
Abstract/Concrete 
Language
Lesson:



Abstract Language

• Abstract terms refer to ideas or 
concepts; they have no physical 
referents. 

         Ex.  love, success, freedom, good, 
moral, democracy,

• These terms are fairly common and 
familiar, and because we recognize 
them we may imagine that we 
understand them—but we really 
can't, because the meanings won't stay 
still



Abstract Language: Example

• Take love as an example. 
     Abstract: You've heard and used that 

word (Love) since you were three or 
four years old. 

            1. Does it mean to you now what 
it meant to you when you were five? 

            2.  When you were ten? 
            3.  When you were fourteen ?



Abstract Language: Example

• How about freedom? 
• The word is familiar enough, but when 

I say, "I want freedom," what am I 
talking about? divorce? self-
employment? summer vacation? paid-
off debts? my own car? looser pants? 
The meaning of freedom won't stay 
still



Concrete Language
• Concrete terms: refer to objects or events that 

are available to the senses. [This is directly 
opposite to abstract terms, which name things that 
are not available to the senses.] 

•            Examples of concrete terms include spoon, 
table, velvet eye patch, nose ring, sinus mask, green, hot, 
walking. Because these terms refer to objects or 
events we can see or hear or feel or taste or 
smell, their meanings are pretty stable.



Abstract/Concrete: 
Comparison

• If you ask me what I mean by the word spoon, I 
can pick up a spoon and show it to you. 

          [I can't pick up a freedom and show it to 
you, or point to a small democracy crawling 
along a window sill. I can measure sand and 
oxygen by weight and volume, but I can't 
collect a pound of responsibility or a liter of 
moral outrage.] 

• While abstract terms like love change meaning 
with time and circumstances, concrete terms 
like spoon stay pretty much the same. Spoon and 
hot and puppy mean pretty much the same to you 
now as they did when you were four. 



General/ Specific Terms
• General and Specific Terms
• General terms and specific terms are not opposites, as abstract 

and concrete terms are; instead, they are the different ends of 
a range of terms:

               1. General terms refer to groups; 
               2.  Specific terms refer to individuals—but there's room in 

between. 

• Let's look at an example. 
                 Furniture is a general term; it includes within it many 

different items. If I ask you to form an image of furniture, it 
won't be easy to do. Do you see a department store display 
room? a dining room? an office? Even if you can produce a 
distinct image in your mind, how likely is it that another 
reader will form a very similar image? Furniture is a 
concrete term (it refers to something we can see and feel), 
but its meaning is still hard to pin down, because the group 
is so large.



General/Specific Ladder
Reducing General term

• We can make the group 
smaller with the less 
general term, chair. 
This is still pretty 
general (that is, it 
still refers to a group 
rather than an 
individual), but it's 
easier to picture a 
chair than it is to 
picture furniture. 



General/Specific Ladder
Reducing to more specific

• Shift next to rocking chair. 
Now the image is getting 
clearer, and it's easier to 
form an attitude toward 
the thing. 

• The images we form are 
likely to be fairly 
similar, and we're all 
likely to have some 
similar associations 
(comfort, relaxation, 
calm), so this less 
general or more specific 
term communicates more 
clearly than the more 
general or less specific 
terms before it. 



General/Specific Ladder
Tightening to specific

• We can become more and more specific. It can 
be a La-Z-Boy rocker-recliner. It can be a green 
velvet La-Z-Boy rocker recliner. It can be a lime 
green velvet La-Z-Boy rocker recliner with a cigarette 
burn on the left arm and a crushed jelly doughnut 
pressed into the back edge of the seat cushion. By 
the time we get to the last description, we 
have surely reached the individual, a single 
chair. Note how easy it is to visualize this 
chair, and how much attitude we can form 
about it. 


