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1. Introduction 
There are two major views as to the nature of bare nouns in classifier languages like Chinese 
and Japanese. One, represented by Chierchia (1998), says that all bare nouns in this type of 
language are essentially mass nouns, requiring a classifier for the purposes of counting. The 
other, advocated by Borer (2005) and Krifka (1995), takes a universalist position in 
postulating more or less the same structural resources for counting in classifier languages and 
those with regular plural morphology such as English. These two views agree, however, that 
bare nouns in classifier languages are not provided with the singular-plural distinction, an 
idea also endorsed in a recent overview by Doetjes (2012). The goal of this paper is to show 
that the currently dominant conception of bare nouns in classifier languages is misguided, by 
presenting a novel piece of evidence that bare nominals in Japanese can be associated with 
plurality that is reflected in syntactic computation and semantic interpretation. The key 
observation is that there is a syntactic phenomenon that is hooked to the singular-plural 
distinction even though no additional number-sensitive overt material is employed. In other 
words, Japanese exhibits count syntax not mediated by a classifier. 
 The following section presents number-related empirical observations concerning 
partitive constructions in Japanese. Section 3 provides an account of the data. Section 4 points 
out that we have to acknowledge the existence of plural mass nouns in Japanese, a striking 
discovery in light of the dominant views reviewed above. Section 5 compares elements of the 
proposed account with previous studies on partitives. Section 6 concludes. 
 
2. Data 
The crucial evidence comes from partitive constructions. The (a) and (b) sentences in (1) – (3) 
below contrast in the number interpretation of the whole. 
 
(1) a. Ringo-no ichibu-ga kusatteiru.      ambiguous 
  apple-gen part-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Part of the apple(s) is/are rotten.’ 
 b. Ichibu-no  ringo-ga  kusatteiru.      unambiguous 
  part-linker apple-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Some of the apples are rotten.’ 
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(2) a. Ringo-no hotondo-ga kusatteiru.      ambiguous 
  apple-gen most-nom  is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apple(s) is/are rotten.’ 
 b. Hotondo-no ringo-ga  kusatteiru.      unambiguous 
  most-linker apple-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apples are rotten.’ 
(3) a. Ringo-no dai-bubun-ga  kusatteiru.     ambiguous 
  apple-gen large-part-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apple(s) is/are rotten.’ 
 b. Dai-bubun-no   ringo-ga  kusatteiru.     unambiguous 
  large-part-linker apple-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apples are rotten.’ 
 
In (1a), (2a) and (3a), the whole can be a single apple or multiple apples. In (1b), (2b) and 
(3b), on the other hand, the whole cannot be a single apple.1 It must be plural. Notice that 
apart from the difference in word order, the shape of the noun ringo does not vary, appearing 
bare without any morphological piece indicative of number information. We are led to 
conclude that word order helps disambiguation. In English, no ambiguity exists in the first 
place due to the availability of plural morphology, as shown in (4).  
 
(4) a. Most of the city is off-limits to foreigners.  (Hoeksma 1996) 
 b. Most of the cities are off-limits to foreigners. 
 
Cases like (4a) are called mass partitives in the literature, but the important point is that the 
whole is a singular entity. Note also that the word order is fixed regardless of interpretation in 
English.  
 An initial step towards a principled account of the word order effect in Japanese 
partitives is to say that the (a) examples in (1) – (3) are structurally comparable to (4a, b). The 
fact that there is no singular-plural distinction in Japanese accounts for the ambiguity of (1a), 
(2a) and (3a) in a straightforward way. The real challenge is to figure out why changing the 
word order leads to disambiguation as in the (b) examples of (1) – (3), which will be called 
reverse partitives following the terminology of Sauerland and Yatsushiro (2004). 
 There is another way of disambiguating (1a), though this does not seem to work for (2a). 
Consider (5). 
 

                                                
1  The observation concerning the interpretive properties of (2) is originally made by 
Sauerland and Yatsushiro (2004). 
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(5) a. Ringo-no uchi-no    ichibu-ga kusatteiru.     
  apple-gen inside-linker part-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Some of the apples are rotten.’ 
 b. ??Ringo-no uchi-no    hotondo-ga kusatteiru. 
   apple-gen inside-linker most-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apples are rotten.’ 
 c.  ?Ringo-no uchi-no     dai-bubun-ga kusatteiru. 
   apple-gen inside-linker big-part-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Most of the apples are rotten.’ 
 
