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SEMANTIC AND PRAGMATIC FACTORSIN THE INTERPRETATION OF

CONVERSIONS OF COUNT NOUNSINTO MASSNOUNS IN FRENCH!

DAVID NICOLAS

Irstitut Jean Nicod (FRE 2335 CNRS), 1 bis, avenue de Lowenda, 75007 Paris

Abgract: In many languages, common nouns are divided into two morpho-syntactic
subclasses, count nouns and mass nouns (the latter, but not the former, being
invaiable in grammaticad number). Yet in catain contexts, count nouns can be used
as if they were mass nouns. This linguidic phenomenon is cdled conversion. In this
paper, we condder the conversons of count nouns into mass nouns in French. Firg,
we identify a generd semantic condraint that must be respected in these conversons,
and various cases in which a count noun can be used as a mass noun. Second, we
examine the efects tha semantic and pragmetic factors play in ther interpretation.
More precisdly, we try to ddermine whether there are specific conventions for
interpreting count ® mass conversons in French. Severd arguments are discussd,
having to do with condderations of theoreticd economy, so-cdled ‘ambiguity tests),
differences among languages as to what interpretetions are avalable for conversons,
and the grong feding of conventiondity of some uses This leads us to podulate the

exigence of anumber of specific conventions for interpreting conversonsin French.

11 would like to thank Richard Carter, Brendan Gillon and Francois Récanati for discusson of a
previous version of this paper.
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Facteurs sfmantiques & pragmatiques dans I'interpréation des conversons de
nom comptable en nom massf en francais

Réumé: Dans de nombreuses langues, les noms communs e divisat en deux sous-
classes morpho-syntaxiques, les noms comptables & les noms massfs (ces dermniers
mas non les premies éant invariables pour le nombre grammdicd). Dans cartans
contextes, les noms comptebles peuvent néenmoins ére utilisss comme des noms
messfs. Ce phénomene linguidique et appdé conversion. Dans cet aticle, nous
congdérons les conversons qui exigent en francais. Nous identifions tout d abord
une contrainte sEmantique générde qui doit ére respectée dans ces converdons, et
différents cas dans lesquds un nom comptable peut ére employé comme un nom
mesdf. Puis nous examinons les effes que les facteurs sémantiques et pragmatiques
jouent dans leur interpréation. Plus précisément, nous cherchons a déerminer Sil
exige en francais des conventions specifiques pour interpréter les conversons. Nous
discuons pludeurs arguments, ayant avoir avec des conddéations d économie
théorique, les tests upposés mettre en reief I'ambigui t€ les différences entre langues
concernant les interpréations possbles des conversons, et le fort sentiment de
conventiondité de certains emplois. Ceci nous conduit a postuler I'exisence de

plusieurs conventions pour interpréter les conversons en francais.
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In French, some common nouns, like chat (cat) or kangourou (kangaroo), can be
used fredy with the determines un (@) and des (plurd some) but more difficultly
with du (sngular some or noun used bare). Other nouns, like eau (water) or lait
(milk), ae normdly used with du but cannot be usad fredy with un or des These
nouns form two morpho-syntactic sub-classes of common nouns didinguished by
their respective didributions, cf. Gamiche (1988), Kleiber (1990) and Nicolas (to
appear)’. They have been respectively caled count nouns and mass nouns.

Now, count nouns can, in certain contexts, be used as if they were mass nouns, eg.
Vous me donnerez deux kilos de kangourou (Give me two kilos of kangaroo). One
then taks of converson. Converson is a common grammaica posshility, whereby a
member of a grammatica caegory is used in the morpho-syntactic environment
characteridic of another grammatica category. For instance, proper names can be
used as common nouns. Le professeur a deux Picassos dans sa classe (The professor
has two Picassosin hisclass) °.

In this paper, we condder the converdons of count nouns into Mass nouns in
French. Fird, we identify a genera semantic condraint that must be respected in
these conversons, and various cases in which acount noun can be used as a mass
noun. Second, we examine the effects that semantic and pragmatic factors play in
ther interpretations. More precisgly, we try to determine whether there are pedific

convetions for interpreting count® mass conversons in French, and, more

2 Or, for English, Gillon (1992), among others
3 Cf. Kleber (1994); or Gillon (1998) concarning English.
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essentidly, what types of argument can be brought to bear on this question. Smilar
issues would arise were one to condder the conversons of mass nouns into count
nouns, lack of space prevents them to bestudied here.

