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GENERIC NOUN PHRASES IN ENGLISH

Pi-fen Liu

1. INTROPBUCTION

The purpose of this paper is 1o discuss the generic use of the English definite article
the, the indefinite afn), and the zero article ¢. A typical example of this kind of use of
articles can be illustrated by the following example;

(1) a Thedogis a mammal
b. A dog is a mammal.
¢. ¢ dogs are mammals,

In (la-c) we have a generic use of the, a generic use of @, and a generic use of ¢ respec-
tively. 1In (1), all the three sentences seein to express more or less the same idea and the
three subject NPs all seem to refer to more or less the same thing, ie. the species of
dogs. This is different from the non-geperic uses of articles. In sentences like the
following:

(2) a Isaw the dog.
b. Isaw g dog.
¢. 1saw ¢ dogs,

the three object NPs refer to quite different things. In (2a), the definite NP the dog
refers to a particular dog “familiar” to both speaker and addressee. In {2b), the inde-
finite NP a dog refers to a specific dog “unfamiliar” to the addressee. In (2¢), the
indefinite plural dogs refers Lo some non-specific dogs.

Mass nouns, like count nouns, are also used to generalize over a whole class of
enfities. For example:

(3) a. Water is essential to life,
b. Gold is precious.
c. Snow falls.

£3) shows that we usc the zero article with a mass noun to make a generalization over
the class designated by the mass noun. (1) and (3) are typical cxamples of generic uses
of articles. To generalize over a whole class of entities, for count nouns, we usc either
a or the followed by a singular form, or we use the zero article followed by a plural
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Com. as shown i (1) for mass nouns, we use the zero article.

Comparing these forms with the non-generic uses of articles, we {ind two forms
missing, Lo, Uthe + mass nouns and Sre #Ns57 Do we use the with 4 mass noun in
a pencral statement: Yoy, We have sentences Hke:

{4) a. Mary is agirl who loves the waier,
h. Tronis good for the blood.
{(Bolinger, 1973, p. 181)

Do we use the followed by a plural noun to refer to a generality? Yes. We have
seniences like:

(=) a. Maost people enjoy the movies, (idem.)

h. The males we asualy stronger. (p. 183}

We see that all the forms of the non-generic vses of articles have thelr counterparts
n generic uses, 18 the generic use of articles reluted to the non-genceric use 1 any way?
Ifow does the gencric use of articles arise? What are the sunilarities and differences in
meaning among these generic uses of articles? l'urthermore, what are the restrictions on
the distribution of these various generic NPs? Consider:

{6) 4. Man invented the wheelfwheelsi*a wheel in protchistoric times.
h. Defoe was an importani figure in the developinent of the novel/*novels/*4 novel.
(Allan, 1986, Vol 2, pp. 139-40)

(7} a. The mammal suckles its voung,
b, *The tree gives ofi carbon dioxide at night.
(Iuang, 19832, pp. 30-31)

We sce some restriction on the distribution of the generic use of the definite article
in (7), and also restrictions on the generic use of the idefinite article in both (6a)
and (6b). In (6b), the sero article is not allowed, either. Why? These are the main
questions Lo be addressed in this paper.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 discusses the generic use ol ¢
Section 3 deals with the geperic use of the,  Section 4 18 about the generic use of 4.
Finally, section 5 is & conclusion.

2. THE GENERIC USE O THE ZERO ARTICLE

Cartson’s work {1977, 1982, 1989) has made significant coninbutions to our
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understanding of the semantics of Fnglish generie sentences, and particularly, what
he calls “bare plurals”, 1¢. plural NPs without any deierminer, such as books and
cats.

Carlson (1977) distinguished two major uses of bare plurals.  Once is what s
traditionally regarded as the plural counterpart of a singular NP determined by the
singular indefinile arlicle afnj. such as g book and g car. This use of bare plurals
is found in sentences like the following:

{8} a. Ihad dinner with friends last night,
b Studernts at Stanford University debated over a course cailed Western Culture.

¢ Cats were put to sleep and they died two or thoee days tuter,

In {8), the underlincd bare plurals all seern to have an “existential” reading, ie., they
all have essentially the force of some. Traditionally. this Kind of bave plural 15 called ihe
indefinite plural,

This use of bare plurals iy different {rom the use we find 1n sentences hke

(9) a. Cars are mammals,
b. Dogs bark.
¢. Birds have wings.

In (93, the underlined bare plurals all secem to have a “universal” reading, i.e., they all
have essentially the force of @ff. These bare plurals are traditonally grouped as generic
NTs

Carlson claimed thal a bare plural itself is not ambiguous; the existential or uni-
versal recading of a barc plural can alwayvs bhe attributed to some aspect of the environ-
ment where it occurs. Consider:

£ - T me e b loia i Ten sla il Toe il e ]
Ll i LeOBs T DUTRIGE 0 iha DACKY AU,

b. Dogs bark,

In (10a), we have an existential reading of the bare plural. and in {(10b), the bare plural
is generic. In (10b) the generic reading arises because the verb is in (he present simple
tense, which suggests that barking 1s a permanent or characteristic trait of the species of
dogs. On the other hand, in {10a). the verb is in the presen{ progressive form. The
temporal aspect of the verb implies thai the sentence s net a statement about some per-
manent property of the whole specics and hence the existential reading arises,

We see thatl verb tense or aspect determines whether a bare plural is being used
generically or not in cases like (10). 1n other cases like:

{11} a. Owls are awake,

b. Cwls arc intelligent.
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we have a clear intuition that (11b) is a general statement about the species of owls
whereas for (11ay we do not. The genenc or non-generic sense of the bare plural is
brought out by the respoctive adjectives. Awake denotes a Tairly temporary property
and hence the existential reading ariscs; whereas inrelligent denotes a more permancnt
property and hence the generie reading arises. The former kind of adjective, meluding
hungry. drunk, arvailable, cte., are called “states” by Carlson. The tatter, including falf,
Jat, clever, cte., he calls “properties™. We sec 1hat in cases like (11), the nature of an
adjective determines whether or not 4 bare plural is being used geuerically.

