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MASS AND COUNT NOUNS IN ENGLlSH 

Pi-fcn Liu Chen 

1. INTRODUCTIONτhis paper discusse、 the c.;o untness of nouns. For L2 (second 
language) leame詣， in making the choice of a. the or the nro artic1e, ø, a question to 
""瓶“1s this a count noun巾， For a count noun , the choice of articles is a/the (+ N) 
。rφithe (+ Ns); for a non-count noun, !he choice 述。什he (十古). This correlation of 
count and non-count nouns with articles 的 illustrated in the following examples 

(1) a. Iha、 e a/*φbook on fish 
b. I have *ajφbooks on fish 
c. The buok _lbooks 1 bought today 附s/were on fish 

(2) a. I'm looking for *a gulù 
b. !'m looking for guld尸guld ，

c. The guld戶 guld ， ì found is/ 司'are worth mil1ions of dollars 

(1) shows that a cQunt 110un like boοk， if singular, must coc叫ur with a 品 in (I a) 
。r with the 出 in (1 c) , if plural , it cannot co-occur withαas in (1 b). A plural count 
noun must co-occuγwith either the , as in (l c) , or the zero artic1c, as in (l b). (2) 
shows that a oon-count noun like gold ca!lnot co-occur with the plural morpheme "-s" 
r..or with a, but it can co-occur either with the zero article or the 

Because of thesc systematic co-occurrence restrictions, L2 1earners can naηow 
down their choices of articles ifthey can decide whether the noun in question is count 
Of nυn-couutτo bdkr ùnderstand what i5 lnvolvc這 in dcte口r:ining vihether :l noun 
is count or 110n-counL we need to know the semaJ、tic distinctions between these two 
kinds of !1ouns, and uoderstand the switching back and forth betwe自1 count and 
non-count meanings of the same noun 

It 1S concluded in this paper that if L2 learners know the distinctions between 
count al1d n011-count nouns, they do not have to leam separately for each nOU11 
whether it is couot or non-count. Instead , what they have to learn is only two types 
of nouns. The 叮叮t type is a1ways non-coun t. The second type is always count. The 
rest of the nOU11S can he used either as c01.mt or non-count, depcl1ding on context 
Here thc 時mantic count/non-count distinction can be of hclp to the L2 learner in 
deciding whcn a nouo is to be used !11 a count sense an吐 when to be used il1 a non 
count sense. Principìe~ for the conversiO Il of count nouns into nOl1-count nouns al1d 
a1so thc opposite are offered as guideposts for L2 learners 

Section 2 addresses the count/non-count distinction. Section 3 deals with the 
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t! cgrccs of coun:ability_ Scction 4 is <.lbout coun t,/non-couni convcrsìon. Finally , 

scction 5 disC Ll也 e 、 SOlllC illlplic :l tlOllS for L7. lcurncrs 

2. fhc MASS/CüUNl' DISτINCTIO;\1. ]csηcrscn (l S24 , p. 198) callcd nO I1 -count 
nOUlls “ mass won.!s" and hc gavc thcm this dcfinition 

l" he l" e 3 1"(' many W01ds which do not call 1lP t\le id已是 o[ ';oIl1t' delìni tl: lhing with a ce口 3111

~hapc or p問心、c tm1lts. r call lhcsc "ll\且叭叭。 rus". tllCY llldy bc cithcr ll1 alcrial , m wlnch 

case th l'Y denote ，on旭、uhst叩ce in itselfindepend t' nt ()f J"orm 叫ch as silver, quicksilver, 

water, butter, gas, air, Clc. , or cbc Ìunnalcri叫:“(h ~b leiwre , music , lrr.iffic , .\IJ.ccess 

JCSpCï記 n's dcfinitioll 0 1" l11 ass vv'ord可 sccms to hεva~，:ue hecausc wc can 間ver know 

for surc wh:>t idca is callcd up Ìn thc minà cf a spcaker ()f a langua戶C. Ftlrthcr. the,ç 

arc things which come in silllilar shape s, but thc noullS wnich denoic thcm arc of 
diffcIcnt statl】忱。nc lTl ay bc d countηoun anù unothcI a ma,>s noun. Asp盯agus and 
carrob arc an cxarnplc of thi~ kind. 1 rh月 come 川 simUar shapcs. but ,he noun 
asparagus is a 11las,> \vord 8ηd the llOurl 叫rrot is :=J ccunt noun. Givcn thc fad th 日 t j-hey 

8rc similar in 仙apc ， wc 山c not ~urc whcLhcr 0γnot rhc t\1/o wcrds wiL call up d汀fc:'e í' t

idcas abcut thcir ,>lwpcs in tllc miml 0 1" !angudgc SCllak_cbjd ,>t bccause onc i~ l'OUl1t and 
Ü1C othcr is ma~s. That i~ ， wiU u'\ paraf{u.\' , hcing d_ mass nOLη ， fail to call ;rr the idca of 
~omethi:1g \vith a cerlain shap己 or prccis\~ limitsηJn a hrcad 己r scnse. Wè 3re not 叫 rC

\vhdIler or not language aflε c1s lhe way \vc s巴巴 th 巳 world This is another difficulty 
that Jespersen's de曰 nition 0 1" maS5 words 己的count巳rs

J 巳 sperscn \\.'8S not thc only OtW who us叫 mccl that thc ma、S/COll 口 t dislinctío l1 is 
~imply in the nalur巳 of lh 巳 lhings referred 10. Whorf was 仕的othcr one Vl"110 hcld 
hasically the smne position. Whor í" (195 (J) dividcs nouns denoting physical things in10 

two catego叫c~: individual noum and m出~ n Olin 、 His rcrnad的 ()11 the dislinction 
hctwccn thc lwo areιImlividual noun 心 denole llOdies with de t"ini1e outlines.. \1ass 
n、mns denotc homogeneoll 、 conlinua wlthout impJLcd boundaric計， (p. 140). To 

CXJ訕catc hl~ poin t. h" gavc t [1 c foJJovving cxamplc. WhCll \\己 want tc talk about 
only aιcrtain portion 0 1' 111('. l1 0111ogeneo1l5 con1inuum of a mass nou 口， say milk , 

\\/a ter , or \'ugar. we have to individuatc rhc m ‘J~S 1ìoun by :1n individu ,J1 lloun like 
bottle, cup and !ump , as in a !J oftle οf 附ilk. a CU[J of I.rafer , a 111m/} οf sugar, etc 

Whor吋fs rCl叩l1 ärk臼S 01立1 thc rnas訕~/COLl山l口Int di估叫tinction ， 1盯ikc J c~叩Iρ了咒cr凹sen'、苔 且缸rc ~ubjcct to 

a1t幻4叫k. rr the di刊stm】 ctio叫n ，昀~ s叫叫l叮mply i φ汀1 the thing γ ref，已 rrcd In , ä noun which rcfcrs to 
an idcnticaJ cntity through differenl tinlCs should b巳 alway、 mass Of alw叮'5 α)un:_ Thc 
d巴、 elopment of the English 1λngua時 e_ how亡海 Cf ， sh O\vs that thcr巳 arc llouns which were 
mass earlier il1 histoηhut later becanH' coun t. Pea and chary arc two hi5torical 
eXälllplc~.2 The former ('om l:'、 fíO m lH:'u.I'e and the laiÎ er from l'herisc Both peasp 

and ch凹的e wc閃 ma: 弋 but bccau~c l1ll'Y 吼叫 nded like 扎 plural ， pcopk tookρea as thc 
singul:u of p叫你 and cherry thc singulλr 0 r cherise Th山 peo and cherry bccamc 
count nOUlls. l'or nouns iikc thc~e two. he;n皂白lUnt is noihing but a histo r1calιccidcnt 
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Are thcrc be!t巳 r theories for :he mass/c沁U叫 distinctiol】') Quine (1 少的0 ， p. 9 ì) 

claimed that ShOf七 P的"r 01 shο es [count] and fiοο ["vea;. [ma~s 1 rcfcr to basically thc 
岫me sluff, and are different from ~:)j] e another ~olcly in how tllcy dividc thcir rc 
fcrcnce. Both shoe and pair of shoes òivide :-heir refercnce , ùilTercntly. ButjöothJea 

docs tlot at alì. Quin巳 claimed !hat the massiçoun1 distínction li巳咕 in the word 品 them

s巳 )vcs andηot in thc stuff th巳 y nmnc. Count nouns individuaate 1 日 cir rcfer巳 nce. bul 
ma~s noun討 do not 

