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1. Lexical hierarchies – the classic approach
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2. Evidence against the classic approach

2.1. Iconicity

Are the intensional inclusion relations reflected by the labels? Some inventors of artificial languages have suggested labels that reflect semantic specificity (see Borges 1960:141):
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If we compare Borges' labels with the labels animal, mammal, etc., it is clear that even scientific labels do not mirror semantic specificity. How about everyday language?
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2.2. The basic level

The following definitions do not seem to be felicitous: 

(1) horse:  "equine animal" (s. Cruse 1986: 140) 

(2) skirt: "a garment hanging from the waist"  (CED)

Explanation: horse and skirt are better represented by schematic images (gestalts), since they are basic level lexemes.

Basic level: the most general level that can be represented by an overall perceived shape

(Lakoff 1987:46-48, Taylor 1989:46-47). The other levels are derived from the basic level via "parasitic categorization" (Ungerer/Schmid 1996:74):
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Fig. 4

2.3. Subordinates

-  are often morphologically derived from basic level lexemes. Thus the labels often reflect  semantic specificity.

- can often be defined by a modified basic level lexeme (miniskirt: "very short skirt"): the intensional inclusion relation works between basic level and subordinate level.

2.4. Superordinates

There is ample evidence for a conceptual gap between the basic and the superordinate level (Cruse 1986:149, Lakoff 1987:46-48, Taylor 1989:46-47). On the superordinate level we find:

- lexical gaps

- circumlocutions 

- learned words 

- morphological complexity 

- syntactic/ semantic deviations, e.g. collective nouns: English clothing, French fringues

clothing, Spanish  ropa clothing

3. Everyday superordinates

Superordinates are either very frequent, very short lexical items such as thing or less frequent, morphologically complex nouns such as clothing (cf. Vossen 1995: 377). Thus, there are probably two types of superordinates.

3.1. Morphologically complex, not so frequent superordinates: conjunctive and disjunctive superordinates

Everyday-superordinates:
Type 1: outfit: collective nouns bound to a frame 

Most everyday superordinates derive from concepts designating sets of heterogeneous basic level concepts bound to a frame:

(3) outfit: set of clothing somebody wears  

(4) wardrobe: the total collection of articles of clothing belonging to one person

Conceptually, these are conjunctions of basic level concepts: 

trousers and shoes and socks and shirt and hat..


Iconicity of superordinate nouns

In languages with coordinative compounding, superordinates often morphologically reflect the conceptual basis, i.e. the conjunction of basic level concepts:

(5)  Mordvin ponks.t-panar.t shirt.PL + trouser.PL  ( outfit/ clothing (Wälchli (Ms):121)

(6) Vietnamese quần-ào trousers + tunic ( clothing (Thompson 1965: 128)

(7) American Sign language dress-blouse-pants ( clothing (Newport/Bellugi 1978:58)

Type 2: clothing: transnumeral nouns between conjunction and disjunction


- the frame disappears: clothing is not bound to one person

- the basic level elements are more homogeneous, shoe and hat tend to be excluded


- transnumeral nouns
 such as clothing can be used disjunctively (shirt or trousers or skirt..) to refer to one type of garment, even to single items:

(8) He bought a shirt → He bought clothing

but: it is more common for them to refer to a plurality of heterogeneous items. Native speakers of Arabic have confirmed that most Arabic transnumerals require plural referents, Welsh unmarked collectives (that correspond to transnumerals) require plural agreement  (Kuhn 1982:62, 66). Thus, transnumerals seem to be used as conjunctions and only become disjunctive if necessary.

Another piece of evidence comes from pluraliatantum:

Type 3: clothes: pluraliatantum

Many transnumerals have plural forms:

(9)  Fr. fringues

(10) Sp. ropas

(11) Eng. clothes

(12) Ger. Kleider
Type 4: garment: countable superordinates 

Singular forms of count superordinates logically correspond to disjunctions. If asked to list attributes for count superordinates, informants often give names of several basic level categories (Schmid/ Ungerer 1996:74f./ Klix 1984:12).