Carlson mentioned two more classes of predicates which can determine the generic
or non-generic use of a bare ptural. Consider:

{12y a. Uensare female chickens.

b. Henz are in the backyard.

Predicate nominats such as female chickens in (124) reler to more permanent propertics
and hence sefect the generic reading; whereas localive prepositional phrases such as
in the backvard in {12b) refer to temporary states and hence sclect the non-generic
reading.

‘The main point of the above discussion of Carlson’s 1977 work is that the generic
use ol the z¢ro article is related to its non-generic use. The two uses of the same article
are determined by the context where the bare plural occurs, Genericness is not inherent
in the article itself; it is the predicate ol a sentence that determines whether the subject
NP has a generic use or not.

To sum up Carlson’s insights on generics, a geoerie sentence with a bare plural as
its subjcct atiributes the predicate to the “kind” of thing designated by the barc plural.
This generic use of a bare plural arises only when the predicate ol a sentence denoles a
more permanent or stable property, for example, a predicafe in the simple present tense,
nol the progressive; adiectives denoting “properties” such as intellizent, not “stales”
such as awake: predicate nominals, not locative prepositional phrases. Without contexts
such as these, bare plurals arc to be interpreted as denoting some non-specific members
of a kind of thing, not the “kind™.

In Carlson’s theory, the notion “kind™ plays an important role. A kind of thing is
different from just a set of things. Consider;

(13} a.  Dogs arc widespread.
b, Dogs that wag their 1ails at people are widespread

¢. *Dogs that are runping in the backyard right now are widespread.

In {13a), we have the species of dogs; in (13b), it is not the whole species of dogs, but
a subset of the species, yet it s a kind of its own because wagging tails at pcople is 4
common characteristic of these dogs. In {(13¢), however, running in the backyard right
now is a temporary state and not a permanent property of the dogs in question. Hence
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these dogs only form a sct of things, not a kind, Widespread . a Yelass predicate” which
attributes a property to a kind, 15 thus disallowed.

To sum up this section, the form oNPs (the bare plural) can be generic or nan-
generic. A generie o NPs denotes a certain kind of thing. ¢.g. genernie dogs denotes the
kind, dog: whereas a nongeneric o NPy denotes more than one unspecificd member of 4
certain kind of thing, cp. non-generic dogs denotes more than one dog which 1s
“unfamiliar”™ to the addressee. Whether o NTPs s gsed generically or non-generncally
deponds on context. Let us assume without argument that ¢ NPs is hasically used non-
generically.  When it oceurs in a special context, the generie use arises. The speciul
contexts mentioned in this section include two kinds. In both, the Form occurs in sub-
fect position. When the predicate of (he sentence is a Yclass predicare™ such as
widespread, numerous, and come in (different shapes or sizes), the subject oNPs is
forced by the predicate 1o be interpreted generically, For exaniple. when we say that
horses are numcrous, because of the semantics of rumerous, in uttering that sentence,
we cannol be talking about some specific or non-specilic horses. Rather, we must be
talking about horses as a kind and hence the generic use arises.

Secondly, the gencric use of ¢NPs arises when the predicate denotes a property
which can be characterisiic of a whole class. Such predicates include “property™ ad-
Jectives lLike intelligent, as opposed to “state” adjectives like awake, and predicate
nominals as in “Tlogs are mammals™, as opposed to localive prepositional phrases as in
“Dogs are in the backyard”, Predicates in the simple present lense, as opposed o the
progressive, can also be a trigeer of the generic use of oNPs. In bricf, when what the
predicate denotes 1s not Hmited to a certain (poriod of) time or space, the generic use
arises.  For example, when we say that owls are awake, it is impossible that all owls,
including all the owls In the actual world and owls in any possible world. arc awake at
the same time.  In contrast. when we say that owls are intelbigent, the statement may
not be true, but it is possible that all owls, Le. members of the kind, owl, are mtelligent.
In other words, the generic interpretation of owis is avatlable duc to the semantics of
the predicate intelligent,

Up to this point we have been assuming that the non-generic use of ¢ NPs can oceur
in any context cxeept for those special contexts mentioned above where the non-generic
sense of oNPs disappears and the generic use arises. When ¢NPs is forced to be inter-
preted generically by a predicate, it musi denote a kind. If it does not, a semantic
anomaly arises.  This is why {130), repeated here, is bad. If we substitule a “state™
adjective like Aungry for the “class” predicate widespread, as shown in (13d), the
sentence is well-lormed,

{13) ¢ *Dogs that are running in the backyurd right now sre widespread.

d. Dogs thut are running in the backyard right now are hungry,

Here we see a distributional restriction on the generic use of ¢NPs, e, when the
predicate is a class predicate, the subject of the form “¢NPs which Y’s™7 must
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denote 4 kind, not anly a set of things,

3. TER GENWERIC YISE OF THE DEFINITE ARTICLE

It was noted above that i sobiest pesition, a generie sense of the zere article
arises when the predicate has g “characteristic” reading.  In an unambigucus con-

lextosuch as
(LAY Horses work hard

ile verh i3 o simple present tense; we hove only a “charactenstic” reading of the
prodicate, not an “event” reading, In this context, horses is unambiguously generic.
How about the definite article the in this cantext? Consider:

{15} The borse works hard,

v 0153, the definiic article fhe 1s ambiguous.  FL can be cither specific or gencric.
In s specific sense, the hAorse vefers to a particular horse mutually known o
speaker and addressce.  In its generic sense, the horse refers to the specios of horses.