McCawley (1975) iIJuminatcd rhis dis lÍnction fUl寸hcr by arguing that “ !he mcan 
Ìng of a count noun speci臼的 an individuatiofl. wherc 出 the meaning ()f a mass noun i 且

n側的 al a" to indrviduation" 叩 314). One ofhis 凹amp斗的 lS cold and j7u The [0110w 
ing facts arc give口 to ~upport his contcntion: (p. 3 i7) 

(3) 札 1 havc a cüJd 

h. I have a cas己 ofthc 日以

(4) a. Do)'ouh3\月c thc ~~me cold 內l1u lhal yuu h~ t.I 1<101 、，vcck':'

h Do you h們 e the s aJ neωse ()f lhc f]l] that you had last wcck? 

He ~ays :hat “ a cold i 、 aιca~e' üf a particular infcction" (p. 317) , and argues that the 
ccuntness of cold c:.m bc attributcd to an indh'iduation ~pcc i(ïed in its meaning. 1n 
contrast. thc wordβu doc~ not imlividuate it吟了cfcrcnt. and [l cnc巳 whCll \ve 在 re talking 

about a partlcular c出e ， wc cannot say “ J havc a f1u"; instcad we havc to say (3b) , 
using an additional unit word like 口J.\C

In 喝um. ac印rding to Q山nc anù lVlcCawleyιO Ll ut nDuns diffcr fron! mass nouns 

in that thc former , bul not tllc latt t' r, include an individualion in their mcaning. This 
th(01)' doe~ not havc the short叩 rnings of Jespe鬥en、 or Whor f' s. H the rnas~/count 
distinctiotl lie~ in word m巳aning， anJ not sirnply in the nature of th巳 thing~ rcferrcd 
10. thc historic斗 i dcv c10pmcnt of pea and cherry can h巳 cxplair巳d as a change in word 
mcaning. We can say rhat an imlividllation for thcir rcfc:cncc \vas addeci [0 their 
word m凹ning <'.t a certain poin "l in histDry. And for th巳 q ue~tio口 whyι arrots lS COUγlt 

and asparagu.\ is mass, we c ä.n 5ay 1hat it is hecall~c thc 立)fmcr incJudcs an in c1. ividua 

tl011 m lts meλning， but not thc la付cr. lt has to be acJ m;tted , Ì1O\'lcve r. that thc cor，c~. 

pondcnωbctwcen fonn ano meaning is arbitrary. 1'hat is , WC s~il! cannot 巳xplain why 

lhe worcJ carrot , and no1 thc word u.I'paraf{us , includcs an individllation in its mearüng 
rhis mass/ count 吐 istinction cxplaim wl1")-' two words like .\urgay ancl op(:"ratiofi , 

although ~imilar in mean~nιcan bc diffcr('nt in countnç~，~. To most na1ive speakers 

of F.nglish , the 吼.'ord surger,v de l1 ote~ :hc trea~metl 1.【[ ir、:.1 Ll ne只 aml diseasc~ by opcra 
tions and hcncc in this u~age ， it is a ma~，s noun; whcn::as operatiofl dcnote ,; 1hc act 

peòrformcd by a :.llrgcon and hC l1 c巳 il is a CO l\ nt noun. "Kote • hat acts arc rc1ativcly 
casier to indil/idu且te than ircatmcnt. Many Chi日CSC LC旺ncr~ of English do no • k110W 

thal .1"urgery is a mass nO l.: n bCC J.use whcn 巾巳y are learning this word , thcy fail to lcarn 
its cxact me足ning ， whidl does not iJ1 clu cJ e a11 lndividuatiOll for it~ ,cfcrencc 
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Por ahstract cntítics 誼uch as surgery and operations , L2 learners cannot decîde 
whcthcI thcηOUtìS which dcnotc thcm are count or mass simply by logical reasoning 
Howcver, for nouns which rcfcr to physical objects , therc is a relatively reliable 
tcndcncy. lf a noun refers to a discrete ohject , i.e. an object with dcfìnitc outlines or 
a certain shapc, it tcnds to bc a count noun. Things likc cars, houscs, chairs and tablcs 
are discre1e and countablc and hcncc thc nouns rcfcr to thcm tend to be count. On 
the o1her hand. if a noun rcfers to an objcct without a natural houndary such as watcr, 
"'九 milk ， cotton , and saηd ， 11 tends to bc ma~s. Here , we scc that Jcsper紀n and 
Whorf arc not totally wrong 

Yct in English , W巳 do have nouns which do not follow this tendency. Asparag~的
is such a word. McCawley (1975) gave us some more examples of this kind 

Count Mass 

noodles spaghetti 

omons ga叫"

beäns nce 

chairs fumiture 

McCawlcy pointed out t11at ricc comes in grains , which arc countable; ncverthelcss 
thc word rice is a non-count noun. Similarly , thcr它的 no physical rcason why noodle 
is count and not spa穹 hetti

;\Jeverthcless, an explanation w的 glV巳 n by Markman (1985) as to why words such 
as furniture whìch apparently rcfcr to 出screte objccts arc no r:-count. Markman 
explaincd why many superordinatc category teηns， 1.e. categ。可 t凹 ms of relatively 
high lcvels (e.g. jurniîure, jewelry , mοney)， ar巳 mass nouns although conc巳ptually
thcy refcr to diverse , di缸 rete ， countable objects. Let me take money as an example 
Although wc say , as many fairy tales go “Th巳 king is counting his money in the 
palace" , the word money is itself a ηon-count noun. If we can count money , money 
must reJ盯 to countablc objects. Why is it a mass noun? 

Markman's explanation was that mass nOUllS bave thc propeny of being a com
promise betwe叫“colIcctiollS" and “ class肘" and this propcrty helps childrcn to lcam 
supcrordinate category tcmlS ‘Classcs" havc un inclusion 吼叫cturc; for cxample , a11 
roses ar它 flowc了s ， but notι11 l10wers arc roses. The inclusion structur巳 expresses the 
“ is a" relation. A ro闊的 a f1owcr. A do l1 is a toy. In contrast,“co11cctions" havc 
a part-wbo1c structu間; for cxamp泊， a trcc is a part of a forest , hut itsclf is not a forcst 

Markman said that studie~ showed that children find it simpler to learn the part 
whole stmcturc than the inclusion rclation. But collcctivc nOU l1S (e.g. .family. army), 
said Mar1叫1ao ， cannot be superordinate category tcnm bccausc thcy do not cxprcss 
thc inciusion rclation. A ~oldier 叭 a part of an aπny ， but himself is not an aπrny 
Howeve r. a chair it閥lf is rurniturc. A coin itself is moncy. Superordinate category 
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terms likc fUf削的re and money nccd to express the “ lS a" relation. Markman argucd 
tha1 mass nou t1 s can he viewed as a compromise betwcen part-wholc and inclusion 
rc1ations. A piccc of clay is part of thc wholc mass of clay a t1d each piece of c1ay is 
itsclf clay 

