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Abstract 
 
 

Degrees of Abstraction in English and French Generic Nouns: An 

Analysis of Word Association Tasks 

 
 
 
 

Timothy William Hirsh, M.A. 
 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 
 
 

Supervisor: Carl S. Blyth 
 
 

 In language, there exists a distinction between abstract words and concrete words.  

It can be said that abstract words refer to generic concepts, while concrete words pertain 

to physical actions or objects associated with physical movement.  With respect to the 

linguistic community, it is often claimed that French words function at a higher degree of 

abstraction than English words.  However, this claim lacks empirical evidence.  The 

present study aims to examine the usage of concrete and abstract words in word 

association tasks, which are part of Cultura: an intercultural, web-based project that 

brings foreign language students from different countries and linguistic backgrounds 

together in a telecollaborative exchange of ideas.  Specifically, this study examines the 

degrees of abstraction of generic nouns in French and English, based on a 7-point scale.  

Results of the study suggest that it cannot be conclusively determined as to whether or 

not one set of nouns functions at a higher degree of abstraction than the other.  More 

importantly, it shows that the linguistic community needs to re-evaluate its stance on 

degrees of abstraction exhibited in French and English nouns. 
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Chapter 1 

Report Description 
	  
1.1	  Introduction	  
  

Linguists frequently make a distinction between concrete words and abstract 

words.  According to Vinay and Darbelnet (1958:51), “Abstract words often refer to 

generic concepts [while]…concrete words refer to physical objects or actions which are 

associated with physical movement.”  Vinay & Darbelnet (1958) claim that, “generally, it 

can be said that French words function at a higher degree of abstraction than the 

corresponding English words.  They tend to be less cluttered with details of reality” (p. 

52).   

Vinay & Darbelnet’s claim (1958) with respect to concrete vs. abstract language, 

though not necessarily untrue, is of dubious validity.  First of all, their definitions of 

“concrete” and “abstract” words are too general and not properly operationalized.  When 

Vinay & Darbelnet (1958) state that abstract words often pertain to generic concepts, to 

what exactly are they referring?  Does their statement apply to all generic concepts?  Is it 

restricted to particular parts of speech?  Can it refer to generic objects and movements, or 

does it strictly concern thoughts and ideas?  What exactly is meant by a generic concept?   

The same questions can be asked in regards to the claim that concrete words refer 

to physical actions or objects, which are associated with physical movement.  Are all 

objects associated with physical movement?  What semantic scope does physical 

movement encompass?  What about words that generally are not associated with 

movement such as table and brick?  If a physical object is not associated with physical 

movement, can it be considered a concrete word?  
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More importantly, the claim that French words function at a higher degree of 

abstraction than English words needs to be elaborated and further examined.  Does this 

claim apply to verbs, nouns, prepositions, etc.?  Is it supposed to apply undoubtedly 

across the entire lexicons of both English and French?  Might there exist any exceptions?  

Insufficiently operationalized terms, as well as a lack of empirical research on the 

subject, result in a questionable and problematic claim. 

  Despite the problematic nature of such claims, Vinay & Darbelnet (1958) are not 

alone.  According to Wylie (2001; p. 14-15), the French tend to prefer abstraction, as 

illustrated by French educational practices.  For example, French students begin taking 

geography courses by the age of seven, and continue until the age of eighteen. Children 

use abstract concepts in order to understand the physical reality of the world.  In Mon 

premier livre d’Histoire et de Géographie (Nembrini et al. 1986), the French child learns 

that only an abstract reconstruction of reality fosters true understanding of what is around 

him.  As soon as the very first lessons in school, students learn to analyze what they see.  

They must be able to clearly distinguish different elements of the universe, and learn the 

particularities of these elements.  Each year, the subjects become successively more 

complex.  The approach, however, is always the same: the student learns to devise a 

geographic structure based on different elements.  In the United States, the approach is 

much different.  Wylie (2001) claims that the American child does not really learn to 

analyze what’s around them.  In school, geography is not considered a primary subject, 

and is often linked with the subject of social studies.  Students are taught that differences 

exist geographically speaking, but despite all of these differences, the world is one, and 

human beings all have the same goals and aspirations.  Instructors try to give students 
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concrete experiences with respect to foreign countries by integrating the learning of their 

respective cultures into lessons (art, language, clothing, etc.), all in an effort to allow the 

student to ‘feel’ what it’s like to be from that country. 

 Similar to Vinay & Darbelnet (1958), Wylie (2001) makes the bold assertion that 

French speakers exhibit an abstract representation of reality, while English speakers 

construct a more concrete representation.  Though not necessarily false, Wylie’s claim 

(2001) has little empirical basis. 

 

1.2 Report Objectives 

The widespread claim that French words function at a higher degree of abstraction 

than English words lacks empirical evidence.  Thus, the present study focuses on this 

claim by testing the concreteness and abstraction of French and English words.  My paper 

aims to examine the usage of concrete and abstract words in word association tasks, 

which are part of a telecollaborative course called Cultura (Furstenburg 2001). Cultura is 

an intercultural, web-based project that brings foreign language students from different 

countries together in a telecollaborative exchange of ideas.  One of the various language 

tasks that make up the Cultura curriculum is a series of word associations in which 

French and American university students receive identical words (ex. 

individualism/individiualisme), and respond with a word association in their native 

language.  This report will examine in particular the semantic content of generic nouns 

that are produced during these word association tasks.  A generic noun can be defined as 

“a noun that refers to the class or category (“genus”) of an entity” (Brinton & Brinton 

2010; p. 401).  For example, in the sentence “A piano is a cumbersome object,” the noun 
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piano functions as a generic noun.  At what levels of abstraction do generic nouns 

function in French and English?  Do they function at a higher degree of abstraction in one 

language as opposed to another?    

Any findings discovered with respect to concrete vs. abstract word usage in 

English vs. French may very well provide insight as to how speakers of the two 

respective languages frame arguments, as well as highlight similarities and differences 

between the two.  It may also explain to the linguistic community the differing views on 

certain issues such as individualism between English and French speakers.  If it can 

indeed be determined that French nouns function at a higher degree of abstraction than 

their English counterparts, in what way, if at all, does this notion explain the linguistic 

tendencies of French and English speakers? 

In brief, this report investigates the frequency of abstract vs. concrete words in the 

Cultura word association tasks in an effort to determine the degrees of abstraction at 

which French and English generic nouns function.  Section 2 is comprised of a literature 

review of the primary sources used in the present study.  Section 3 presents the current 

study and its methodology, including the clearly defined parameters for operationalizing 

abstract and concrete words.  The results of the study will be presented in section 4, and 

section 5 will discuss these results and their significance.  Finally, section 6 concludes 

with a recapitulation of the study and implications for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.1 Linguistic Relativity 

According to the principle of linguistic relativity, “all observers are not led by the 

same physical evidence to the same picture of the universe, unless their linguistic 

backgrounds are similar” (Whorf 1956; p. v).  In keeping with the well-known Whorfian 

hypothesis, Vinay & Darbelnet’s claim (1958) that French words function at a higher 

level of abstraction than corresponding English words implies that French speakers and 

English speakers perceive reality in different ways.  

However, the examples they give as evidence for their claims appear to be derived 

from the authors themselves, and are not elicited using a rigorous, scientific 

methodology.  Furthermore, Vinay & Darbelnet fail to adequately operationalize 

“concrete” and “abstract” words, and make the broad, unclear, and questionable claim 

that in general, French words function at a higher degree of abstraction than their 

corresponding English counterparts.   

Unlike Vinay & Darbelnet, who focus mainly on the linguistic and stylistic 

aspects of French and English, Wylie (2001) covers a multitude of cultural aspects, 

including points of view, familial structure, societal structure, and symbols.  Additionally, 

Wylie (2001) claims that there are clear differences between French and American 

societies; specifically, how each respective civilization analyzes what’s around them.  He 

discusses the notion of the tendency of the French to exhibit abstract methods of thinking.  

