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Summary and Keywords

Bare nominals (also called “bare nouns”) are nominal structures without an overt article or other determiner. The distinction between a
bare noun and a noun that is part of a larger nominal structure must be made in context: Milk is a bare nominal in I bought milk, but not
in I bought the milk. Bare nouns have a limited distribution: In subject or object position, English allows bare mass nouns and bare
plurals, but not bare singular count nouns (*I bought table). Bare singular count nouns only appear in special configurations, such as
coordination (I bought table and chairs for £182).

From a semantic perspective, it is noteworthy that bare nouns achieve reference without the support of a determiner. A full noun phrase
like the cookies refers to the maximal sum of cookies in the context, because of the definite article the. English bare plurals have two
main interpretations: In generic sentences they refer to the kind (Cookies are sweet), in episodic sentences they refer to some exemplars
of the kind (Cookies are in the cabinet). Bare nouns typically take narrow scope with respect to other scope-bearing operators like
negation.

The typology of bare nouns reveals substantial variation, and bare nouns in languages other than English may have different
distributions and meanings. But genericity and narrow scope are recurring features in the cross-linguistic study of bare nominals.

Keywords: noun, article, bare, reference, genericity, kind, indefinite, scope

1. Grammar and Meaning of Bare Nominals Across Languages

Bare nominals are nominal structures that appear as arguments without an overt quantifier, definite or indefinite article, or other
determiner. There are various nominal structures without overt determiners, including proper names (Mary, London) and pronouns
(she, we). Bare nominals differ from proper names and pronouns in that they have a nominal core, an expression belonging to the
lexical category of nouns. Research in syntax has focused on the internal structure of bare nominals and their status as arguments. In
full noun phrases, determiners are responsible for referential force. The question of how bare nominals achieve reference in the absence
of a determiner has been addressed in by semanticists. The distribution and interpretation of bare nominals is subject to cross-linguistic
variation, so we also discuss the typology of bare nominals. Further features of bare nominals include their tendency to take narrow
scope, their relevance for aspectual theory, and dependent readings. Finally, we deal with bare singulars in special configurations like
predication, incorporation, the complement of certain prepositions, and coordination.

1.1. The Grammar of Bare Nominals

The distinction between a bare nominal and a singular/plural noun that is part of a larger nominal structure is not visible from the
morphology, but has to be made in the syntactic context: Milk is just a mass noun in the nominal phrase the milk in 1a, but a mass noun
that functions as a bare nominal in 1b, because it occupies the direct object position. Cookies is a plural noun in many cookies in 2a,
which functions as a bare nominal in 2b, 2c:
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(1)

(2)

Bare nominals have a restricted distribution. English uses bare mass nouns and bare plurals as arguments, but not bare singular count
nouns (1c). Bare singulars only appear in special configurations: in predication (3a), in the object position of certain verbs (3b), or
prepositions (3c) and in coordination (3d):

(3)

The conditions under which bare singulars are licensed strongly depend on the configuration in which they appear. The VN and PN
configurations in 3b and 3c are heavily constrained, and productively appear only with certain verbs, certain prepositions, and certain
nouns. In contrast, bare coordination is fully productive, and there are virtually no restrictions on the nouns in 3d (Heycock &
Zamparelli, 2003, 2005; Le Bruyn & de Swart, 2014). Bare predication in 3a is somewhat in the middle: A wide range of nouns can
appear here, but they belong to specific lexical classes (professional roles, religions, nationalities) (de Swart, Winter, & Zwarts, 2007;
Matushansky & Spector, 2005). The status of bare singulars in special configurations like 3 will be addressed later. For the time being,
we focus on examples like 1 and 2.

The lexical and grammatical restrictions on bare nominals set them aside from other nominal structures, and raise important questions
for linguistic theory. Syntacticians have investigated the internal structure of nominal phrases to determine how bare nominals can
function as arguments.

The puzzle of bare nominals for syntactic theory is best illustrated by a comparison with the internal structure of full nominal phrases
like the fresh milk or many cookies.



Consider the standard way to build the syntactic tree of a full-fledged nominal phrase like the fresh
milk. The tree in Figure 1 shows that milk is a noun (N) that combines with the adjective (A) fresh
to build a noun phrase (NP) fresh milk. The NP combines with the article the, which resides in the
determiner position (D). Since Abney (1987), it is common practice to assume that the determiner
is the head of the nominal structure, so DP is the label of the structure as a whole.