Markman's studies showed that children , at the agc of 4, wcrc bctter abJe to learn 
a new ca1egory such as "vchiclc" if they heard “ A car is a piece of vchiclc" rathcr than 
“ A car is a vchiclc" (p. 31). Markman's conclusio t1 was th叫“languagc:. tcnd to usc 
mass nouns to rcfcr to mperordinate categories b巳cause it helps childrcn to lcam 
th 巳m" (p. 5 l) 

lf Markman is right, L2 learncrs can cxpcct Engiish to evolve in the direction of 
rcgularizing a11 English category t巳nm of rclativc1y high lcvcls to be mass nouns. Thus 
thc lcamcr would have a good ru\e to fo l1ow 

1'0 sum up this section , the mass內ount dhtinction 1ics in thc meanings of mass 
and count words themselves: the latter spcdfics an individuatio孔 but 110t the former 
As a consequence, count nouns normally dcnote entities with a ccrtain shape or 
p阻cise limits; whereas the refcrence of a mas前 nOLl n is normally a homogcncou世 con

tinuum and not individuatcd. 13cing mass or count is part of the meaning of a word 

3. COU~TNESS OF NOUNS. Although traditionally nDuns are C\ a~叫ficd into two 
types, count and mäS~， rhcrc arcωmplications in that thc distinction between the two 
is not a ~imple binary one. In the v巳 ry beginning of this paper, it was notcd that count 
nouns admit the singul叮叮ticlc a(n), but mass nouns do no t. Yel it is found that 
thcrc arc mas可 words which n巳verth e\ess allow a(n) and thcrc arc count words which 
do not a !1 ow a(n) 

Allan (1980) chι11巳 nges the traditional hinary-fcaturc notion of countness , which 
assigns either f十count1 or [-coun t1 to a giv~n noun. H巳 claims that imtead of two , 
thcrc arc ci的11evels of countahility: (p. 563) 

R巨PR五SENTATlVE PERCENTAGE LEVEL 

car 100 7 

oak 82 6 

cattle 50 5 

Hlmalayas 44 4 

SClssors 40 3 

mankind 26 2 

admiration 14 

巳qU1pπ1巴 nt 。 。

Thi~ chart indicates that a word Eke car is 勻。ot/毛 countahlc ， a word likcοak is 82% 

135 



Ma巴巴 alllJ lU l\nf :\ouns in E扒gllsh

countablc，剖1d a word Iil<e equipment is 0% countable. l[ a won]. is 0% cO t; ntable , it 

b on thc ìowc~t COUl、 tabihty lcv c1, O. In contra~t ， if a word i~ 100% countablc , it is 

on the highest countability icv巳 L7

A l1 an computcs thc cO Ll\1 tability o[ words hy üyÌng them again叫丘lU[ tests , In 

thc following , 1 wi i1 takc as cxampl己 s lïvc words from the abovc chart , car , oak , cattle , 

mankind and 呵uipment to lJì ustratcc what AJlan's countability tests arc and llow 
lhe<;,e five now1.~ b巳have in di的rcnt cnvlronmcnls 

(1) A+N Tcst: [0 泊c jfjhc forrn "a/ulI + N";' gramIl1 atical or not , C.g 

(5) a. A car is a convemcnt vchiclc for tran叩orLition

h An ouk is a trcc 
c. ~'l -;awa cattle III thc ficld 

d. l'd like tu see a mal1 kind fu J1 of chantv 叩d sweetne,s 

c 前An equipment in our lab \'i3S de,rroyed by thc fì j'e 

(li) F{u日y) 卡 :\s Teq: to scc if a IlOUll can he prcceded by a fuzzy denumerato{ >uch as 

5肘eral， man少 ， ，bοut 后ift比 C.g

(6) a Several rω'，\' wcrc cru山eu in thc 3ccluenl 

b. Many oaks w己le choppcd düwn by 111C boy 

c. 1 'iaw ahout jì(IY caltle in thc 1ìeld 

d 叮 ha叫 met with sc阿ral mankinds ~nd llle').' ä <e all different 

C 叮 everal 呵Uψmenl .l' in uu{ lab wcre dcstroy叫 by thc fi叩

From (5) and (6) 、、府組e thalζar andοak paS5 both (i) and (ii) tcsts. On th巳 othcr

hand , equiprnent 1'a11s 山 both tests. 1n (5c} we 5CC that 叫ttle fail~ in thc ^ + N Te~t 

but in ( (6c) we s巳 c that it passc~ thc F + Ns Tes t. Convcrscly , munkind pa~~cs thc A 

卡 K Test. as ~howηin (5d) , but fa i1s thc F + ~s Test , a~ shown in (6d) 

(iii) Ex.(tcrnal}PL(ural) Test. to ,ee if an NP govcrns plu凡1 NP'CXlernal numbcr 

rC gJstrat\O口，已是

(1) , Th叫e ran are woηuerful and 1 like them all 

b. Oalo' are deυduous ， arcn't they? 

c, Those cattlc are dying fur lack of watcr , arcll't thcy ,? 

d，恤nkind arc cxpcclcd lü givc 仙 aCCUUnl of thcmsclves bcfo[c Gou. 3ren't ih旬，

e. *FquipmC/1 i(\')are c"cntial, arCli't th句句

(7) show可 that a11 the fivc words cxccpt equîpmenl p的s the EX-PL Tcst 

(IV) All + 1\ Tcst. to 弓巴巴 if the forrn 
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"all +:\ + VS lIlgu!ar" i、 grarnlll l\ llCal or not > c g 

(結) "少A Il c()r is cOIlvcnicnt vclndc for transporl仙。n

b. All οαk is n叩llnahlc

巳牢All caule 1.\' dylllg für lack 01" walcr 

d. All η叫，k叫:1 i.\' rationa! 
c. All equipment in υur I 益h was de.\tmyed hy the .hre 

(8) shows tbat oak. mankinu and equipm叫 I pa~~ the i\ ll 卡:\ Tc 泣; wher叫~ car and 
cattle fai\ i l1 this tcst 

Among thc fO l1 r t的ts ， t i1e AlI + N environmenl (τ們 l (iv) ahove) i5 dn l1 n口JUnt

ablc onc whereas the other thr巳巳 a[e countλble τ() compute thc countability 0 1" 

nouns. Allan 凹V巳s a plus TO a noulllf it passcs a cOlJntablc tcst (Tcsb (i-lii) aml hc aho 
gives a plus whcn a noun fail給你 c l1 on-count te~t (τcsl (iv)) Lquipment fai!s in all 

thc thrccμount t的ts ， and passes the :l on-counl on巳 Hence it receives no plus and is 
0 '10 countablc. For noun焉。f thi可 ca出息，勻 there is no proble ll1 for us to ass泡n thc 
fcature I-CD山1t l to them. HO\VCVCL \vords on Lcvcl G 、 lilc C oak , p包，s all of thc count 

ab 1c tcsts aml also the non-count one. Jn :erms 0 1" featur巳 assignment ， which feature 
[+counlj 0γ[-count [ , shall wc givc to thcm? 

rhc four cou !1 ~ahility t巳 sh show that words O!1 !eve! 2. !ike mankind, pass the 
AI1 + N Tcst and thus are non-count , but thcy 爪lmit thc indcfinitc a口lC此， which n01 
count 110 Ll扒 s n0 I111ally do not. i\nd thcy pa~s thc EX-Pl. Test (i.c. take a plur且1 verh 

or pluml pγonoun) 、vhich agaill non-COllηt nouns normaJly wi!l fai l. Are they count 
or mass'! fhc rcadcr lllight ~l1 ggest that wc can treat words like mankind as cither 

mass or counL Yet this 1reatm 巳nt Caìl !1 ot rule out vad foγms like several mankinds 