“The tendency of abstraction is particularly strong in the French language such that one 

speaks and writes it in civilized fashions” (Translated from Wylie 2001; p. 63). 
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Wylie’s examination of French society’s tendency to apply abstraction to their 

methods of analysis is essential to adequately comprehending the basis of the present 

study.  However, it must be noted that the claims made with respect to abstraction, 

though intriguing, possess no empirical basis.  These are merely his opinions about 

French and American ways of thinking.  He states that there are major differences 

between French and American cultures in regards to how their respective citizens analyze 

the world around them, but gives no supporting evidence.  

 

2.2 Word Association Tasks 

Word association tasks serve as “one of the primary means for eliciting a learner’s 

structural knowledge” (Jonassen et al. 1993; p. 25).  In a word association task, subjects 

are presented with a word or concept, and are then asked to generate a list of associated 

words that immediately come to mind.  Two commonly used types of word association 

tasks are “free word” and “controlled word.” Free word association tasks give subjects a 

stimulus word, and ask the subject to generate as many words as possible associated with 

the stimulus within a given time period.  Controlled association tasks ask subjects to both 

generate words associated with a stimulus, and rank order the words as they are 

generated.  Word association tasks typically aim to “elicit thorough recall information 

about the structural interrelatedness of ideas in a learner’s memory” (Jonassen et al. 1993; 

p. 28). 

 In a study by Meara & Schmitt (1997), “ninety-five secondary and postsecondary 

Japanese students [of English] were tested on three word associations and inflectional and 

derivational suffixes for each of 20 verbs, once near the beginning of their academic year, 
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and once near the end” (Meara & Schmitt 1997; p. 17).  The subjects did not show a very 

good mastery of the word associations, seemingly demonstrating a relation between word 

association capacity and mastery of a language.  More importantly, word association 

tasks, or connections that relate or link words in some way in a person’s mind, serve as 

valid psycholinguistic phenomena.  These connections can be either semantic (ex. cat-

dog, golf-club, chair-sit) or phonetic (ex. burn-turn, apply-supply, correct-collect).   

Meara & Schmitt (1997) make reference to Nation’s list (1990) of “various types 

of knowledge that one must possess both receptively and productively in order to have 

complete command of a word” (Meara & Schmitt 1997; p. 18); one of these being the 

associations a word has with other related words.  Based on this list, as well as the results 

of Meara & Schmitt’s study (1997), the ability to associate a word to other related words 

appears to play a crucial role when using that word in a fluent or native-like manner.   

 

2.3 Computer Mediated Communication 

2.3.1 Applications 

Computer mediated communication (CMC) has much to contribute to language 

learning and teaching.  Though CMC does present many obstacles, it shows “great 

potential, both for language and intercultural learning” (Möllering & Ritter 2008; p. 372). 

Before working with online corpora, it is necessary to have a complete understanding of 

CMC.  Before analyzing computer-mediated discourse, one must comprehend its 

benefits, pitfalls, and implications.   
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2.3.2 The Cultura Project 

The Cultura project is a “Web-based, cross-cultural, curricular initiative… 

designed to develop foreign language students’ understanding of foreign cultural 

attitudes, concepts, beliefs, and ways of interacting and looking at the world” 

(Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 55).  In a global world, people of different nationalities and 

cultures are frequently asked to work together.  In order to prepare students for this 

world, educators must provide them with a better understanding of other cultures.  

Though language classrooms seem like an ideal place to start, “language pedagogy 

usually still focuses primarily on the mechanics of language skills and devotes little time 

to developing student’s understanding of another culture, and particularly those aspects of 

culture that relate to attitudes and values” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 57).  The Cultura 

project integrates the power of the web with language education to promote and advance 

understanding between French and American students. 

 The Cultura project applies a sequential method of developing understanding 

divided into five steps.  “After a preliminary stage in which students are sensitized to the 

very notion of culture, Cultura’s first step consists of having both French and American 

students respond in their native language to an identical series of three questionnaires that 

appear on the Web” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 60).  These questionnaires include word 

associations, sentence completions, and situation reactions.  These specific questionnaires 

are intended to draw attention to fundamental cultural differences in regards to issues 

such as work, power structure, and family relations.  A sample word association task is 

illustrated in Table 1. 
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Individualism                  Individualisme         

alone, hard-work, strong           égoïsme, solitude, avarice 
being alone, freedom, uniqueness                égoïsme 
expression, self-esteem, courage                 égoïsme 
freedom, anarchy, alone                 égoïsme 
freedom, different, single, thought                      égoïsme, lâcheté, discrimination 
freedom, uniqueness, deviation, nonconformist                              égoïsme, retranchement  
Golum, eccentricity, something unique              égoïsme, réalité 
… 
myself, uniqueness, bizarre           égoïsme, futile, états-unis 
pride, lonliness, strength                 égoïsme, tranquilité, solitaire 
self, one, confidence, independence                 égoïsme, personnalité 

Table 1: Cultura word association task: individualism/individualisme: Spring 2008 

 

 After posting their responses, the students make “preliminary observations about 

the similarities and differences they see, analyze them, then start forming initial 

hypotheses about the reasons for these differences” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 60).  

Using the web, the students then partake in an asynchronous dialogue with other students 

where they can express their observations, request clarification or elaboration with 

respect to understanding the differences they observe, and respond to any question posed 

to them.  Each questionnaire has its own specific forum, which results in discussions 

controlled by the students on a wide variety of topics. 

 Lastly, students are presented with a wider range of materials such as opinion 

polls dealing with societal issues, French films and American remakes, virtual 

newsstands, and excerpts of texts written in their native languages.  These exercises allow 

students to “place their own initial observations as well as their transatlantic partners’ 

comments and findings in a broader, more objectified, socio-cultural context…[as well 

as]…continue to expand their sphere of investigation by examining…an increasingly 

wider array of materials” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 61). 



	  

	   10	  

 The questionnaires give the students a tangible basis for comparison, and boost 

student motivation since the part being analyzed are the students’ own responses.  

According to Furstenberg et al. (2001), the questionnaires also provide insight into quasi- 

automatic associations embedded in the culture, the existence of mental representations 

behind words, and the importance of relativity and context. 

 When it comes to the role of the teacher in the Cultura project, many questions 

arise.  How do they make sure that the students do all the work?  How can they guide the 

students through the large quantity of materials made available to them?  How can they 

show up to class without undoubtedly knowing all of the content at the core of the class?  

Will some of the posts be made too early or too late to have time to read them?  While 

these questions are indeed valid, the primary focus of Cultura is “the process of 

interpretation and analysis itself” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 82).   

The specific role of the teacher is to guide the students through the analytical 

process, as well as ensure they avoid possible pitfalls, such as misinterpreting what is 

written, making swift comparisons and generalizations about another culture or their 

own, or discovering a valid interpretation, but incorrectly applying it to every situation, or 

“trying to open every door with the same key” (Furstenberg et al. 2001; p. 84).   

 According to Furstenberg et al. (2001), “the methodology of Cultura, combined 

with the powerful assets of Web-based and computer-mediated communication, holds 

enormous promise in bringing to the forefront the “hidden dimension” of culture and in 

helping students develop and insider’s understanding of another culture” (p. 95).  

However, in order for such a project to be successful, there needs to be an equal level of 

commitment among the students.  This is deemed by Furstenberg et al. (2001) as a crucial 
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requirement, with anything less resulting in failure.  Additionally, it is imperative that 

logistics be worked out, such as scheduling and meeting durations.  Lastly, it is essential 

that the website be monitored and maintained on a regular basis, as any malfunction with 

respect to the website could result in an indefinite halt in the project. 

 

2.4 Operationalization 

2.4.1 Componential Analysis 

Componential analysis involves “the analysis of the sense of a lexeme into its 

component parts” (Lyons 1995; p. 107).  Lyons (1995) illustrates three different elements 

of componential analysis; sense-components, negation-operators, and set-theory.  Sense 

components can be described as the components of a word that positively contribute to its 

overall meaning.  The sense of a word can be represented as the product of multiple sense 

components, as illustrated in (1)-(4). 