Figure 1: syntactic tree
DP

Things are a bit more complex with plural NPs, because we are now dealing with a
morphologically complex noun. If we take the -s on cookies to spell out the plural value of the
noun in the number projection (Num), we obtain the syntactic tree in Figure 2 for plural DPs.
Details vary depending on specific assumptions of the syntactic framework, but Figures 1 and 2
cover the basics: Nouns are embedded under functional projections where they contribute to the
construction of nominal structures that reflect information on singular/plural (role of Num) and
reference (role of D).

Figure 2: syntactic tree
plural DP

As D is the head of the nominal structure, we expect DPs, not NPs or NumPs as arguments of the verb. Yet we know, from the basic
observations in (1) and (2) that bare mass nouns and bare plurals can appear in subject and object position, at least in English. Different
strategies have been explored in the literature to reconcile bare nominals with argumenthood.

One approach is to adopt a strict correlation between the DP shape of the nominal phrase and its syntactic position. Building on
Stowell (1989) and Longobardi (1994), Borer (2005) hypothesizes that arguments correspond with DPs across the board (in all
configurations, in all languages). If nominals in subject, direct, or indirect object position must have the shape of a DP, and bare
nominals lack an article or other determiner, how can they appear here? Longobardi (1994), Borer (2005), and others assume that a null
D is involved. Under this analysis, a DP is projected, and a determiner is present in the syntactic structure, even though it is not
lexically spelled out. The bare plural cookies in 2b, for instance, would have the structure [  [  Ø] [  [ −s] [  cookie]]].
Licensing of the null D is subject to language-specific grammatical constraints. All nouns can appear bare in regular argument position
in languages like Mandarin Chinese, Hindi, Russian, etc., whereas no nouns can do so in languages like French or St’át’imcets (see the
discussion on typology). Languages like English (but also Dutch, German, Spanish, Italian, etc.) occupy an intermediate position in
that they freely use null Ds with mass nouns and plurals (see examples 1b and 2b, c), but not with singular count nouns (example 1c).

Syntactic evidence in favor of the null D analysis comes from Italian, in which bare nominals show up as post-verbal subjects, or in
direct or indirect object position, but not as preverbal subjects (Longobardi, 1994):

(4)

The contrast between 4a and 4b indicates that null Ds are lexically governed, just like other empty categories (Rizzi, 1986): As the
preverbal subject position in 4a is not a governed position, Italian bare nominals do not appear here. Longobardi interprets the null D in
terms of a default existential quantifier, which accounts for the indefinite interpretation of acqua in 4b.

DP D NumP Num NP



Longobardi’s null D analysis of Italian bare nominals does not easily extend to other languages. In English, bare mass nouns and bare
plurals are perfectly felicitous in subject position (compare 2c and the translation of 4), so the syntactic support for a licensing
approach is missing. Yet English shares with Italian the indefinite interpretation of bare nominals. Beyond Germanic and Romance,
bare nominals are not restricted to indefinite interpretations, but may be compatible with definiteness (for instance Serbo-Croatian 5b).
In order to remedy the problems, Bošković (2008) proposes a parameterized version of the DP hypothesis. He suggests that languages
that are systematically articleless, such as Serbo-Croatian project NPs, not DPs 5b, in contrast to English 5a:

(5)

The introduction of the DP/NP parameter strongly reduces the typological need for null Ds, but does not do away with them altogether.
English has a definite and an indefinite article, so it qualifies as a DP language, and null Ds are posited for the bare mass nouns and
bare plurals in 1b and 2b, c.

In sum, a strictly syntactic approach to bare nominals in terms of DPs with a null D has the advantage of uniformity, but faces
empirical problems in the light of substantial cross-linguistic variation. Bošković (2008) creates room for arguments with different
syntactic shapes (NP, NumP, or DP). The increased flexibility in grammatical structure shifts the burden of the analysis of bare
nominals onto the semantics. The question of how bare nominals can function as arguments is then rephrased as the question of how
bare nominals can achieve reference in the absence of an overt determiner.

3.2. What Bare Nominals Refer to: Kinds, Free Variables, Properties

From Carlson’s (1977) seminal work onward, the referential force of bare nominals has dominated the semantic debate. English bare
mass nouns and bare plurals have two main interpretations: They can be generic or existential. Carlson (2003) provides the examples in
6:

(6)

Bare plurals in the subject position of stage-level predicates (describing temporary situations) are typically existential 6a, whereas bare
plurals in the subject position of individual-level predicates (describing long-lasting properties) are generic 6b. The fact that bare
plurals are not ambiguous in context leads Carlson (1977) to posit a unified analysis in terms of kind reference: Bare plurals name the
kind. Kind reference is most easily perceived with kind-level predicates that directly ascribe a property to the kind, as in 6c. With
individual-level predicates, the generic generalization ranges over entities realizing the kind 6b. The existential interpretation of the
bare plural in 6a arises from an existential quantifier in the sentence (introduced by the stage-level predicate), not from the bare plural
itself.

