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The monograph The Functions of ‘General Nouns’. Theory and Corpus Analysis by Vera Benninghoven presents a corpus-based analysis of Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) class of ‘general nouns’. Drawing on a self-compiled 300,000 word corpus, Benninghoven aims to assess to what extent Halliday and Hasan’s class of general nouns actually occurs in natural language, and whether these nouns distribute differently over various genres. Furthermore, by means of a qualitative analysis of the corpus data, Benninghoven examines the types of cohesive relations established by general nouns, and the formal variability they display in terms of pre- and postmodification. It is argued, then, that general nouns “are much more flexible in form and function” than previously assumed (p. 22). In what follows, I will provide a synopsis and critical evaluation of each chapter, followed by an overall assessment of the contributions of the study.
After a brief introduction, Chapter 2, “A linguistic discussion of ‘general nouns’”, offers a ‘state of the art’ account of previous research into general nouns. The chapter begins with an overview of Halliday and Hasan’s seminal work on cohesion wherein which they define general nouns as “a small set of nouns having generalized reference within the major noun classes, those such as ‘human noun’, ‘place noun’, ‘fact noun’ and the like” (1976: 274). Due to their inherent semantic underspecification, general nouns such as stuff or people typically rely on the co-text and context to receive meaning, which, according to Halliday and Hasan, makes them an important source of cohesion in both written and spoken language. Because general nouns function similarly to regular pronouns (Bolinger 1977: 52) while at the same time retaining some lexical meaning, their usage is often considered to be ambiguous with regard to their classification as either grammatical or lexical cohesion. The class of general nouns is notoriously hard to pin down, however, and has consequently not received much attention in the literature. The only study which is explicitly devoted to Halliday and Hasan’s class of general nouns is Mahlberg (2005), who describes general nouns as “highly frequent nouns which are characterized by local textual functions” (2005: 173).
Benninghoven ends Chapter 2 with a critical evaluation of the status of general nouns. Firstly, she notes that the list of 18 general nouns proposed by Halliday and Hasan is somewhat arbitrary, as it includes, for instance, both the nouns boy and girl as well as the more superordinate child, or abstract nouns such as matter and fact but not a noun like issue (p. 41).[footnoteRef:1] Secondly, considering previous research on similar types of nouns, Benninghoven argues that general nouns “should rather be seen as a concept than as a certain class of nouns” (p. 42). For one thing, this entails that nouns which do not occur on Halliday and Hasan’s list of general nouns can still express a ‘general noun’-sense. For another, it would also mean that not all nouns on Halliday and Hasan’s list necessarily function as general nouns, but rather, like regular nouns, display a wide range of forms and functions with different degrees of specification. Although these points of criticism are certainly valid, they are only partly resolved in the remainder of the study. Based on the issues addressed above, one would expect the present study to also approach general nouns in a more bottom-up fashion, assessing to what extent other lexemes can fulfil the ‘general noun’-function. In doing so, the corpus analysis could investigate the potential discrepancy between Halliday and Hasan’s class of general nouns on the one hand, and nouns expressing a ‘general noun’-sense on the other. However, Benninghoven is only concerned with the original list of 18 general nouns introduced in Halliday and Hasan (1976) and is thus limited to an evaluation of these nouns in terms of distribution, form and function.  [1:  Halliday and Hasan’s (1976: 274) list of general nouns includes the following 18 tokens: people, person, man, woman, child, boy, girl (human nouns); creature (non-human animate noun); thing, object (inanimate concrete count nouns); stuff (inanimate concrete mass noun); business, affair, matter (inanimate abstract nouns); move (action noun); place (place noun); question, idea (fact nouns)] 

Chapter 3 provides an overview of different linguistic perspectives on general noun phrases. According to Benninghoven, one of the reasons why much remains to be said about the status of general noun phrases is the fact that they “[touch] upon different linguistic disciplines” (p. 43). A proper description of general noun phrases thus requires a multi-perspective approach (p. 43). Four perspectives are featured in Chapter 3: grammatical, text-linguistic, pragmatic and cognitive. Overall, Chapter 3 convincingly demonstrates the multi-faceted nature of general noun phrases, bringing together a number of diverse frameworks that add to our understanding of this particular class of nouns. 
Chapter 4 outlines Benninghoven’s framework for the analysis of general noun phrases. She focuses on two parameters which most strongly determine the degree of specification expressed by the general noun phrase: the structural parameter of modification and the semantic parameter of referential ‘linkage’. The parameter of modification is straightforwardly operationalized by identifying (types of) pre- and postmodification; while a general noun phrase like the people is said to be situated at a more general level of abstraction, the noun phrase young people who are out of work for six months represents a more specific cognitive category (p. 90). Benninghoven interprets the parameter of linkage in terms of the presence or absence of endophoric reference; if the noun phrase anaphorically or cataphorically refers to another item in the text, it receives further specification. The two parameters of modification and linkage are subsequently integrated into a ‘functional matrix’ for the analysis of general noun phrases, resulting in four degrees of specification or generalization: ‘most specific’ (+ modification, + linkage), ‘rather specific’ (– modification, + linkage), ‘less specific’ (+ modification, – linkage) and ‘least specific’ (– modification, – linkage). Note that this classification assumes that the parameter of linkage has a greater influence on the degree of specification of the general noun phrase than modification. Thus, general noun phrases which are modified but not linked rank lower on the specification scale than those without modification but with endophoric links to co-text and context. 