On the otheγhan吐 altho 山 gh \vcrds 011 1cvc1 5) likc caîtle , fail thc uncount<lblc 

A!J + ~ Te"t anci thus thcy arc nDt non-count nou刊~， thcy do 口ot admit the iudcfinitc 
articlc , wt、 lch count noum llormally do. \Vc cannüt simply a~~ign [+count] to thcm 
1月lC havc ;:0 ~êly ， in J.dιι~ion ， ~ha~ Ui叮 i\C" 心 l J.;;、 c thc indcfi江 i~c articlι 

13cing thc opposite of words Oìl lev巳 I 5 (己 g. cattle) word峙。n !e、ie! 1, like admira 

tion. he叫 sinceriIJ' ， uarknfss (derived nominal~) 叫dρhJ'.I'z叫 (nam間。 f sujeds for 
study) pas:> lhc uncounlahle A1I + N Test é\ nd h巳 nce are non-count. Like typlcal ll1 ass 
nouns, nouns of this calegory do not ad ll1 it fuzzy denllmcrato的 j 110 1" do thcy govern 
plural N .P-cxlernal ll Ll mb巳 r registration. Hmvever. unlikc typical mass nouns, th叮f

ddmit th巳 indefïnitc artick. SOElC cxamp1c~ arc as follows 

(9) il. A phy ,\ics in \vhich c l1 crgy i、"、 l ralhcr lhan tramferrcd 1、 quite lllconCClvahlc; 
whcrc woulLl the ene l'gy go to') 

h 才 rhe l' e <l re seν eral phy ,\ic.\" , gcnpll叫lCi 叫rophy吼叫 lluclcar physics- <lnù 1 

dun 't know what cl,c 
(I\ J1 日η19鈍。， P 550) 
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c , *Thο l'C physic.I' are all difficu1t 1。每tudy. arerd they? 

For (9b) , if wc S2.y “ sevcral typc~/kinds of physic~" :nstcaù 0 1' "~，cveral physic~" ， thc 

scntcncc will bccomc wcll-[onneò Similarly , in (9位)， a physic5 ~neans 'a kinù 01 

physics' , but the inde1ìnite article itself wi1h :1ut kind οI úo巴巴 the joσ Herc we see a 

differcncc between thc indefinite arLcleιnd [UZLY dellumerators 

Oerivcd nominals like heat and darkness behavc similarly 

(1 0) Adryh個I 1, ,0 I1lLlc:h rnorc b的 rable lh叩 ， d伽!p heat 

(11) "叫Ve got up in a darkn仇1

b. \Ve got up in a pitchy darknc .l'.\'. 

c , Anoppr.叮"阿 darkl1 css hung all around w, 

íAllan , 1980 , P 叮'!)

111 (1 1a) \vc scc that darklless doe 嗯 110t hch盯e ìike <1 11 orβ\ l1 li叮 count noun ~ince it 

cannot co-occur 吼.ri1h the indefinite a此也le. How巳V盯了 ;11 (l lb) and (l lc) we ~ec that 

with a modi立er ， pitchy an丘。ppnissive respcctivcly , the indcfini:c ar:icic CCCO r:1 CS 

acc巳 p1able. Similarly , in (10). thc two occurrcnccs of thc nO l1-co Ll nt nounheat , with 

thc lIl od的crs dry and damp rc~pcctivcly. bCCO ll1C countable Allan dcscribcs thi<; kind 

of usage a~ “rcferring to in"tances or 叫casions ()f pa付 lcular 110tC" (p 月 59)

Thc prcceding usagc 0 1" a was trcaü,d 的 onc of the importa l1 l functiolls of Eηgli5h 

artic1cs in Frank's (1972) excrCl心~ for non-native spcakers , lIe comment<; on thi電 as

follows: (p. 1 祉1)

In wn肥皂cnlences ， nO l1coumahle ahstracl n叫“叭的叫jectivc ll1 0di日 crs TI1<1y bc us叫

witil a. fn many such ,cntenccs a i, tllc cquivalcnl of a kind oj 

l Í\'間 use a kind οfinslead ()f a in (10) and (1 ìb-c) , we gct 

(12) Adryk1l1 ctofheatl包，0 lllU Ch lllürc bcarablc lhan a dalllp kind 01" Ileal 

(1 3) a. Wc got up in a pitchy kind of darkncss 

h. An opprc~，ivc kmd of darknα泊 hUllg all around u巴

Does this mc且n that a kind 01 i~ a rc1iahlc tcst for using a \vith ah~tract n:a~s nouns 

mo 已 ifi巳 d hy adjec1iv巳 s orγ巳 la!ive clauscs? Con~idcr 

(l 4) a. He provided us 、Nith a kmd of infoTlnalion thal on1y insiders can 

h. This is a kind of 仇"idencc that coulJ he used LO pcrsllade people 10 bdleve in 
(~od 
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lf we dc1c te kind o.f, both (1 4吋 ιnd (1 4b) becomc ungrammatical, as shown in (一 5)

(1 月 a. *He provid叫 us with 311 infonnalin thM only in~ider~ can 
b 中Tlns Îs all cviLl cllce lh叭叭)uld he w>cu 10 persuade pιoplc to be1icve in God 

Frank's ru斗c docs not Lclì us wllen a can r己placc a kind οf; Allan's eight 1 巳vels of count

ability tcll us that this Dccurs when the noun ~n qucstion is on lc\' c1 (c.g. darkn削
heat). Words on level 0 , jike 川!formatiοn 3nd evid('nce. can llC、 cr bc uscd with a 

Notice that we can drop ~he indcfìnite articlc in both {IO) 已nd (1 1) and wc get 

(10') Dryhmti、 so mllch morc hearab1e thRn damp heat 

(1 1') a. We gυ1 up indar的e，\'~

h. We gOlllp in pilchy dar幻les~

c , Opprnsi陀 darliηlð.\ hung a11 aTOund U5 

I n (1 日') and (11') we scc 1hat aftcr tlle dropping of the indefinite arti c1e , all the gram 

matical scntcnces rcmain well-formed and the ungrammatical one , (11 a) , becomes 
acceptabìe. Nev巳 rtheless ， if we have rcstrictive rclativc clauscs modify thc underJincd 
NP's , the indcfinitc artlclc has to bc put back aguin. Tuke (11') [1υr example 

(16) a. Wegülupina尺。 ùarkness th3t was rcally 寫cary

h \v巴巴üt up in a/*9 pitchy' darkne,s 1hat W3S rea11y scary 
c. An尸φopprc的lVC uarkncss 1hat \vas really s叫ry hung all aTound 盯

R的trictive relativc clauses sccm to h出/e a 話tronger effect on indivi已 uating :hc whole 

mass 0 1' darkncss into diffc間nt typcs than prenominal adjectivcs. Perhaps :his is why 

thc indcfinitc arlic1c is ohligatory in (] ó) , but op:ional in (11 b) and ( ! 1 c) 
B已sidc~ Jerlv巳 Ù nomina1s like durκ ness. anù heuì , :má llaHl CS of sujccts [01' sludy 

likc physics. Al1an givcs English. as a n創nc 1'1υr a languagc , as an exmnplc of words on 

lcvel 1. i.c. , ub~tract mass nouns that admit a 

(17) Hc speah an English thal r can harcly ulldcntalld al all; and 1 W3, born in Lonuon 
(p. 558) 

Some native spcaker只叮叮d (17), 1;vith the propcr name Engli.\h lurned into a count 

noun , not acccptable. Thcrc i~ dcfir>itely no probl巳m i f. in、 ead 0 1' (1 7) , wc say 

