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This  talk will  bear  on  the  sources  of  the  interpretive  distinction  commonly  known  as 
'Mass/Count' (in noun phrases). This issue has triggered an important body of research 
since  Jespersen  (1909)  introduced  the  Mass/Count  distinction  in  the  linguistic 
terminology  to  account  for  the  syntax  of  English  nominals.  The  two  most  radical 
available theories are Chierchia's (1998a,b) all‐lexical/semantic approach, which places 
the  entire  burden  of  the Mass/Count  distinction  on  the  semantic  properties  of  lexical 
nouns, and Borer's (2005) all‐syntactic approach, which derives all Mass/Count effects 
from syntactic structure. Other approaches stand in‐between these two opposite views 
(e.g.  Doetjes  1997,  Fassi  Fehri  &  Vinet  passim),  analysing  denotational  contrasts  as  a 
combined  effect  of  syntactic  and  lexical  features.  I  will  argue  here  in  favour  of  the 
'radical‐syntax' approach, which involves the total inertness of lexical roots with respect 
to denotation (thus, both child and water are completely unspecified in the lexicon as to 
Count/Mass denotational effects), an assumption consistent with the Minimalist view of 
the syntax/lexicon  interface developed  for  instance by Kayne (2008). One  issue which 
any  theory  of  denotation  should  address,  and  which  I  must  also  broach  within  the 
proposed syntactic framework, is that of linguistic variation — why and in what respects 
can and do languages vary as regards denotational properties? 

References 

BORER, Hagit (2004), Structuring Sense, Oxford : OUP 
CHIERCHIA, Gennaro (1998a), "Plurality of mass nouns and the notion of 'semantic parameter', in S. Rothstein 

(ed.) Events and grammar: 53-103, Dordrecht : Kluwer 
CHIERCHIA, Gennaro (1998b), «Reference to kinds across languages», Natural Language Semantics 6 : 339-

405. 
DEPREZ, Viviane, 2006, 'On the conceptual role of Number', in N. Chiyo & J.-P. Montreuil (eds.) 

Perspectives on Romance Linguistics,: 67-83, Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 
DOETJES, Jenny, 1997, Quantifiers and selection, Dodrecht : HIL 
FASSI FEHRI, Abdelkader, 2003, Nominal classes and parameters across interfaces and levels, with a 

particular reference to Arabic, Linguistic Research 8-2: 9-101, Rabat: IERA Publications 
FASSI FEHRI, Abdelkader, 2004, Nominal classes, reference, and functional parameters, with particular 

reference to Arabic, Linguistic Variation Yearbook 4: 41-108 
FASSI FEHRI, Abdelkader; & Marie-Thérèse VINET, 2004, Distribution of Number and Classifier in Arabic 

and Chinese and parametrization, Linguistic Research 9.1: 9-52, Rabat, IERA Publication 
FASSI FEHRI, Abdelkader; & Marie-Thérèse VINET, 2005, Number and Classifier in Arabic and Chinese and 

their complementarity, annoncé à par. Festschrift for Joan Bresnan 
FASSI FEHRI, Abdelkader; & Marie-Thérèse VINET, 2008, 'Verbal and nominal classes in Arabic and 

Chinese', Recherches Linguistiques de Vincennes 37: 55-83 
JESPERSEN, Otto (1909), A Modern English Grammar on historical principles, vol.2, Londres : Allen & 

Unwin. 
KAYNE, Richard (2008), "Antisymmetry and the lexicon", ms. non publié NYU. 
VINET, Marie-Thérèse; & Abdelkader FASSI FEHRI, 2005, Pour une division des N en quatre termes: la 

quantification en français, Proceedings of the 2005 annual conference of the Canadian Linguistic 
Association  

 
 


