposite direction are just as 
strong. We often respond to utterances like ‘Mary is a bulldozer’ by saying ‘That’s true’, where 
the agreement is directly expressed, rather than indirectly conveyed. Also, the enriched content 
expressed by such sentences seems to play a truth-conditional role when such sentences are 
embedded as antecedents of conditionals or in factive subordinate clauses. (e.g., ‘If Mary is a 
bulldozer, she’ll be ideal on the committee’ or ‘Since Mary is a bulldozer, we should keep her out 
of any delicate negotiations’). 

[3] There will now be no difference between the thought expressed and the propositional form of the 
utterance expressing that thought, which is a challenge to the idea that utterances stand is a relation of 
interpretive resemblance to the thoughts they express. 

Reply: The relation of interpretative resemblance now holds between lexically encoded concepts 
and the ad hoc concepts they can be used to communicate. The relation is therefore primarily a 
local relation between concepts, which then supports the global relation of interpretative 
resemblance between encoded linguistic meaning and proposition expressed = thought 
communicated. 

[4] Metaphorical and other loose uses are no less literal than standard literal uses are. 

Reply: We have to relocate non-literalness. It is no longer primarily a distinction between 
proposition expressed and thought communicated (since these are effectively identical – in 
metaphor one doesn’t say one thing and mean another, but says what one means). The 
distinction lies in the difference between encoded meaning and proposition expressed. 

[5] Central to RT is the idea that verbal communication is not governed by a maxim of truthfulness, and 
the existence of loose use has been one of the principal pieces of evidence cited in favor of this claim. But 
on this new conception, this appears to be threatened, since in loose use (as now conceived) the 
proposition expressed is exactly the proposition that the speaker endorses. 

Reply: Grice’s maxim of truthfulness applies to the conventional linguistic meaning of an 
utterance, and since what is communicated rarely (if ever) corresponds to this encoded meaning, 
there is no danger that this new view is committed to accepting Grice’s maxim. The new view 
continues to endorse the RT idea that communication is governed by the cognitive and 
communicative principles of relevance. 

[6] In cases of loose use the proposition expressed is no longer just a vehicle for deriving implicatures but 
is an explicature – something directly communicated. 

Reply: This is a virtue of the account. The only level of representation that is not communicated is 
the level of logical form. This seems to be a good thing, as having two such levels seems 
redundant. 
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5.2.2 Arguments for the unified account 

First argument: 

As was mentioned in the reply to point [2] above, loosened content seems to be part of truth-conditional 
content. This was shown by applications of the embedding test. This is evidence that loosened content is 
not an implicature but is part of the proposition expressed. 

Second argument: 

One might think that if concept narrowing results in a concept whose extension is a proper subset of the 
lexical concept, then concept broadening will result in the opposite, namely in a concept whose extension 
contains the extension of the lexical concept as a proper sub-set: 

 

     Narrowing    Broadening  

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, not all cases of loosening work in this way. Take the case of ‘Ken’s a real bachelor’, where Ken is 
in fact a married man, but one who acts as though he were unattached. Here the extension of the ad hoc 
concept BACHELOR* may not contain all those who fall under the lexical concept BACHELOR. In fact, what 
seems to be going on here is simultaneous enrichment and loosening, so that we end up with a concept 
whose extension only partly overlaps with the extension of the lexical concept: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Encoded concept 

a constituent of the 
explicature 
recovered by the 
hearer 

a constituent in the 
thought 
communicated by 
the speaker 

is an interpretation of is an interpretation of 

is an interpretation of 

HAPPY 

HAPPY* 

RAW* 

RAW 

BACHELOR* 
BACHELOR 
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If this is a situation that occurs at all regularly, then we have another argument in favor of saying that 
loosened concepts contribute to the proposition expressed. It would be very odd if narrowed concepts 
contributed in this way but loosened ones didn’t, given that an ad hoc concept could be the result of both 
enrichment and loosening. 

Third Argument: 

Four kinds of cases of metaphorical use: 

I: Cases where encoded property is patently inapplicable 

e.g., ‘Mary is a bulldozer’ 

II: Cases involving the negation of a patently inapplicable property 

e.g., ‘Mary is not a bulldozer’ 

III: Cases where an encoded property that patently applies is denied 

e.g., ‘Ari isn’t a lion; he’s a pussycat’ [said of an actual lion], where the lion stereotype is 
being denied of the lion. 

IV: Cases where an encoded property obviously applies to the subject 

e.g., ‘Caroline is our princess’ [said of someone who in fact is a princess], where what is 
communicated is that Caroline is wayward and spoilt. 