(18) Hc 叩巳ab a kind ofEngli的 lhall can harcly undcrsland at all; and 1 w的 horn in 

Lonuon 

This indicates that ói lan!;'U agc chaηg巴，門ovir:g Eηgtish fwr:l levcl O. wherεmass noun弓
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can never be used countably , to level 1, whcre mass nouns with modifiers can co.occur 
with a, is not yet complete 

To sum up this section, AJlan's discussion shows that the grammatical correlates 
of the mass/count distinction are complicated by the fact that this distinction 1s not a 
simp1e binary one. There are words like cattle which are [+count 1 except that they 
do not admit the singul盯 indefinite article a( n). There are words like heat which 
a阻 [.count] except that they admit a( n) under ce口ain circumstances. Further, there 
are words lìke oak which are either [+count] 01" [.countJ Al1 an's four tests of count
ability , however, are of little help to L2 1earners because the grammaticality judge 
ments are exactly what iS in question. Further it would be a great burden for L2 
learners to 1eam which word falls on which 1evel, 50 the existence of the levels is of 
litt1e help. In the next section , 1 wil1 di5CUSS an altemative to the solution to the com
plicatio肘 of the mass/count distinction offered by Allan 

4. MASS/COUNT CONVERSIO~. The mass!count distinction, a5 has long been 
observed in the literatu間， 15 better taken as a distinctioll among word.senses , or ways 
of using words, rather than a distinction among words themselves. A good illustra
tion of this point is found in nouns which denote either the animal or its flesh as food 
For example 

(1 9) a. I don't eat chicken because llike chickens 
b. Lamb is delicious and lambs are lovely , too 

The singularity and plurality of chicken and lamb in (19) arc determined by the 
different senses of the same words; and în turn , the grammatica1 correlates reveal the 
different sense5 of the words. When referring to the animal, chicken or 1amb denotes 
a discrete countable object, and hence it is used as a count noun and thus has to take 
the form "ajthe + ~" or “帥的+ Ns". In contr制， when refemng to the f1esh of the 
animal as food, lamb or chicken becomes non.count and thus has to take the form 
“ ø Ithe + N" 

Besides the above animaJ!meat example , we h的.'e a lot more instances of shifts 
in sense leading to shifts in countness. Jespersen (1 924 , p. 199) gives us the following 
examples 

a parcel in brownpaper 

little talent 
it is hard as iron 

state paper古
few tal闊的
a hol iron (flat iron) 

Ware (1 979) 凹“Some bits and pieces" gives more cxamples of this kind 

(20) a. Hispolitics are aìrocious 
。 Politics is not his bag 

(p.16) 
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(21) a. Hisfaculties arc intact 
b. how muchfaculty he has for the projed 

(p. 1 J) 

(22) Many glasses dü not have any glass in th它m
(p. 1 J) 

Journal uf Humanilies East/West 

From thesc examples we see that many English nouns have both mass and count 
meanmg訊 Accordîng to Allan's computation, these words , ìike oak (wood/tree) , will 
fall on Level 6, with 82呢 çountability. They pass a11 the three count tests and aJsc 
pass the non-count test. In othcr words, they arc either [十count1 or [叩untj. It is 
suggested here that words like these he treated as two words instead of one. Take 
the massjcount--meat/animal words as an examplc. Chicken is a name for both the 
animal and the meat. Yet as in the case of pork/pig or mutton/sheep , it could have 
been the case that for chicken too the animal an社 the meat were namcd by two di f. 
ferent words. The word that n訂了lcd the animal , a discrete objed , would be a count 
noun and the word that named the meat would be a mass 丘oun

Another example is found in the language/peoplc wo吋 s sllçh as Chinese. Italiar官，
and Greek. When referring to the people , the noun is count and when referring to the 
language, it is mass. Words such as authority (quality/person) constitute stm another 
example of this kind. The word authority has two distinct senses. When we are 
talking about special knowledge as in write with authοrity it is non-count; whereas 
when we are talking about a person with such knowledge as in an authoηIy οn nuclear 
physics , it is count 

In su凹， ambiguities between a mass and a count mcaning are likely to be found in 
wood/tree , meatjanimal , languagejpeop詣， and qL.ality/person words. The same noun 
can be treated as two words. One that denotes the 且 iscrete object is count and the 
other that denotes the constituent substance or a pecu1iar quality of the discrcte object 
lS mass 

、Nords such as those we d的cussed above are clear!y ambiguous between two 
distinct meanings. Other words may not involve an ambigui旬， but they have both the 
count and the mass use. Candy少 hair， stone少 and wine are some examples. When we 
are talking about the substancc or material、 they are m的s; whereas when we are 
referring to shaped pieces (instances) or kinds of the substance , they are count. For 
example 

(23) a. 00 you wanl a candy? 
b. Candy is bad for your leeth 

(24) a. 1 found a h訟r 1n my soup 
b. The cat has a fine coat o[ hair 
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(25) a. The box is fíl1ed with heavy stones 
b. The wall was made of stone 

(26) a. This is a French v叭"'
b. 1 do not drink wine 

We have identifi巳d two groups of words which can be readily used 自由er in a count or 
a mass sense. Let us state this fact in the form of a conversion principle 

Principle 1 

Mass ~ Count: If a noun is used to denote a discrete entity，址 is count; if it is used to 
denote the material content or a particuJar quality of the discrete entity , 

1t IS non.count 

On the other hanà , there are many words like 叩r and book which we believe 
behave only as count nouns. Notîce that these words are 10口。毛 countable acco吐mg

to Allan's computat1on. But some 1inguists point out that given the right context , 

they can be used as non-count. For example , Gleason (1 965) asks us to imagine an 
animaI story “ featU1ing a mother termite concemed over her child ‘Johnny is very 
choosey about his food. He wil1 eat book , but he won't touch shelf " (pp. 136-37) 
ln this context, the mother tennite is talking about the materiaI constituents of books 
and shelves, but not the discrete objects .themselves. Thus book and shelf beocme 
mass nouns. Conversely , a word like ice creω何 which we think behaves typically as a 
mass noun can be used countably. Gleason says,“ a customer, unable to choose 
between two brands, might sayι1 don't care; one ice cream is as good as another' " 
(p. 136). Here ice cream is used as a count noun. He concludes that "every noun , 
given the fight context, can occur in either type of usage , count or mass" (p. 137) 

Is it true that every ma的 noun can be used as a count noun and every count noun 
can be used as a ma的 noun? Different linguists (or philosophers) hold different posi. 
tions. Pelletier (1 979, p. 5) says 

I think that re刊ectîon on the example of above , [How many oatmeals are in your 
kitchen?} provides convincing evidence that every woτd which would normalJy be called 
a mass noun can be given a perfectly clear count 回""

Pelletier, like Gleason, holds that everγmasδnoun can be converted into a count noun 
and a150 the opposite. He describes a thought experiment to persuade people that all 
count nouns can be given a mass sense. He asks us to imagine a machi肘， the Universa1 
Grinder. The machine can chop and grind anything, say dogs, cats, ca間， or men. Put 
whatever object you wish 恤， say a porcupine , into one end of the grinder. After the 
grinder chops the porcupìne and grinds it up into a homogeneous mass and spews it 
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onto the !1oor from the other end ()f the grindcr, a此k what is on the f1oor. The answcr 
“ There is porcupine a11 ovcr the f100r刊 In reallifc , we do sec porcupines, rac叮叮t1 S

anιsqu盯els smashcd by cars 

Pelletier is aware that his machine c阻 only grind physical objects, and that there 
rcmains a problem for tho~e count nouns which denotc non-physical thing~. I\'evcr 
theless, h巳 argues that thc thing to be put into the gri孔der does not havc to be grind• 

ahle. If a norma] sentcncc can use a count noun in a mass seos巳， his theOly holds. His 
example is the word number. He uses this cou n1 noun in a m且ss semc in the following 
sentence: (p. 6) 