(1) “man”  = “human” x “male” x “adult” 
(2) “woman” = “human” x “female” x “adult” 
(3) “boy”  = “human” x “male” x “non-adult” 
(4) “girl”  = “human” x “female” x “non-adult” 
 

(Lyons, 1995, (1)-(4), p. 108) 
 

 Negation-operators distinguish positive values from negative values in a two- 
 
valued variable, as seen in (5)-(8). 
 
 
(5) “man”  = (+human, +male, +adult) 
(6) “woman” = (+human, -male, +adult) 
(7) “boy”  = (+human, +male, -adult) 
(8) “girl”  = (+human, -male, -adult) 

(Lyons, 1995, (1a)-(4a), p. 110) 
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Set-theories pertain to “the nature of lexical meaning…expressed in terms of sets 

and their complements and of the intersection of sets.  For example, “boy” =… 

[(+human, +male, -adult)]…can be construed as telling us that any individual element 

that falls within the extension of the word ‘boy’ is contained in the intersection of three 

sets H, M, and –A” (Lyons 1995; p. 111).  

The application of componential analysis to linguistic semantics is essential, as “it 

provides linguists, in principle, with a systematic and economical means of representing 

the sense-relations that hold among lexemes in particular languages and, on the 

assumption that the components are universal, across languages” (Lyons 1995; p. 114). 

Such a method of application is exhibited in Hickmann & Hendriks’ study (2010) 

on the expression of motion in English versus French, focusing specifically on “the 

semantic content denoted in relation to motion and the devices used to express this 

information” (Hickmann & Hendriks 2010; p. 190).  In their 2010 study, Hickmann & 

Hendriks incorporated componential analysis, using five main variables in order to 

categorize the semantic density of utterances, as exhibited in Table 2.  From there, they 

documented “the resulting overall utterance density, i.e., the total number of semantic 

components expressed within the utterance, which corresponded to one of the four 

density categories (none, one, two, three or more components, hereafter SD0, SD1, SD2, 

SD3+)” (Hickmann & Hendriks 2010; p. 196).  

I. Manner of A motion             Manner in which Agent moved (walking in all items) 
II. Cause           Causal relation between Agent and Object (in all items) 
III. Manner of cause      Action of Agent causing Object to move (push, pull) 
IV. Manner of O motion                                      Manner in which Object moved (roll, slide) 
V.       Path of motion                 Trajectory followed by Agent and Object (up, down, across, into) 

Table 2: Five main variables used by Hickmann & Hendriks (2010) 
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 Though componential analysis is still widely accepted in the linguistic 

community, its empirical validity is debatable.  Consider (9); based on (5)-(8), it is 

assumed that all boys and girls are children, which is not necessarily true.  Here, (9) does 

not imply that John and Jane are children.  “And there is no point in arguing that this is a 

matter of the use, rather than the meaning, of ‘child,’ or alternatively of the non-literal 

meaning or of some aspect of meaning other than sense.  The English expressions ‘male 

child’ and ‘female child’ are not descriptively synonymous with ‘boy’ and ‘girl’” (Lyons 

1995; p. 115).  In order to ameliorate such a problematic situation, an additional 

component must be included in the analysis, or an existing component must be revised. 

(9) John is a boy and Jane is a girl. 

(Lyons, 1995, (5), p. 115) 
 

Moreover, it is difficult not to apply our own “metaphysical prejudices” (Lyons  

1995; p. 116) on our own componential analyses.  Metaphysical prejudices are relative; 

while one linguist may think that ‘girl’ and ‘woman’ are contradictions, another might  

disagree.  

The seemingly high compatibility of componential analysis with lexical semantics 

provides an enticing case to incorporate such a methodology into the present study.  

However, applying an analysis that is “perhaps empirically indefensible” (Lyons 1995; p. 

117) to the current study may prove detrimental to its overall validity.  Though a 

componential analysis was seriously considered when deciding on a method of 

operationalization for this report, it was ultimately discarded in favor of something more 

difficult to refute. 
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2.4.2 Gilhooly & Logie (1980) and Toglia & Battig (1978) 

Previous studies such as Carroll & White (1973) and Whaley (1978) have shown 

that the “rated age of acquisition of words is a good predictor of performance in tasks 

involving retrieval of words from lexical memory…However, age of acquisition does not 

seem to be such an effective variable in tasks involving retrieval from episodic memory” 

(Gilhooly & Logie 1980; p. 395).   

 The study incorporates the variables of imagery, concreteness, familiarity, 

ambiguity, and age of acquisition.  A total of 1,944 words were semi-randomly chosen 

from the Thorndike-Lorge word count (1944).  “The overall strategy was to select every 

10th word that could be used as a noun” (Gilhooly & Logie 1980; p. 395).  In random 

order, the words were printed 20 to a page, and alongside each word was a 7-point rating 

scale.  The pages were shuffled and assembled into booklets, so seemingly each booklet 

contained a random order of pages.  The subjects were to rate the imagery, concreteness, 

familiarity, age of acquisition, and ambiguity of each word using the aforementioned 7-

point scale.   

 With respect to the 7-point scale concerning concreteness, “words referring to 

objects, materials, or persons were to receive a high concreteness rating, and words 

referring to abstract concepts that could not be experienced by the senses were to receive 

a low concreteness rating” (Gilhooly & Logie 1980 1980; p. 396).  For example, the word 

“rifle” received a mean concreteness rating of 6.37, while “quietude” received a mean 

concreteness rating of 2.57.  It should be noted that the instructions regarding this scale 

were taken from Spreen & Schulz (1966). 
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 Gilhooly & Logie (1980) provide a very extensive appendix pertaining to, among 

other things, the average concreteness ratings of 1,944 words provided by 35 subjects.  It 

seems that these concreteness ratings could also be considered degrees of abstraction, as 

more abstract words have lower concreteness ratings.   

The methodology used by Gilhooly & Logie (1980) appears to be extremely 

effective in operationalizing the terms ‘concrete’ and ‘abstract’.  Furthermore, most of the 

words present in the current study can be found in this appendix.  This exhaustive list of 

words and ratings is applied to the current study, as it provides a solid, quantifiable 

approach to measuring abstraction and concreteness. 

 Two years prior, Toglia & Battig (1978) performed a similar study.  Groups of 15 

to 80 subjects were given seven-page booklets, each comprised of an instruction sheet, 

and a list of 80 words to be rated.  The dimensions rated were concreteness, imagery, 

categorizability, meaningfulness, familiarity, number of attributes or features, and 

pleasantness.  Like Gilhooly & Logie (1980), the ratings were made on a 7-point scale, 

where 1 is the lowest end of the scale, and 7 the highest.  Toglia & Batig provide an 

appendix listing of the mean ratings of 2,854 words. 
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Chapter 3 

Present Study 

3.1 Methodology 

 Before delving into the procedure and results of the current study, it is essential 

that the parameters of “concrete” and “abstract” words are carefully defined.  With 

respect to the empirical research performed in this study, it is of critical of importance to 

make the two aforementioned concepts measurable, thus more understandable. 

 A total of 954 noun tokens were taken from 15 sets of archived Cultura word 

association tasks from 1998-2008.  In these tasks, American students responded to 

‘individualism,’ while French students responded to individualisme.  Every noun 

examined was assigned a concreteness rating based on the ratings from Gilhooly & Logie 

(1980).  If the word was not present in Gilhooly & Logie (1980), it was assigned a 

concreteness rating from Toglia & Battig (1978).  If the word was absent from both 

studies, it was assigned a concreteness rating by the author of the current study based on 

the instructions given to subjects from the Gilhooly & Logie study (1980).  The French 

words were assigned concreteness ratings based on the literal definition of their English 

counterparts.  Each score was based on a 7-point scale; more abstract words tended to 

have lower ratings (ex: liberty had a mean concreteness rating of 2.29), while more 

concrete words exhibited higher ratings (ex: apple had a mean concreteness rating of 

6.80). 