It is the 4th sort of case that provides support for the unified treatment of loosening and enrichment. 
These sorts of cases may involve simple enrichment, or they could be cases where there is both 
enrichment and loosening. Which is involved will depend on whether or not logical properties are 
dropped. So, for example, if the PRINCESS* concept is formed by dropping the logical property of being a 
female member of a royal house, and picking up on the stereotypical features of being wayward and 
spoilt, then this will be a case of simultaneous enrichment and loosening. Which it is will depend very 
much on the particular context. 

Note: Different ad hoc concepts can be constructed from the same lexical concept. E.g., ‘He’s not a human 
being; he’s a wild beast/ Buddha/ machine’, which express different propositions: 

The male in the context is not a HUMAN BEING*, he’s a WILD BEAST*. 
The male in the context is not a HUMAN BEING**, he’s a BUDDAH*. 
The male in the context is not a HUMAN BEING***, he’s a MACHINE*. 

Fourth Argument: 

There are cases of loose use that must be processed in order to figure out the referent. Only once the 
referent is fixed can we identify the proposition that is expressed. So, the loose use will contribute to the 
proposition expressed. (Carston notes that complex demonstratives such as ‘that F’ and referential uses 
of definite descriptions of the form ‘the F’ are very controversial but she thinks these issues can be 
sidestepped and don’t affect the point she’s making here about the role of loose uses in reference fixing): 

That bulldozer in the back row should be told to leave. 
I was stuck all evening next to that robot from IBM. 
Thank goodness the wilting violet has finally left. 

5.3 Metaphor: Loose use and ad hoc concepts 

5.3.1 Where does metaphorical meaning come from? 

1. Mary is a bulldozer [said of someone who is obstinate, ignores the views of others, etc.] 
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2. Sam is a magician [said of someone who surprisingly and deftly produces a tasty meal from a few 
unpromising cans of food] 

3. The fog comes on little cat feet. 

The first and 3rd cases are cases of category crossing, and it is not clear how loosening can explain cases 
like this. E.g., the concept BULLDOZER* that is pragmatically derived from (1) doesn’t apply at all to any real 
bulldozers. It looks as though one can’t rely in these cases simply on the recovery of information from the 
encyclopedic and logical entries of the lexical concepts. 

 

 

 

 

 

     Strict loosening Loosening + enrichment   Cross-category cases 

We have to recognize a third sort of process (perhaps called “metaphorical transfer”), where a distinct 
concept is derived, whose extension doesn’t overlap in any way with the extension of the lexical concept. 

[It is not at all clear to me that we have to see (1) as a case where we have 2 concepts with non-
overlapping extensions. Part of what is conveyed by BULLDOZER* could be the property of being 
destructive, which will apply to real bulldozers. So we’ll have a case of overlapping extensions after all] 

[On the other hand, it is a good question to ask where properties such as obstinacy come from, since they 
clearly can’t come for the lexical concept BULLDOZER…] 

But if there is a third sort of process, how does it work, and what role does the entry for the lexical 
concept play? Carston suggests that its role is to give access to a metaphorical scheme. Such schemes can 
be characterized in various ways: 

(A) One might appeal to our capacity for making analogies – for seeing structural similarities 
between one domain and another. E.g., a child who pretends that his backyard is a military fort is 
engaging in such analogical thinking. Similarly, when one says ‘Sam is an eagle’ one is seeing an 
analogy between the human and bird domains, and seeing Sam’s position in the human domain 
as analogous to the role an eagle plays in the bird domain. 

(B) One might appeal to the sort of metaphorical schemes that Lakoff & Johnson have argued are 
a fundamental part of our thinking. E.g., perhaps (1) above is invoking the metaphorical scheme 
PEOPLE ARE MACHINES or the scheme PSYCHOLOGICAL FORCE IS PHYSICAL FORCE. 

Carston also notes the role that imagery plays in the understanding of metaphor, although she 
acknowledges that this is an area in which not much research has been done. 

5.3.2 Ad hoc concepts, explicature and indeterminacy 

Carston address three issues in this section: 

Issue 1: Carston notes that there is a difference between metaphors and similes, even though both can be 
used non-literally (in the examples below to convey something about Mary’s psychological disposition): 

(a) Mary is a bulldozer 

(b) Mary is like a bulldozer 

Some would say that when interpreted literally, (a) is false, whereas (b) is true (since anything is similar to 
anything else in some respect or another). 

L* 
C* L* C* L* C* 



8 

Carston proposes that her account can explain the felt difference between (a) and (b). She suggests that 
only in the case of (a) is an ad hoc concept constructed which becomes part of the explicature. In the case 
of (b), the lexical concept is preserved in the proposition expressed. 