1 subiect oositicn, the zeneric sense of #he arises in the same environments
as those where the zero article js used generically. For example:

{16) a.  Thelion is awake,

b, The lion is courageous,

{17) u. The tiger isinthe cage.

b, The tiger is a dungerous animai.

18y a. The cow i giving milk.

h.  The cow gives milk.

All the subject MWPs in the (4) senicnces are non-generic; whereas in the {b) sen-
tences, on the prominent rcading, all the subject NPs are generic,  In {10b) we have
a “property”  adjeclive, courggeous, as opposed to a “state™ adjeclive, awake. In
(17by we have a predicate nowminal, @ dangerons animael, as opposed to a locative
prepositional phrase, in the cage.  In {18b) we have the presenil simple tense as
oppoesed to the progressive. These are generic environments,

iz there ary difference in mcaning betweeil generic f4e and generic ¢7 Bolinger
(1973) noted that there are two ways to refer to a generality by uisng a plural
nouit.  One is 1o use a bare piural and e other is to use a delinite plural.  His
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examples are (p. 181):

{19} a. Airlinas charge too much.

k. The airlines charge 100 mouch,

(20Y a.  Gencrals usually get thelr way,

b.  The generals usually get their way.
Bolinger remarked that in (194}, airlines, being indefinite, relers to all and any
airlines; it it is an airline, it will charge too muach.  This is similar to Carlson’s
position.  Airlines, a bare plural. refers o a kind of thing. Any and all airlines will
charge too much by virtue of being aithines. In (19b), the airlines, being definite,
refers to ““those actually in existence, out there in the world, forming a subclass
of common carriers”™ (p. 181).  Similarly, in (204}, generals refers to all generals,
extant and those yet to come; whercas in (20bY (he generals refers to those actually
existing in the world, forming a subclass of officers.

Bolinger’s main point is that the definite article here is to “single out {make de-
finite} the thing mentioned against the backeround of & more inchisive whole™ (p. 181}
Hence when we say “The males are usually stronger”, we view males as g subclass ol a
class that also includes {females. And when we say “Candy is nol good for the teeth”,
we refer to the feeth of the human body. Mass nouns act like plurals. When we say
“Iron is good for the hlood™, we refer also Lo tiie blood of the human body.

Bolinger said that this view of a larger whole as a backdrop is also true of delinite
count singulars when used to generalize. Consider:

{21} a.  The hens lay cgps.

b, The hen lays eggs.

The larger whole here 1s all the domestic animals.  According to Bohnger, the dif-
ference between (21a) and (21b) is that the pluval form the hens refers to the totality
ef a subclass of domestic animals and the singular form the hen refers, not”to  the
totatity of the subelass, but {o g single em which is taken to represent the subclass.
11 the generic sense, the hen relers 1o an abstract typical hen, not a particular one.

I have found that the difference belween generie “rhe N7 and “the Mg is nol as
simple as Bolinger suggested. Burton-Roberts {1976, p. 442) claimed that (22} does not
have a gencric interpretation.

22) The heavers build dams.
I think thal a generic interpretation for {22) is hard to get for most people because it
takes a special context to be interpreted generically.  (22) necds to be viewed in a

piciure where beavers’ building dams is contrasied with other rodents’ peculiar activities,
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which are ir.cidently not easy to think of. By contrast. in 4 sentence like
(23} The cows give milk

i it is viewed with a picture of a farm where the cows give milk, the hens lay cges, and
the horses haul carts, cic., then a generic interpretation for (23) arises. Nole that for
singular definiites, however, such o demuand for contrasting is not so strong. For example:

(24) a. The cow gives milk,

n.  The beaver huilds dams.
¢.  The lion is the king of beasts.

in (24} so long as the subject NPs denote a well-defined species, they can be readily
interpreted generically without a strong demand {or a contrast with other species within
the same larger class,

Vendler (1967) has a different way of suying almost the same thing as Bolinger
with respect to generic the. He cliimed that “the defimte article always presupposes
a restrictive clause” (p. 56). For exampie:

(23) a.  !saw aman, The man that [ saw] wore a hoat,

b. A man keeps bothering me. 1 hate the man |who keeps bothering me] .

{26) a.  The [animal that is a] riger lives in the jungle.
h.  The [ncas did not use the [instrument that is a] wheel,
(ibid., pp. 56.7)

In (25} we have non-gencric the to pick out 4 particular individual; whereas in (2673 we
have generic the to single out a representative of a class. Vendler argued that a restric-
live clausc is anecessary condition for both uses of the. In the generic use, this means
thatl a larger class is presupposed and the referent of the definite generic NP is a subset
of this Jarger cluss. The genus of tigers is a subsct of the genus of animals and so are
wheels to instruments.