The kind-based analysis treats bare plurals as radically different from singular indefinites, the existential interpretation of which is
rooted in the indefinite article. Even though singular indefinites also give rise to existential interpretations with stage-level predicates
7a, and generic readings with individual-level predicates 7b, they do not have kind reference, as witnessed by their incompatibility with
kind-level predicates 7c:

(7)



The contrast between 6c and 7c confirms that bare plurals are not the plural counterpart of singular indefinites. Another argument
Carlson advances in favor of the special status of bare plurals builds on scope differences. Singular indefinites can take wide or narrow
scope with respect to another scope-bearing operator in the sentence (negation, universal quantifier, intensional verb), but bare plurals
are restricted to a narrow scope interpretation:

(8)

Both 8a and 8b support a narrow scope interpretation of the indefinite (✔¬∃) under which no spots were noticed. In addition, the
singular indefinite in 8a supports a wide scope interpretation of the indefinite under which there is a spot on the floor that I didn’t see
(✔∃¬). This reading is not available (*∃¬) for the bare plural in 8b. Carlson assumes that the existential force of the bare plural in the
object position of a stage-level predicate is contributed by the predicate. As the verb scopes below negation, so does the bare plural.
Narrow scope is thus a side effect of kind reference.

Carlson assigns the bare plural an interpretation that is unrelated to the singular indefinite, and thereby accounts for the differences
between the two in contexts like 6c vs. 7c and 8a vs. 8b. In doing so, he misses out on the similarities between generic and existential
interpretations in 6a, b; and 7a, b. With the advent of dynamic semantic theories that aim to analyze the discourse anaphora, an
alternative approach to indefinites in terms of free variables emerged in File Change Semantics (Heim, 1982) and Discourse
Representation theory (DRT, Kamp, 1984; Kamp & Reyle, 1993). Singular indefinites and bare plurals both license anaphora outside
their scope, as illustrated with the so-called donkey sentences in 9a, b:

(9)

The subscript i on a donkey and it in (9a) indicates that a coreferential interpretation is intended, and this reading of farmers beating
their own donkeys is intuitively accessible for both sentences in 9a and 9b. Yet a traditional first-order logical analysis under which the
singular indefinite in 9a denotes an existential quantifier is unable to explain the anaphoric dependency of it on a donkey, as illustrated
in 9ai. The problem resides in the indefinite’s position in the antecedent of the conditional. As the existential quantifier ∃y does not
scope over the consequent, the variable y representing the pronoun remains unbound, and its interpretation is contextually determined.
In order to capture the bound variable reading of 9a, DRT takes indefinites to denote free variables, without any quantificational force
of their own. The quantifier every behaves as an unselective quantifier that binds both variables x and y, yielding the desired anaphoric
dependency 9aii. Bare plurals license anaphora outside of their scope, just like singular indefinites do, so the DRT analysis in 9b is
identical to 9aii, except for the fact that the bare plural denotes a group of entities (indicated by means of the capital Y) (Kamp &
Reyle, 1993). Diesing (1992) and Krifka, Pelletier, Carlson, ter Meulen, Chierchia, & Link (1995) posit an implicit generic quantifier
that accounts for generic generalizations like 6b and 7b along similar lines.

Variable binding does not come into play in environments like 6c, in which the bare plural directly refers to the kind. So DRT treats
bare plurals as ambiguous: They denote either variables or kinds. When they denote free variables, they behave in ways similar to
singular indefinites (compare 6a, b; and 7a, b), but singular indefinites do not have a kind denotation, hence the contrast between 6c
and 7c.

A strong desire to return to a unified analysis of bare plurals that places special emphasis on kind reference has given rise to the neo-
Carlsonian analysis by Chierchia (1998) (more in the discussion on reference). But Krifka (2004) points out that even theories that
build on a unified analysis of bare plurals in terms of inherent kind reference need flexible type-shifting mechanisms to derive other
readings. He takes his starting point in the English bare plural as a plural noun, so in his analysis bare plurals are neither kind referring
nor indefinite, but denote properties. In order to function as an argument, the type of the noun must be shifted from <e,t> to something
else, typically e (kind reference) or <<e,t>,t> (existential quantifier). This type-shifting function is performed by overt determiners in



full DPs, but in the absence of these can happen freely whenever a type mismatch makes function application impossible. Where
syntactic theories posited a null D, type-shifting approaches posit free (i.e., syntactically invisible) type-shifting operations to explain
the appearance of bare nominals as arguments.

