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Abstract

Existential bare plurals (e.g. dogs) have the same semantics as explicit existentials  (e.g. a dog or some dogs) but different pragmatics. In addition to entailing the existence of a set of individuals, existential bare plurals implicate that this set is suitable for some purpose. The suitability implicature is a form of what has been variously called Informativeness-based or R-based implicature.


Condoravdi  (1992, 1994) and others have claimed that bare plurals have a third reading (in addition to the generic and the existential), sometimes called quasi-universal. However, the suitability implicature is sufficient to account for the quasi-universal interpretation, without the need to stipulate a distinct reading of bare plurals.

1. Existential Bare Plurals

Carlson (1977) has established that there are semantic differences between the existential reading of bare plurals (henceforth BPs) and other existentially interpreted noun phrases. For example, existential BPs may receive narrow scope only, whereas other indefinites are scopally ambiguous. Thus, ‎(1a) is ambiguous: it may mean either that for everyone there is a book (are some books) on giraffes that he or she read, or that there is one book (are some books) on giraffes that everyone read. Sentence ‎(1b), in contrast, can only receive the first reading.

(1)  LISTNUM  
Everyone read 
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a. Everyone read books on giraffes.

It is important to note that, while acknowledging that existential BPs and other indefinites behave differently (e.g in terms of scope), Carlson (and many others who have analyzed the meaning of existential BPs) still maintains that they mean the same: both make an existentially quantified statement. 

However, while they do seem to have the same truth conditions, it is not clear that existential BPs and explicit indefinites are really interpreted in the same way. This paper argues that their interpretations are, in fact, different: existential BPs carry, in addition to their existential force, an implicature to the effect that the set denoted by the BP is suitable for some purpose. We will investigate the characteristics of this implicature, and the mechanisms by which it is triggered. Finally, we will evaluate proposals for yet a third, quasi-universal interpretation of BPs, and consider reasons to believe that these do not constitute distinct readings, but come about as a consequence of the suitability implicature.

2. Suitability

2.1 The Implicature of Existential BPs
Consider the following examples:

(2)  LISTNUM 
This tractor has wheels.

a. This tractor has some wheels.

Suppose the tractor in question has only two wheels. Then ‎(2a) would be odd, but ‎(2b) would be fine. Sentence ‎(2a), but not ‎(2b), suggests that the tractor has four wheels, suitably arranged: two large ones in the rear, two smaller ones in front. Let us propose that, in general, existential BPs entail the existence of some set, and implicate that it is suitable.


Suitable for what? Suitability must be defined relative to some purpose of the speaker. Presumably, the speaker’s purpose in ‎(2a) is to drive the tractor, so the speaker implicates that the tractor is ready to run (at least as far as the number and arrangement of wheels are concerned). Note that if the speaker’s purpose were different, the criterion for suitability would be different. For example, suppose we hear ‎(2a) in a junkyard, while we are looking for a wheel to replace the broken wheel on our own tractor. In this case, ‎(2a) would be quite acceptable even if the tractor in question did not have a complete set of wheels.

For another example, consider the following pair, suggested by Tova Rapoport (pc):

(3)  LISTNUM 
John has playing cards.

a. John has Victorian playing cards.

Sentence ‎(3a) implicates that John has a set of cards suitable for playing, e.g. a full deck. Sentence ‎(3b), on the other hand, may be felicitously uttered even if John has only a few Victorian cards; in the context of this sentence, John is most probably a collector of Victorian cards, and any number of cards is suitable for collecting purposes.

Sometimes any group is suitable, e.g. in the case of ‎(3b), or ‎(4) below.

(4) This shirt has stains.

Presumably, the speaker wishes to indicates that the shirt is dirty; since any number of stains, and any arrangement of stains on the shirt is suitable for the shirt to be considered dirty, the reading of the BP is purely existential, and ‎(4) means the same as ‎(5).

(5) This shirt has some stains.