Here, uchi-no ‘out of’ is added, knocking out the interpretation under which the whole is 
singular. Though (5b) and (5c) are marginal to varying degrees, it is very clear that the whole 
must be interpreted as plural. 
 For cases like (5), one could say that uchi-no simply filters out the singular interpretation, 
keeping intact the number neutrality of bare nouns denoting the whole entertained under the 
current views concerning classifier languages, though one might wonder how the 
number-neutral denotation of the bare noun should be shifted to the plurality or how filtering 
works. For the word order effect illustrated in (1) – (3), however, even the beginning of a 
simple-minded filtering solution is not forthcoming. We should provide a syntactic analysis of 
the two possible word orders and identify the mechanism of disambiguation behind reverse 
partitives, a task to which we turn next.  
 
3. Analysis 
The point of departure is the idea that the noun ichibu ‘part’ or bubun ‘part’ takes a whole as 
its complement.2 There is no such overt noun in (2), but I assume following Chierchia’s 
(1997) analysis of partitives that there is a covert version of it.3 (1a), (2a) and (3a) reflect this 
head-complement structure transparently, with genitive marking of the complement on the left. 
To get the order in (1b), (2b) and (3b), I propose a remnant movement analysis. Suppose 
following Watanabe (2006, 2008, 2010b) that nominals in Japanese have a set of functional 
projections in (6).  
 
                                                
2 One might wonder about the status of what appears to be the numeral ichi ‘one’ contained 
in ichibu. But there is no sense of singularity associated with ichibu. For countable parts, 
there is a separate lexical item bubun. The latter can also be used in partitives, but only in 
combination with a bound morpheme dai meaning ‘large’ as in (3). It is therefore appropriate 
to treat ichibu as a non-phrasal, head-level expression. 
3 I leave open the exact status of hotondo in (2), though it should be part of the NP headed by 
the covert PART in the analysis presented below. In the following exposition, I concentrate 
on ichibu, but the same account carries over to hotondo and dai-bubun. 
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(6)  [DP [QP [CaseP [#P NP #] Case] Q] D] 
 
The order of reverse partitives is correctly derived by assuming that the complement of 
ichibu/bubun (or their covert version) is moved out of NP to Spec of #P as in (7b) and then 
NP itself is raised to Spec of CaseP as in (7c). 
 
(7) a. [#P [NP ringo ichibu] #] 
 b. [#P ringo [NP t ichibu] #]   
 c. [CaseP [NP t ichibu] [#P ringo t #] Case]    = (1b) 
 
As will be shown later, the movement that derives (7c) from (7b) is independently motivated. 
What is novel is the step from (7a) to (7b). Let us spell out details. 
 First of all, what is raised to Spec of #P is not the entire complement of ichibu but its NP 
portion, strictly speaking. The semantic import of this movement is to add descriptive content 
to the denotation of the relevant “part”. In the examples in question, it is apples. Thus, only 
the NP headed by ringo is raised. The driving force of this movement is agreement triggered 
by the [–singular] feature of the # head. One might then wonder why [–singular] but not 
[+singular] is involved. The answer is that the whole and its part cannot be a [+singular] apple 
at the same time due to the proper part-whole relation imposed by ichibu. Now, crucially, if 
the NP contained in the complement of ichibu ‘part’ cannot move to Spec of #P unless #° has 
[–singular], the disambiguation effect observed in reverse partitives is accounted for. The 
whole is necessarily plural when its NP portion is raised.  
 Incidentally, ichibu is assumed to be devoid of number features. It does not agree with 
the # head in [±singular]. Nonetheless, the number specification of the # head determines the 
number interpretation of the part denoted by the entire nominal expression. This meshes well 
with the idea that movement of NP to Spec of #P supplies additional descriptive content to 
uncountable part in terms of countable entities. 
 The hypothesis that the inverted order involves movement enabled by agreement in 
[–singular] predicts that mass nouns cannot appear in that order, since the movement in 
question is blocked due to the absence of [–singular]. The prediction is borne out. Consider 
the pair of examples in (8). 
 