S0 let us gat by describing the semantic condraint that mugt be respected in any
count ® mass converson. A mass noun, but not a count noun, is required to refer
cumulatively (Quine 1960). That is, whenever a mass noun goplies to each of two
things, it goplies, in the same drcumgances, to the two things conddered together.
Suppose, for ingance, tha Tom has some furniture, and that Pauling, who lives in a
different gpartment, aso has some The furniture of Tom and the furniture of Pauline
can be congdered together, and the resulting entity can be fdicitoudy described as
the furniture of Tom and Pauline. The mass noun furniture thus stisfies the property
of cumuldive reference. In teems of a noun's denotation, cumuldtive reference
trandaes as follows a mass noun (but not a count noun) is required to have a
denotation with a sup-lattice sructure (Link 1983). Now, a mass expression resulting
from converson should behave samanticdly like a genuine mess expresson. Hence
the general semantic congtraint: a mass expresson resulting from converson should
gpply to things rdated to one another in a sup-lattice fashion.

This condraint being brought to light, let us get an idea of the various cases in
which a count houn can be used as a mass noun. The Appendix displays both typica
and more unconventiond interpretations of nomina expressons like du lapin. Some

of these exanples are ingpired by Martin (1983), Gamiche (1989), Kleber (1990)
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and Englebat (1996)*; the others are origind. Besides our first example, we dso find
Alii, Pour votre manteau, désirez-vous du lapin ou du kangourou ? (For your coat,
do you want rabbit or kangaroo?), or A.v, Ecrasant plusieurs animaux, le camion
laissa apres son passage du lapin / du kangourou au milieu de la route (Crushing
several animals, the truck left rabbit / kangaroo in the middle of the road when it
passed). And we aso have, say, B, Ily en a, du lapin / du kangourou, par ici!
(*There really is rabbit / kangaroo over here!) [In this paragraph, as in the rest of this
paper, the trandations indicated are literd ]

Note that the conversgon is not due spedificdly to the determiner du: if we replace
it by ancther mass determiner, we have the same effect, as shown in A.ii, Vous
reprendrez bien un peu de lapin / kangourou ? (Will you take a little more rabbit /
kangaroo?) So what is crucd is that a count noun is being usad as a mass noun,
because it is placed in amorpho-syntactic environment characteridtic of mass nouns.

What are the factors involved in the interpretation of count ® mass conversons?
More precisdly, we have seen that there is a semantic condraint that must be
respected in dl conversons And cases like Awvii, Jean utilise toujours du lapin /
kangourou quand il veut faire éudier a ses étudiants de I'ADN (John always uses
rabbit / kangaroo when he wants his students to study DNA), show that inferences
based on context and generd knowledge (that is, pragmatic factors) sometimes play

an essentid role in the interpretation of conversons. So, besdes this semantic

4Or for English by athorslike McCawley (1975), Mufwene (1984), Gillon (1998).
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condrant and generd pragmatic factors ae there specific conventions for the
interpretation of conversonsin French?

As we see, the behavior of converted expressons can be concelved in two ways.
An expresson like du kangourou may behave like an indexicd expresson,
containing an indexicd componet that must be contextudly filled without dashing
with the generd semantic condraint. Let us cdl this the indexica conception. It
contragts with the view that there ae <gpecific, default conventions for the
interpretetion of conversonsin French.

Severd things should be remarked here. Fird, expressons like du kangourou differ
from expressons like du lapin. The latter correspond to uses tha are extremdy
frequent, s0 much so tha a form like lapin can be conddered to have become
polysemous, associated with two didtinct senses, one for un lapin, the other for du
lapin. This is not the case for kangourou, Snce its mass uses are much rarer. There
are, in metropolitan French, a number of words that are like lapin in this respect:
nouns like boeuf (beef), veau (veal) and porc (pork). All are frequently used in mass
contexts to designate mest obtained from the anima denoted by the count noun. It is
these cases (words that have become polysemous, with a change of sense tha is
regular across these words) that are sometimes described as cases of ‘systematic
polysamy’. A better teem might be ‘semi-regular polysemy’, for there ae many
anmd nouns like kangourou, koala and giraffe that cahnot be thought to have
become polysamous; if they can be used in mass contexts with the same change of

meaning, they are rardly s0. From the point of view of acquistion, the redization that
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polysemous words like boeuf and porc have two digtinct senses (count and mass)
might wel be the source of the interpretation given to converted expressons with
other nouns like kangourou and giraffe

Second, conversons are subject to two pragmetic phenomena: blocking, and a
requirement of rdevance cf. Copestake & Briscoe (1995), Nunberg (1995). Blocking
is the fact that, among nearly synonymous expressons, one may be sandardly used
and pre-empt the use of other synonymous expressons. For ingtance, the word porc is
gandardly used in French to talk about meet obtained fom the animd, rather than the
word cochon. This by the way, is a further indication that porc is polysemous
between a count and a mass sense, while cochonisnot.