The debate on bare nominals started out with English bare plurals and mass nouns, but gradually the empirical dataset grew, as cross-
linguistic studies revealed the ways in which languages vary in the grammar and interpretation of bare nominals. Thus we need a
typology of bare nominals.

3.3. Variation in the Grammar and Interpretation of Bare Nominals

Some languages have a more restricted distribution of bare nominals than English. As observed in relation to example 4 discussed in
the introduction, Italian bare nominals only appear in post-verbal position. French and St’át’imcets (Matthewson, 1998) are even
stricter, and do not allow argumental bare nominals at all:

(10)

French grammar has a full range of definite and indefinite articles for singular, plural, and mass nouns. The use of these articles is
obligatory, so they effectively block bare singulars, bare mass nouns, and bare plurals, as we see in 10. Other languages are freer than
English; for instance, Serbo-Croatian does not have either definite or indefinite articles, and also uses bare singulars in argument
position, as illustrated in 5b. These data indicate that the distribution of bare nominals inversely correlates with the nominal grammar:
The richer the article system of a language, the less freedom for bare nominals, and vice versa.

Chierchia (1998) proposes a parameterized theory that governs the distribution of bare nominals across languages. The parameter
[±pred] determines whether nouns have a predicative denotation and denote in the domain of type <e,t> expressions, where they
combine with a determiner to build a DP. The parameter [±arg] determines whether bare nouns can be used as arguments, and thus
denote in the domain of type e expressions. In Chierchia’s neo-Carlsonian ontology, denotation in type e implies that the bare nominal
has kind reference. No language can have a setting of [-pred, -arg], as it must be possible to use a bare noun either as a predicate, or as
an argument. The typology of bare nominals thus consists of three classes of languages:

(11)

In Chierchia’s ontology, predicates derived from kinds are always mass, so the feature [-pred] triggers the use of classifiers with
numerals to ensure countability in languages like Mandarin Chinese (11a). The feature [-arg] in 11b explains why French does not have
bare nominals at all (no kind reference), but resorts to the full-fledged paradigm of definite and indefinite articles in 10. The feature
setting [+pred,+arg] accounts for languages like English, where kind reference correlates with plurality. Bare plurals have kind
reference, because they denote the sum of all realizations of the kind across possible worlds. Mass nouns are inherently plural in
Chierchia’s ontology, so they pattern with bare plurals, in contrast to bare count singulars, which do not have kind reference.

Chierchia appeals to an additional blocking principle that explains the differences between English and articleless languages like
Russian or Serbo-Croatian (see example 5b). Even with that enrichment, Chierchia’s typology does not explain the full range of
variation across the languages of the world. The three-way partition does not accommodate Brazilian Portuguese (Munn & Schmitt,



1999), Indonesian (Chung, 2000) or Dëne Sųłiné (Wilhelm, 2008). Certain empirical claims that Chierchia makes have been
challenged as well, for instance, Cheng and Sybesma (1999) argue that Mandarin classifiers take up the role of the determiner in some
cases.

Dayal (2004) proposes an extension of Chierchia’s theory to account for kind reference of bare singulars and bare plurals in Hindi.
They can both be used with kind-level predicates in Hindi, so both have kind reference:

(12)

The Hindi bare plural in 12a denotes the sum of all realizations of the kind across possible worlds, and thus achieves kind reference.
The Hindi bare singular in 12b denotes the unique kind, an interpretation that would be rendered by the definite singular generic in
English. In Dayal’s analysis, Hindi uses bare singulars for atomic kind reference, because the language does not have a definite article,
in contrast to English. In support of this analysis, Dayal points out that bare singulars and bare plurals both get a definite interpretation
in episodic contexts (see 12c and d). As illustrated in 12c, the introduction of a new discourse referent requires the use of the
unstressed numeral ek (‘one’).