(8) a. Osensui-no           ichibu-ga moredashita. 
  contaminated.water-gen part-nom leaked.out 
  ‘Part of the contaminated water leaked out.’ 
 b. Ichibu-no  osensui-ga    moredashita.     
  part-linker contaminated.water-nom leaked.out  
  ‘Part of the partitions of contaminated water leaked out.’ 
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Both are possible, but (8b) only has a coerced reading under which the contaminated water is 
portioned out into multiple discrete units such as storage tanks. No such coerced reading is 
found in (8a). The contrast is explained if the coerced reading referring to discrete units is 
linked to the pluralized whole. This means that mass nouns lacking [–singular] cannot be used 
in reverse partitives. The word order variation exhibited by Japanese partitives thus can be 
used as a diagnosis for the mass/count distinction. 
 As mentioned above, movement to Spec of CaseP that derives (7c) is justified elsewhere 
in the treatment of Japanese nominals. Watanabe (2006, 2008, 2010b) provides an account of 
why the numeral-classifier sequence can appear in various positions in relation to the head 
noun and the case particle, as illustrated in (9) with nominative marking. 
 
(9) a. ringo ni-ko-ga 
  apple 2-cl-nom 
 b. ni-ko-no   ringo-ga 
  2-cl-linker apple-nom 
 c. ringo-ga   2-ko 
  apple-nom 2-cl 
  ‘two apples’ 
 
These three structures are hypothesized to share the configuration in (10), with the classifier 
occupying the position of the # head. The numeral is placed in Spec of #P. 
 
(10)  [#P ni [#’ [NP ringo] [# ko]]] 
 
Movement of NP to Spec of CaseP, assumed to be obligatory, gives rise to (9a), as in (11a), to 
which optional raising of #P to Spec of QP applies to produce (9b), as in (11b), to which the 
linker no is added right after the raised #P.4 If CaseP in (11b) is raised to Spec of DP, we get 
(9c), as in (11c). 
 
(11) a. [CaseP [NP ringo] [#P ni tNP [# ko]] Case]  
 b. [QP [#P ni tNP [# ko]] [CaseP [NP ringo] t#P Case] Q]  
 c. [DP [CaseP [NP ringo] t#P Case] [QP [#P ni tNP [# ko]] tCaseP Q] D] 
 
The obligatory movement operation that derives (11a) from (10) is exactly the same as the 

                                                
4 On the linker, see Watanabe (2010a). It is a morphological piece not reflected in syntax. It 
is also added to ichibu in (7c). 
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one that applies to (7b) to yield (7c). This means that (7b) is always transformed into (7c), 
resulting in a reverse partitive. 
 If movement of #P to Spec of QP applies to (7c), (12) results. 
 
(12)  [QP [#P ringo t #] [CaseP [NP t ichibu] t#P Case] Q]  
 
At this point, we need to ask whether (1a), (2a), and (3a) reflect the original head-complement 
configuration or have the structure in (12). The question amounts to whether or not movement 
of the NP portion of the complement of ichibu to Spec of #P is obligatory when the # head is 
specified as [–singular] and agrees with the NP portion of the whole. If it is obligatory, the 
original head-complement configuration cannot surface as such, and the reading of (1a) that 
regards the whole as plural must come from (12). Is that true? 
 There is evidence that the plural-whole reading of (1a) can be associated with the 
structure in which the NP portion of the complement of ichibu is not raised to Spec of #P, 
reflecting the original head-complement. The inverted order of (1b) does not allow the whole 
to be modified by a demonstrative, unlike the order in (1a), as shown in (13). The same 
contrast holds for (2) and (3), though I omit examples for space reasons. 
 
(13) a. Sorera-no  ringo-no  ichibu-ga kusatteiru.       
  those-linker apple-gen part-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Some of those apples are rotten.’ 
 b. Ichibu-no (*sorera-no) ringo-ga  kusatteiru.       
  part-linker those-linker apple-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Some of the/*those apples are rotten.’ 
 