In other cases, suitability implies constraints on the size and distribution of a set. For example:

(6) In this forest, trees are dying.

The speaker who utters ‎(6) presumably wishes to indicate some disease, or other problem, with the forest as a whole. Hence, if only a handful of trees, or only trees in a certain grove were dying, ‎(6) would not be felicitous. There must be a non-negligible number of dying trees, and they must be distributed more or less evenly in the forest.

There are cases where only very specific groups count as suitable. As an example, take the “classic” example of an existential reading of a BP, namely the subject of available. Suppose we wish to send a spaceship to the moon. We contact NASA, and get the following response:

(7) Astronauts are available.

Sentence ‎(7) says more than simply that there exist some available astronauts. Rather, it implicates that there is a set of available astronauts that is suitable, in terms of its size, the training of its members, etc., for our mission: there are, say, three astronauts, who have the respective roles of command module pilot, LEM pilot, and mission commander.


Note that the suitability implicature is perceived by the hearer, who may felicitously respond to it as if it were explicitly made:

 LISTNUM 
 LISTNUM 
A: This tractor has wheels.

B: So where do you want to go with it?

 LISTNUM 
A: John has playing cards.

B: Great, let’s start a game.

 LISTNUM 
A: In this forest, trees are dying.

B: Well, it was going to be cut down anyway.

 LISTNUM 
A: Astronauts are available.

B: But the mission cannot go ahead, because the rocket is still malfunctioning.

B’s response in ‎(8a) relates to the implicated claim that the tractor has a set of wheels suitable for the purpose of riding it; in ‎(8b), B responds to A’s implicature that John has a set of playing cards suitable for playing; in ‎(8c), B perceives that A is upset about the forest as a whole, not about the fate of a handful of dying trees; and in ‎(8d), B understands A’s purpose to indicate that the mission is ready (and the set of available astronauts is suitable for it).

How do we know that suitability is implicated by, rather than part of the literal meanings of, the sentences under discussion? One piece of evidence comes from their behavior under negation. When a sentence containing an existential BP is negated, the negation applies to the existential statement, not to the suitability inference:

(9)  LISTNUM  
This tractor doesn’t have wheels.

a. John doesn’t have playing cards.

b. In this forest, trees aren’t dying.

c. Astronauts aren’t available.

Sentence ‎(9a) does not mean that the tractor doesn’t have a suitable set of wheels, but that it doesn’t have any wheels at all; in other words, the negation applies to the existential claim made by ‎(2a), not to its suitability inference. Similarly, ‎(9b) means that John has no cards, not that he fails to have a full deck; ‎(9c) means that no trees are dying, not that no suitable set of trees are dying; and ‎(9d) negates the existence of any available astronauts, not only of a suitable set of astronauts.

Another indication that suitability is an implicature is that it is cancelable; the following sentences are all quite acceptable, and are certainly not contradictions.

(10)  LISTNUM 
This tractor has wheels, but 
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a. John has playing cards, but 
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b. In this forest, trees are dying, but 
[image: image4.wmf]þ

ý

ü

î

í

ì

house

 

s

Eeyore'

near 

only 

few

 

a

only 

.

c. Astronauts are available, but 
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If suitability is an implicature, it must be derived by some pragmatic process. What it the nature of this process?

2.2 Two Types of Implicature

Horn (1984) reformulates Grice’s (1975) in terms of an opposition between two principles: the Q-principle, which says that the speaker ought to provide as much information as possible, and the R-principle, which says that the speaker ought to be as economical as possible. Sometimes one of them wins, and sometimes the other.


As an example of the Q-principle, note that an utterance of ‎(11) implicates that John employs exactly one secretary.

(11) John employs a secretary.

This is an implicature based on lack of information: because the utterance does not say that John has more than one secretary, we conclude that the statement that he does is false (as far as the speaker knows). So, whatever is not said in the sentence is implicated to be false.  


