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FAVORITE ANIMALS AND POPULAR WINES 

THE SUBKIND READING OF COUNT & MASS NOUNS 

 

1. Background: My PhD thesis (supervised by Fred Landman) is on the interfaces between 

two fundamental topics in the semantics of nominals: reference to kinds & countability. 

The first topic is the subkind reading of count and mass nouns. 

 

2. The subkind reading of nouns 

2.1. Many nouns, count and mass alike, have a subkind reading: 

2.1.1. The instance reading of bird denotes (extensionally) a set of bird individuals. 

Its subkind reading denotes a set of bird species (e.g. the kiwi): 

“I thought I’d start with a known weird bird, namely the kiwi.” 

2.1.2. The instance reading of cheese denotes (extensionally) a set of sums of cheese. 

Its subkind reading denotes a set of cheese varieties (e.g. Gouda): 

“This is best illustrated with a cheese like Gouda.” 

2.2. Wh-word animacy disambiguates between these readings with animate nouns: 

2.2.1. Q: Who’s your favorite dog?  A: Toto. (instance) 

2.2.2. Q: What’s your favorite dog?  A: poodles. (subkind) 

2.3. In non-disambiguating linguistic contexts, nouns can be ambiguous between the two 

readings. Two YouTube video titles with smart bird: 

2.3.1. “Can You Do This? - Smart Bird”  (Einstein, an African Gray Parrot) 

2.3.2. “That’s One Smart Bird”   (the kea, a species) 

2.4. To find utterances in corpora and construct examples, I use modifiers that (i) cancel 

the instance reading or (ii) encourage the subkind reading: 

2.4.1. (i): common, rare, widespread, best-selling, mass noun in count context 

2.4.2. (ii): favorite, popular 

2.5. Two questions, which Carlson’s (1977:203) analysis provides initial answers for: 

2.5.1. bird, dog & cheese have a subkind reading; do all nouns do? If not, which do? 

2.5.2. bird ranges over species, dog over breeds and cheese over varieties; which 

kinds are in the denotation of nouns with a subkind reading? 
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3. Carlson (1977): lexically-entered subkinds 

3.1. Carlson treats the subkind reading of count nouns. 

3.1.1. Carlson’s answer to 2.5.1: a noun can have a subkind reading for a speaker 

only if there are nouns in their lexicon that correspond to its subkinds. 

Carlson’s judgment: I know which {
animal

?airport
} is the most widespread. 

Carlson knows names for kinds of animals (e.g. bear, dog), but not airports. 

Prediction: having specialized nouns in your lexicon should increase your 

ability to use and interpret nouns with a subkind reading. Consider: 

I know what the most common sentence is. 

3.1.1.1. Everyone should be able to interpret sentence with an instance reading: 

The most common sentence is “how are you?”. 

3.1.1.2. Speakers with names for kinds of sentences in their lexicon (linguists) 

should also be able to interpret sentence with a subkind reading: 

Declaratives are the most common sentence. 

3.1.2. Carlson’s answer to 2.5.2: nouns with a subkind reading denote sets of kinds 

that correspond to lexically-entered nouns. 

3.1.2.1. Simplex (monomorphemic) nominals (e.g. bird) are lexically entered: 

{
Birds

?Domesticated animals
} are a widespread animal. 

3.1.2.2. Complex nominals are lexically entered if idiomatic (e.g. gray whale 

‘the species Eschrichtius robustus’). 

{
Gray whales

?Captive whales
} are a common whale. 

3.2. Carlson’s analysis extends to mass nouns: 

3.2.1. Mass nouns differ in likelihood of having a subkind reading: 

3.2.1.1. cheese: likely, because many English speakers know names for kinds 

of cheese (e.g. gouda). 

3.2.1.2. mold: less likely, because fewer speakers know names for kinds of 

mold (e.g. acremonium). 

3.2.1.3. dust: even less likely, as there might not be names for kinds of dust. 

I know which {
✓ cheese

? mold

?? dust

} is the most widespread. 
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3.2.2. The subkind reading of mass nouns is sensitive to whether the kind 

corresponds to a lexically-entered noun: 

3.2.2.1. Simplex nominals (e.g. hickory) are lexically entered: 

{
Hickory

?Processed wood
} is a widespread wood. 

3.2.2.2. Complex nominals are lexically entered if idiomatic (e.g. Welsh gold 

‘gold that occurs in two distinct areas of Wales’). 

{
Welsh gold

?Mined gold
} is a rare gold. 

3.3. Carlson’s answer to 2.5.2 has two limitations: 

3.3.1. raptor ‘bird of prey’, dry wine and seeing-eye dog are lexically-entered nouns, 

but their corresponding kinds cannot be in the denotation of bird, wine or dog: 

3.3.1.1. {
Eagles

?Raptors
} are my favorite bird. 

3.3.1.2. {
Moscato

?Dry wine} is a popular wine. 

3.3.1.3. {
Poodles

?Seeing-eye dogs
} are my favorite dog. 