The Hindi data illustrate that blocking does not only constrain the distribution of bare nominals, it also affects their interpretation. As
illustrated in examples 1 and 2, English bare mass nouns and bare plurals have generic or indefinite interpretations, but cannot be
interpreted as definite. Similar observations were made by Longobardi (1994) for Italian bare nominals (see example 4). In contrast,
Hindi bare singulars get a definite or generic interpretation, but not an indefinite one (12b, c). Serbo-Croatian differs from English,
Italian, and Hindi in not having any articles; and in this language, bare nominals can have a definite or indefinite interpretation,
depending on the context (see example 5b). Considerable freedom in the interpretation of bare nominals has also been reported for
Russian, Polish, and other articleless languages like Dëne Sųłiné (Wilhelm, 2008) or Karitiana (Müller & Bertucci, 2012):

(13)

The emerging generalization is that if a language does not have a grammaticalized article system, no blocking arises, and bare
nominals are freely used with definite, indefinite, and generic reference. In languages like English and Italian, the grammaticalized
definite article blocks the definite interpretation of the bare nominals, and restricts them to a generic or indefinite interpretation. In
Hindi, the unstressed numeral ek (‘one’), which shares important features with English a, blocks the indefinite interpretation of bare
singulars.

Chierchia (1998) formulates the blocking principle as an elsewhere condition: If the language has an article or determiner D that
encodes a particular semantic operation that maps a noun (type <e,t>) onto an argument (type e referring to an entity or type <<e,t>,t>



denoting a generalized quantifier), bare nominals cannot have that interpretation. For Chierchia, the blocking principle comes on top of
his parameterized typology. We can do without the parameters [±pred] and [±arg], if we combine a blocking mechanism with Krifka’s
(2004) type-shifting principles. De Swart and Zwarts’s (2010) work out this combination in the framework of Optimality Theory.
Optimality Theory (OT) is based on the competition between possible output candidates for the same input, and defines the optimal
outcome as the candidate that best fits the constraint ranking (Prince & Smolensky, 1997). For de Swart and Zwarts (2010), bare
nominals and full DPs are competing nominal forms for the expression of the type-shift from type <e,t> (the noun denotation) to type e
(definites) or type <<e,t>,t> (indefinites). They propose soft, violable constraints governing the use of definite articles for
uniqueness/familiarity, indefinite articles for the introduction of new discourse referents, and an overall economy principle penalizing
functional structure (and thus favoring bare nominals). Although the constraints are universal, their ranking is language specific, and
reranking of constraints produces a typology. A high ranking of the economy constraint gives rise to the widespread use of bare
nominals in languages like Karitiana (example 13) or Serbo-Croatian (example 5b). A low ranking of the economy constraint leads to
the full-fledged article system in St’át’imcets (Matthewson, 1998) or French (example 10). Intermediate rankings are needed for
languages like Hindi and English, where full DPs coexist with bare nominals in the grammar (examples 1, 2, 12). Optimization over
meanings mirrors optimization over forms, and ensures that the meanings overtly expressed by full DPs are not available for bare
nominals.

The OT typology developed by de Swart and Zwarts (2010) has a broader empirical scope than Chierchia’s (1998) three-way partition,
but it focuses primarily on the definite/indefinite contrast, and is less concerned with kind reference. Interestingly, the OT system does
not predict that bare nominals necessarily take narrow scope, in contrast to Carlson (1977), Chierchia (1998), and Krifka (2004), who
all build narrow scope of bare nominals into their analysis, in reference to Carlson’s original observations.

3.4. Narrow Scope of Bare Nominals

Carlson (1977) establishes that bare plurals in English always take narrow scope, whereas singular indefinites take variable scope
(compare examples 8a and 8b). Similar claims have been made for bare nominals in other languages, including Spanish (Espinal &
McNally, 2011), Hungarian (Farkas & de Swart, 2003), Russian (Geist, 2010), Albanian (Kallulli, 1999), Hebrew (Doron, 2003), Hindi
(Dayal, 2004), Mandarin Chinese (Rullmann & You, 2006; Yang, 2001), and Indonesian (Chung, 2000; Sato, 2009). The contrast
between obligatory narrow scope for the bare plural and variable scope for the singular indefinite is illustrated for Spanish in (14)
(from Espinal & McNally, 2011):

(14)

Obligatory narrow scope does not only arise with bare plurals, but has been reported for bare singulars as well. The Hebrew examples
in 15 (from Doron, 2003) illustrate:

(15)

In languages that lack a morphological singular/plural distinction as well as definite and indefinite articles, such as Mandarin Chinese,
the contrast between a bare nominal (as in 16a) and a numeral phrase (as in 16b) shows the differences in scopal behavior (examples



from Rullmann & You, 2006):

(16)

Yet, there are cracks in the picture. Carlson (1977) himself argues that both narrow and wide scope interpretations are available for
sentences like (17):

(17)

Kratzer (1980) noted that in contexts like (18) a German bare plural like Tollkirschen can take scope over the modal verb wollte:

(18)

Example 18 does not convey that Otto aimed to poison the fruit salad, but rather that there were belladonna berries Otto was
accidentally going to put into the fruit salad because he thought they were real cherries.