 
                  



Diachronic links

The diachronic development of everyday superordinates usually goes from type 1 to type 4 (types 2 and 3 can coincide):

There seems to be a sequence of cognitive operations (…) in getting from a bounded to an unbounded quantity. Speculatively, the bounded quantity is first treated as a uniplex entity, it is then multiplexed, the resultant entities are conceived as spatially juxtaposed (…) (Talmy 2000: 52)

	
	type 1

collective noun
	type 2

transnumeral noun
	type 3 

pluraletantum
	type 4

count hyperonym

	English
	
	
	
	

	attire
	
	
	
	

	clothes
	
	
	
	

	clothing
	
	
	
	

	dress
	
	
	
	

	garment
	
	
	
	

	gear
	
	
	
	

	outfit
	
	
	
	

	rag
	
	
	
	

	wardrobe
	
	
	
	

	wear
	
	
	
	

	French
	
	
	
	

	accoutrement
	
	
	
	

	costume
	
	
	
	

	fringues
	
	
	
	

	garde-robe
	
	
	
	

	habillement
	
	
	
	

	habit
	
	
	
	

	mise
	
	
	
	

	tenue
	
	
	
	

	vestiaire
	
	
	
	

	vêtement
	
	
	
	

	German
	
	
	
	

	Aufzug
	
	
	
	

	Fummel
	
	
	
	

	Garderobe
	
	
	
	

	Klamotten
	
	
	
	

	Kleidung
	
	
	
	

	Kleidungsstück
	
	
	
	

	Kleid
	
	
	
	

	Kluft
	
	
	
	

	Outfit
	
	
	
	

	Tracht
	
	
	
	

	Spanish
	
	
	
	

	indumentaria
	
	
	
	

	indumento
	
	
	
	

	prenda
	
	
	
	

	ropa
	
	
	
	

	traje
	
	
	
	

	trapo
	
	
	
	

	vestido
	
	
	
	C.Pérez, pers. c.

	vestuario
	
	
	
	



3.2. Disjunction vs. conjunction: the theory of mental models

According to Johnson-Laird et al. (Johnson-Laird et al 1992, Johnson-Laird/Byrne 1991) everyday reasoning is rather based on concrete models (represented as rectangles in fig. 9) that only take into account positive information than on formal logic. If possible, these models tend to include imagery. Since superordinates like clothing or garment are (partly, at least) represented by the conjunction/ disjunction of basic level schemas, imagery is plausible here.
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Mental model theory and everyday superordinates:

The greater the number of models to process, the more difficult is a task, thus conjunctions (that can be represented by one image) are easier to process than exclusive disjunctions, exclusive disjunctions are easier to process than inclusive disjunctions.
 This explains why lexemes based on conjunctions are preferred: Children learn collectives earlier than count superordinates (Hillert 1987:56, Markman/Horton/McLanahan 1980).

In everyday reasoning people construe only as many models as necessary, often just one model is activated (Johnson-Laird et al. 1992:421). The conjunctive model seems to be the default model of inclusive disjunctive concepts such as clothing or clothes. 

Singular uses of count superordinates such as garment are backed up with the models of exclusive disjunction: all the alternative models of exclusive disjunction have to be activated. Cognitively, disjunctions are bad units of the mental lexicon, which is based on the storage of rather static longterm memory units.

3.3. Why do disjunctive superordinates exist? Reasons for the emergence of disjunctive concepts

a) noun system: In Germanic and Romance languages count nouns prevail, nouns tend to adapt to the prevailing noun type ('system congruity', cf. Mayerthaler 1987:52)

b) cultural bias in favour of logical taxonomies

Western schooling creates "a bias toward taxonomy" (Iris et al. 1988: 285), for a collection of  evidence for the cultural origins of logic and taxonomies see Oerter (1988) 

3.4. Consequences for disjunctive concepts in the lexicon 

...if superordinates are partly represented in memory by a number of exemplars related in a canonical way (…), then it would be awkward to apply such a term to a single object. For example, if tool is represented in part as a collection of different tools (perhaps in a workshop or a toolbox), it would be slightly infelicitous to use this term to refer to an isolated object. (Wisniewski/ Murphy 1989: 256)

3.4.1. Plural preference

If possible, even count superordinates activate the conjunctive model, thus the plural is very frequent (see Murphy/Wisniewski  1989).

The plural preference is sometimes stated in dictionaries:

(13) Eng. garment: (often plural), an article of clothing (CED)

(14) Fr. vêtement: cour. les vêtements "usually garments" (PR)

Frequency counts
 - compare basic level nouns and superordinates: 

	
	singular
	plural

	Fr. chemise   shirt
	 55  (13)
	 11  (5)

	Fr. vêtement  garment
	 15    (5)
	 76 (16)

	Sp. camisa    shirt
	100 (15)
	 13  (1)

	Sp. prenda    garment
	    6   (4)
	 12  (6)


3.4.2. Count hyperonyms are short-lived

The meaning single garment of Engl. cloth, clothing (OED), Fr. habit (PR), Sp. ropa (Bosque 1999:16) and vestido (Clara Pérez, pers. comm.) is now extinct (see fig. 8).