First of all, the impossibility of a demonstrative in (13b) indicates that raising of the NP 
portion of the complement of ichibu cannot carry a demonstrative along with it. We are thus 
led to assume that the location of the demonstrative is higher than NP.5 Notice also that the 
impossibility of a demonstrative in (13b) constitutes empirical evidence that what is raised to 
Spec of #P in (7b) cannot be the entire complement of ichibu. Now, if the demonstrative is 
located outside NP, raising the NP portion of the complement of ichibu will strand the 
demonstrative as in (14a), and the subsequent movement of the NP headed by ichibu will 

                                                
5 The order in (i) represents a natural combination of a demonstrative and a numeral. 
(i) sorera-no ni-ko-no ringo 
 those-link 2-cl-link apple 
 ‘those two apples’ 
In view of (i), a plausible position for demonstratives is Spec of DP. 
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produce (14b), which is completely unacceptable.6 
 
(14) a. [#P ringo [NP sorera-no tNP ichibu] #] 
 b. *Sorera-no  ichibu-no  ringo-ga  kusatteiru.       
   those-linker part-linker apple-nom is.rotten 
   ‘Some of those apples are rotten.’ 
 
What rules out (14b)? 
 The impossibility of a demonstrative in (13b) and (14) falls into place once we notice 
that the plural version of the distal demonstrative is used. The singular version is so-no 
‘that-linker’, which will force the singular interpretation of the whole if used for (13a). 
Though there is no consensus view concerning the position of demonstratives in Japanese, let 
us assume as stated above that it is higher than NP, for there would be no way of ruling out 
the addition of a demonstrative in (13b) otherwise. Then, the [–singular] feature of the 
demonstrative blocks agreement between the # head associated with ichibu and the NP 
portion of the complement of ichibu. Thus, the demonstrative is ruled out for (13b) and (14). 
This means that (13a) does not involve movement of the lower NP. It is derived by a 
string-vacuous raising of the NP headed by ichibu to Spec of CaseP that applies to the version 
of (7a) with a demonstrative after the Case head is merged. We are led to conclude that 
movement of the NP portion of the complement of ichibu to Spec of #P is not obligatory.7 
 More generally, it must be the case that the inverted order of (1b), (2b), and (3b) is 
possible only when there is no intervening number-sensitive element between the lower NP 
and the # head associated with ichibu. To ensure the plural interpretation of the whole, 
however, we need to posit #P for the DP complement of ichibu as well, for the assumption 
here is that the # head determines number interpretation and NP agrees with it. One might 
then wonder whether that #P does not intervene. Crucially, after agreeing with the # head in 
question, NP is raised out of #P to Spec of CaseP within the DP complement of ichibu. (7a) 
should therefore be more precisely elaborated as (15).8 
 
(15)  [#P [NP [DP [CaseP [NP ringo] [Case’ [#P tNP #] Case]] D] ichibu] #] 
 

                                                
6 (14b) is acceptable under an irrelevant reading according to which apples that are part of 
those are rotten. In this case, the whole does not necessarily consist solely of apples. This 
reading is not derived from (14a). 
7 This conclusion does not preclude the possibility that (12) underlies the plural reading of 
(1a), which does not involve a demonstrative. Even in that case, optional movement of CaseP 
to Spec of DP does not apply, given that this movement is linked to non-specificity 
(Watanabe 2006), which is incompatible with partitives. 
8 I leave open whether QP is present in this case. 
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In this structure, there is no intervening [–singular] element when the higher # head tries to 
reach the lower NP headed by ringo. Raising of NP to Spec of CaseP plays an important role 
here as well. Furthermore we need to assume that a demonstrative is higher than Spec of 
CaseP in order to exclude (14b). See note 5. 
 To wrap up the discussion, in order to account for the word order effects on semantic 
interpretation of the whole illustrated in (1) – (3), it is necessary to posit number agreement 
that targets a bare NP. This agreement lies behind the movement that extracts that NP out of 
the phrase headed by ichibu, with subsequent remnant movement reversing the word order. At 
the same time, the posited number agreement ensures that the whole will be interpreted as 
plural. The account crucially involves [±singular] marking of bare nominals. It follows that a 
classifier is not needed to express this distinction. 
 Given the possibility of [±singular] marking without the help of a classifier in Japanese, 
the plurality requirement imposed on the whole in (5) can also be phrased in those terms. 
Specifically, we can say that ichibu selects a plural individual through a P-like element 
uchi-no.9 
 
4. Plural Mass Nouns 
Word order variation in partitives as a diagnosis for plurality brings us rather surprising 
results. English has a class of plural mass nouns as illustrated in (16). 
 
