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 The aim of this paper is to explore the semantic properties and restrictions of 
generic one across English and French. Generic one has been noted to show a special 
connection to the first person or intentional agent, and can occur in two distinct ways: [1] 
as a pronoun inducing genericity; and [2] as a bound variable, exemplified by the first 
and second occurrence of one in the sentence ‘One often loses one's belongings on a 
train.’ (Moltmann 2006:260). There are two generalizations about generic one that this 
paper seeks to reanalyze in light of French data; firstly, that there is always a connection 
to the first person, and secondly, that one must always occur with modal force. This paper 
then offers a ‘givenness’ or ‘obviousness’ solution to deal with the semantic  

In French, on is used in its generic sense in sentences such as ‘C'est en forgeant 
qu'on devient forgeron’ (It is by blacksmithing that one becomes a blacksmith). However, 
on does not necessarily need to have a connection to the first person singular, a contrast 
from English one, as a common usage of on is to replace ‘we’ such as in the sentence ‘On 
est sur le point de partir’ (We are about to leave). Secondly, on can also be used in non-
generic and therefore non-modal contexts in French, as can been seen from the last 
sentence. On can further be used to mean a specific ‘someone’, such as in ‘On me l'a 
donné’ (Someone gave it to me).  

This paper further proposes a ‘givenness’ or ‘obviousness’ approach to generic 
one. Generic one comes under restrictions in semantic contexts which are unproblematic 
with other generic sentences that Moltmann is not able to adequately explain, illustrated 
by the contrast in the sentences below: (a) ?? One has a nose. (b) The typical person has a 
nose. The ‘givenness’ approach that this paper puts forth states that generic one is worse 
when it occurs with obvious or ‘given’ propositions. For example, when the proposition 
puts forth an obvious or assumed state of events such has ‘One has a nose’, the statement 
becomes semantically incongruous. This givenness approach is a gradient one, and the 
more ‘given’ a sentence is, the more semantically implausible it is. For example, ‘One 
has a nose’ is worse than ‘One has a nose-ring’ which is worse than ‘In this city, one has 
a nose-ring’. Verbs with more semantic content and specificity also improve this 
givenness constraint, explaining why the sentence ‘One has a car’ is worse than ‘One 
drives a car’, which in turn is worse than ‘One test-drives a car’. This semantic specificity 
also applies to nouns, making the sentence ‘One drives a Mercedes’ better than ‘One 
drives a car’. This givenness factor can also explain why generic one has been said to 
have ‘modal force’ (Moltmann 2006:260), because modal statements have instructive or 
directive flavour that make propositions sound less assumed and given to the listener. 
Furthermore, adverbs such as ‘rarely’ or ‘usually’ or also improve the givenness of a 
sentence in the respect that it gives new information to the listener, which is why ‘One 
usually has a nose’ is semantically much more sound than the sentence without the 
adverb. This also applies to adjuncts that pinpoint location or time such as ‘in this place’ 
or ‘at this time’, which all serve to improve the specificity and thus the semantic 
plausibility of the sentence. 
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