Chapter 5 describes the corpus that was compiled specifically for this study. As the study aims to examine the occurrence of general noun phrases and the degree of specification they express in both written and spoken language across different genres, the corpus comprises four smaller subcorpora: British Supreme Court judgments, political manifestos, parliamentary debates and spoken conversations. The corpus can be considered well-balanced in terms of word count, each subcorpus containing around 70,000 to 80,000 words, but less so in terms of range of texts: the judgment and debate subcorpus comprise eight different texts each, as opposed to three manifestos (one for each political party) and three conversations (two of which belonged to the same speaker). Considering the diverse nature of the four subcorpora, type-token ratios in addition to word counts would have been informative. 
Chapter 6 focuses on the way in which the data for the quantitative and qualitative corpus analysis were annotated. After the corpus was compiled, all 18 general nouns – including their plural and genitive forms – were manually searched. Further manual pruning was necessary to exclude verb forms (e.g. in the case of move), proper names (e.g. The Child Fund) and idiomatic expressions or fixed phrases (e.g. a matter of fact). It is worth pointing out that Benninghoven strictly adheres to Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) original description of the 18 general nouns (see footnote 1), as the noun phrase things in example (2) was excluded from further analysis because it did not clearly classify as a concrete count noun, but rather had a more abstract sense. Somewhat confusingly, however, Benninghoven still uses the term ‘general noun phrase’ to refer to this particular example: 
(1) Conservatives understand the inherent value of conserving things, and we know the importance of ensuring […] a good quality of life for future generations. (p. 71)
Benninghoven’s method of choice for the data annotation can be described as rather unconventional, as she makes use of Acrobat Reader sticky notes to code the remaining instances of relevant general noun phrases. While she motivates her choice not to work with standardized tools for corpus analysis by arguing that large stretches of context were needed for the qualitative analysis, this method does seem quite ad hoc and overly convoluted. 
The results of the corpus analysis are presented in Chapter 7. The first part of the chapter reports on the frequency and distribution of general noun phrases in the four subcorpora. Importantly, some of the general nouns identified by Halliday and Hasan (1976), such as boy, business, creature, move, object and stuff, hardly occur in the corpus. Of the 1488 instances of general nouns that were found in the corpus, 45% are tokens of the general noun phrase head people. General noun phrases were found to be most frequent in the political manifesto corpus, where especially the heads people and child (respectively 65% and 24% of all general noun phrase heads) stand out. The judgment corpus contained the smallest number of general noun phrases, with the heads person, matter and question representing 90% of the attested examples. The frequency of general noun phrases was relatively low in the conversation corpus, although it did display a broader range of general noun phrase head types than the other three subcorpora. In this respect, it would also have been interesting to receive more information on the concrete realizations of the different general noun lemmas. As noted above, Benninghoven included singular, plural as well as genitive forms of the relevant general nouns. Yet, no further distinction between these forms is made in the analysis. This contrasts with Mahlberg (2005), for instance, who treats singular and plural forms of general nouns as separate items in her analysis. For each subcorpus and degree of specification (‘least’, less’, ‘rather’ and ‘most’), Benninghoven further identifies the most frequent concrete realization (or ‘microconstruction’) of the general noun phrase, showing that the prototypical function of anaphoric reference to another phrase, as put forward by Halliday and Hasan (1976), is only represented in five of the 16 patterns. Instead, general noun phrases also frequently encapsulate and reify more complex information in the form of larger stretches of text or establish generic reference. 
Chapter 8 concludes the monograph and summarizes the most important findings of the study. As the frequency and degree of specification of general noun phrases turned out to be genre-dependent, Benninghoven emphasizes the “text-strategic potential of general noun phrases in different genres” (p. 246). While general nouns in judgments are mainly used as discourse organizers, encapsulating complex information, their function in political manifestos, where they occur as structurally simple items without endophoric reference, is rather to ensure sufficient vagueness in order to avoid too much commitment to the statement (p. 247). It is suggested, then, that further research could examine the use of general noun phrases in a greater variety of genres.
Benninghoven’s book presents both an accessible introduction to the study of general nouns as well as an insightful reexamination of prevailing claims by means of a corpus-based analysis. The first part of the monograph adequately shows how general nouns incorporate a variety of functions, leading Benninghoven to the assumption that the formal and functional properties of general nouns might be more diverse than previously assumed. The quantitative and qualitative analyses, then, provide detailed evidence in support of this hypothesis. The monograph, however, also has a few weaknesses. For one thing, the elaborate discussions of established theoretical knowledge come to a certain extent at the expense of more innovative theoretical and methodological perspectives on this intriguing topic. As mentioned above, the study closely adheres to Halliday and Hasan’s original list of general nouns. It is not entirely clear, however, whether Halliday and Hasan intended this list to be exhaustive and fully representative of the class of general nouns. Furthermore, because the results are heavily skewed towards a small number of highly frequent nouns such as people, the scope of the analysis remains fairly limited. Although adding to our understanding of the distribution and use of Halliday and Hasan’s list of general nouns, the study remains fairly implicit about the notion of general nouns as a “concept”, as put forward in Chapter 2. That being said, the monograph will serve as a valuable read to those who are interested in a usage-based perspective on the textlinguistic functioning of nouns.
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