On the basis of examples like the one in 19, Paul (2016) argues that Malagasy bare nominals take variable scope:

(19)

The sentence is appropriate in both contexts 1 and 2, so it supports both a narrow and a wide scope interpretation of the bare nominal
with respect to the intensional verb.

Le Bruyn, Que, and de Swart (2012) report an experiment that compares the scopal behavior of English bare plurals (Ns) with that of
singular indefinites (a N) and negative polarity items (any N). Participants had to evaluate the coherence of discourses like 20:

(20)



Flynn’s last utterance only makes sense in the context if his earlier statement means that there are some colleagues he has not
cooperated with. Singular indefinites are fine with the wide scope (∃¬) interpretation triggered by discourses like 20. As expected,
negative polarity items result in low ratings of coherence, because they take narrow scope with respect to negation. Interestingly, bare
plurals behave more like singular indefinites than like negative polarity items. This result shows that the scopal behavior of English
bare plurals is more flexible than generally assumed.

The data in 17–20 suggest that a more nuanced view of the scope of bare nominals is called for, notwithstanding the massive, cross-
linguistic evidence that supports the narrow scope only interpretation (cf. 8, 14–16). The theoretical implications of wide scope
readings of bare nominals for the various approaches of bare nominals in the literature remain to be explored.

3.5. Other Semantic Features: Aspect and Dependent Readings

Verkuyl (1972, 1993) and Krifka (1989) contrast the aspectual behavior of bare plurals with that of singular indefinites, definites,
numerals, and quantificational noun phrases in a compositional theory of aspect:

(21)

Verkuyl analyzes the contrast between 21a and b in an interval-based semantics, whereas Krifka develops an event-based semantics,
but the underlying intuitions are very similar. In Krifka’s terms, noun phrases like the puzzle, two puzzles, all the puzzles have
quantized reference: Their denotation holds for the whole, not for parts of it. In contrast, the bare plural puzzles refers to more than one
puzzle, but does not delimit the quantity of puzzles. Bare plurals have divisive reference (parts of puzzles still qualifies as puzzles, until
one reaches the level of individual puzzles) and cumulative reference (puzzles plus more puzzles still qualifies as puzzles). The
difference between quantized and divisive/cumulative reference has aspectual implications. When a noun phrase like the puzzle
combines with the verb solve, it indicates the inherent end point of the action: Once the puzzle has been solved, Mary cannot go on
solving it. Building on Krifka (1989) and Dowty (1991), Tenny (1994) emphasizes that the argument measures out the event. A bare
plural does not measure out the event: When puzzles combines with solve, there is no inherent endpoint of the action: In principle,
Mary can go on solving ever more puzzles, thus solving puzzles forever. The aspectual differences are reflected in the combination
with aspectually sensitive time adverbials: In an hour indicates the time frame within which the activity must reach its inherent
endpoint, so it can modify solve the puzzle 21a but not solve puzzles 21b. In contrast, for an hour measures out the duration of the
activity, so it can modify solve puzzles in 21b but not solve the puzzle in 21a. The cross-linguistic approach in de Swart (2016) extends
this compositional aspect theory to bare singulars.

Divisive and cumulative reference also comes into play in the ability of bare plurals to function as dependent plurals (de Meij, 1981):

(22)

Chomsky’s (1975) example in 22 has a distributive reading under which different unicycles each have their own (single) wheel. Bare
plurals can have singular interpretations when embedded under another bare plural (as in 22), but also in questions, or embedded under
negation:

(23)



Suppose Brandon has one child. If the bare plural children in Anne’s question necessarily refers to multiple children, one would have
expected (ii) as Brandon’s answer. In reality, (i) is a more likely answer, and (iii) would have misled Anne into thinking Brandon is not
a father. In view of the inclusive readings of 22 and 23, Krifka (1989) and Sauerland, Anderssen, and Yatsushiro (2005) propose that
plurals are less specific than singulars: They range over singular as well as plural entities. The exclusive plural interpretation of 21b
emerges as an implicature of the underspecified plural in episodic context. Farkas and de Swart (2010) argues that the pragmatic
approach is too weak, as it would predict a felicitous use of the bare plural in contexts when plural reference is excluded by world
knowledge:

(24)

People do not have multiple noses, but if the plural interpretation of 24b is just an implicature, plural reference should be cancellable,
and 24b should be fine. Yet native speakers strongly prefer the singular indefinite in 24a. In an attempt to restore the correspondence
between plural morphology and plural meaning, Farkas and de Swart (2010) assign plural morphology an inclusive plural semantics.
The strongest meaning hypothesis assigns the plural the strongest possible meaning in context. In questions and under negation (23),
this is an inclusive plural interpretation, but in episodic contexts an exclusive plural interpretation emerges as the strongest meaning,
which explains the infelicity of 24b.