According to Vendler, the gencric use ol the requires a superior genus. ‘This re-
quirement is similar to Bolinger's suggestion that gencric the needs an appropriale
backdrop, a larger whole, Lacking such a background, a delinite NP has only a non-
generic interpretation. For example:

(27} a. Objects are in sapce.
b.  The object is it space.

(Vendler, 1967, p. 57}

(27a) is a generic sentence but {271) is not. The object in (27h) can only refer Lo a
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particular object, not a representative of the genus of objects because it does not fall
undar 4 superior genus.

A superior genus or a backdrop is a necessary condition for the use ol generic the.
[t explains the use of fhe in cases ke the following:

(28) a.  ‘This book is written {or the [person who is a] nathewatician, (Vendler, 1967,
p.57)
b.. There are two kinds of lurge cat living in Paraguay, the [kind of large cat that is a]

jaguar and the [kind of large cat that is a| puma. {p. 58}
However, this condition is not a sufficient one. Tt does not rule out cases like:

(29) a. *Bill Hikes to drive the |venhicle which is a] sports car when he gets ¢ chance,
(Lawler, 1973, p. [14)

b. *On Mother's Day, people wear the [flower which is a| carnation in their lapel.

Why is gencric the blocked in sentences like (29)! Both sentences in {29) are habitual
sentences.  The referents of both nouns, spor(s car and carnation, Tall under a superior
genus, vehicles and flowers, respectively. And intuilively, we can say things like:

{30) a.  Bill likes to drive a kind of car called *sports cur’ when he gets a chanee.

b.  On Mother's day, people wear a kind of flower called ‘carnation’ in their lapel.

One thing clear 15 that in object position, generic use of the does not require thal it
occur in a generic or hubitual sentence. 1'or example, we have senfences like:

{31} a. Man invented the wheel in protohistoric times.
b. Fuclid described the parabola. {Vendier, 1967, p. 38)

¢, ina TV interview, Saul Betlow tulked about the novel.

in (31), all the verbs are in the past tense and further we have specific time adverbials,
in protohistoric fimes in (@) and in a TV inferview in (¢} All these indicate that the
seniences here are net gencric sentences. However, the use of the in all three cases i1s
generic because none of the definite NPs refer to g particular entity; instead they denole
a “kind”.

Bolinger (1975, p. 184) has the following to say about the generality of a4 noun in
object positicn:

i is a fact that when a noun is object of @ verb or is some other kind of complement, it is
far more often than not partitive rather than peneral. In a sentence like fle ecats sweers
or Fhey hawl coal it is pretty clear that he cals only the sweels be euts, not sweets in

generat, and they haul just what coal they can load on their trucks, not coal in general.
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Bolinger Jlassificd verbs like egs and Aaoul as “manipulative’ verhs, They involve physical
aclions. Bolinger said, “we can act only on so much of it as we can reach or manipulate™
(p. 184) He noted, however, there are some contexts in which a manipulative verb
may be used in a non-manipulative sense. For example:

{32} a. Why do you (always) spend money like that?
b. [ saw him spending money.
(ibid.)

In {32a), the verb spend is used in a non-manipulative sense; the sentence means “Why
are vou so wastelul of money?' In (32b), spend is used in a manipulative sense; the use
of the progressive lndicates that the action is manipulative.

in (29). repeated here;

{29} a *Bil likes wo drive the sporls car when he gets a chance. (generic the)

b *0n Mother's Day, people wear the carnation in their lapel.

we have two manipulaiive verbs, drive and wear. Drive and wegr involve phvsical
actions; Bill drives only the sports cars he can reach, not sports cars in general and
people wear only the carpaiions they wear, not carnations in general.
Om the other hand, in (31}, repeated here:
{31) a.  Man invented the wheel in protohistaric times,
b,  Euelid described the parabola,

. dna TV interview, Saul Bellow tatked about the novel,

we have verbs of a different nature. When we dove or wear something, we actually do
something to it, but when we describe or talk about something, we do not. [ think they
can be used in a non-manipulative sense. Saul Bellow could talk aboul the kind, Novels,
and BEuclid could describe the kind, Parabolas, but Bill cannot drive the kind, Sports
Cars, and people cannot wear the kind, Carnations, I we turn the definite generics in
{(31) into Lare plurals, we can have a different meaning of each sentence.,

(31") u.  Man invented wheels in protohistoric times,
b, Fuclid described parabolas,

oo g TV interview. Saul Bellow talked about novels,

(31a) talks about the invention of the wheel against other human inventions; (317a)
does not have such an implication. Further, in {(31a) the wheel implics the kind, wheel,
whercas 10 {3 17a) wheels implies various forms of wheels such as cart wheels and vagon
wheels. It is clear that (31b) implies that Euchid described a kind of curve that is a
parabola; what he described was the kind of thing itself. In (31°h), however, it may
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(36} 1tisalways helpiul to ask the liarian if you have any question on reference books.
Generic the is possible in (36), but without a special contlexd, it is not possible in
(37) When vou abslutely positively have to know, ask the lihrarian,

As a message {rom a public library prnted on a bookmark, ¢ 1s a better choice than fhe
in (37). In (37), the verb ask occurs in a command. | think the use of a command is a
clear indication that the verb is uscd in o manipulative sense.