(27) Jf numbers werc physical objects, and if we wele to put ()ne into thc grindcr, therc 
would be number all over the f100r 

1 wil1 1cave th的 issue to philo~opher~. I think that it is reaso孔 ablc to say that practîcaJ

ly every cou口1 noun whid> de t10tes an object with material coot巳ntcanbcu間d in a 
mass sensc, given thc right contcxt , 1hat 的， when w巳 use the word to refer to the 

ma1crial constituent or the mass of the objcct , and n01 to thc discrctc objcct itself. 1 

agree with 、Nac巴 's (1 979 , p. 19) position 

J dü not think that all homophoncs witlt counl oc叫 n叩叩， h<lvc mas可"叫口叩叫s und 

vice \,('r,a. Words for ürifices seem [0 h前e COU11t but 1101 mass 叫cunences ， e.g. opemng, 

ho!e, mouth 

Obviously there 的 no mass of openìngs or ÌloÌes to bc talkcd about. Furthcrmore, 
some nouns that denotc abstract entìtie<; Eke 甜甜， trick少 and characteristic. do not 

seem to have mass occurrenccs 
To L2 lcarners. the conversion of coun: nouns into mass tlouns causes fcwcr 

troubles, becau~e afte, all cases like 

(2品) a. Thc scrapyard ls full of smashed car awailing recy": 直

b. r.mmy finds squashε d spider morc nauscous t Ìl ä且 thc thing ali\'e 
(Alla立 1980 ， p. 547) 

are u ::1 usual and if the count nouns remain count, 3.5 shown in (29) 

(2月 a. The scrapyard is fu l1 of smashcd cars awaiting recycling 
b. Emmy findsa squashcd 高pider ffiorc 11auscous than the thing a1 ive 

!he se t1 tences stìll are well-form巳d. ln other cases jjke Ther(:' w盯叫t all over the rοad 

describing, c.g. a poor cat smashcd by a car, failurc to convcrt !he count noun into & 
mass noun、 as in There was a cat all ονer the road , rr. ight lead to a scmantic anomaly 
However, if we state the conversion principle as follows 
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Count .. ~Mass: When we are talking about lhe undifferentiated mass of a physical 
object , but not lhe discrete object itself, the count noun denoting that 
phy~ical object should be co間erted into a mass noun 

smc 巳 the principle is well-defined , it will not cause too much confusion for L2 learners 
The conversion ofmass nouns into count nouns, on the other hand , is much more 

troublesome , First of a11, is it true that every mass noun can be used as a count noun? 
Recall the Universal Grinder that tums count nouns into mass terms. Bach (1 986 , p 
10) suggests an opposite switch , a machine calJed the UniversaI Packagcr that is capable 
ofpacking all substances into precise units and hence converting mass no也ns into count 
nouns. In thc ma封/count conversion , the Universal Packager is supposed to have the 
same func t10n as the Universal Grinder, though working in the opposite direction 
However, it turns out to be not 50 plausible 

Since every concrete count nOLl11 denotes something wi由 certain material coo
tent, when we want to talk about the mass instead of the form denoted by a count 
nou泣， the r瑋ht context ar泌的 for the mass use of the count noun. On the other hand 
in a hypothetical world , we can have each and every substance denoted, e.g. by water, 

milk and gοld ， whatever you wish , packed by the Univcrsal Packager. When the new 
product, say milk , comcs 0叫 of the packager, what will be the answer to the question, 
“ What is on the floor?" 、Nill we answer “ Therc is a milk 011 the f1 oor" (or “ There are 
milks 011 the floor")'! Probably not; instead , the ans九ver most likely w il1 be “There is 
an X of milk on thc f1oor" (or “ There are Xs of milk on the floor"). A unit word 
X, e.g. bottle, glass , is still needed 

Why would the Universa1 Packager fait to convert ma且 nouns into count nouns? 
If w巳 do not take milk as denoting a bounded and discrete object , we will not use it 
as a count nOU l1. The Universal Packager can pack cverything in natural ullit5, but our 
intuition about word mcaning 丘。的 not change accordingly 

Although t11e UniverS <l l Packager fails to convert mass nouns into count nouns, 
the real world packaging does c îC ate some conversions. Jespersen (1 924) claims that 

in English, bread is only a mass-word" (p. 200). In the twenties, probably it is true 
that bread was used only as a mass←word、 but it is no longer true now. We find a lot of 
occur問nces of bread as a count noun. To cit巳 only a few of them 

(30) a. coarse whole grains blended in a Hghl brown bread (Amerωan Meal 8read ad) 
b. For many years , so-called “ diet" br臼ds attempted to create thc il1usion 

(S叩ry of Le ss, Schafer\ Less ad) 
c. Try the other delicious CountrγHearth Breads. Look for the Country Hearth 

family of quality variely breads... (仁 ounlry Hearth ad) 
d. The Mackinaw Mi1ling Co. family of breads arc all made 、"， ith. .to create a line 

of breads which can please...Whichever variety you choose , fee1 confident 
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you're servinga brr:ad wlnch...(Ma é:kinaw Milling Cü. ad) 

From thc occurrenccs 01' hread in s口19u1a r and plural fon口 s in (30), it might be inferred 
th ::lt bread manufacbrcs pcrceive lhe di f!巳 rcnt kinds of brcad thcy producc as wel1-
defined , individuatcd objects、，md thc word bread is u~cè countahly to dcnote one 
"kind" 0 1" the mass 

Brcad mak. e且 use a hread to denote a kind of brcud and hreads for diffcrcnt 
kil1lh 01' bread. L2 leamcr~ ， howcver, cannot jump to th巳 αmclusion that ull instanc巳S
01' “X kind(s) 01' brcad" can he 1 巳duccd to “X hread(s)刊， as 10 

(31) 1 wcnt Tu Sh叩則已 ~od~y ?I bought two br的ds

'1'0 some peop;e , (3 1)的.J ust ungrammιtical. To some , at bcst two hreads can be 

taken as “ two loavcs of bread" , but not “ two kinds of brcad" 

l3read dcnotes something 吋 ible and it can be packed into discr巳te unib. Words 
dcnoting aostract entiti巳s such as 忱。'gery a150 can gain an individuation in their mcan 
ing and evenlually gain a count scnse. As 1 mentiollcd in s巳ιtion 2 , surgery as opposcd 
to operat的 n IS a non-Collnt 口OU11. Howev肘， in a SPfVCY that 1 did in which 5。可ubjects

were asked to choosc ~hc onc thcy preferr巳 d in thc following pair o[ sentences 

(32) a. 1 had a CHOLELlTHOrOJl.-1Y, which is 叫 rgcry ， and it WJ ;, cuvcrcd under 
,urgical expense benefits 

b. 1 h<l d a CHOLτL可THOTOMY ， which 1 、 a surgery , and it \va, covered under 
surgical expen切 bcneJìts

25 ~ubjccts chosc (a) and 25 chosE' (b). 111 r,mdom intcrvicws foUowing thc survey , one 
subject said that thc rcason he cho時(吋 was that surgery is basically a mass noun 
Another subjcct said that he chme (b) bccal:se CffOLELITHOTOMY is not a term [or 
surgery in gencral. Still another ()ne ~aíd that al t1lOugh llc chose (吋， lb) was possiblC 