The reguirement of rdevance we want to mention is this. Smply put, there must be
a reevant redion between wha the converted expresson desgnates and what the
count noun gpplies to. A sentence like Elle aime manger de I’angora (She likes to eat
angora) would be drange, because no relevant connection can be eadily established
between angoras, a very spedific type of animd, and types of food. This condraint of
relevance [in the sense of Grice(1978) and Sperber & Wilson (1986)] gpplies more
genegdly to dl cases of trander, that is cases in which an expresson is gpplied to
somehing other than what it normdly applies to. Count ® mass conversons ae

transfersthat are morpho-syntacticdly triggered.
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This being sad, wha criteria may we use in order to disinguish between these
dterndives and to identify wha gpedfic conventions (if aty) Fench has for
interpreting count®  mass conversons?

Congderations of theoretical economyd4 gpplication of Occam’'s Razor as modified
by Grice (1978): Do not multiply senses beyond necessityszmay seem to favor the
indexical conception, Snce this conception invokes pragmaic principles, like the
Gricean maxims of conversation, that are independently needed to explain other
phenomena. But in fact, it is psychologicdly plausble that a spesker has redundant
and heteroclite knowledge concerning the possble uses of words, cf. Bybee (1988).
S0 the red quedion is is there empirical evidence suggeding that there are specific
conventions for interpreting conversons in French?

A fird type of evidence to be discussed is that offered by so-cdled ‘ambiguity
tests [Zwicky and Sadock (1975), Lyons (1978), Cruse (1986), Gillon (1990), Gillon
(to appear)]. They have been mentioned in connection with this question by Nunberg
and Zaenen(1992) and Copestake and Briscoe (1995). But let us show that, in fact,
they are not ussful here. The mogst basc ambiguity test is the test of dternate truth
vdue judgments Condder the French word avocat, which desgnaes ether a
barriger or a fruit, and the sentence Il y a un avocat dans le frigidaire (Thereisa
barrister / fruit in the fridge). Suppose there only is a fruit in the fridge. Then, under
one sense of avocat, the sentence is true, while it is false under the other sense. So an

ambiguous expresson may contribute to reference in different ways and  yidd
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dternate truth vaue judgments for a sentence, depending on which of its senses is
sected. And it is often thought, conversdy, tha dternate truth vaue judgments of
an utterance in which an expresson gopears ae evidence that the expresson is
ambiguous. Ye, this assumption is fdse, as we can see directly by conddering what
heppens when we apply it with the expresson du kangourou. Take a sentence like
Regarde, il y a du kangourou ! It seems that, given enough context, it can receive
intuitive truth conditions corresponding to any of the types of interpretation liged in
our sample. For ingtance, it codd mean kangaroo meet, but also kangaroo DNA. So is
the expresson du kangourou ambiguous between dl these interpretaions? The
answer cannot be a mere ‘yes, because an interpretaion like that mentioning DNA is
cdearly unconventiond. The problem is snply that, as we see here, and as is ds0
independently attested [cf. eg. Carston (1988)], a sentence uttered with respect to a
fixed date of dfars can nonehdess recdve different truth conditions when
contextud assumptions vary. Thus, dternate truth vaue judgements need not be
evidence that an expresson is ambiguous.

What other types of evidence do we have? One is differences among languages
with repect to the interpretaions of conversons. In French, B-type interpretations,
involving odllections of things to which the count nouns gpply, are avaladle with dl
count nouns. For ingance, Ce libraire est tres specialisg, il ne vend que du livre d'art
et du roman policier (* This booksdller is very specialized, he sells only art book and
detective gory). But in English, they are avaladle only with fish or hunted animds. A

sentence like *This year, Grand-Ma planted rose and tomato in her garden is
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unacceptable in English, while its counterpart is perfect in French. Why is this s0? In
the absence of an dtendive explanation, the difference is plausbly ascribed to
differences between Fench and English gpecific conventions for  interpreting
conversons.