In sum, the generic use of the requires a superior genus or a larger whole {or the
NP at issue, butl if the WP is the the ohjcet ol a verb which is used in a manipulative
sense, genere fhe s disallowed.,  Manipulative verbs nvolve physical actions.  The
contex s in which a verb isused in a manipulative sense include the use ol a progressive,
a command, and a simple present tense. Qn the other hand, the indication of a non-
manipulative sense of a verb includes the use of infinitives which serve as a a subject as
in (36) or as a predicate complement as in (35b) or are interpretable as fin order (o',

The zero arlicle, however, is allowed with either the mampulative or the non-
manipulative usc of a verb. In the cases of (33} and {34}, bare plurals are allowed in all
four cases, as shown in the following:

{38} a. To hunt elephanes, vou need special guns,

. John is hunting elephants.

(39} a.  Their task is to eradicaic wolves.

. John eradicates wolves.

In the (1) sentences, the undertined NPs have a generic sense: whereas in the () sen-
tences, the underlined NPs are indefinite non-generic plurals, {For more detailed dis-
cussion of generic ohjects, see Laca, 1990))

L now tum (o another point about generic te. 1t is frequently mentioned in the
literature {c.g. Quirk, et al., 1972, and Lawler, 1973) that definite generics, like ordinary
definite NWPs, carry cxistential presuppositions. 1t is true that a difference between the
sentence fforses work hard and the sentence The horse works hard 1s that the indefinite
generic Aorses refers 1o any and all horses or the species of horses; by virlue of being
horses they {normally) work hard; whereas the definte gencric the Aorse refers to an
item which s taken (o be ropresentaiive of the horses existing out there in the world,
forming a subclass of domestic animals. However, the existential presupposition require-
ment does not rule out sentences like:

{40) a.  The unicorn is a popular theme in children’s literature.
L. The unicorn cleans water with its hom.

¢ The drapon is a symbol of nobleness in ancient China.
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well be some non-specitic parabolas that he described.  Similarly, in (31c¢), the novel
implics novels as a literary genre whereas in {31°c), novels can refer to some nen-specilic
novels that Saul Bellow talked about,

The point here js that the manipulative sense ol 4 verb blocks the veneric use
of fhe with 1ts object. II a verb 1s used in a non-manipulative sense, gencric the is
possible; iff it is used in a manipulative sense, generic the 1s impossible. For example:

(33} 5. Tohunt the clephant, you need special guns.

=

ohn is hunting the elephant.

(34) a. Their task is to cradicate the woll

h. ohn eradicates the wolf,

.5}
[S%]
p—

{Bolinger, 1975, p. 1

We can infer that (334) is about elephants as a class because the sentence means that to
hunt a typical elephant out there in the world, you need special guns. In contrast, this
generality cannot be inferred from (33b). It does not have a reading according to which
John s hunting a typical efephant.  Simijarly, (34a) cxpresses an idea that “indivi-
dualizes the noun as representative of its class™ (Bolinger, 1975, n. 182); whereas (34h)
dos not. Why so?

Nole that the generality infercnee of {33a) and (344) is made possible by the in-
finittve.  [n this untensed form, both verbs are used in a non-manipulative sense and
hence generic the is allowed., By contrast, in (33b) we have the progressive, and hence
John must be hunting some specific or non-specific clephants. In (34b) we have the
simple present tense, and as before. John eradicates only the wolves he can manipulate,
not wolves i gencral.  En both cases, the verb is used in a manipulalive sense and hence
generic the is disallowed.

Note alse that the infinitives in (33a) and (34a) arc diffcrent from that in (29a),
repeated here:

(29) a. *Bill likes to drive the sports car when he gets u chance. (generic the)

In (29a) the infinitive serves as the complement of the verb fikes; in (33a) the infinilive
can he interpreted as ‘in order to’ and in (344) the infinitive is a predicate complement.
Generality cannot be inferred in the former case, but it can in the latter two cases.
Although {294) is bad, (35) is not:

{35) a. . To drive the sports car, vou need special skills,

b, Their task is (o improve the sports car.

Besides thie sbove 1lwo cases, generality can also be inferred when an infinitive
serves as the subject of a sentence. for example:
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Although unicorns and dragons do not exist in the real world, they exist in a world of
imagination. This world of imagination is presupposed to be part ol our world know-
lcdge. Since unicoms and dragons are well-delined specics in stories, they have a de-
finile generic form like natural species such as horses and snakes.

Generic the, nevertheless, does have a restriction that generic ¢ does not have.
Carlson {1983, 1985) points out that a non-natural kind term does not have a delinite
generic form. For exanple:

(41y a.  Dandelions are widespread.

k. The dandelion is widespread.

(423 a.  Weeds are widespread.

h. *The weed is widespread.

Dandelions are a wetkdefined natural species, but weeds involve a variely of species
memberships; they themselves are not a natural kind.,

In discussing the generic use of English articles, Huang (1982 pp. 30-31) fails to
give a straightforward rule for the use of the generic the, giving the following data:

{43) a.  The rabin eats ugs.
b, The hipponpatamus lives in water,

¢, The lemur is sialler than the gorilla.
{44) a. The insect is well-protected by an external skeleton.
b, The mammal suckles its young.

¢ The Watusi is taller than the pygmy.