Much of the debate on semantic features of bare nominals focuses on bare plurals, because English does not allow argumental bare
count nouns, as we noticed in the introduction. However, the cross-linguistic picture is expanding, so more and more research is carried
out on bare singulars, in languages that productively use them in subject and object position. We have already seen this with the debate
on narrow scope. Interestingly, this development has led to a renewed interest in configurations in which bare count singulars appear in
English, such as the examples in 3.

3.6. Bare Singulars in Special Configurations

Danish, French, Romanian, Hungarian, and other languages productively use bare nominals next to full indefinites in predicative
position, often with a difference in interpretation, as illustrated in 25 (from Lundskær-Nielsen & Holmes, 1995):

(25)

Bare predication gives rise to literal readings with lexical nouns describing professions, religions, or nationalities (Matushansky &
Spector, 2005, p. 25a). Full indefinites are used with other nouns, or trigger other meanings (such as the figurative interpretation of
25b). De Swart and Zwarts (2009) observe that such meaning enrichments are the hallmark of many bare singular configurations.
Beyssade and Dobrovie-Sorin (2005) and de Swart, Winter, and Zwarts (2007) posit different structures for the two configurations at
the syntax–semantics interface: Bare predication lacks a number projection and implies ascription of properties (Beyssade & Dobrovie-
Sorin, 2005) or capacities (de Swart, Winter, & Zwarts, 2007). Indefinite predication projects a full DP (including NumP), and is
analyzed in terms of set membership.



Predicative positions are quite different from subject and object position (Longobardi, 1994; Partee, 1987), so the bare nominals in 3b
and 26a presumably do not qualify as argumental. Bare nominals in the object position of verbs cannot be so easily dismissed, so
examples like 3b are particularly challenging. Meaning enrichment comes into play here as well: Play piano refers to a proper musical
performance, not to a toddler randomly hitting the keys. Bare objects come with reduced referentiality features. Discourse anaphoric
pronouns are not excluded in sequences like 26a, but the bare nominal in the first sentence does not provide a straightforward
antecedent for the pronoun it, as illustrated by the contrast with 26b:

(26)

The “weak referentiality” of bare objects comes with more abstract reference to types, kinds, or frames. Aguilar, Le Bruyn, and Zwarts
(2014) extend the weak referentiality label to the range of special configurations in which bare singulars appear.

Bare nominals in object position are exceptional in English, but quite common in other languages, and extensive research has been
carried out on incorporation or pseudo-incorporation. In languages that freely use argumental bare nouns, it may be hard to distinguish
pseudo-incorporation from regular object position, but workable criteria have been developed to keep the two apart by Mohanan
(1995) (for Hindi) and Déprez (2005) (for Haitian Creole).

Classical incorporation as studied by Baker (1988) or Rosen (1989) involves special verb–noun configurations at the borderline of
morphology and syntax, but there are different kinds of incorporation (Mithun, 1984). Most current research focuses on pseudo-
incorporation, as found in Niuean (Massam, 2001):

(27)

The bare nominal in 27 clearly occupies an argumental position, and it is arguably an NP rather than just an N: It tolerates adjectival
modification, and in certain languages it bears case morphology (e.g., 29b). Pseudo-incorporation has also been studied in West
Greenlandic (Van Geenhoven, 1998), Norwegian (Borthen, 2003), Hungarian (Farkas & de Swart, 2003), Maori and Chamorro (Chung
& Ladusaw, 2004), Romanian (Dobrovie-Sorin, Bleam, & Espinal, 2006), Spanish and Catalan (Espinal, 2013; Espinal & McNally,
2011) and Hindi (Dayal, 2011B). Besides meaning enrichment and weak referentiality, narrow scope and number neutrality are
recurring notions in the debate on pseudo-incorporation.

