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Abstract: Relative measures such as percent and thirds relate one quantity to
another. We observe that, in several languages, determiner phrases containing
relative measures can express two distinct construals: (1) The �conservative�
construal in The company hired 75 % of the women considers the ratio of the
company�s female hires to all women. (2) The �non-conservative construal� in
The company hired 75 % women is instead concerned with the ratio of the
company�s female hires to all the company�s hires. We show that other lan-
guages that distinguish the two construals using morphosyntactic means
include German, Korean, Georgian, Greek, French, Italian, Brazilian
Portuguese, and Romanian. We argue that the non-conservative construal
involves a different constituency of the measure construction. Both construals,
however, derive from a structure where the measure structure forms a single DP.
Therefore, our analysis of the non-conservative structures makes an argument
that the Conservativity Universal may apply at an abstract level of structure
rather than at the surface level.

Keywords: quantification, measurement, relations, fractions, conservativity,
universals, copy theory, pseudo-partitive

1 Introduction

This paper considers measure structures that express a proportional relation
of one substance quantity to another quantity such as two thirds of
Americans and ten percent of the ice cream. We call the measure nouns
that can express such relations (i. e. thirds, percent, and other fractions)
Relative Measures. Structures with relative measures form a sub-type of the
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In (12), we capture the semantic dependency created by QR with the � x-opera-
tor, which appears as the sister of the constituent targeted by QR, and a
coindexed trace tx. Notice, however, that if tx is interpreted as an individual
of type e, (12) still gives rise to the second semantic problem mentioned above:
the argument of the VP is of type t, rather than e. In other cases of QR, Fox
(2002), Sauerland (1998, 2004) and others have argued that QR leaves behind
not a trace, but a copy of the moved material that is interpreted as a definite
description. Following Sauerland (2004), we assume that this involves a pro-
cess that creates a copy of the DP and subsequently replacing the D part with
an indexed definite determiner thex that is coindexed with the � -operator
merged to the target of QR before the QRed DP is merged. But since a definite
description is of type e just like the trace tx, adopting the copy theory of
movement would not solve the type problem in (12) either. Therefore, we
propose that (12) is slightly different from other cases of QR in the following
way: Instead of replacing a part of the trace copy to create a definite descrip-
tion, we propose that the entire trace is replaced by an indexed definite
determiner of type het, ei . Furthermore, we propose that movement can gen-
erally involve both replacement of a part and replacement of the whole copy by
a definite determiner, and that whichever results in an interpretable structure
is the one observed. A statement of this syntax-semantics interface rule for
movement is given in (13), where (13-c) is modified relative to Sauerland�s
(2004) account to also allow replacement of DP by an indexed definite.10

(13) Modified Trace Conversion: Movement of DP involves targeting the consti-
tuent X involves the following three steps:
(i) merge an indexed � -operator � i to X,
(ii) merge a copy of DP to X,
(iii) replace any projection of D (i.e. either D or DP) with an indexed definite

determiner thei that is coindexed with the � -operator inserted in step (i).

As shown in (14), the structure for (12) after full replacement is interpretable and
furthermore has a position �c can attach to.

10 The account we offer is similar to that of Takahashi and Hulsey (2009) for A-movement,
except that they assume that the bare trace is interpreted as of type e, while for us it is of type
het, ei . We assume that A-movement involves a N head of type et. Fox and Johnson (2015) argue
for an account of trace conversion that makes use of remerge instead of the copy theory, but as
far as we can see our proposal can be translated into their system straighforwardly.
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and non-conservative construals with case or word-order patterns. Now we turn
to languages that mark the non-conservative construal only with differences in
definiteness: specifically, the substance noun is necessarily indefinite in the
non-conservative construal.

In French, only the conservative reading is possible if the substance noun
appears with a definite �of� as shown in (38-a). The indefinite �of� appears in the
non-conservative construal, as in (38-b).

(38) FRENCH (Benjamin Spector, p.c.)
a. Ce film a été vu par deux tiers des journalistes.

this movie has been seen by two thirds of the journalists
�Two thirds of the journalists have seen this movie.� (conservative)

b. Ce film a été vu par deux tiers de journalistesF

this movie has been seen by two thirds of journalists
�Two thirds of the people who have seen this movie are journalists.�

(non-conservative)

Italian shows parallel patterns as in French: definiteness marks the distinction
between conservative and non-conservative readings. The non-conservative
reading is only possible when the indefinite version of �of�, di, is used.

(39) ITALIAN (Silvia Darteni, p.c.)
a. Gianni ha parlato a un terzo delle donne

Gianni has talked to a third of the women
�Gianni talked to a third of the women.� (conservative)

b Gianni ha parlato a un terzo di donne
Gianni has talked to a third of women
�A third of those Gianni talked to were women.� (non-conservative)

In both French and Italian, the syntactic position of the relative measure, which
appears between a determiner and �of�, argues against an adverbial account.
Also, unlike adverbs that can be dropped freely, it is impossible to drop the
measure noun in the non-conservative construal in either language (Laurence B-
Violette, Aurore Gonzalez, p.c.), providing a further argument against the adver-
bial analysis. A third Romance language that seems to exhibit very similar
patterns is Brazilian Portuguese. Interestingly, the non-conservative construal
is also possible with a bare singular as in (40-b).
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