{45} a. *The ruminant has cloven hoofs,

=

*The primate iclarger than the crustacean

¢ Flhe tree gives oft carbon dioxide at night,

Here we need some technical knowledge of the classification of animals and plants. The
hierarchical clagsification is as follows: Kingdom, Phylum, Subphylum, Class, Subcelass,
Order, Family, Genus, and Species.  In {43), robins, hippopotamuses, lemurs, and
gorillas are all well-defined species; similarly, in (44a-b), inscctls and mammals are well-
defined classes. As for {(4dc¢), the Watusi and pygmics both belong to the human species.
We know that the Watusi are particularly tall people in Africa und: pygmics are poeple
of unusually small sizc.

By contrast, in {45a), ruminants are not a welt-defined class or species; it falls
under the order Ungulates which includes several unrelated species of mammals such as
camels and cartle. Similarly, in (45¢), trees include different species which fall under a
variety of orders, [amilies, and gencra, In this sense, (rees, like weeds, are not a well-
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defined natural kind term. As for (4503, iy welllenown that man bleongs to the order

Primates, whereas ciustaceans are grouped as a subphylum. Hence primates and crusta-
ceans do not share he same status i the herarchy.

The contrast of the grammaticality showsn in (43Y and {44} ou the one hand, and
(43} on the other, suggests that language users unconsciously follow the general prin-
ciple for the use of generic ¢the: Delfinite generic the s allowed only Tor weil-defined
ferms. This is true not only of naturat kind terms, but also of artifacts, us shown in:

{46 a. Fihe road is wirder than the {ootpath.
b, The wellrnude road is a pieasure to drive on
¢, lhe steam engine uses water and coal.
d. The bicyle iy slower than the car.
{Huang, 1982, pp. 30-31)

In (). the word “road”™ is too general; whereas in (b), with the restrictive modifier the
subject NP is betier-defined.  And 1o {c-d), steam engines, bieyeles and cars ars all well-
defined ariifacis,

Furihermore, consider:

(47 a.  Diogs that wag their 1ails at peopic are widespread.

. ?The dog that wags its tail at people (s widespread.

(48} a.  Birds that cat fish are widespread.

b, UThe bird that cars tish is widespread.

Lyogs and birds are natural kinds, but dogs thal wag their tails at people and birds that
eat fish are nol. il was noted above thal generic tAe presupposes existence; and further
the predicaic widaspread anplics only to “lmds™ Given this, the (o) sentences imply
thal dogs that wag their tails and birds that cat lish are two well-delined natural specics
already existing out ihere in the worlid. But they are noi. They are kinds set up by the
deseripton of the sentence. And in fuct wa can have sentences like:

(495w, The dog that wags its fail at people is generally Iriendly.

b, The bird that eats fish generally has a long heak,

We can create kiindy of ihings by description and aliribute some characteristic pro-
perlies to the kinds thatl we create.

In briel, generic the is blocked in a sentence with a “kind™ predicate such as rare,
common, and widespread that applies only to kinds, i’ the subject term does not desi-

gnate a natural kind, Generic ¢, however, is not subject to this restriction.
To sum up this section, like ¢NPs (the bare plural), both the form “the N and

“the N5 ocun be either generic or non-generic, Non-generic fthe N denotes a particular
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enity known both io speaker and addressee. Neon-generic “rhe Ns' denotes inclusively
all the entities in the relevent domain of interpretation. On the other hand, generic
“the N {a count noun)” denotes an item which is taken as representative of a subclass
of a larger class. Generic “the Ivs” oy zeneric “the N (a mass noun)” denotes the totality
of a subclass of a larger class, and usually demands a contrast with other subclasses of
the same targer class,

et us assume again that the non-generic use is the basic and the generic use arises
only in special contexts. In this section, three environments were metioned where the
generic use of “the N arises, First, like the bare plural, when it co-occurs with a class
predicate, the generic use arises. In this environment, the noun must be a natural kind
term. For example, we say “The ladybug is common™, but we do not say “The bug is
common’” because ladybug is a natural kind term, but bug is not.

Secondly, the generic use of “the N arise; when it co-occurs with a predicate
which denotes a property distinctive of the whole class designated by the noun. If the
property is not distinctive of the whele class, “the N can only be interpreted non-
genericaty, For example, when we say “The cow gives milk™, it is possible that we are
talking sbout a particular cow, and it is also possible that we are talking about the
spcies of cows, In contrast, when we say “The cow eats hay”, the sentence can only be
interpeeted non-generically, ie. a particuiar cow known both to sepaker and addressee
eats hay. The generic interpretation is not available because eating hay is not a distine-
tive propery of all cows.

In the two environments ahove, *the N occurs in subject position. The generic
use of “‘the N also occurs in object position. When a verb is used in a non-manipulative
sense, its direct object, “the N, can be interpreted generically. For example, when we
say “In a TV interview, Saul Bellow talked about the novel”, it is possible that we are
referring to a particular novel known both to speaker and addressee. And it is also
possible that we are referring to a literary genre, the novel. On the other hand, if a verb
is manipulative, its object does not have a generic interpretation because normally we
cultnot manipulate a whole ciass of thing. Thus we do not say sentences like “People
wear the carnation on Mother's Day”. And when we say “John likes to drive the sports
car”, the sentence can only mean that John likes to drive a particular sports car known
to both speaker and addressee, The generic interpretation of the sports car is not
available in that sentence.

