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1. Associations

When I think of Frans Zwarts, I cannot evade thinking about the very long post strike in
November 1983 which prevented Frans’ promised comment on a paper from arriving
during this strike (and thereafter) and about the beep of a fax awakening me in the midst
of the night at about 2.30 a.m. somewhere in 1992 and starting the production of the
promised sheets of his part of a joint paper. After which the fax stopped in the middle of
page 2. Without a second beep at all, let alone the remaining text.

The inevitability of the connection between the two events and Frans may be taken
as one of the elements of what is generally considered an association. It is clear that the
two associations just sketched involve memory in a crucial way and that the two
recollections push aside other dear recollections that I have of Frans such as those
connected with a pleasant stay in Santa Monica, or nearer, with the period that he was a
student in Amsterdam, or with my visits to the Petrus Campersingel, etc., etc. The two of
the first paragraph are more prominent in my memory and that is why they are probably
called associations.

Memory is clearly also involved in the enforced association by Pavlov’s dog between
the sound of a bell and the expected presence of food, as it was in the case of Proust’s
famous association between a madeleine and his experiences as a child spending the
summer in his parent’s country house in Illiers Combray. In all cases so far, associations do
not have much to do with lexical meaning: it is my thinking of Frans, the sound of a bell
and the taste of a madeleine which trigger the association. Thus meaning seems to be
quite far away from associations, even though the OED illustrates its definition of the
word association as ‘a mental connection between things’ with the example the word
bureaucracy has unpleasant associations. This raises the question of what linguists might
have to do with the notion of association. In other words, does the binary associative
relation A(x,y) fall in the domain of linguistic research because x may have words as one of
its values?

Looking in the neighborhood, psychology and computational linguistics seem to be
the domain in which the nature of associations may reveal itself. Psychologists generally
tend to consider associations as connections of some kind between concepts, which are
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preposition relations, etc., but also semantically relevant relations such as between fish
and Friday, madeleines and holidays).2

A newer approach—maintaining the divide between paradigmatic and syntagmatic
associations—focusses on the distance between words in a text in order to measure the
strength of A, offering more room for the measurement of the syntagmatic relations.3

And according to those computational linguists who argue for distance as the criterion for
an associative relation, syntagmatic relations are exactly the place to look for if one wants
to account for the arbitrariness and the volatility of associations. Which seem to do
justice to the associations mentioned at the beginning of the present section.
It is about time to see what formal semantics has to say about associations. In the
following section, I will discuss an interesting possibility to use the machinery of
generalized quantification outside the realm of structural semantics. I will appeal to ideas
that I have presented in Verkuyl (2000) and more recently in Verkuyl (2013) in the hope to
say a little bit more about associations, among which the two connected with Frans
Zwarts. It is arguable that it is not Frans himself with whom I associate the two events but
rather other situations in which Frans occurs. In the final section, associations will indeed
be argued to be relations between situations. By so doing one can see that the phrase
opening the present section—‘When I think of Frans . . .’—is short for ‘When I think of the
situations in which I had something to do with Frans . . .’. Such an interpretation of that
phrase opens the possibility of making two situations quite prominent within the set of all
situations in which I had to do with Frans. Two situations shedding light on an interesting
feature of his personality: his urge to evade negative reactions of his friends to making his
own agenda too busy, which is too busy in order to make up arrears so as to evade
negative reactions of his friends.

2. Generalized quantification and the lexicon

I assume some acquaintance with the marvelous work on Generalized Quantification done
by Frans in Zwarts (1981) and Zwarts (1986). But I need to give some elementary stuff in
order to show how lexical semantics can be involved in the machinery that was intended
to do justice to the semantics of sentences.

So let us start with the basic model in Figure 1.

2 For this distinction, see Church and Hanks (1990), Rapp (2002).
3 See Washtell and Markert (2009). The relevant notion for distinguishing the distances between
associated words is that of a window (a restricted room for measuring).   
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