3.3.2. The kinds that correspond to the nouns chair and letter cannot be in the 

denotation of the object mass nouns furniture or mail: 

3.3.2.1. ?Chairs are a best-selling furniture in IKEA. 

3.3.2.2. ?Letters are a common mail. 

3.3.3. For a kind to be in the denotation of a noun with a subkind reading, it is 

necessary but insufficient that it correspond to a lexically-entered noun. 

 

4. Taxonomic ranks 

4.1. The contrasts in 3.3.1 suggest that what determines which kinds can be in the 

denotation of nouns with a subkind reading appeals to taxonomic ranks: 

4.1.1. There is something wrong with the rank with raptor that prevents its 

corresponding kind from being in the denotation of bird in 3.3.1.1: 

class  bird  

     

  raptor   flightless bird  

         

species eagle owl ostrich penguin 
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4.1.2. There is something wrong with the rank with dry wine that prevents its 

corresponding kind from being in the denotation of wine in 3.3.1.2: 

  wine  

     

  dry wine   sweet wine  

         

variety sauvignon blanc  pinot gris moscato white port 

 

4.1.3. There is something wrong with the rank with seeing-eye dog that prevents its 

corresponding kind from being in the denotation of dog in 3.3.1.3: 

species  dog   dog  species 

          

breed poodle collie seeing-eye dog sled dog job 

 

4.1.4. smartphone can range over kinds in the model or series ranks: 

4.1.4.1. “The Apple iPhone is the most popular smartphone in the U.S.”

 series 

4.1.4.2. “The iPhone 7 is still the most popular smartphone,” 

 model 

  Samsung Galaxy  

     

series  S   Note  

         

model S (2010) II (2011) Note (2011) II (2012) 

 

4.2. Strengthening Carlson’s analysis while appealing to taxonomic ranks: 

Nouns with a subkind reading denote sets of kinds in taxonomic ranks where every 

kind corresponds to a lexically-entered noun. 

4.2.1. raptor: its rank includes the syntactic derivation flightless bird. 

4.2.2. dry wine: its rank includes the syntactic derivation sweet wine. 

4.2.3. seeing-eye dog: its rank includes the syntactic derivation(?) sled dog. 

4.2.4. smartphone: every kind in the ranks of smartphone series and model 

corresponds to a lexically-entered noun. 
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5. Object mass nouns 

5.1. In a questions for further investigation section, Rothstein (2017:116) presents two 

premises, and asks: what might be the relation between them? 

5.1.1. Object mass nouns in English (e.g. furniture, jewelry, mail) tend to be 

superordinate. (cf. p.122) 

5.1.2. They lack a subkind reading when plural: 

They sell many {
#furnitures

kinds of furniture
} in that store. (ex.45) 

5.2. Amending the premises: 

5.2.1. Object mass nouns indeed only tend to be superordinate: cabinetry is less 

superordinate than furniture. 

Carlson’s principle 3.1.1 already predicts cabinetry to rarely (or never) have a 

subkind reading, because for it to happen, there must be a speaker with names 

for kinds of cabinets in their lexicon. 

5.2.2. Object mass nouns lack a subkind reading whether singular or plural: 

5.2.2.1. ?Chairs are a best-selling furniture in IKEA. 

5.2.2.2. ?Letters are a common mail. 

5.2.3. Not all object mass nouns lack a subkind reading: 

5.2.3.1. “the pangolin is an endangered wildlife.”  

5.2.3.2. “the elephants ate grewia, a natural vegetation,” 

5.2.3.3. “Flip-flops are a popular footwear in the summer,” 

5.2.4. The puzzle: what is the relevant difference between (i) furniture and mail and 

(ii) wildlife, vegetation and footwear that is responsible for only the former 

lacking a subkind reading? 

5.3. Elucidating the puzzle with noun minimal pairs: 

5.3.1. Animate poultry ‘birds kept for meat or eggs’ lacks a subkind reading, but 

inanimate poultry ‘the meat thereof’ has it: 

5.3.1.1. “Duck is my favorite poultry but I don't eat the fat.” 

5.3.1.2. ?Ducks are my favorite poultry, but I don’t like how they sound. 

5.3.2. The object mass noun furniture lacks a subkind reading, but 

the count noun furnishing has it: 

“It seems that bunk beds are a staple {
furnishing

?furniture
} in any home.” 
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5.4. Grimm & Levin (2017) and Sutton & Filip (2018) pursue the idea that object mass 

nouns like furniture lack a subkind reading due to not heading a taxonomy. 

5.4.1. Each appeal to a different formal property of taxonomies: 

5.4.1.1. Grimm & Levin: failure of inclusion (not every chair is furniture). 

5.4.1.2. Sutton & Filip: failure of disjointedness (chairs and vanities overlap). 

5.4.2. Both analyses: 

5.4.2.1. are compatible; a noun can not head a taxonomy for multiple reasons. 

5.4.2.2. follow from any principle of the noun subkind reading that appeals to 

taxonomic ranks (e.g. 4.2); if furniture does not head a taxonomy (for 

whatever reason), there are no taxonomic ranks beneath it. 