The R-principle, namely the requirement that communication be as economical as possible, leads to an additional type of implicature. Atlas and Levinson (1981) note that we normally infer from ‎(11) that John employs a female secretary. This type of implicature, which they call informativeness-based implicature, works in the opposite direction: information that is not in this sentence is implicated to be true, rather than false. 

One of the cases where the R-principle wins is when the speaker intends to convey some stereotypical information. In this case, the effort exerted by the speaker to make this information explicit is not worth the informational gain: since the information is stereotypical, hearers can probably infer it on their own. This, then, is the explanation for ‎(11): since the stereotypical secretary is female, a speaker who knows that John’s secretary is female would not bother to say so, knowing the hearer is quite capable of drawing the appropriate inference.


R-based implicature is often triggered when a word, or morpheme, is left out. The following examples are from Horn (1993):

(12)  LISTNUM  
My brother went to the 
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a. My brother went to 
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Horn notes that, while ‎(12a) means simply that the speaker’s brother changed his location to the specified location — the church (the jail, the school), ‎(12b) implicates that the brother went there for the purpose of performing the stereotypically associated function (praying, being incarcerated, studying).


One test for R-based implicature is that it cannot be denied, not even by metalinguistic negation. Horn (1989) argues that metalinguistic negation can deny almost anything about an utterance, from its phonetics, through its register, to its conversational implicatures. He exemplifies metalinguistic negation with sentences such as the following:

(13)  LISTNUM 
I didn’t call the pólice, I called the políce.

a. Grandpa isn’t feeling lousy, Johhny, he’s just a tad indisposed.

b. You didn’t eat some of the cookies—you ate them all.

Example ‎(13a) rejects an utterance on the basis of its intonation, ‎(13b) rejects an utterance on the basis of its improper register, and ‎(13c) denies the Q-based implicature of an utterance.

However, it is impossible to use metalinguistic negation to negate an R-based implicature, as can be seen by the unacceptability of the following examples:

(14)  LISTNUM 
*John doesn’t employ a secretary—he employs a male secretary.

a. *My brother didn’t go to 
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2.3 Suitability and R-based Implicature
The difference between an existential BP and an explicitly existentially quantified DP is that the former lacks a determiner that the latter has. This is exactly the difference seen in ‎(12), whose stereotypical interpretation is a consequence of R-based implicature. It is attractive, therefore, to explain suitability too as a case of R-based implicature.

Indeed, in many cases of sentences implicating suitability, the BP is interpreted stereotypically. An utterance of ‎(2a) implicates suitability since the stereotypical tractor has all its wheels; ‎(3a) implicates suitability since the stereotypical set of cards is a full deck; ‎(6) implicates suitability since the stereotypical case of trees dying in a forest is when the whole forest is gravely ill,
 and ‎(7) implicates suitability since the stereotypical set of astronauts is a team suitable for a mission. 

It should be noted, however, that there is more to suitability
 than stereotypicality. As we have seen above, in the right context, a non-stereotypical interpretation may still satisfy suitability (recall, for example, the context where we are looking for spare parts in a junkyard, and encounter a tractor with three wheels).

If suitability is an R-based implicature, we predict that metalinguistic negation ought not to deny it. This is, indeed, the case:

(15)  LISTNUM  
*This tractor doesn’t have wheels—it has two.

a. *John doesn’t have playing cards—he misses the King and Ace.

b. *In this forest, trees aren’t dying—at most ten.
c. *Astronauts are not available—we are missing a LEM pilot.
3. Quasi-Universal Readings

3.1 A Third Reading of Bare Plurals?

In this article, we have considered the existential reading of BPs and its suitability implicature. It is well known that, in addition to the existential interpretation, BPs have a second reading: generic. But does this exhaust the space of readings of BPs? 

Condoravdi (1992, 1994) claims that BPs have yet a third reading. This reading is claimed to be exemplified by ‎(16b), when uttered following ‎(16a).