A last one ~aid 吋1at he chose (a) ， ηut hc P間fcrrcd c, form of 5U唔ery than surgery 
alone. From this equal split 0 1" 25 to 25 and ttιcomments madc by thc subjects, I 
conclude that surgery 臼 undcrgoing a semaEtic change , moving from being rr.ass to 

count 
In fact. a health insuγanceιompar: y ,vorker, \vhilc shc was explaining that dif

ferent 1ypes 01'叩rgcry arc covcrcd under diffcl叩t policics. did say this to me “ lf 
you havc ar的 îher surgery ..". NOn-lYlcè.Iω1 peoplc rrobably would say,“1f you have 
surgcry again..." in this casε I ~hink t::> hcε1th i江山下ancc workcrs, the word surgery 

has gained a di<;crctc rcfcrcncc :hrcugh 凹的tant application 01' the word to w巳f1-

dcfincd catcgcγics 0 1" sur皂巳 ry. exactly likc thc wo了d bread to hread manuradurcr~ 

ln addition to breαd and sw玄ery ， t. he rcal worl口 ιpackaging" has brought about 
other count uses of mass noum; , In rcstaurant ordcrs, we have ()CCLl叮叮叮叮，，1'冶 largc

cokc弋“益 ~ma;l 叩ffcc" ， cr SiClf句“tV'iC coffees" ，“ t"h reeωkcs刊 ctc. This is bccaus 

14) 



Mass and Count Nouns in English 

in such places as fast food stands or stores, these drinks typically come in cups. Jn
stead of saying “ two cups of coffee" or “ three cups of coke ", the elliptjcal fonns , 
“ two coffees" or “ three cokes" are used. However, when wc are at an Am巳ncan

frier泣's house, the hostjhostness w jJl not a虫，“Would you like a coffee?" (meaning 
“ Would you like a cup of coffee?");ηor wi1l we answer,“Yes, a small coffee , please" 
The elliptical forms presumably are not used in these contexts becaus勾 these drinks 
are not packed in some standard containers at home 

Summarizing the above discussion of bread. surgery. coke andωffee ， let us state 
another conversion principle 

Princlple 3 

Mass..手Count: In commercial cOlltexts, a ma部 noun ， through COl叫ant 叩plication of 
the noun to well-divided instances of the referent, can gain an individua 
tion [or its reference and thus can be used as a count noun 

1n 曲的 section ， the complications of the binary ma的s ，lcount distinction are 
resolved by treating the uses of a noun and not the noun itself as being mass or count 
In contrast to AJlan's approach, !he countness of a noun is not trcate吐 as a question of 
percentage of countabllity. Instead , a noun 泊 taken as bcing basically count (e.g 
book. car) or mass (e.g. bread, surgery) or both (e.g. chicken , authority) , and then a 
conversion principle is offercd to account for its converse use. Three slIch principles 
have been offered 

In the preceding section, it was noted that Allan ideηtjfied a group of abstract 
nouns (e.g. sincerity) which are basically mass , but admit the singular article a( n) when 
they co-occur with a restrictive modifier. Let us state this in th巳 form of a conversion 
principle 

Principlc 4 

Mass ø~?COt叫 AbstraCl ;1Dn .;m:n\ nouns suchωa derived nominal or a name of a 
，ub戶ct f01' study , whcn modi日ed by a restrictivemodifjer , admita(n) , 

which is the equivalent of a kind 01 în this contcxt 

5. ]),1PLlCAT10NS FOR L2 L五ARNERS. What implications does the preceding 
discussion have for L2 leamers in th臼r choice of English articles? In English, there is a 
systematic distinction in the choice of articles betwecn two classcs of nouns, count and 
mass 

COUNT 

the + N!Ns 

a + X 

ø + Xs 
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the +:; 
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For mass nouns the choice is limited between ø and the whereas for count nouns it is 
more complicated. It has to be decided first whether the noun in question is singular 
or plura l. For singulars, the choice is between a and the and for plurals rþ and the 
ø or a 011 the one hand :ndicates indefiniteness and the 011 th巳 other hal1d ind>cates
definiteness. In the above chart , we see only one overlapping , i.e. in the forrn the N 
、Ne cannot tell whether a given noun is used countably or uncountably just by looking 
at the form the N. ln other words, only in cases where a noun is definite and at the 
same time it is singular, we do not have to make a distinctio l1 between count and ffi é'l SS 
nouns for the choîce of articles. Except for cases like th1S, the question “Is thi5 noun 
count or mass?" has to be answered first 

L2 leamers might want to answer this question through some kind of logicaJ 
inferrence. A first hypothesis mi且t be that nouns referring to co位crete objects (e.g 
“ milk" ，“bc 立") are count and no叩s referring to abstract entities (e.g. “ idea" , 
“ mus詔") arc non.count. But this is not true of English. A second hypothesis might be 
that only those nouns referring to discrete , differentiated concrete obje已臼 (e.g 
“ lettuce" ,“pillow") are count. But this is not true , either 

In Engli咐， even for two concrete (material) nouns refemng to objects with 
similar shapes, on巳 can be count and the other mass. The same thing happens wi出
abstract nouns. For two abstract nouns with simiJar meanin缸， one can be mass and 
the other count. This arbitrariness is exemplîfied as follows 

CONCRETE 

7 /'\ 
COU啊T MASS COUNT MASS 

carrots 
noodles spaghetti proofs eVldence 
beans nce jobs work 
chairs furniture ideas knowledge 

The arbitrariness of noodle being a count noun and spaghetti a mass noun , on the one 
hand , and idea being count and knowledge mass, on the other hand , suggests that the 
mass/count dìstinction is not simply in th巳 nature of the things referred to. Being mass 
or count is part of the meaning of a word. A count word inc1udes an individuation in 
its meaning, but not a mass word: 

Furthermore , Allan's eight levels of countabi1ity suggest that the mass/count 
distinction is not a simple binary one. The traditional view that a noun is either 
[+count] or [-countJ is inadequate. ;-,)ot a11 English nouns have a fixed feature 
[+count] Or [-countJ. There a自 words like oak which are both [+count] and 
[-count] . There are words like heat which ar它 [-count] except that they admit a(n) 
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under certain circumstances 
Thc discus治ion of 1:、 ass/count CO l1version ~llows ,hst cvcry cunιrctc count nOlln 

can be conve:ted into a .:1址、 nou于1 (rccall thc Uni、 ersal C~l 叭σer) ， but no1 vicc vcrsa 
Gicaso l1 (1965) , and Pelletier (1979) went w,ong in ~<1ying that cv r:ry mass noun can 
bc convertc 已 i1l10 a count noun. Bacl,'s (J9的 ó) Univcr~i:y Packagcf cannot coηvert 
cvery rnass noun to coun1, cither. Cj llc usc of a mass IìOU!! whi\.J-[ is 0',);; countable as a 

count 110un occurs only whcn 1hc word has changed in it 、 meamηg to includc an in 
dividuation 1'or its refercncc. This languaεc cnangc usually happcls fïrst wiihin a circlc 
of a p叮1icular trade likc brcad manufadurcrs or hcal~h insuI:::"Jl ce cq ;n[Jany workcrs 
We find cxpres~io l1S likc "so-callcd úiet brcdds" "nd "c叫 rse \vhoie grains hlcndcd in 
a light brow r; hread" ir; br巳ιÙ ad~. But it \vill be odd if 1 s丸y "1 bought two breads 

today" to my fricnd. Peoplc of <l panicular tradc some"':imes usc m出s nouns countably 

whcrc others Jo not 
Wc h孔ve already had estahlish(:d expressiorls like .. ,wo coffccs" and ‘ a large 

coke' 日1 restaurant ordc了s. Th芯， neverthclc間， docs 110t cnt且 iì thal wc can mc ma~s 
nouns likc milκ 斗叫的ffee countab!y inωy contex l. l_, cî cxample 1t will be uηgram 

matical , or at le <l st strange , to say "This morning I drank a largc 山lk at homc" 
This restriction in thc convcrsion 0: mass nouns into CO l\nt nC Ll ns explains why a 

blind applicatioη of Kaluza句話 ( 1 (81) ru!e that ιpradically eve :ry U (uncountable nOLl n) 