 After assigning a concreteness rating to each noun, two mean concreteness ratings 

were calculated for each word association task based on deriving the average 

concreteness of each set of corpora; one for English words, and one for French.  From 
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there, two overall concreteness ratings were tabulated based on all of the word 

association tasks examined, as exhibited in Table 3.  

Word       Mean Concreteness Rating 

sefishness        2.40 
freedom        2.50 
independence        2.29   
  Mean Concreteness Rating for Corpus: 2.40 

Table 3: Example of how mean concreteness scores were calculated for a corpus 
 

 Only generic nouns were incorporated into this study.  Neither proper nouns (such 

as ‘Pollock’ or États-Unis) nor noun phrases (such as ‘individual’s needs’ or chacun-

pour-soi) were examined.  Nouns modified by adjectives (such as self-absorption), 

though scarce in this study, were included, and usually received slightly higher 

concreteness ratings than if the nouns were present by themselves.  It should be noted that 

both class size and composition varied from year to year.  In other words, the class sizes 

are different each year.  Though the changing number of subjects is an important factor 

that should not be ignored, there does not appear to be any way to know how many 

students were in each class based on the available data. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 



	  

	   18	  

Chapter 4 

Results 

4.1 Fall 1998 

 The fall 1998 project involved American university students from MIT, and 

French university students from INT.  This particular project contained the first web-

accessible word association task incorporating the stimuli 

“individualism/individualisme.”  A total of 82 noun tokens were analyzed with respect to 

the fall 1998 corpora.  Though six more French tokens were analyzed (38 English to 44 

French), the American students appear to exhibit slightly more variance with respect to 

types of nouns (27 English to 26 French).  Furthermore, the tokens-per-type ratio is lesser 

in the English nouns than the French nouns (1.41 English to 1.69 French). More 

importantly, based mostly on the ratings taken from Gilhooly & Logie (1980) and Toglia 

& Battig (1978), the mean concreteness rating of the nouns used by the French students 

are slightly lower than the mean concreteness rating of the nouns used by the American 

students (3.23 English to 2.98 French), as exhibited in Table 4.  

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 27 26 

Tokens 38 44 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.41 1.69 

Mean Concreteness 3.23 2.98 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (4) rating: 2.50 
independence (4) rating: 2.29 

égoïsme (9) rating: 2.40 
solitude (5) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 4: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 1998. 

 



	  

	   19	  

These numbers suggest that the nouns used by the French students seem to 

function at a slightly higher degree of abstraction than the nouns utilized by the American 

students.  Such a slight discrepancy initially appears insignificant, but how will it 

compare with respect to numbers from other corpora?  Will the discrepancy continue to 

increase, decrease, or remain stagnant as later corpora are examined?  Additionally, will 

the American students continue to exhibit more types of nouns than the French students, 

and will the French students continue to have more tokens?  Might both languages 

increase or decrease in concreteness over time?  At this point, no definitive conclusions 

can be drawn. 

 

4.2 Spring 1999 

 Like the fall 1998 project, the spring 1999 project again included university 

students from MIT and INT.  Only 44 total tokens were examined (24 English to 20 

French).  The American students exhibited a wider of variety of noun usage than the 

French students, as indicated by the large difference in noun types used (20 English to 7 

French), as well as the tokens-per-type-rations (1.20 English to 2.86 French).  The mean 

concreteness ratings used by the French students are slightly lower than the mean 

concreteness rating of the nouns used by the American students, as exhibited on the next 

page in Table 5.  However, English nouns exhibited a slight decrease in concreteness 

ratings from fall 1998 to spring 1999 (3.26 to 3.08). 

 The figures from Table 5 again suggest that the nouns used by the French students 

seem to function at a slightly higher degree of abstraction than the nouns utilized by the 

American students.  While this is the second consecutive set of corpora that exhibits a 
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higher degree of abstraction in French nouns, the discrepancy again appears to be slight.  

Furthermore, this discrepancy is smaller than that of the fall 1998 corpora.  In regards to 

the vast difference in noun types used, should this be surprising?  Might there be a 

relation between the number of noun types exhibited and their degrees of abstraction? 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 20 7 

Tokens 24 20 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.20 2.86 

Mean Concreteness 3.08 2.96 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (3) rating: 2.50 
3 others (2) avg. rating: 2.74 

égoïsme (8) rating: 2.40 
solitude (4) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 5: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 1999 

 

4.3 Fall 1999 

 The fall 1999 corpora included 74 tokens.  Surprisingly, the French students 

exhibited more than twice as many tokens (24 English to 50 French).  Though the French 

students did use more noun types (20 English to 29 French), their tokens-per-type ratio 

was still higher than the English students (1.20 English to 1.72 French), suggesting that 

the American students still exhibit more variance with respect to noun usage.  Both 

corpora experienced an increase in the mean concreteness of nouns analyzed, but again 

the French nouns exhibit a higher degree of abstraction than the English nouns, as seen 

on the following page in Table 6. 
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 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 20 29 

Tokens 24 50 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.20 1.72 

Mean Concreteness 3.60 3.21 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) myself (3) rating: 5.10 
2 others (2) avg. rating: 2.80 

égoïsme (7) rating: 2.40 
solitude (5) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 6: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 1999 

 

 This is the third consecutive set of corpora showing a higher degree of abstraction 

in French nouns.  It should also be noted that numerically speaking, this corpora exhibits 

the largest discrepancy between mean concreteness ratings to this point.  Might this 

increase be an indicator of a forthcoming trend?  What, if anything, does the fact that the 

French students exhibit a higher degree of abstraction for the third consecutive 

association task suggest?  

 

4.4 Fall 2000 

 In this task, 75 noun tokens were analyzed (37 English to 38 French).  Following 

the general tendencies of previous corpora, the French corpus exhibited fewer types of 

nouns (31 English to 26 French), as well as a higher tokens-per-type ratio than the 

English nouns (1.19 English to 1.46 French).  For the fourth consecutive set of corpora, 

the French nouns exhibited a lower mean concreteness rating than the English nouns 
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(3.30 English to 3.07 French), thus displayed a higher degree of abstraction, as illustrated 

in Table 7.   

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 31 26 

Tokens 37 38 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.19 1.46 

Mean Concreteness 3.30 3.07 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (4) rating: 2.50 
creativity (3) rating: 2.40 

égoïsme (9) rating: 2.40 
solitude (3) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 7: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2000 

 

 Based on the results of the analyses on the aforementioned corpora, it seems that 

French nouns, or the French nouns used by French speakers, appear to indeed function at 

a higher degree of abstraction than English nouns.  

 

4.5 Spring 2001 

 The results of the analyses of the spring 2001 corpora, which examined 55 total 

tokens, yield nothing unexpected in comparison to the results of analyses of earlier 

corpora.  The American students exhibited more tokens (31 English to 24 French), more 

types (25 English to 13 French), and a lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.24 English to 1.85 

French).  Again, the mean concreteness rating of the English nouns was higher than that 

of the French nouns (3.68 English to 3.24 French), as seen in Table 8.  The discrepancy 
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between these two ratings is relatively high in comparison to previous discrepancies, as 

the only set of corpora with a larger discrepancy to this point are the fall 1999 corpora. 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 25 13 

Tokens 31 24 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.24 1.85 

Mean Concreteness 3.68 3.24 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) expression (4) rating: 4.09 
3 others (2) avg. rating: 2.62 

égoïsme (11) rating: 2.40 
solitude (2) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 8: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 2001 

  

 The nouns exhibited by French speakers continue to function at a higher degree of 

abstraction than those exhibited by English speakers.  At this point, with respect to 

degrees of abstraction, there are not many additional observations to touch upon. What 

might be responsible for the fluctuation of token amounts?  Out of the 5 sets of corpora 

analyzed to this point, English students have exhibited a higher amount of tokens two 

times, while French students have three times.  

 

4.6 Fall 2001 

 Here, a total of 80 tokens were analyzed (41 English to 39 French).  The 

American students exhibited more noun types (29 English to 23 French), as well as a 

lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.41 English to 1.70 French).  However, the mean 

concreteness ratings of the American and French students were nearly identical.  In fact, 
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the mean concreteness rating for French nouns was .0033 points higher than that of the 

English nouns, as illustrated in Table 9. 