The other type of evidence is the drong fdt conventiondity of some uses. In our
sample, some conversons are dearly unconventiond: for ingance, A, vi and vii. So
they cannot correspond as such to conventions for converson. But others definitely
have something convertiond in them. If the difference between fresh and cooked
meat diglayed in A and A.i is unconventiond, the interpretation in terms of mest
itsdf seems to be conventiond. And so do the interpretations shown in A.iii and Aliv,
in terms of fur and skin. And likewise for the more generd A (a mass expresson may
aoply to pat of what the count noun gpplies to), and for B (a mass expresson may
goply to a callection of things to which the count noun goplies). Teken a face vaue
al this suggests that a French spesker has learnt a number of specific conventions of
use for interpreting count ® mass conversons.

The quedtion is then: what conventions exactly, dated a which levd of generdity,
has he learnt? Under what bases does a spesker form such generdizations? Let us
here essntidly rase these quedions, they would need to be addressed by
psychologicd dudies But in order to simulate further discusson of these issues we
shdl propose, given our intuitions aout the conventiondity of severd uses the

following conventions, taken to indicate default interpretations.

1C
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A mass expression obtained through converson may gpply to:

A) pat of what the count noun gpplies to; furthermore, if the count noun designates a
type of animd, then the converted expresson may goply to ether i) medt, ii) fur or
iii) skin obtained from what the count noun gopliesto;

or B) acallection of things to which the count noun applies.

Findly, ancther quedtion that should be raised is that of the exact nature of these
conventions, not only for count ® mass conversons, but aso for tranders in generd.
Ore might ague tha these regularities of interpretation are just a mater of
entrenchment and should not be liged: the more frequent an interpretation, the more
likdy it is to be entetaned in the future We have nothing to say agang
entrenchment itsdf; it is a plausble psychologicad mechanism. But ill, we find thet
the exigence of gpecific conventions of use should be recognized, for two ressons
because of the drong feding of conventiondity of some uses, and because of
differences among languages as to what interpretations are avalable for converson

and when.

11
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Appendix: A sample of count ® mass conversonsin French

A mass expresson obtained through converson may goply to:

A) part of what the count noun gppliesto:

Pour fabriquer ces meubles, il a utilisé du hétre. (To build this furniture, he used
some beech.)

Est-ce que tu as du thym ? (Do you have some thyme?)

Laissemoi donc del'oréiller ! (*Leave me some pillowl)

* With names for animals, the converted expresson may refer more specificaly to:

- Al) fresh meat: Vous me donnerez deux kilos de lapin / kangourou (Give me two
kilos of rabbit / kangaroo), sad to a butcher.

- A.ii) cooked meat: Reprendrez un peu de lapin / kangourou ? (Wil you take a little
more rabbit / kangaroo?), sad by the host in adiner.

- A.ii) fur: Pour votre manteau, désirez-vous du lapin ou du kangourou ? (For your
coat, do you want rabbit or kangaroo? )

- Aliv) Kin: Alors, pour vos bottes, est-ce que vous prendrez du crocodile ? (So, for
your boots, will you take crocodile?)

- Av) subgance from the crushed animds Ecrasant plusieurs animaux, le camion
laissa aprés son passage du lapin / kangourou au milieu de la route. (Crushing
several animals, the truck left rabbit / kangaroo in the middle of the road when it

passed)
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- Avi) guts Rien de tel que du chat / kangourou pour le cordage d'une raquette de
tennis(Thereis nothing like cat / kangaroo for the strings of a tennis racket.)

- Awii) DNA: Jean utilise toujours du lapin / kangourou quand il veut faire éudier a
ses étudiants de I'ADN. (John always uses rabbit / kangaroo when he wants his

students to study DNA)

B) acollection of things to which the count noun gpplies

II'y en a, du lapin / du kangourou, par ici ! (* There really is rabbit / kangaroo over
herel)

Cette année, Grand-mére a planté de la rose et de la tomate dans son jardin. (*This
year, Grand-Ma planted rose and tomato in her garden.)

Ce libraire est trés specialisg, il ne vend que du livre d'art et du roman policier.

(*Thisbooksdller isvery specialized, he sells only art book and detective story.)

1€
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