The pliral definite, “the Ns”, is used non-generically ih most cases. Its generic
use arises in the same environments as that of the signular definite, the N. Both the
plural and the singular definite, when used generically, require a higher genus as a
backdrep. However, when we sy, for example, ““The cows give milk”, it needs to be
viewed as a contrast tc “The hens lay eggs; the horses haul carts, etc”. Without this
contrast, the generic sense of the plural definite can hardly arise.
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4. THE GENERIC USE OF THE TNDEFINITE ARTICLE

It was noted above that a gencric sense of the zero article or the delinite arlicle
ariscs if il occurs with a subject term and the predicate atiributes a characteristic pro-
perty te the subject. In object position, a generic sense of the definite article arises il
the verb is used in 4 non-manipulative sense. Some tested cases are:

{(50% a. THorses work hard.
h.  The horse works hard.

(513 Tohunt the elephani, you need special gins,

Hew about the indefinite article afn)? When does a generic sense of this article arise?
Consider:
{32) a. A horse works hard.

a.
b, Tohunt an elephant, you need special guns.
Whalt interpretations does {52a) have? isan elephant in (52b) geoeric?

Burton-Roberts (1976} argued that in subject position a generie NP determined by
a is derived from a subjectiess predicate. Thus he claimed that (534} is derived from
(53b):

€33} a. A whale is a mammal.

b, Tobe a whale (s to be a mammal. (p. 430}

He c¢laimed that generic NPs determined by @ are like predicate nominals (e.g. John is
a reacher) in that they both are non-referring; they both represent abstiract concepts,
not objects. Hence generic ¢ is about whal constitutes membership in a class, not about
the class itself.
This point can be further illustrated by an example provided by Dahl (1975, p.
108):

(54) A member of this club does not drink whisky: hence, since you will now be accepted as

a metmber, you will have to stop drinking.

Using g, the first clause of the abiove sentence states that “there is an obligation for
members of the club not to drink whisky, or at least that it is expected of them that
they will nof drink whisky™ (p. 108). Given this interpretation, (54) is a valid argument.
Note that (34) can be paraphrased as:
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(54%) To be member of this club is to not drink whisky ; henee.

Lawler {1973} noted that generic @ is most natural in delinitional sentences. He
gave us examples like:

{55} a. A mudrigal is polyphonic.
b. *A madrigal is popular. (genezic 2)
{p. 112}

To be a madrigal is necessarily to be polyphonic, but to be a madrigal is nol necessarily
to be popular. {55b) implics that popularity naturally comes to a madigal just hecausc
of its class membership. Nunberg and Pan {1975, p. 415} noted that although {55b)
is not acceptable, (56) is not problematic;

{(56) A football hero is popular.

Il a person is 3 football hero, he is popular. Popularity is a natural resuli of being a
hero.

From the discussion above we see that it seems to be generally agreed that generic
a is about class membership., This sense of the indefinite singular article arises when it
aceurs with a subject term, and the predicate attributes Lo this subject a property which
18 a natural result of class membership,  Sentences with this use of g state that the
property denoted by the predicate is an automatic and hence necessary property ol the
subject by virtuc of its being a member of the class designated by the subject term.

With this in mind, let us return to (524), repeated here:

{52a} A horse works hard.

Like the definite article in thiz context, ¢ is ambiguous. It can be eithier specilic or
generic. Om the spectlic reading, (52a) states that a particular horse known Lo the
speaker but not to the addressee works hard. On the generic reading, it states that work-
ing hard is a necessary property of being a member of the species of horses.

MNow I turm to {(52b), repeated here:

(32} To hunt an elephant, you need special guns,
What is the status of ¢ in object position? [t was noted in the preceding section that
generic fthe is blocked with manipulative vers.  We discussed cases like (29), repeated

here:

{29) a. *Biltlikes to drive the sports car when he gets ¢ chance. {generic the)

0. "On Mother’s Day, people wear fie carnation in their lapel.

— 127 —



Generic Noun Phrases in English

Although generic the is not allowed, we can have ¢ in these cases, as shown in (297):

{29y a.  Bill likes to drive @ sports car when he gets & chance.
b.  On Mother's Day, people wear ¢ carnation in theiy lapel,

In cases like these. a is clearly non-generic; rather, in (29°a) it is either specific or non-
specific and in (29°b) it is non-specific. In the previous section, we also noted that
generic the is possible if' a verb is used in a non-manipulative sense, We discussed cases
like (31), repeated here;

{31} a. Man invented the wheel in protohistoric times.
b.  EBuclid described the parabola.
¢ Ina TV interview, Sau! Bellow talked about the novel.

if we turn the into g, we have:

(57) a. ?Man invented ¢ wheel in protohistoric times.
b, EucHd described o parabola,
c. Ina TV interview, Saul Bellow talked about g novel,

In these cases, a is specific, (57a) states that man invented a specific wheei in proto-
historic times; (57b) states that Euclid described a particular parabola: and (57¢) states
that Saul Bellow talked about a particular novel in a TV interview. Hence we sec that
as the direct object of a verh, “afn} N cannot be generic. Instead, it is either specific
or non-specific.

So far we have discussed the generieness of “the N*', “afn} N, and ¢NPs as subiect
NPs and as dircct objects of verbs, Now T turn to a discussion of these NPs a5 the object
of a preposition. In a general statement such as:

(38) Yet until now much of the work in this field has not been easily accessible to the
student, and often written at an intimidating level of technicatity,
{Cambridge Textbooks in Linguistics,
Pragmatics, 1983, back caver)

we can substitute students lor the student, but a student would not as good as the other
two forms.
This does not mean that only “the N7 and ¢NPs, but not “afrn) N, can be used
when they occur as the object of a preposition, Consider {6b), repeated here, and (59):
(60} Deloe was an improlant figure in the development of the novel/*novels/*a novel.