3.4.3. Count hyperonyms are pragmatically marked

(15) Eng. garment: (…)  now somewhat rhetorical  (OED)

Unspecific reference is preferred since the exclusive disjunctive meaning (“either/or”) is relevant here: 

(16) (…) alguna ropa vieja; un pantalón de su niño, por ejemplo. (CREA Tudela, M.; Herrerías, C. (1988): Costura para la familia. Mexico, § 9) 

'any old garment; a pair of trousers of your little son, for example'

The singular use is common in learned contexts (see Mihatsch 2002) 

Particularly in learned/ scientific contexts very general but precise ontological distinctions are sometimes required.

Pejorative uses

A speaker can show his or her contempt for an object by not making the usual distinctions. Interestingly, pejorative hyperonyms such as rag, trapo or Fummel start as hyperonyms, not as collective nouns as most other hyperonyms do (see fig. 8).

(17) Ger. Fummel: informal, usually pejorative: "cheap, tasteless garment" 

Wo hast Du denn diesen Fummel erstanden? "Where have you bought that rag?" (WDW)

(18) Sp. trapo: ‘torn old garment’ (MOL/ DEA)

(19) Engl. rag: informal, ‘item of clothing’ (CED)

4. Short frequent superordinates

Everyday superordinates such as clothing are parasitic on basic level concepts. As they develop, they tend to specialize and become more closely related to basic level concepts.

Superordinates such as thing go the other way:




Old Fr. rien thing


Ital. roba stuff

Latin res thing, property

Germ. rauba booty




Sp. res
cattle


Sp. ropa clothing

There is no semantic relation between those superordinates and more specific lexemes:

20) ?a skirt is a kind of thing (cf. Kleiber 1994: 21, Rhodes 1985: 469) 

Unlike other superordinates thing, chose, cosa, Ding etc. are short, simple and frequent everyday words
:

	
	singular
	plural

	Fr. chose    thing
	472 (309)
	 523  (187)

	Span. cosa  thing
	687 (259) 
	 979 (280)  


Explanation: words like Eng. thing, Fr. chose, truc, machin, Ger. Ding and Span. cosa, chisme (Eur.) and trasto are elements with grammatical/pragmatic rather than lexical functions, they are deictics and place-holders (cf. Koch/ Oesterreicher 1990:104ff) 

4.1. The origins of place-holder nouns 

The origins of most place-holder nouns can be traced back to discourse strategies. The path of change resembles grammaticalization processes (cf. Detges (Ms)): objective-referential nouns adopt pragmatic functions:
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Fig. 13


4.2. The deictic function of place-holders

Some of these place-holders acquire deictic functions: the speaker refers the hearer to common knowledge ("recognitional deixis", see Enfield 2003): 

 (21) Valdo, mon cher, joue-leur ton machin... tu sais, ton interlude. (FRANTEXT Duhamel, G.(1934): Vue de la terre promise, p. 101)

"Valdo, dear, play the what-d'you-call-it for them… you know, your interlude"

The more sincere origins of Eng. what-d'you-call-it and the like are a direct reflex of this function.

4.3. Pure place-holders

Some place-holders lose their deictic force and become pure place-holders:
(22) - Votre pianocktail est un truc fantastique (Frantext, Vian, B. (1947): L'écume des jours, S. 128)

"Your pianocktail is something fantastic"

5. Conclusion

Everyday superordinate nouns are skewed between lexicon and grammar, between conjunctions and disjunctions of basic level schemas and discourse functions. 
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Fig. 8: nouns denoting garment/ clothes
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� Transnumerals are nouns that do not distinguish between the singular and the plural and behave like mass nouns syntactically, in some languages such as Japanese this is the unmarked noun type.


� Sam Featherson, pers. communication


� (Johnson-Laird et al. 1992:427, Kintsch 1982: 353ff., Seel 2000:188,  for the consequences for ontogenesis see Johansson/ Sjolin 1975)


� French data: FRANTEXT , subcorpus: 1990-2000, novels.  Spanish data: CREA, subcorpus:  1994-1999 books, novels, Spain. Numbers in brackets: Juilland et al. (1970) and Juilland/Chang-Rodríguez (1964).





� French data: FRANTEXT , subcorpus: 1990-2000, novels.  Spanish data: CREA, subcorpus:  1994-1999 books, novels, Spain. Numbers in brackets: Juilland et al. (1970) and Juilland/Chang-Rodríguez (1964).