  

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 29 23 

Tokens 41 39 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.41 1.70 

Mean Concreteness 3.1536 3.1569 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (9) rating: 2.50 
creativity (3) rating: 2.42 

égoïsme (9) rating: 2.40 
3 others (3) avg. rating: 2.83 

 

Table 9: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2001 

  

 While the mean concreteness rating of the English nouns is technically higher in 

this case, such a minute difference seems insignificant.  Therefore, it can be said that 

based on the data from this set of corpora, both American and French students exhibit 

virtually identical levels of abstraction.  Does this call into question the notion that 

French words function at a higher degree of abstraction, or can it be considered a 

deviation from the norm?   

 A particular observation should be noted that might explain the seemingly deviant 

mean concreteness rating for English nouns in the fall 2001 corpus.  Up to this point, no 

noun has appeared more than four times in a single English corpus.  This time, however, 

‘freedom’ was present nine times, more than twice as frequent than any other noun 

before.  With a low concreteness rating of 2.50, the high prevalence of ‘freedom’ may 
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have been responsible for the relatively low rating of the English corpus in general.  Had 

there been only four tokens of ‘freedom,’ the mean concreteness rating for English nouns 

would have been 3.24.   

 

4.7 Fall 2003 

 This project involved students from the American university MIT, and the French 

university Paris II.  A total of 62 tokens were analyzed (33 English to 29 French).  Again, 

the American students used a wider variety of noun types than the French students (26 

English to 19 French), as well as a lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.27 English to 1.53 

French).  For the second consecutive set of corpora, the nouns used by the American 

students exhibited a higher degree of abstraction than that of the French, as seen in Table 

10.  In this case, the mean concreteness rating of the English nouns was noticeably lower 

(3.16 English to 3.25 French).   

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 26 19 

Tokens 33 29 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.27 1.52 

Mean Concreteness 3.16 3.25 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (3) rating: 2.50      
5 others (2) avg. rating: 3.29 

égoïsme (10) rating: 2.40 
ambition (2) rating: 2.17 

 

Table 10: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2003 
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 At this juncture, the notion that “French words function at a higher degree of 

abstraction than the corresponding English words” (Vinay & Darbelnet 1958; p. 52) must 

be called into question.  With a mean concreteness rating of 3.25, the French nouns in the 

fall 2003 corpus possess a higher rating than the English nouns from both the fall 2001 

and fall 2003 corpora.   

In this data set, it is important to discuss the French noun égoïsme (selfishness); 

the most frequently used word in every word association task, both French and English.  

It was initially posited that the heavy use of égoïsme was responsible for the relatively 

low mean concreteness ratings of the French corpora (égoisme rates a 2.40).  However, 

even though French nouns are beginning to function at a lower degree of abstraction at 

this point in the study, the use of égoïsme has not decreased.  

 

4.8 Spring 2004 

 Like the fall 2003 project, the spring 2004 project incorporated students from 

MIT and Paris II.  In this case, a total of 69 tokens were analyzed.  The English corpus 

contained more noun tokens (34 English to 25 French), types (26 English to 15 French), 

and exhibited a lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.31 English to 1.67 French) than the French 

corpus.  However, for the second consecutive set of corpora, the English nouns 

functioned at a higher degree of abstraction than the French nouns; the mean 

concreteness rating of the French nouns was again noticeably higher than that of the 

English nouns (3.05 English to 3.20 French), as seen on the next page in Table 11. 

 The results from this set of corpora continue to render claims with respect to 

degrees of abstraction in English and French nouns somewhat murky.  
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 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 26 15 

Tokens 34 25 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.31 1.67 

Mean Concreteness 3.05 3.20 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) independence (4) rating: 2.29      
freedom (3) rating: 2.50 

égoïsme (7) rating: 2.40 
capitalisme (4) rating: 4.00 

 

Table 11: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 2004 

 

4.9 Fall 2004 

 Here, a total of 54 tokens were analyzed, but the majority of them were from the 

English corpus (38 English to 16 French).  The English corpus exhibited over three times 

the amount of noun types than the French corpus (25 English to 7 French), as well a 

significantly lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.52 English to 2.29 French).  For the third 

consecutive set of corpora, the English nouns exhibited a lower mean concreteness rating 

than the French nouns (3.02 English to 3.04 French), as seen in Table 12. 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 25 7 

Tokens 38 16 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.52 2.29 

Mean Concreteness 3.02 3.04 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (8) rating: 2.50      
expression (3) rating: 4.09 

égoïsme (9) rating: 2.40 
défaut (2) rating: 3.03 
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Table 12: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2004 

 

 Though the English nouns in this set of corpora function at a higher degree of 

abstraction, the validity of this data set is questionable.  The large difference in the 

amount of noun tokens between the two corpora might suggest a significant difference in 

class size.  This in turn, may affect the results of the analysis. 

 

4.10 Fall 2005 

 Out of a total of 48 noun tokens, 32 were French nouns and only 16 English 

nouns. Though the French corpus exhibited more noun types (17 French to 15 English), 

they also exhibited a higher tokens-per-type ratio (1.88 French to English 1.05).  

Interestingly enough, the mean concreteness rating of the English nouns were 

significantly higher than that of the French nouns (3.40 English to 2.77 French), as 

exhibited in Table 13. 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 15 17 

Tokens 16 32 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.07 1.88 

Mean Concreteness 3.40 2.77 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) creativity (2) rating: 2.40      
14 others (1) avg. rating: 3.54 

égoïsme (11) rating: 2.40 
2 others (3) avg. rating: 3.29 

 

Table 13: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2005 
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   After exhibiting higher mean concreteness ratings for three consecutive sets of 

corpora, the rating for the current set of French nouns was significantly lower than that of 

the English nouns.  At this point, it is becoming difficult to establish any patterns or 

tendencies with respect to degrees of abstraction in English and French nouns. 

 

4.11 Spring 2006 

 In a word association task involving students from MIT and École Polytechnique, 

a total of 64 noun tokens were examined.  The amount of tokens exhibited by each group 

of students was relatively similar (38 English to 31 French), with the English students 

using more types (28 English to 20 French), thus exhibiting a lower tokens-per-type ratio 

(1.18 English to 1.55 French).  In this case, the mean concreteness rating of the English 

nouns was noticeably lower than that of the French nouns (2.88 English to 3.18 French), 

suggesting that here, the English nouns used by the MIT students are functioning at a 

higher degree of abstraction than the French nouns exhibited by the students from École 

Polytechnique, as illustrated in Table 14. 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 28 20 

Tokens 33 31 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.18 1.55 

Mean Concreteness 2.88 3.18 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) independence (4) rating: 2.29      
2 others (2) avg. rating: 3.62 

égoïsme (9) rating: 2.40 
3 others (2) avg. rating: 4.24 

 

Table 14: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 2006 
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 These results only add to the inconsistent degrees of abstraction exhibited with 

respect to noun usage by American and French students.  At this point, is it safe to say 

that the nouns examined in the present study essential function at similar degrees of 

abstraction?  How will the two mean concreteness ratings for all of the corpora compare?  

Regardless of such a comparison, the degrees of abstraction in regards to French and 

English noun usage appears to vary greatly in the present study, and exhibits very little 

consistency.  

 

4.12 Fall 2006 

 Like the previous set of corpora, this set of corpora utilizes responses from 

students at MIT and École Polytechnique.  Here, a total of 58 tokens were examined.  