(16) a. He hasn’t got much brains/funds.   (Heycock and Zamparelli 2005: 228) 
 b. These funds/resources are insufficient.  (Acquaviva 2008: 88) 
 
As observed in the literature (Acquaviva 2008, Lasersohn 2011, McCawley 1975, Ojeda 2005, 
and the references cited there), these nouns are always plural, triggering plural agreement, but 
they cannot be combined with a numeral, as shown in (17). 
 
(17) a. The clothes are/*is dirty. 
 b. *I need a clothes. 
 c. *I’ve just bought five clothes.    (Ojeda 2005: 392) 
 
 Quite interestingly, Japanese seems to have analogous nouns. Consider the following 
examples: 
 
(18) a. Shikin-no ichibu-ga saiken-shijou-ni nagarekonda. 
  funds-gen part-nom bond-market-loc went.into 

                                                
9 For some discussion of the adpositional system in Japanese, see Watanabe (2009). 



 

 9 

 b. Ichibu-no  shikin-ga saiken-shijou-ni nagarekonda. 
  part-linker funds-nom bond-market-loc went.into 
  ‘Some of the funds went into the bond market.’ 
(19) a. Shisan-no ichibu-ga kokugai-ni    mochidasareta. 
  assets-gen part-nom country.out-loc was.taken.out 
 b. Ichibu-no  shisan-ga  kokugai-ni   mochidasareta. 
  part-linker assets-nom country.out-loc was.taken.out 
  ‘Some of the assets were taken out of the country.’ 
 
An important property of the nouns in question is that the (a) and (b) examples are both 
unambiguous and have an identical interpretation. The situation here thus differs both from 
the case of count nouns in (1) – (3), where the word order difference creates semantic effects, 
and from the case of mass nouns, illustrated in (8), where the reverse partitive version is 
incompatible with the original mass denotation. The unambiguous status of (18a) and (19a) 
and the semantic identity of (a) and (b) in (18) and (19) point to the fact that nouns like shikin 
‘funds’ and shisan ‘assets’ are always used in the plural, just like their English counterparts.10 
The plural marking makes possible the inverted order through remnant movement, and the 
absence of singular making is responsible for the lack of ambiguity in (18a) and (19a). 
 We are led to conclude that Japanese also has mass plurals. Though the extent of this 
phenomenon is not known at this point, the very existence of mass plurals is completely 
unexpected from the point of view that regards bare nouns in Japanese as number neutral. It 
thus falsifies that idea. Their existence is not so surprising, on the other hand, under the view 
that posits abstract number marking, if there is some semantic basis for the status of mass 
plurals, which will force eligible nouns to carry the obligatory plural marking in the absence 
of visible morphological support. It is an interesting topic for future research to find out how 
wide spread the phenomenon is and to indentify semantic factors that contribute to the 
obligatory plural marking of mass plurals. 
 
5. Comparison with Previous Studies on Partitives 
Let us situate the proposed analysis in relation to previous studies on partitives. I focus on 
how “part” of the whole should be expressed. 
 
5.1. Partitives with a Numeral 
The idea that partitive constructions involve duplication of the NP portion of the whole in the 

                                                
10 Another logical possibility is that though they have both singular and plural versions, the 
[±singular] distinction makes no semantic difference. We can put aside this possibility, since 
the [±singular] distinction is completely superfluous under this scenario. 
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higher region is not new. It is a fairly influential hypothesis adopted since Jackendoff’s (1977) 
analysis of English. See Ionin, Matushansky, and Ruys (2006) for references. Zamparelli 
(1998) implements it in terms of movement, according to which (20b) underlies (20a), putting 
aside further structural details posited in Zamparelli’s proposal. 
 
(20) a. two of the dogs 
 b. two dogs of the dogs 
 
The overstrike indicates that the higher copy is deleted after movement.  
 There is a significant difference between cases like (20) and reverse partitives in 
Japanese, however. For partitives with a numeral, a mismatch in number is perfectly fine, as 
in (21). 
 
