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Concept s ar e generall y viewe d a s stabl e representation s i n 
long-ter m memory .  A s suc h the y ar e assume d t o 
participat e i n 'higher '  cognitiv e task s suc h a s linguisti c 
comprehension .  Languag e understandin g i s  commonl y 
take n t o requir e accessin g an d combinin g th e concept s 
associate d wit h linguisti c input .  Withi n thi s framework,  a 
concep t  typicall y consist s o f  a  se t  o f  'features' .  I n th e 
most  classica l  (an d dominant )  interpretatio n o f  thi s las t 
statement ,  th e feature s o f  a  concep t  defin e it s boundarie s i n 
term s o f  necessar y an d sufficien t  conditions .  I n ligh t  o f 
th e problem s entaile d b y suc h rigidity,  th e notio n o f 
prototype s ha s bee n proposed .  I n hi s recen t  work ,  Frank s 
(1995 )  argue s tha t  neithe r  o f  thes e approache s ca n 
adequatel y addres s th e difficultie s o f  assemblin g concepts . 
Instead ,  h e put s fort h a  "quasi-classical "  approac h t o 
concep t  combination .  I n hi s model ,  feature s o f  a  concep t 
eac h receiv e on e value ,  bu t  m a y b e defeate d o r  modifie d 
throug h contextua l  effects .  Hi s detaile d forma l  approac h 
focuse s i n particula r  o n th e treatmen t  o f  "privative " 
combination s suc h a s ston e lion ,  fak e gun ,  apparen t 
friend,  etc .  Comple x rule s an d structure s ar e develope d t o 
addres s thes e problemati c examples ,  whic h ar e to o ofte n 
ignore d i n existin g symboli c o r  connectionis t  work .  Mor e 
precisely ,  Frank s suggest s distinguishin g betwee n th e 
"lexica l  concept "  (i.e. ,  th e stabl e informatio n represente d 
i n th e menta l  lexicon )  an d th e "sense "  o f  a  linguisti c uni t 
i n context .  Mos t  importantly ,  th e sens e i s derive d fix)m 
th e lexica l  concept .  A  theor y o f  concep t  combinin g thu s 
consist s i n specifyin g th e rule s o f  derivatio n o f  sens e from 
lexicon ,  subjec t  t o contextua l  constraints . 

I t  i s ou r  contentio n tha t  Franks' s wor k o n concep t 
combinatio n highlight s severa l  facet s o f  linguisti c 
comprehensio n tha t  existin g conceptua l  theories , 
includin g hi s own ,  d o no t  consider . 

First ,  w e remar k tha t  derivatio n shoul d no t  b e conflate d 
wit h generatio n proper ,  tha t  is ,  wit h th e constructio n o f 
sense .  Existin g theorie s generall y d o no t  construct ,  the y 
onl y derive ,  mor e o r  les s directl y from  lexicon .  Whethe r 
throug h explici t  symboli c rule s o r  implici t  statistica l 
(e.g. ,  connnectionist )  ones ,  mos t  theorie s fai l  t o 
acknowledg e th e unpredictabl e natur e o f  linguisti c usag e 
i n context ,  an d thu s th e futilit y  o f  a  ques t  fo r  a n adequat e 
trainin g se t  o r  fo r  definitiv e rule s o f  understanding .  I n 
particular ,  w e hav e explaine d elsewher e (Corriveau ,  1995 ) 
tha t  derivatio n canno t  accoun t  fo r  tw o fundamenta l 
characteristic s o f  linguisti c comprehension ,  namely ,  it s 
diachroni c nature ,  an d th e potentia l  multiplicit y o f 
interpretations .  Furthermore ,  derivatio n appear s t o 
preclud e th e learnin g o f  ne w senses ,  a s wel l  a s o f  ne w 

interpretativ e strategies .  Instead ,  followin g Firt h (1957) , 
we sugges t  tha t  ever y occurrenc e o f  a  wor d b e viewe d a 
hapax .  I n othe r  words ,  th e interpretatio n o f  a  linguisti c 
uni t  i s  almos t  alway s constructed ,  no t  derived . 

Second ,  Frank s readil y admit s proposin g a 
"competence-leve l  theory "  o f  concep t  combining .  Doin g 
so ,  an d i n particular ,  lockin g u p concept s i n long-ter m 
memory,  h e quickl y disposes ,  lik e th e majorit y c f 
researchers ,  o f  performanc e issues .  Conversely , 
acknowledgin g th e real-tim e face t  o f  linguisti c 
comprehension ,  Shastr i  (1993 )  distinguishe s betwee n 
reflexiv e an d reflectiv e thinking .  Th e forme r  i s extremel y 
fast ,  automatic ,  unconscious ,  an d pervasiv e t o huma n 
cognition .  Th e latte r  require s consciou s deliberation .  W e 
emphasiz e tha t  a  theor y o f  concep t  combinin g mus t  b e 
reflexiv e first.  Fro m thi s standpoint ,  w e hav e develope d 
elsewher e (Corriveau ,  1995 )  a  purel y mechanisti c time -
constraine d memory-base d approac h t o comprehension . 
Put  simply ,  w e vie w interpretatio n a s a  rac e fo r  sense . 

Finally ,  an y theor y a t  th e "competence-level "  present s 
th e disadvantag e o f  no t  bein g grounded .  M o r e specifically , 
we conside r  tha t  a  "competence-level "  theor y o f  concep t 
combinin g 1 )  i s no t  roote d i n an y sor t  o f  mechanisti c 
principles ,  2 )  i s self-validating ,  an d 3 )  incorrectl y assume s 
linguisti c supervenience .  Instead ,  followin g Nola n 
(1994) ,  i t  i s  ou r  contentatio n tha t  th e conceptua l  leve l 
must  b e explaine d i n term s o f  lowe r  level s an d o f  a 
learnin g strategy . 

We ar e currentl y workin g o n implementin g Rastier' s 
theor y o f  semanti c 'isotopes '  (1991 )  i n orde r  t o addres s 
thes e problems . 
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