(16)  LISTNUM 
In 1985 there was a ghost haunting the campus. 

a. Students were aware of the danger

Condoravdi claims that the reading of the BP in ‎(16b) is neither generic nor existential. The sentence is clearly not a generic because it is not lawlike; for example, it does not support the counterfactual ‎(17).

(17)  If the captain of the Titanic had been a student on campus in 1985, he would have been aware of the danger.

Condoravdi claims that the BP is not interpreted existentially either. The sentence says more than simply that some students were aware of the danger; in her view, ‎(16b) means that all (or almost all) students were. She calls this interpretation the functional reading; let us, instead, follow Dobrovie-Sorin’s (1998) terminology in referring to this as the quasi-universal interpretation.

Crucially, Condoravdi argues that the quasi-universal interpretation is a distinct reading. She claims that the following sentences are ambiguous:

(18)  LISTNUM  
Details will be presented tomorrow.

a. Prices went up today.

According to Condoravdi, these sentences have the usual existential reading, according to which some details will be presented, or some prices went up. But, in addition, they also have a quasi-universal reading: all (or almost all) details will be presented, and all (or almost all) prices went up. 


Condoravdi has discovered an interesting set of facts. But is her interpretation of them correct? Is this really a third reading of BPs, or can this interpretation be subsumed by the well established generic or existential reading?

Dobrovie-Sorin (1998) has questioned Condoravdi’s interpretation, and proposed that, rather than a third reading, this is actually the generic reading. Its lack of lawlikeness is explained by the “episodic context” of sentences such as ‎(16a) and ‎(18). If this account is to succeed, however, Dobrovie-Sorin ought to have provided a unified semantics for generics, which will explain why they are lawlike in some contexts, but not in others. Unless such a theory is forthcoming, we are still left with a three-way ambiguity: existential, lawlike generic, and episodic generic BPs.
 

3.2 Quasi-Universality is Suitability
Are we, then, forced to conclude that quasi-universality constitutes a distinct reading? Not really. There is an alternative: the quasi-universal force comes from the suitability implicature. 

Here is how this implicature is plausibly generated. Consider again the discourse in ‎(16). What is the purpose of the speaker in uttering it? Presumably, it is to indicate that the ghost was detected, with the appropriate steps (whatever those might be!) taken. Maybe it is to indicate that the danger was averted. In this context, it clearly seems that a suitable set of students who were aware of the danger must include all, or almost all of the students. If a few students had been left unaware of the danger, they might have gotten hurt by the ghost, and the speaker’s purpose would be moot. 

Note that if the speaker had another purpose, the suitable set of students might be different. Suppose the point were to indicate that the students were more vigilant than the professors. Then, the speaker might say something like ‎(19).

(19) Students were aware of the danger, but professors had no idea what was going on.

In this case, it does not seem necessary that all, or almost all students were aware of the danger, so long as a substantial number were. An even smaller set is suitable for ‎(20), where B’s aim is presumably to refute A’s claim that the ghost was not detected at all.

(20)  
A: The ghost roamed the campus completely undetected.

B: That’s not true! Students WERE aware of the danger.


With respect to the examples in ‎(18), note that they can only be perceived to be ambiguous out of context. In a given context, when the purpose of the speaker is clear, they can only have one reading:

(21)  LISTNUM   
If you want to know the complete story, details will be presented tomorrow.

a. We have to cut our expenses: prices went up today.

For sentence ‎(21a), the suitable details are those that will enable the hearer to understand the complete story; presumably, these are all of the relevant details. And with respect to ‎(21b), a suitable set of prices will be that of many, but not necessarily all (or almost all), of the commodities typically bought by the speaker and hearer.


Even out of context, the sentences in ‎(18) are not really ambiguous, and have only one reading. The different interpretations come about because, out of context, the purpose of the speaker is not clear, hence the criteria for suitability are not clear.