(21)  one dogs of the dogs 
 
Thus, if movement of the lower NP is part of the correct analysis of partitives with a numeral, 
that movement cannot be driven by the number feature of the higher # head. An alternative 
that comes to mind is a gender (or noun class) feature carried by a covert version of part, 
which is not represented in (20b) and (21). Zamparelli attributes the part-whole relation to the 
semantic contribution of of, but there is no obstacle to positing a covet version of part in his 
analysis. Under this modification, the two-NP analysis of partitives with a numeral has the 
following representation, with the covet version of part represented as PART:  
 
(22)  one # dogs PART of the dogs 
 
The lower NP lands in Spec of the phrase headed by PART below the #P that hosts a numeral. 
The singular interpretation is compatible with dogs as the higher copy, to the extent that the 
plural marking of nouns is simply due to agreement with the # head and does not contribute to 
semantic interpretation. 
 It is an open question whether partitives with a numeral should be analyzed in terms of 
the movement of the NP portion of the whole. In Chierchia’s (1997) analysis, a covert version 
of part does all the syntactic and semantic work. Movement of the NP portion of the whole, 
however, may help explain which classifier should be used together with a numeral. As 
illustrated in (23), the classifier appropriate for the whole must be used in Japanese. 
 
(23) a. Sorera-no  ringo-no  uchi-no  ni-ko-ga   kusatteiru. 
  those-linker apple-gen inside-linker two-cl-nom is.rotten 
  ‘Two of those apples are rotten.’ 
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 b. Sorera-no  hon-no   uchi-no  ni-satsu-ga nusumareta. 
  those-linker book-gen inside-linker two-cl-nom was.stolen 
  ‘Two of those books were stolen.’ 
 
If it turns out that PART cannot determine the classifier choice, movement of the lower NP 
must be invoked. 
 Regardless of whether that movement takes place or not, raising of the NP headed by 
PART to Spec of CaseP gives rise to the correct output for partitives like (23), as in (24). 
 
(24)  [CaseP [NP sorera-no ringo-no uchi-no PART] [#P ni tNP [# ko]] Case] 
 
At the same time, the #P headed by a classifier cannot be raised to Spec of QP in this type of 
partitives. What rules out this movement is a question for future research. 
 
5.2. Sauerland and Yatsushiro 2004 
As mentioned in note 1, Sauerland and Yatsushiro (2004) originally pointed out the interesting 
number-related semantic properties of partitives involving hotondo. In their discussion of 
(25a), they claim that its singular-whole reading in (25b) arises when there is a higher 
unpronounced noun pages, with the structure corresponding to (25b) lying behind (25a) under 
that reading. 
 
(25) a. John-wa hon-no  hotondo-o yomi-oeta. 
  John-top book-gen most-acc  read-finished 
 b. John has finished reading most pages of the book. 
 
 Though it may embody an important insight concerning the interpretation of partitives, a 
solution of this kind is inadequate in two respects. On the one hand, a different covert noun 
must be posited for various expressions of the singular whole. And it is not obvious what 
noun should be used for cases like (2). It must be noted further that addition of an overt noun 
meaning ‘page’ to (25a) leads to degradation, as in (26). 
 
(26)  *John-wa  hon-no  hotondo-no peeji-o  yomi-oeta. 
   John-top book-gen most-link  page-acc read-finished 
 
On the other hand, the phenomenon is not limited to hotondo but is also found with a clearly 
nominal head such as ichibu and (dai-)bubun. It is not clear how to reconcile them with a 
covert noun like pages. We might say that items like pages belong to a class of part nouns and 
that Sauerland and Yatsushiro’s analysis tries to capture the part-whole relation of partitive 
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constructions in the case of a singular whole. The part-whole relation exists in the case of a 
plural whole as well, however. Chierchia (1997) and Moltmann (1998) take the position that a 
general notion of part can cover both of these cases. Our analysis builds on the idea that there 
is a lexical item that encodes this general notion of part. There is no need to posit a 
specialized covert noun like pages. PART will do. In discussing English partitives like most 
of the book, Sauerland and Yatsushiro indeed posit covert parts, as in most parts of the 
book.11 The point of the observation concerning (1) and (3) is that the interpretation of the 
whole varies depending on the word order, while an overt part noun is kept constant in the 
two word order options. It is therefore not appropriate to posit a part noun only in the case of 
a singular whole. 
 