Though there were fewer English noun tokens (25 English to 33 French) and types (21 

English to 23 French), the American students exhibited a lower tokens-per-type ratio 

(1.19 English to 1.43 French), as exhibited in Table 15.  More pertinent to the study is the 

fact that for the second straight set of corpora examined, the French nouns possessed a 

higher mean concreteness rating than the English nouns (3.13 English to 3.26 French). 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 21 23 

Tokens 25 33 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.19 1.43 

Mean Concreteness 3.13 3.26 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) 4 nouns (2) avg. rating: 2.71 égoïsme (8) rating: 2.40 
solitude (2) rating: 3.70 
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Table 15: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2006 

 

 Again, the results do not appear to suggest any tendencies for one language to 

function at a higher degree of abstraction than the other with respect to noun usage.  Out 

of the twelve sets of corpora examined to this point, the French nouns have exhibited 

higher degrees of abstraction six times, the same number as the English nouns.  The 

results seem to suggest that the nouns exhibited in the Cultura word association tasks in 

regards to ‘individualism’ in both French and English appear to function at relatively 

similar degrees of abstraction. 

 

4.13 Spring 2007 

 This set of corpora involving students from MIT and École Polytechnique should 

be looked at with a cautious eye, specifically due to the large discrepancy between the 

number of French and English noun tokens.  In this case, there are more than double the 

French noun tokens (19 English to 40 French).  It should also be noted that though there 

are also fewer English noun types (13 English to 18 French), they still exhibit a lower 

tokens-per-type ratio than the French nouns (1.46 English to 2.22 French), as seen on the 

following page in Table 16.  Interestingly, the English nouns exhibited a significantly 

higher mean concreteness rating than the French nouns, undoubtedly the largest 

discrepancy between two ratings to this point (3.96 English to 3.09 French).  Also, at this 

juncture, the rating of 3.96 is the highest mean concreteness rating for either language. 
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 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 13 18 

Tokens 19 40 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.46 2.22 

Mean Concreteness 3.96 3.09 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) me (6) rating: 5.07            
freedom (2) rating: 2.50 

égoïsme (17) rating: 2.40 
solitude (3) rating: 3.70 

 

Table 16: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 2007 

 

4.14 Spring 2008 

 The spring 2008 corpora involved students from MIT and Université de Lille 3.  

Here, a total of 83 noun tokens are analyzed.  The distribution of these tokens is relatively 

equal between the two groups of students (40 English to 43 French), while the English 

exhibited slightly more noun types (28 English to 22 French).  Again, the English nouns 

exhibited a lower tokens-per-type ratio (1.43 English to 1.95 French).  The mean 

concreteness rating of the English nouns was noticeably higher than that of the French 

nouns (3.10 English to 2.75 French), as illustrated in Table 17. 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 28 22 

Tokens 40 43 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.43 1.95 

Mean Concreteness 3.10 2.75 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) uniqueness (5) rating: 3.00            
freedom (5) rating: 2.50 

égoïsme (18) rating: 2.40 
2 others (3) avg. rating: 3.15 
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Table 17: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Spring 2008 

 

 Though English nouns have exhibited higher mean concreteness ratings for two 

consecutive sets of corpora, at this juncture, there is no reason to believe that any sort of 

pattern or tendency is developing, as the results from earlier corpora have been too 

unpredictable and erratic. 

 

4.15 Fall 2008 

 The final set of corpora examined in the present study involved students from 

MIT and Université de Lille 3.  In this case, a total of 77 tokens were analyzed.  There 

were both more English tokens (45 English to 32 French) and types (33 English to 23 

French) present.  Though the English nouns again exhibited a lower tokens-per-type ratio, 

the difference was slight, and the closest the two figures have been to this point (1.36 

English to 1.39 French), as seen in Table 18.   

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 33 23 

Tokens 45 32 

Tokens per Type Ratio 1.36 1.39 

Mean Concreteness 3.12 2.96 

 Most Frequent Nouns (#) freedom (6) rating: 2.50            
selfishness (3) rating: 2.40 

égoïsme (7) rating: 2.40 
2 others (2) avg. rating: 3.25 

 

Table 18: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Fall 2008 
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 For the third consecutive set of corpora, the English nouns exhibited a higher 

mean concreteness rating (3.12 English to 2.96 French).  However, at this point, there is 

still no determinative evidence suggesting that the French nouns in the present study 

necessarily function at a higher degree of abstraction than the French nouns. 

  

4.16 Overall Results 

 Overall, there were fewer English nouns present than French nouns (459 English 

to 496 French).  There were more types of English nouns present (181 English to 162 

French), and the English nouns exhibited a lower tokens-per-type ratio (2.54 English to 

3.06 French).  The English nouns exhibited a higher mean concreteness rating overall 

than the French nouns (3.35 English to 3.07 French), as seen in Table 19.  Do these 

results  suggest that French nouns indeed function at a higher degree of abstraction than 

English nouns?  Both an extensive look at the results on a year-by-year basis, as well as a 

thorough discussion of their implications, are required before drawing any conclusions. 

 

 English Nouns French Nouns 

Types 181 162 

Tokens 459 496 

Avg. Tokens per Corpus 30.60 33.07 

Tokens per Type Ratio 2.54 3.06 

Mean Concreteness 3.35 3.07 

 

Table 19: Data from individualism/individualisme word association tasks: Overall 
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4.17 Year-by-Year Results  

4.17.1 Tokens 

 On the whole, the disparity of token usage between English and French nouns was 

minimal, and does not appear to exhibit any patterns or trends, as seen in Figure 1.  Out 

of fifteen word association tasks, there were more English nouns present eight times, 

while more French nouns were present seven times.  On average the French students only 

exhibited 2.47 more tokens per corpus than the American students (33.07 French to 30.60 

English).   

 
 
Figure 1: Tokens per Corpus: Fall 1998-Fall 2008  
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4.17.2 Types 

 Any patterns or tendencies that may arise with respect to noun types exhibited in 

the corpora must be looked at with a cautious eye, as certain factors may have contributed 

to these numbers.  Class size may have played a crucial role in regards to skewing the 

number of noun types in a particular corpus.  Furthermore, there is not a particularly large 

discrepancy between noun types exhibited by the American and French students, as seen 

in Figure 2.   

 
 
Figure 2: Types per Corpus: Fall 1998-Fall 2008 
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usage.  One corpus containing more noun types than another does not necessarily indicate  
 
that one set of students is exhibiting more variance that the other set. 
 
 

4.17.3 Tokens-per-Type Ratios 

 Though the amount of tokens and types exhibited by American and French 

students were inconsistent, tokens-per-type ratios exhibited a surprisingly consistent 

pattern throughout the sets of corpora, as seen in Figure 3 

 
 
Figure 3: Tokens-per-Type ratios per Corpus: Fall 1998-Fall 2008 
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there may exist a relation between tokens-per type ratios and degrees of abstraction, thus 

prompting areas of future research.  How, if at all, might one affect the other?  Might 

there exist a relation between the English nouns consistently lower tokens-per-type ratio 

and the discrepancy, albeit slight, with respect to mean concreteness ratings between 

English and French nouns?  

 
4.17.4 Year-by-Year Results of Mean Concreteness Ratings 
 
 Looking at the mean concreteness ratings on a year-by-year basis, it appears 

that determining whether or not one set of nouns functions at a higher degree of 

abstraction may prove rather difficult.  Examination of Figure 4 (on the next page) does 

not seem to yield any conspicuous or noticeable trends or patterns.  Out of fifteen sets of 

corpora, English nouns exhibited higher mean concreteness ratings nine times, while 

French nouns exhibited higher mean concreteness ratings six times.  The following 

chapter will discuss in-depth arguments championing and refuting the notion that French 

nouns function at a higher degree of abstraction in the present study. 
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Figure 4: Mean Concreteness Ratings per Corpus: Fall 1998-Fall 2008 
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Chapter 5 
 

Discussion 
 

5.1 Initial Remarks 
  
 Even when observing the data on a year-by-year basis, it still proves difficult to 

determine whether or not one set of nouns functions at a higher degree of abstraction than 

the other.  There exist arguments both supporting and refuting the idea that in the present 

study, French generic nouns function at a higher degree of abstraction than their English 

counterparts.  This section will consider both types of arguments in an attempt to arrive at 

a definitive conclusion as to whether or not one set of nouns functions at a higher level of 

abstraction. 