This fact can be established by applying tests for ambiguity. The word bank, for example, is lexically ambiguous between the senses river bank and financial bank. Hence, ‎(22) is ambiguous: it can mean either that there is a river bank near John’s house, or that there is a financial bank there.

(22) There is a bank near John’s house.

Sentence ‎(23) is also ambiguous.

(23) There is a bank near John’s house, and the same goes for Mary’s.

However, the type of bank (river bank or financial bank) near Mary’s house has to be the same as the type of bank near John’s house. This fact can be demonstrated by the unacceptability of ‎(24).

(24) *There is a bank near John’s house, and the same goes for Mary’s, the only difference being that his house is near a financial bank, and her house is near a river bank.

In contrast, R-based implicature does not behave in this way. Sentence ‎(11), repeated as ‎(25a) below, is not ambiguous between ‎(25b) and ‎(25c).

(25)  LISTNUM 
John employs a secretary.
a. John employs a female secretary.
b. John employs a male secretary.
Indeed, ‎(26) is perfectly acceptable:

(26) John employs a secretary, and the same goes for Mary, the only difference being that his secretary is female, and her secretary is male.

How do quasi-universal BPs behave? Consider:

(27)  LISTNUM  
Details will be presented tomorrow, and the same goes for next week, the only 

difference being that tomorrow almost all the details will be presented, and next week it will be just a few insignificant details.

a. Prices went up today, and the same will happen tomorrow, the only difference being that today everything became more expensive, while tomorrow just a few luxury items will be affected.

The sentences in ‎(27) are quite acceptable, indicating that this is not a case of ambiguity, in contrast with Condoravdi’s theory.

Crucially, it follows from the claim made here that the quasi-universal reading is not part of the literal meaning of the BP (as claimed by both Condoravdi and Dobrovie-Sorin), but is brought about by a suitability implicature. Let us consider this point in more detail.


If the quasi-universal interpretation were part of the literal meaning of the sentence, then negating the sentence should negate the quasi-universal meaning. For example, the sentences in ‎(28) should be true in case not all (or almost all) of the students were aware of the danger.

(28)  LISTNUM 
Students weren’t aware of the danger.

a. It is not the case that students were aware of the danger.

In fact, this is not the case. If, say, 10% of the students were aware of the danger, the sentences in ‎(28) would clearly be false. This is exactly what would be expected if the literal interpretation of the BP is existential, but it is problematic for a theory that takes the quasi-universal interpretation to be part of the literal meaning of the sentence.


Perhaps the clearest indication that we are, in fact, dealing with an implicature is the fact that quasi-universality is cancelable. 

(29) Students were aware of the danger, but only a handful.

Sentence ‎(29) is perfectly acceptable; but if quasi-universality were part of the literal meaning of the sentence, it should be contradictory. According to the theory presented here, namely that quasi-universality is an implicature, this is exactly as it should be.

We can conclude, then, that quasi-universal interpretations of BPs are not a distinct reading, and their quasi-universal force comes from a suitability, R-based implicature.
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� Of course, some trees are dying in every reasonably sized forest, however healthy. But in this case the forest is explicitly mentioned, and the stereotypical case of a forest with dying trees is a forest in trouble.


� And perhaps to R-based implicature in general; but a formal analysis of R-based implicature will have to wait for another occasion.


�Let us get one red herring out of the way: it would be wrong to argue that the BP must be interpreted generically because be aware of is an individual-level predicate. The fact is that transitive individual-level predicates do not require their BP subjects to be interpreted generically:


� LISTNUM �	Monkeys live in that tree (Glasbey 1998).


Criminals own this club (Cohen and Erteschik-Shir 2002).


Sentence (i.a) says that some monkeys live in that tree, not that living in that tree is a general property of monkeys; and (i.b) says that some criminals own this club, not that owning the club is a property characterizing criminals in general.   


� Interestingly, Greenberg (2002) proposes a theory of genericity that uniformly treats generics in episodic and non-episodic contexts, but she denies that quasi-universal readings are generic.
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