5.3. Modern Hebrew 
The extraction of the NP portion of the whole, proposed to account for the word order 
reversal exhibited by Japanese partitives, may find cross-linguistic support in the agreement 
pattern of Modern Hebrew partitives discussed by Danon (2013).  
 Though admitting subtlety in judgements, Danon observes that when the whole is plural 
as in (27a), (28a), and (29a), the verb displays agreement with the whole, whereas there is 
variation in the case of a singular whole as in (27b), (28b), and (29b). 
 
(27) a. xelek   me-ha-našim     maskimot/??maskim im  ze. 
  part.m.s of-the-women.f.p  agree.f.p/agree.m.s  with this 
  ‘Part of the women agree with this.’ 
 b. xelek   me-ha-oxlosiya  maskima/maskim im  ze. 
  part.m.s of-the-population.f.s agree.f.s/agree.m.s with this 
  ‘Part of the population agrees with this.’    (Danon 2013: 62) 
(28) a. marbit  ha-našim     mevinot/*mevina      et  ze. 
  most.f.s the-women.f.p understand.f.p/understand.f.s om this 
  ‘Most women understand this.’ 
 b. marbit  ha-kurs     yukadaš/tukdaš      le-nos‘im mitkadmin. 
  most.f.s the-course.m.s devoted.fut.m.s/devoted.future.f.s to-topics advanced 
  ‘Most of the course will be devoted to advanced topics.’ (Danon 2013: 61) 
(29) a. xeci    me-ha-anašim    nirtevu/*nirtav. 
  half.m.s of-the-people.m.p got.wet.p/got.wet.m.s 
  ‘Half of the people got wet.’     
 b. xeci    me-ha-mexonit nirtav/??nirteva. 
  half.m.s of-the-car.f.s got.wet.m.s/got.wet.f.s 

                                                
11 See their (8a). 
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  ‘Half of the car got wet.’        (Danon 2013: 82) 
  
Danon appeals to a double feature system positing CONCORD features and INDEX features to 
try to capture the complicated data pattern, but raising of the NP portion of the whole to Spec 
of the higher #P as in the analysis of Japanese provides a straightforward account of the fact 
that the plural whole appears to obligatorily trigger agreement. What actually triggers 
agreement is the higher #P with its own number specification, together with the gender 
feature of the lower NP, which is closer to the clausal probe for agreement than the NP 
headed by a part noun. Since the raised NP remains within the object of me in (27) and (29), 
we need to assume that the higher copy is deleted in PF.  
 Under this alternative, part nouns are assumed to be devoid of number features. The 
gender-sensitive suffix -it of marbit in (28) therefore needs to be analyzed as a realization of 
the gender feature alone. This move poses no problem as long as the plural version specifies 
both number and gender and is chosen over a less specific suffix in the plural context.12 On 
the other hand, there is no masculine singular suffix to worry about in (27) and (29). 
Masculine singulars are affixless in Modern Hebrew (Glinert 1989). 
 One difference from Japanese partitives is that the extraction of the NP portion of the 
whole needs to be assumed to be obligatory in Modern Hebrew when the whole is plural. 
Otherwise, the obligatory plural agreement would not be explained. What is the source of this 
parametric difference? 
 My suggestion is that there are two types of part nouns corresponding to two types of 
mass nouns. Note first that the absence of [±singular] specification means that such part 
nouns are mass. It is well known that some mass nouns have mass semantics while others are 
associated with count semantics. The point can be appreciated by the contrast in the 
availability of numerical quantity interpretation. McCawley (1975) and Bale and Barner 
(2012) observe that mass nouns like furniture yield numerical quantity interpretation in 
contexts like (30) and (31), whereas material mass nouns like rope do not. 
 