巳a11 be convcrted into a C (COUllt noun) wlth onc of thc foílowing mcaning: a) a unit 
of, b) a kind of, and 吋 3n imtnncc o f" (p. 10). can Icad to thc wrong choicc of articlcs 
for words likc furniture ami equi{J ment , <l S in 

(33) a. *He bo呵ltl an CXpClblVC fUlnitu!~ ycsterday 
b. *We need a n巳w cquiplllcnt in uur lab 

To conclude this paper, 1 r.ow Lum to prcscnt an o1i crall pictu凹 of thc mass/ 
counl distinction as 1 s巳~ it for L2 Icami口g. 1 stalt wüh common s己 nse. Thc things 
in the world C<l n t 巳 divid c:d into two catcεoric~ ， abstract and non 斗hsiracL Abstract 
entities do not havc phy臼c a1 fonns and hencc Jo not 0巳cupy any space_ Since they do 
not have physical foml~， wc cannot counl 山crn percept山lIy. Therefor它 let us 叫馬ume
initially that nouns which deno仕的stract entites a閃 all non-collll t. On the cther 
hand, non-ahstract entiti問 can he divided into t\VO subcategorics. 011C contains d的

ιctc ， dífferentiatcd objec凶， LC. objchs with dc吐ηitc outlmc呵。 r prcci~c limib. Thc 
other contaim subslanc巳~ or ma~，、 s ibat do no~ havc Il älural boundaries. The former 
is prcsumahly couηtahle and tìot thc latl凹 Therci"ore I巳t us a~sumc that nouns which 

denole the former af (ò al1 count and nouns \vhich dcnotc thc lat1cr are all non-count 
Iηbriet~ thc thrcc assumptiom that 1 maβ (ò arc 

Assumptio Il 1. Nouns whlch deno紀L!i<;crctc objccl~ arc all cuulil 
Assulllp L10n 2' ]'、;OU IlS WhlCh dC I1 ütc undifferentiated substsllce<; 8fC allnon-coulli 

ASSUll1ptiO!l 3 NOll IlS which dellOte 址。 slmι1 cnlltc ， λrc all nOll-Collnt 
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Obviously, all of the three assumptions need to be modi日ied. Assumption 1 that 
nouns which denote discrete objects are all count has a problem. There are nouns the 
referents ofwhich comc as discrete objects , but they are a1ways non-count. Asparag凶，
spaghetti. rice , lettuce βirniture ， and equipment are 50me examples. The last two 
are superordinate category tenn5 which tend to become mass , as Markman's (1 985) 
claimed. Yet in English we still have a lot of superordinate terms which are count such 
asνehîclo呵， and toys. Under our a路umption， nouns which denote discrete objects 
shou!d be coun t. Hence we still have to treat words like .furniture as exceptions , al
thpugh they have good 目ason to be mass, if Markman is righ t. It is suggested that for 
these exceptions, the learner learn each noun together with a unit word that it goes 
Wl曲， e. g. a gram οf rice, a head of lettuce , an article of furniture. The countness of 
曲的 type of noun has to be leamed by rote 

If the above-mentioned exceptions can be taken care of, AssL' mption 1 and 2 can 
stand as they are , if we do not regard a noun as having a fixed feature of [+count 1 or 
[-count 1. It is the sense that a noun has, not the noun itself, that determines whether 
it is count or mass. We have nouns w泣h two distinct senses , such as chicken and oak 
We have nouns with both the count and the mass use, such as candy and hair. We have 
nouns which are normally count but given the right context can be used uncountably , 
such as car and book. For a!l these nouns , when used to denote a discrete object 
itself, they are count; whereas when used to dellote the material constituent 01" the 
mass of the discrete obje叫， they are mass , as made clear in Conversion Principles 1 and 
2 

Although we have expressions 5uch as a "ω-ge coke and a light brown bread, 
assumption 2 that nouns which denote undiffercntiated substances are a11 non-count is 
still valid , because Conversion Principle 3 states that only in commercial contex臼 do

these expressions occur 
Parallel to our assumption about discrete objec峙) Assumption 3 that nouns which 

denote abstract entities are all non-count has a problem , too. There are nouns which 
denote abstract entities , but they are always count. Tricks , ideas , and characteristics 
are some examples. It is suggested that the Jearner leam the plural form Ns or the 
singular form a(n) N , and not simply N, for these words. This is another type of noun 
whose countness has to be learned by rote 

There is a second problem for Assumption 3. A l1 an (1 980) identified a group of 
abstract nouns whìch are normaJly non-count, but when they are modified by a 間stric

tive adjective or relative clause, they admit the singular article a(nλwhich is equivalent 
to a kir“ì o.f in this kind of context. This group of nouns includes names of subjects 
for study like physics and chemistry , and derived nominals like sincerity , admiration 
and heat. To maintain Assumption 3 , we have to treat this group of words as excep • 

tions. Conversion Principle 4 takes care of it 
Nevertheless, not al1 derived nominals that are modified by restrictive modifiers 

allow a(n). Jn.βormation ， e~idence ， and knowledge are some examples. These are 
abstract nouns which are always non-CQut立， exactly the opposite of those abstract 
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nouns 1ike tricks and ideas which are always count. They hav巳 to be leamed by rote 
Again, it is suggcsted that leaming the word togethcr with a unit word that it goes with 
(e ,g. a piece of evidence) might be of heJp 

For the rest of the abstract nouns, they are all nan-count except for two situa
tions. First, therc is a group of nouns which has two distinct senses. Onc of the two 
senses dcnotcs a certain abstract quality，缸1d the other denotes a pcrson that possesscs 
this quality. Authorityan且 gossip arc two examplcs、 Whcn a noun is used to dcnotc 
thc person，泌的 count: when 泌的 used to denote the quality ，泣的 non-count. In fact , 

if we trcat this kind of noun as being ambiguous in the sensc that what we have is two 
differcnt words instcad of one, then thcy arc not a problcm for our assumptions 

The second situation wherc abstract nouns arc not non-count 的 when separable 
mstances of a ccrtain quality or action , and not the quality or action itself, are referred 
to. S時gestion ， discussion , difficulty , and experience are some examples of words 
that have both thc count and the non-count usc. Unlike concrete nouns 叫ch as 
candy and hair, which a1so h的 e both uscs, for abstract nouns, it is harder to decide 
when to use which. Thc general prìnciplc is that when things are done at diffl巳rent

timcs or arc of a different nature , they are individuated and hence the count usc is 
the right choice. For example 

(34) a. After scverallong discU','sions, we finally reached the conc1usioll that 
b, Chomsky 's discussions of transformational grammar and the theory ofgρ叩m

ment and binding werc bonng 

On the other hand. consider 

(35) a. Whal implicatíom does the preceding discussion have for L2 learners in their 
choice of English artic1es? 

b. What implications do al1 the preccding discussions havc for L2 learn迫rs in their 
choice of English articles? 

Thc context for (35) >s that 1 am writing a thcsis on the topic of English articles. Since 
thc discussion 的 on one topic and done by onc person and within a single un泊，
scntencc (a), the non-count use, is a bettcr choicc 

In brief, the whole picture of the mass!count distinction p凹sented above is as 
follows 
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:Jf7\ 
excep t1ons: exceptions 

tricks. etc. rice , etc 

b) a smcenty, etc 

discussions, e!ι 

NOTES 

J am gruteful to Barbara Abbott for giving me this example 
2. Ag缸位 my thanks go to Barbara Abbott for this examplc 
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