 

5.2 Supporting Arguments 

 The first argument to consider is the fact that overall, the English nouns 

possessed a noticeably higher mean concreteness rating than the French nouns (3.35 

English to 3.07 French).  Out of fifteen corpora, the highest mean concreteness rating of 

the French nouns for a single corpus was 3.26.  Not once did the mean concreteness 

rating for a set of French nouns reach 3.35, the overall mean concreteness rating of the 

English nouns.  Such results suggest that French nouns from a single corpus never 

achieved the standard mean concreteness rating for English nouns, thus typically function 

at higher degrees of abstraction. 

 When comparing the overall mean concreteness of the French nouns with the 

year-by-year ratings of the English nouns, an analogous observation can be detected.  Out 

of fifteen English corpora, thirteen of the mean concreteness ratings are higher than the 
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overall mean concreteness rating of the French nouns of 3.07.  Such an observation 

implies that for the most part, English nouns possess higher mean concreteness ratings 

than the standard mean concreteness rating for French nouns, suggesting that English 

nouns are consistently functioning at a lower degree of abstraction than their French 

counterparts. 

 

5.3 Counterarguments 

 Despite the noticeably higher overall mean concreteness rating of the English 

nouns, they only exhibited higher ratings than the French nouns nine times.  On six 

different occasions, including four consecutive sets of corpora, the French nouns 

demonstrated a higher mean concreteness rating than the English nouns.  In fact, from fall 

2001 to fall 2006, English nouns showed a higher mean concreteness rating only once.  

Such a lack of consistency with respect to one set of nouns achieving a higher mean 

concreteness rating insinuates a murky situation in regards to whether or not one set of 

nouns functions at a higher degree of abstraction in general. 

 Additionally, there exists the substantial impact of égoïsme on the French 

corpora, specifically its negative impact on mean concreteness ratings.  Overall, there 

were 149 tokens of égoïsme present in the French corpora.  Égoïsme, which possesses a 

mean concreteness rating of only 2.40, appeared 93 more times than freedom, the most 

commonly found noun in the English corpora, and was nearly 2.5 times more prevalent; 

égoïsme comprising 30.04% of the French corpora, freedom comprising 12.2% of the 

English corpora.  Its high frequency combined with its low mean concreteness rating 
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results in égoïsme having a considerable effect on the mean concreteness ratings of the 

French nouns, both on the whole, and on a year-by-year basis. 

 Consider the following; what if égoïsme was found less frequently in the 

corpora?  What if it was as prevalent in the French corpora as freedom is in the English 

corpora?  If égoïsme comprised only 12.20% of the French corpora, it would appear only 

61 times.  If that were the case, the overall mean concreteness rating of the French nouns 

would rise from 3.07 to 3.21.  While it would still not be greater than that of the English 

nouns, the discrepancy between the two would seemingly not be as noticeable. 

 A more convincing argument would involve examining such a change on a 

year-by-year basis.  Égoïsme is approximately 2.5 times more prevalent in the French 

corpus than freedom is in the English corpus.  How would the French corpora be affected 

if égoïsme was 2.5 times less frequent in each one?  Based on the aforementioned 

hypothetical situation, I have derived an equation, illustrated here as (10), that would 

adequately alter the mean concreteness ratings of the French corpora if égoïsme was 2.5 

times less frequent in each one.   

(10) x = [s - 2.4(3e/5)] / [t - (3e/5)] 
 x= new mean concreteness rating 
 s= total concreteness rating for corpus 
 e= tokens of égoïsme in corpus 
 t= total tokens in corpus 
 
 When this equation is implemented into the French corpora, the spring 1999 

French corpus exhibits a higher mean concreteness rating than the spring 1999 English 

corpus, meaning in this case, the French corpora would possess higher mean concreteness 

ratings seven times, further calling into question the notion that French nouns function at 

a higher degree of abstraction than their English counterparts.  Furthermore, are such 
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abundances of a single word manifested in other sets of corpora?  If, for example, school 

and école are compared, will the same pattern be visible? 

 

5.4 Limitations 

 One of the limitations of the present study is the fact that there do not appear to 

exist any previous mean concreteness ratings for French words.  The French words were 

assigned concreteness ratings based on the literal definition of their English counterparts.  

Therefore, all of the tokens analyzed (both English and French) were assigned ratings 

based on the opinions of English speakers.  Utilizing such a method to assign 

concreteness ratings to French nouns assumes that an English word and its French 

counterpart function at identical degrees of abstraction.  Were French speakers to assign 

concreteness ratings to French words, the resulting scores would likely be different.  

Additionally, the concreteness ratings used in the current study are extremely old.  

Ratings that are over thirty years old may not adequately represent how modern speakers 

perceive the concreteness of certain words.   

 Some tokens were not present in either Gilhooly & Logie (1980) or Toglia & 

Battig (1978), and thus had to be rated by the author of the present study.  Concreteness 

ratings assigned by only one subject may not reflect the opinions of English and French 

speakers in general.  Another limitation of this study pertains to the age and social class 

of the subjects.  The subjects involved in the Cultura project were all students at 

academically prestigious universities, suggesting that most of the subjects were between 

the ages of 18-24, and were of prominent social groups.  Such a limited variety of 



	  

	   44	  

subjects produce a restricted data set that does not fully exemplify usage of all French 

speakers and American speakers of English.  

 Lastly, data pertaining to the number of subjects in each classroom was not 

available for the present study.  The lack of such data could hinder the overall value of 

the data involving tokens and types.  Obtaining class size data would undoubtedly 

determine whether discrepancies in token and type amount are due to students’ 

tendencies, or merely class sizes. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

 It appears that the French nouns used by French students participating in the 

Cultura project tend to function at a slightly higher level of abstraction than the English 

nouns exhibited by the American students.  The overall mean concreteness rating for the 

French nouns is slightly lower than that of the English nouns.  However, this study does 

not provide enough evidence to make strong claims about tendencies for abstract or 

concrete thinking.  Though often times the French nouns display a higher degree of 

abstraction, sometimes the English nouns exhibited higher degrees of abstraction.  

Additionally, the somewhat astounding presence of égoïsme in the French corpora had a 

relatively negative effect on the mean concreteness ratings of French corpora. 

 Ultimately, the results of the present study appear to suggest that no definitive 

conclusion can be drawn as to whether one set of nouns functions at a higher level of 

abstraction than the other.  If any conclusion can be drawn, it would be that both French 

and English nouns seemingly operate at more or less similar degrees of abstraction. 

 More importantly, such inconclusive results propose that the linguistic 

community must further examine the ideas of concreteness and abstraction in English and 

French, as well as re-consider the notion that in general, French words function at a 

higher degree of abstraction than their English counterparts. 

 With respect to future research, analyses similar to the current study could be 

applied to a wide variety of speakers.  A study involving only university students 

exemplifies a very small sample of speakers’ tendencies; expanding the scope of this 
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study in regards to age and social class could yield a myriad of different results and 

patterns.   

 It would also prove invaluable to examine the results of different word 

associations.  Would word association tasks involving “police” or “money” yield 

different results than “individualism” or “freedom?”  How might different points in time 

affect certain data sets?  For example, might the civil unrest in Paris in 2005 affect the 

responses with respect to words like “police?” Would it affect other data sets in the same 

way? 