(30) a. Fred has a lot of rope.       (length) 
 b. Fred has a lot of furniture.      (numerical quantity) 
(31) a. Mary has more bananas than Jane does.    (numerical quantity) 
 b.  Mary has more banana than Jane does.    (volume) 
 c. Mary has more furniture than Jane does.   (numerical quantity) 
 

                                                
12 Ritter (1993) observes that there are masculine nouns that exceptionally take the feminine 
plural suffix and feminine nouns that exceptionally select the masculine plural. An inflection 
class feature is probably needed in addition. These are orthogonal details, though. 
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The truth conditions of (30b) and (31c) refer to the number of pieces of furniture, like that of 
(31a), for which the number of bananas matters. In this respect, furniture-type mass nouns 
and count nouns share the same semantics. See also Chierchia (2010) and Rothstein (2010). 
 Now suppose that in the case of a plural whole, count semantics is needed for the part 
relation in partitives. Suppose further that part nouns in Modern Hebrew, either overt (like 
xelek) or covert, cannot support count semantics. Raising of the NP portion of the whole can 
be regarded as providing the required count semantics. Failure of this raising results in 
semantic incongruence. The presence of [–singular] in the higher # head is therefore forced in 
case the lower DP is plural, due to the failure of the part noun to support count semantics. In 
Japanese, on the other hand, part nouns belong to the furniture type. Raising of the NP portion 
of the whole adds descriptive content but is not required to supply count semantics. 
 Let me close the discussion by outlining how the singular whole triggers optional 
agreement in (27b) and (28b). Assume that items like xelek and marbit optionally lack gender 
features. In the genderless version of marbit, -it is not analyzed as a suffix but as an 
inseparable piece of the root. The clausal probe can then directly agree with the DP 
representing the whole in number and gender. Recall that part nouns are always devoid of 
number features. The marginality of the feminine singular agreement in (29b) is due to the 
marginal status of the genderless version of xeci, in contrast to xelek and marbit. The 
individual variation mentioned by Danon also points to the lexical nature of the optional 
agreement. 
 
6. Conclusion 
We have seen that bare nominals can be associated with number specification in Japanese. 
This assumption lies behind the word order effects on number interpretation of partitives. 
Using partitives as a litmus test for plurality, we are even led to conclude that plural mass 
nouns exist in Japanese. These are rather surprising results from the perspective of recent 
studies (Bale and Barner 2012, Chierchia 2010, Zhang 2012) that claim that an appropriate 
way of characterizing nouns with count semantics in classifier languages is to regard them as 
analogous to furniture-type nouns in English, which resist plural marking. Cheng (2012) in 
fact argues that furniture-type nouns must be set aside as a special class in Chinese. If so, the 
rest of nouns with count semantics cannot be furniture-type nouns. 
 The [±singular] distinction carried by Japanese bare nominals is masked by the absence 
of overt plural marking and the lack of number agreement morphology. For that reason, bare 
nominals are ambiguous with regard to number interpretation in most syntactic contexts 
including cases like (1a), giving an impression of number neutrality. Reverse partitives, 
however, only allow the plural reading for the whole, exposing the number distinction that is 
usually hidden. The proposed account entails that the word order effects on number 
interpretation of partitives should be as they are, ruling out the counterfactual possibility that 
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reverse partitives allow the ambiguous number interpretation for the whole. The challenge for 
proponents of the number-neutrality of bare nominals in classifier languages is to provide an 
alternative principled account of the word order effects on number interpretation of partitives. 
 The above conclusion presupposes that the mass-count distinction is represented in 
syntax for bare nominals in Japanese. Thus, it is wrong to focus on the use of numeral 
classifiers to decide whether bare nominals exhibit the mass-count distinction. The obligatory 
use of a classifier in the presence of a numeral requires a separate account. See Watanabe 
(2010b) for a feature-based analysis of the behavior of numerals and classifiers in Japanese. 
In fact, it is not correct to say that every noun in classifier languages needs to be mediated by 
a classifier when used together with a numeral. Measure nouns such as meetoru ‘meter’ and 
nen ‘year’ are directly combined with a numeral. See Watanabe (2010b, 2012, 2014) in this 
connection. In his discussion of Chinese, Gebhardt (2011) also notes that so-called mensural 
classifiers are nouns, which means that those nouns do not need a classifier when combined 
with a numeral. Needless to say, number specification of these special nouns is a separate 
matter. 
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