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On bare plural interpretations: Existential readings vs. General readings
Eun-Ju Noh, Inha University

Bare plurals (henceforth BPs) are claimed be ambiguous between generic and existential readings:
(1) a. Boys are noisy.
b. Boys are present.
In previous accounts, boys in (1a) is interpreted as generic, and boys in (1b) as existential, which are paraphrased as
boys in general and some boys, respectively.

Issues of BP interpretations have concentrated on what determines the interpretation of BPs. The type of predicate,
the degree of localization, specificity, and the topic/focus structure, among others, have been claimed as the
determining factors (e.g. Carlson 1977; Kiss 1998; McNally 1998; Cohen and Erteschik-Shir 2002.). All these
accounts assume that a BP is ambiguous between generic and existential readings. | call these accounts semantic
approaches in that they deal with a variety of BP interpretations as the meanings of the BP.

I argue that BPs do not mean the existential reading. The so-called existential BPs mean the same kind of reading
as the characterizing generic reading, the difference being in the relevant domain, or in the degree of narrowing
down, which is pragmatically determined. Consider (2) — (3), from Glasbey (1998):

(2) a. Students own sports cars.

b. Monkeys live in trees.
(3) a. Students own sports cars in this department.
b. Monkeys live in trees in this zoo.

According to her, the italicised BPs in (2) are interpreted generically, while those in (3) are interpreted existentially.
The difference between the so-called existential BPs and explicit existentials can be seen in (4). If BPs meant the
existential reading, they would be allowed in the same sentence. However, they are not:

(4) A:How was the conference?

B: a. So so. Some investors are interested, some investors are not, and some investors are in the middle.

b. So so. ?Investors are interested, investors are not, and investors are in the middle.
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I explore BP interpretations within the framework of relevance theory. In relevance theory, the encoded meaning
is just part of the explicitly communicated meaning. In order to get the explicitly communicated meaning (the
explicature or what is said), the utterance undergoes the processes of disambiguation and reference assignment, as
Grice (1975) claims, and also processes of recovery of the ellipsed material and pragmatic enrichment. | claim that
BPs are also pragmatically enriched (mostly narrowed down), and the process are constrained by considerations of
optimal relevance.

The pragmatic narrowing down of the concept or domain can be illustrated by the examples in (5):

(5) I wantto meet some bachelors.
According to Carston (2005), the encoded concept BACHELOR is the set of unmarried adult males, whereas the

relevant concept in (6) is narrower than the encoded concept, namely, bachelor eligible for marriage.
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