Narrow scope is a familiar feature of bare nominals, and the incorporated bare noun in the Spanish example 28 patterns with its bare
plural counterpart in 14a:

(28)

Number neutrality means that the unmarked bare noun can refer to either singular or plural entities. As embedding under negation
favors an inclusive interpretation, reference to singular or plural entities by means of unmarked bare nouns is further illustrated in 29:

(29)



The incorporation analyzes in the literature differ in their technical details, but most of them treat bare nominals in examples like 27–
29 as property denoting. Except for Dayal (2011B), who assigns singular reference to Hindi incorporated nouns, most proposals take
incorporated bare nominals to lack grammatical number.

Special mechanisms account for the combination of the verb with a property-denoting argument. Some analyses shift the type of the
verb by means of a lexical operation (Espinal & McNally, 2011; Van Geenhoven, 1998), others posit syntactic mechanisms in addition
to regular function application (Chung & Ladusaw, 2004; Farkas & de Swart, 2003). The existential quantifier over instantiations of the
property is posited low in the compositional interpretation, so it never scopes over other scope-bearing operators in the sentence.
Existential closure must be interpreted in such a way that it does not imply discourse referential force, as incorporated bare nominals
do not easily antecede anaphoric pronouns (26a) (Farkas & de Swart, 2003).

Bare nominals do not only appear as complements to verbs, but also as complements to prepositions:

(30)

Stvan (1998, 2009), Pérez-Leroux and Roeper (1999), and Baldwin et al. (2006) report lexical restrictions on the nouns (lexical classes
like religious and educational institutions, as in 30a,b, but also means of transportation as in by plane, by bike), as well as on the
prepositions (only simple, general locative prepositions like in, at, to in 30a but not behind, into, towards in 30c). Bare nominals in
prepositional phrases display the familiar features of obligatory narrow scope (31a), number neutrality (31b), and weak referentiality
(31c):

(31)

English also uses bare nominals in more complex prepositional environments:

(32)

The reduplicated bare noun in 32a, b is related to semantic plurality (Beck & von Stechow 2007; Jackendoff, 2008; Zwarts, 2013).
Reduplication in prepositional environments is a language-specific phenomenon, but it is reminiscent of bare noun coordination, a
configuration that is found in a wide range of typologically different languages:

(33)



Based on examples like 33a, Heycock and Zamparelli (2003, 2005) and Roodenburg (2004) build an analysis of bare coordination as
plural definites. However, examples like 33b (from Le Bruyn & de Swart, 2014) show that existential interpretations are possible as
well. All analyses of bare coordination develop a special interpretation of the conjunction as building pairs of entities, rather than
denoting set intersection. Meaning enrichment comes into play in the especially tight connection between the conjuncts: Mother and
child in 33c can only refer to a mother and her child (not someone else’s child).

English makes extensive use of bare nominals in the complement position of prepositions, as illustrated in 30–32, but even in closely
related languages like Dutch, German, French, and Norwegian the process is much less productive (Grønn, Le Bruyn, de Swart, &
Zwarts, 2011, Kiss, 2015). Hindi imposes strict lexical constraints on verb–noun combinations (Dayal, 2011B), and West Greenlandic
has just a handful of verbal roots that allow incorporation (Van Geenhoven, 1998). Spanish and Catalan (Espinal & McNally, 2011)
allow pseudo-incorporation with a wide range of “have” verbs (Le Bruyn, de Swart, & Zwarts, 2016), and Hungarian pseudo-
incorporation does not impose lexical restrictions on either verbs or nouns (Farkas & de Swart, 2003). This cross-linguistic variation is
reminiscent of the overall variation we find in the distribution of bare nominals across the languages of the world. Since argumental
bare nouns share semantic features with (pseudo-) incorporated bare nouns, and bare singulars in predicative positions and
prepositional phrases, it is not always clear whether we are dealing with distinct phenomena or rather a continuum of properties (Borik
& Gehrke, 2015; Carlson, 2006; Mithun, 2010; Van Geenhoven, 1998).

3.7. Widening Perspective

Bare nominals are nouns without an article or other determiner that are used in positions where we also find full DPs. As the D
projection is associated with argumenthood, and ensures reference, syntacticians and semanticists have long been concerned with the
question of how bare nominals can be used in subject and object position, and what they refer to. The linguistic debate originated in
observations made about English bare mass nouns and bare plurals, but over the years, empirical data from a range of different
languages have contributed to a more balanced view of the typology of bare nominals. Dayal (2011A) provides a recent overview.

The extension to bare count singulars has led to a renewed interest in special constructions such as predication, pseudo-incorporation,
and coordination. New insights are currently obtained by application of more data-intensive methods, including fieldwork on
underdescribed languages (monolingual, multilingual, and parallel) corpus research, and psycho-linguistic experimentation.
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