Issue 2: In classic RT, loose use and metaphor are said to give rise to numerous weak implicatures, which 
it is the responsibility of the hearer to derive. This accounts for the indeterminacy of meaning that many 
metaphorical utterances seem to have. On the new account, how is this indeterminacy going to be 
explained? 

It will have to be indeterminacy in the way the explicature is derived. This can be explained by appealing 
to the idea that explicatures are derived in parallel with implicatures, by a process of mutual adjustment. 
Given that the weak implicatures of metaphorical utterances will pull in various directions, this would 
explain how different people may interpret metaphorical utterances in different ways. So long as there is 
a sufficient interpretative resemblance between the proposition derived by the hearer and the 
proposition intended by the speaker, we will have successful communication. 

Issue 3: We will also need to give some sort of account of how whole sentence metaphors are derived. 
Consider, for instance: 

When the old lion wakes up and starts roaring again, we had all better run for cover [said of a 
bad-tempered boss by one of his cowed employees]. 

There are various approaches one could take: (i) individual words or phrases – [old lion], [wakes up], 
[roaring], [run for cover] – are subjected to processes of enrichment and/or loosening and then composed 
into the proposition expressed; (ii) a meaning is compositionally generated for the whole sentence using 
lexical concepts and then that is subjected to a process of loosening/ enrichment; (iii) a fully enriched/ 
loosened interpretation is generated, from which, subsequently or in parallel, a metaphorical 
interpretation is projected. 

Option (iii) seems highly likely to be the process used for certain metaphorical stories (e.g., allegories or 
parables). 

5.4 Word meaning and concepts 

It has always been a part of the RT framework that logical form underdetermines propositional form. That is, 
natural language sentences do not encode full propositions, but rather propositional schemas. An even more 
radical extension of this view is contemplated – perhaps words do not encode full concepts but merely 
concept schemas or pro-concepts. 

On this view, all concepts are ad hoc, and what is lexically encoded is simply a general schema that has to be 
filled out in context to yield a full concept. One could think of the forms encoded by words as pointers, that 
give access to some region of conceptual space, or to bundles of information (the encyclopedic information 
associated with the term, which needn’t form a consistent collection – e.g., think of the conflicting information 
associated with the various sub-types of bachelor). 

Carston thinks that what favors this view is the difficulty of explaining what the encoded concept is that 
generates all the more contextually narrowed/broadened concepts. E.g., what is the concept OPEN that can be 
adjusted to yield all the different concepts expressed by ‘open the door/ wound/ book/ store/ conference/ 
etc.’? Instead, we should think of the encoded content of ‘open’ as a pointer to regions of conceptual space. 
This is supported by noticing that we have a hard time understanding sentences such as: 

He opened the grass/ fork/ hair. 

This is because there is no accessible part of conceptual space that these point to that can help us to interpret 
them.  Our “Background does not supply us with any know-how concerning opening grass or forks or hair” (p. 
361). If ‘open’ encoded a concept, we should have no difficulty in understanding these, even though they are 
novel. 
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[Of course, we can easily imagine a context in which these will be interpretable. E.g., suppose that the fork in 
question is a special travel fork, perhaps a part of a fancy Swiss Army knife, which is folded away until it is 
needed.] 

Some difficulties with this concept schema idea: 

(A) What about natural kind terms? Surely they are associated with full-fledged concepts? Reply: perhaps, 
but that doesn’t mean that all words encode concepts. Some may. Others will encode pro-concepts and 
others will encode procedures. 

(B) Isn’t compositionality threatened? Reply: No, encoded meaning can still be compositional. [Really?!! 
What does it mean to say that one can compose a pointer or a map to some conceptual address?] 

(C) How are such schemas acquired, given that such schemas don’t play a role in any thought, but simply 
play a role bridging linguistic forms to some contextually appropriate meaning? Reply: This is a tricky 
problem. There must be some process of abstraction or extraction from particular concepts. In a footnote 
Carston mentions Recanati’s radical suggestion that there is no content-invariant meaning associated with 
any word. Rather, every encounter with a word leaves a trace in episodic memory and subsequent 
encounters will activate all these traces. The most strongly activated one will be the contextual meaning 
given to the expression in the new context. 

5.5 Conclusion: The long road from linguistically encoded meaning to the thought(s) explicitly communicated 

Summary of the main ideas of RT – notions such as explicature, implicature, logical form, propositional form, 
communicated contents, inference vs. decoding, semantic underdeterminacy, indeterminacy, weak 
implicatures, (in)effability. 