5.4.2.3. correctly predict wildlife, vegetation and footwear to have a subkind 

reading, as they head taxonomies by both accounts. 

5.4.2.4. suffer from the limitation of not recognizing the fact that the count 

noun furnishing has a subkind reading (cf. 5.3.2). 

5.4.3. Grimm & Levin: in a well-formed taxonomy, each kind includes its subkinds, 

but this is not the case for furniture (e.g. not every chair is furniture). 

5.4.3.1. Intransitivity judgment from Hampton (1982): 

• a chair is a kind of furniture.  yes 

• a car seat is a kind of chair.  yes 

• a car seat is a kind of furniture.  no 

5.4.3.2. If this is the whole story, then something about furnishing being a 

count noun makes it include its would-be subkinds. 

5.4.4. Sutton & Filip: in a well-formed taxonomy, the kinds in each rank are disjoint, 

but this is not the case for furniture (e.g. chairs and vanities overlap). 

If this is the whole story, then something about furnishing being a count noun 

makes its would-be subkinds disjoint. 

 

 

Figure 1: Sutton & Filip’s (2018:1209) figure 6. 
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Figure 2: Vanity. 

 

5.5. Event-associated nouns: 

5.5.1. Grimm & Levin propose that certain nouns, count and mass alike, have an 

associated event in their lexical semantics. 

5.5.2. To account for the judgment than not every chair is furniture, they propose the 

following (extensional) denotations of furniture and chair: 

5.5.2.1. ⟦furniture⟧ = the set of entities with an accessible and maximally close 

world where their sums furnish a room. 

5.5.2.2. ⟦chair⟧ = the set of entities with an accessible and maximally close 

world where someone sits on them. 

Not everything one can sit on can furnish a room; not every chair is furniture. 

5.5.3. Sutton & Filip appeal to a notion of physical overlap, but event-association 

suggests another notion: functional overlap. 

5.5.3.1. ⟦table⟧ = the set of flat-surfaced entities with an accessible and 

maximally close world where things are on them. 

5.5.3.2. Many chairs can be used as tables and vice versa, so chairs and tables 

functionally overlap. 

5.5.4. Event-associated nouns give rise to intransitivity judgments in general, 

whether count or mass, animate or inanimate: 

5.5.4.1. ⟦pet⟧ = the set of living entities that are companions of humans 

during the time of evaluation. 

Not every dog is a pet; stray dogs are not pets. 

5.5.4.2. ⟦gem⟧ = the set of precious stones with an accessible and maximally 

close world where they are worn as jewelry. 

Not every diamond is a gem; one at the tip of an engraver is not a gem. 
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5.5.4.3. ⟦poultry⟧ = the set of birds with an accessible and maximally close 

world where someone collects their meat or eggs. 

Not every chicken is poultry; a pet chicken is not poultry. 

5.5.5. The count nouns pet and gem have a subkind reading, so event-association 

alone does not prevent subkind readings: 

5.5.5.1. “the most popular pet is dogs and then cats.” 

5.5.5.2. “the top 4 gems namely diamond, emerald, ruby and sapphire 

rightfully deserve to be called precious,” 

5.6. Hypothesis: the combination of event-association and uncountability results in an 

inability to head a taxonomy. 

(assumption: not heading a taxonomy ⇔ lacking a subkind reading) 

5.6.1. Mass nouns that have and lack a subkind reading: 

5.6.1.1. ✓: wildlife, vegetation, footwear, inanimate-poultry 

5.6.1.2. ✗: furniture, jewelry, mail, animate-poultry 

5.6.2. Is footwear event-associated? One can check for a contrast between it and 

furniture regarding opportunistic reference: 

5.6.2.1. “a crate can serve as ‘furniture’ in a student apartment.” (G&L 2017:4) 

“Human furniture is furniture in which a person’s body is used as a 

tray, foot stool, chair, table, cabinet or other item.” (Wikipedia) 

5.6.2.2. If footwear does not allow such opportunistic reference, it is not 

event-associated: 

• If snakes are wrapped around a model’s legs, are they footwear? 

• If I lose my shoes and put my feet in bags, are the bags footwear? 

 

6. Conclusion 

6.1. Which nouns have a subkind reading? 

A noun can have a subkind reading for a speaker if (but perhaps not only if) there are 

nouns in their lexicon that correspond to its subkinds. 

6.2. Which kinds are in the denotation of nouns with a subkind reading? 

Nouns with a subkind reading denote sets of kinds in certain taxonomic ranks; 

perhaps ones where every kind corresponds to a lexically-entered noun. 

6.3. Hypothesis: the combination of event-association and uncountability results in an 

inability to head a taxonomy (and thus lacking a subkind reading). 

In near future research, I will determine why and how that is, by: 

6.3.1. Determining the formal properties of the taxonomy of lexically-entered nouns 

(cf. Kay 1971, 1975, Cruse 1986:ch.6). 

6.3.2. Reformulating the (purported lexical) process that shifts nouns from an 

instance to subkind reading (cf. Carlson 1977:206). 
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