 Finally, it may prove valuable to examine degrees of abstraction beyond the 

lexical level, and further investigate degrees of abstraction pertaining to the syntactic 

structures of French and English.  If any discrepancies exist with respect to degrees of 

abstraction between French and English, it is likely that it would reach beyond the realm 

of words, and implicate sentence structure.   
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Appendix A 

Generic Nouns from English Corpora1 

Noun          Mean Concreteness Rating 
freedom          2.50 
expression          4.09 
college          5.88 
mind          3.30 
confidence         3.00 
creativity          2.40 
innovator          4.00 
growth          3.86 
personality         3.06 
hostility          2.50 
identity          2.77 
independence         2.29 
self          4.74 
integrity          2.43 
stability          3.00 
goal          5.00 
anarchy          2.70 
republican         4.00 
pot-smokers         6.50 
originality          2.46 
opinions          2.80 
ideas          3.00 
self-absorption         3.00 
responsibility         2.06 
loner          4.50 
statement          3.83 
uniqueness         3.00 
self-actualization        3.50 
diversity          2.64 
thought          2.66 
strength          3.54 
will          2.71 
front          4.20 
necessity          2.74 
hero          4.40 
honor          2.57 
self-respect         3.20 
non-conformist        4.00 
me          5.07 
inventiveness         4.00 
punk          4.50 
tolerance          2.70 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The nouns are listed based on the order in which they first appeared in the corpora.  Nouns in bold indicate that their 
rating was assigned by the author of the present study. 
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Noun          Mean Concreteness Rating 
pride          3.04 
belief          2.65 
myself          5.10 
choice          3.10 
rights          3.57 
career          3.77 
idiosyncracy         4.00 
work          3.98 
struggle          3.75 
life          4.10 
inequality          2.50 
pioneer          4.83 
ability          2.69 
cities          5.48 
style          3.06 
self-containment        3.50 
alienation          3.75 
potential          3.60 
free speech         4.80 
pot          6.54 
free spirit          3.50 
eccentricity         3.00 
capitalism         4.00 
power          3.32 
frontier          3.60 
selfishness          2.40 
courage          2.68 
liberty          2.29 
awareness          2.61 
existentialism         2.50 
security          2.83 
self-sufficiency         2.50 
self-development        3.20 
loneliness          2.60 
individual          4.91 
balance          3.69 
family          5.49 
creative arts         4.50 
decisions          2.91 
clothing          6.30 
provocation         2.90 
interests          3.06  
piercings          4.20 
music          5.26 
leadership         4.60 
respect          2.71 
writing          4.83 
egotism          2.40 
self-centeredness        3.50 
risk          2.83 
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Noun          Mean Concreteness Rating 
countryside         5.00 
ambition          2.17 
aspiration          3.20 
art          4.36 
isolation          2.50 
priority          2.90 
progress          2.90 
democracy         3.39 
self-expression         4.10 
peace          3.05 
self-assurance         3.40 
difference          2.50 
ideology          2.40 
individuality         2.40 
character          3.68 
I          4.79 
nerd          5.60 
western culture        3.70 
happiness          2.69 
competition         3.46 
ego          3.20 
justice          2.60 
euphoria          2.90 
sex          5.06 
privacy          3.50 
humanism         2.70 
sin          2.69 
truth          2.72 
mob          3.40 
entrepreneurship        2.50 
marriage          4.11 
effort          3.06 
conflicts          3.00 
self-worth          2.40 
rebellion          4.50 
exploration         3.57 
ignorance          2.70 
attitudes          2.66 
free thought         2.70 
leaders          4.69 
literature          4.97 
philosophy         2.29 
hermit          5.04 
self-determination        2.60 
sovereignty         2.60 
intelligence         2.66 
stubbornness         2.40 
motivation          2.40 
pioneering         4.70 
narcissism         2.70 
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Noun          Mean Concreteness Rating 
open-mindedness        2.70 
society          3.34 
reality          2.40 
success          2.88 
drive          2.60 
understatement        3.10 
values          2.49 
autonomy          3.30 
hard work         4.00 
self-confidence         3.10 
self-identity         2.80 
civil rights         3.60 
women          6.23 
solitude          3.70 
bravado          2.80 
introvert          3.00 
extrovert          3.00 
oneself          5.00 
self-esteem         2.60 
deviation          2.30 
politics          3.10 
fortitude          3.60 
fashion          3.31 
artist          5.65 
self-realization         2.50 
dyed hair          5.90 
extracurriculars        3.90 
hobbies          4.63 
likes          2.82 
dislikes          2.82 
speech          4.66 
control          3.06 
dress          6.34 
determination         2.50 
accomplishment        2.60 
liberation          2.50 
sadness          3.40 
opportunity         3.00  
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Appendix B 

Generic Nouns from French Corpora2 

Noun              Mean Concreteness Rating 
égoïsme          2.40 
capitalisme         4.00 
non-assistance         3.30 
égocentrisme         2.70 
solitude          3.70 
inégalités          2.50 
émancipation         2.71 
ambition          2.17 
méchanceté         3.10 
arrivisme          3.50 
isolement          2.50 
compétition          3.46 
personnalité         3.06 
concours          3.46 
égo          3.20 
libéralisme         2.50 
ignominie          3.00 
avenir          3.06 
moi          5.07 
non-intervention        3.00 
personne          3.90 
rejet          2.80 
ennui          3.53 
société          3.34 
originalité          2.46 
tendence actualle        2.50 
misanthrope         4.75 
méfiance          2.54 
indépendance         2.29 
autonomie         3.30 
liberté          2.29 
amis          4.40 
faiblesse          2.46 
froideur          3.51 
altruisme          2.70 
défaut          3.03 
erreur          3.77 
stupidité          3.50 
évolution          3.00 
pensée          2.66 
dérive          4.80 
requin          6.07 
idiotie          3.75 
créativité          2.40 
respect          2.71 
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Noun              Mean Concreteness Rating  
je          4.79 
jungle          5.00 
lutte          3.75 
haine          2.66 
capacité          2.69 
challenge          3.03 
exclusion          2.90 
danger          2.97  
orgueil          3.04 
échec          2.74 
protection          3.03 
isolationisme         2.50 
groupe          4.47 
modernité         3.60 
acharnement         4.00 
vie          4.10 
propriété          4.34 
caractère          3.68 
vêtements          6.34 
force          3.29 
satisfaction         3.00 
indifférence         2.49 
cynicisme          3.80 
ordinateur         5.50 
école          6.26 
incommunicabilité        4.20 
interêt personnel        3.10 
pouvoir personnel        3.40 
anti-conformisme        4.00 
travail          3.98 
autisme          4.50 
refus          5.00 
besoin          3.10 
croissant          5.20 
non-adaptation        3.30 
problème          3.53 
totalitarianisme        2.80 
augmentation         3.11 
société moderne        3.40 
réussité          2.88 
anti-communisme        2.50 
actualité          2.30 
homme          6.14 
pomme          6.80 
femme          6.23 
nombrilisme         2.50 
metro          5.80 
boulot          4.10 
dodo          4.90 
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Noun              Mean Concreteness Rating 
personnalisation        3.10 
qualité          3.20 
société d’aujourd’hui        3.40 
argent          6.00 
enrichissement personnel       2.40 
athéisme          3.30 
opportunisme         2.80   
entreprise          2.86 
population          4.14 
solution          3.94 
lâcheté          2.59 
individu          4.91 
réalisation         2.90 
rancoeur          2.40 
consommation         3.14 
fortune          3.43 
grande ville         5.50 
progrès          2.90 
profit          3.60 
richesse          3.66 
vitesse          3.30 
décadence         2.90 
antipathie          2.50 
perte          2.80 
majorité          3.09 
racisme          2.70 
survie          3.30 
honnêteté          2.74 
pouvoir          3.32 
anti-collectivité        3.30 
mesquinerie         3.10 
monde          5.37 
déstabilisateur         2.30 
intellectualisme        2.40 
nature          4.23 
anarchie          2.70 
dictature          2.80 
vous          3.66 
nous          3.30 
intolérance         2.80 
incompréhension        2.50 
télévision          5.50 
soi-même          5.00 
solidarité          2.30 
chambre          6.51 
étudiante          5.63 
développement         3.06 
ridicule          3.06 
sport          4.80 
stratégie          3.90 
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Noun              Mean Concreteness Rating 
avarice          2.66 
retranchement         2.50 
discrimination         2.70 
réalité          2.40 
retrait          3.83 
enfermement         2.80 
tranquilité         2.60 
valeur          2.49 
malheur          2.50 
université          5.49 
mentalité          2.40 
confiance          3.00 
gangrene          5.00 
pauvreté          3.10 
fermeture          2.50 
déception          2.30 
nécessité          2.74  
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