(59} 2. This book is suitable for the first grader,
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b.  This book is sutiable for first graders.
c.  Fhis book Is suitable for a first grader,
(Abbott, pc.)

(6h} shows that ¢NPs or “afn/) N7 sometimes cannot occur in this position, but (59)
shows that in this position, “afn) N7 sometimes can readily occur, just Iike the other
two forms.

In {6h), we talk about a particular literary genre and hence generic the 1s the most
appropriate.  How do we explain (59)! If 1 say that the bare plural in (39) is not
sencric, the reader might object to it because it obviously denotes first graders in
general, Pd oargue that the indefinite plural use of first graders here denoles an unspeci-
ficd number of first graders and this number 15 so big as to amount to the whole class
ol first graders.

tHow about the status of “afn) N in this position? I we defline generic “afr) N7
as denoting class membership, a first grader in (59) is clearly not generic. Instead, it
is non-specific, denoting an unspecified first grader and in this particular context, it
amounts to any first grader.

In sum, as the object of a preposition, “the N7 can be generic when the context
requires it whereas the bare plural or “fa/n N cannot. However, the bare plural can be
interpreted as denoting an unspecified number of objects and this number can be so
big as te amount Lo the whole class and thus it achieves a general use. Similarly, “afn) N7
can be non-specific and by denoting an unspecified object it can be taken as meaning
fany N7 and thus achieves a general use,

Although gencric ¢ has a quite restricted distribution, non-specific a is widely used
in general statements where generic the would not be as appropriate. lFor example:

(60} 4 student whao has heen on an I'-] visa for cight consecutive years must apply for an
extension of stay.

(News and Motes 1621 1987 Michigan State University}

The use of g student here iy better than fhe sfudeni beeause applying lor an extension
of stay requires individual actions; the use of generic the (meaning *the kind of student™}
irmplics that this kind of student as a group must do something. Again, a is paraphra-
sahle as any in {60}

To sum up this section, the form “afn) N7 can be used cither generically or non-
gencrically. Non-generic afn) N can be cither specific or non-specific. Specific afn) N
denotes 2 particular entity known to the speaker but not to the addressee; non-specilic
gf n) N denotes an unspecified entity. Generic afw} Iv denotes membership in a class. The
gencric use of afa/ N arises only in subiect position. We have a generic use of afs) N
when it oceurs with a predicate which denotes a necessary property of the class desi-
gnated by the noun. Thus it is most appropriate in a definitional sentence.
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5. CONCLUSION

When an NP determined by the zero article or the or @ is used generically, it does
not refer to a specific or non-specific item; rather it denotes smoething more or less on
ant abstract level, a “kind” of thing, or an item which is taken to be reprepresentative
of a class, or class membership, The three articles are interchangeable in cases like (1),
repeated here: '

(1) a The dogisa mammal.
b. A4 dogis a mammal.
¢. ¢ dops are mummals.

However, they have their own distributional restrictions. Among the three articles,
generic use of the zero article has the least restrictions.

When the predicate of a generic sentence is a ‘“‘class’ predicate such as rare,
cormmon, widespregd, and extinct the zero article is allowed, but the article ¢ is com-
pletely blocked because a generic NP determined by ¢ does not refer to a class itsclf, With
a “class” predicate, the definite article is possible for an NP that designates a “natural”
kind, but impossible for a kind that involves a variety of species memberships {e.g.
weeds, bugs) or a kind that is created by the descritpion of the sentence itself. Thus we
have:

(61) a. Dogs are common,
b. *A dogis common.
¢. The dog is common,

(=9

. *The dog that hites people is common.

(62) a. Dandelions are conumon,
b. The dandelion is common,
¢. Weeds are common,

d. *The weed is common.

In generalizing over a kind of thing, bare pluraly allow the predication of properties
which hold only on a statistical basis, but for definite generics the properties attributed
to them must be distinctive of the whole class, Thus we have:

{63} a. Cows give milk.
b. The cow gives milk,

(64} a. Cowseat hay,
b. 7The cow eats hay.
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In object position, bare plurals or indefinite signulars are allowed if a verb is used
m a manipulative sense, but definite generics are blocked. On the contrary, if a verh is
used in a non-manipulative sense, rhe is the most appropriate. Thus we have:

(65) a. Bill likes to drive {u sports car, sports cars, ¥the (generic) sports car} whenever
he gets a chance.

h. Huelid deseribed {the parabola, Ta parabola, Tparabolast.

(ieneric a is Hmited to subject position, bul non-specific ¢, joining generic the and
¢, 1s widely used in general statements. Thus we have:

(66) There are sensible exercises to most chapters, and adequuate references {or { the reader,
readers, a reader} who wani(s) to go deeper.
(Cambridge Textbooks in Linguistics,
Logic in Linquistics, reprinted 1986,
back cover)

If L2 learners know the general properties ol generic sentences and the subtle
differences among genric NPs determined by the, a and the zere article, they will have
better guidance in making choices of articles. if they know the distributional restric-
tions for each article, they can avoid a wrong choice.

NOTE

* 1 am indebted to Barbara Abbott and Ruth Brend for their native inluitions and
helpful comments,
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