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In English and many other so-called count/mass languages, plural morphology (plurality) and direct
modification by numerals (countability) are usually associated with the same nouns “count nouns”,
as in cat/cats/three cats vs. oxygen/oxygens/three oxygens. Mass nouns may under certain
interpretations occur with both plural morphology and numerals as in coffee/three coffees, acquiring
in addition all the other properties associated with count nouns, e.g. they can be complements of
distributive quantifiers as in Every coffee you buy will cost you 5 euros. The association of
plurality and countability is taken to be non-arbitrary, see e.g. Chierchia 1998.
Recent research has made us aware that plurality and countability are not necessarily
associated with each other. Wilhem (2008) drew our attention to languages with a mass/count
distinction (not all nouns are countable), but without a singular/plural distinction. In Turkish
(Görgülü 2010) and Hungarian (Dékány 2011), despite the contrast between singular and plural
morphology, numerals modify bare nouns or classifier phrases and not plural nouns.
In this talk I want to focus on a different dissociation between countability and plurality:
nouns which can pluralize but which cannot be counted. Tsoulas (2006) drew attention to this
phenomenon in Greek, but without giving a semantic analysis. Doron and Müller (2013) draw
attention to pluralized mass nouns in Hebrew which have a so called ‘abundance reading’. But
more interesting for theories of countability are cases where plurality is interpreted with some
version of its ‘normal’ interpretation i.e. plural items vs. singular item, but where the pluralized
noun cannot be counted. Epstein Naveh (2015) described a class of mass nouns in Hebrew
including gešem ‘rain’, šeleg ‘snow’ and nezeq ‘damage’, which can be pluralized in high register,
with an apparently pluractional interpretation, denoting many events of rain or snow falling or of
damage being caused. However, the plural noun cannot be modified by a numeral. Ghaniabadi
(2012) suggests something similar for some nouns in Farsi. Recent work on Brazilian languages has
revealed an even wider uses of non-countable plurals. In a number of languages e.g. Sakurabiat,
there is a mass/count distinction, and mass nouns cannot be modified by numerals. Mass nouns can
be pluralized with a plurality-of-portions interpretation, but these pluralized mass nouns cannot be
modified by numerals (Galucio and Costa 2017). In the talk, I will describe these data and discuss
the implications for theories of countability.

References
Chierchia, Gennaro, 1998 Plurality of mass nouns and the notion of 'semantic parameter'. In: S. Rothstein
(ed.), Events and Grammar.53-103. Berlin: Springer (Kluwer).
Dékány, Éva., 2011. A Profile of the Hungarian DP. Ph.D. dissertation, Center for Advanced Study
in Theoretical Linguistics, University of Tromsø
Doron, Edit and Ana Müller, 2013. The cognitive basis of the mass-count distinction: evidence
from bare nouns. In: P. Cabredo Hofherr and A. Zribi-Hertz (eds.),
Crosslinguistic Studies on
Noun Phrase Structure and Reference. pp. 139-165.
Leiden: Brill.
Epstein-Naveh, Noa, 2015. Pluralization and Mass Nouns – Can They Go Together in
Modern Hebrew?. M.A. Thesis, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan.
Galucio, Ana Vilacy and Carla Costa 2017. Count-mass distinction in Sakurabiat. Paper presented
at the Workshop: Mass/count in Brazilian Languages, Museo do Índio, Rio de Janeiro Augsust 2017
Ghaniabadi, Saeed, 2012. Plural marking beyond count nouns. In: D. Massam (ed.),
Count and Mass across Language. pp. 112-128. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Görgülü, Emrah. 2010. Nominals and the count/mass distinction in Turkish. In the
Proceedings of the 26th Northwest Linguistics Conference, Vancouver, May 8-9.
Wilhelm, Andrea. 2008. Bare nouns and number in Dëne Sųłiné. Nat. Language
Semantics, Vol 16, p.39-68.

