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Abstract 

We re-examine the semantic relation between atomicity and distributivity, which are 
considered relevant to the floating numeral quantifier construction (FNQ) in Japanese. It is 
shown that FNQ interpretation, distributive or non-distributive, may be to a large extent 
determined by pragmatic factors (including intonation) and real world knowledge shared by 
the speaker and hearer, rather than syntactic factors alone. This paper attempts the following 
three things: (i) it claims that there is a particular FNQ construction in Japanese, which is 
“NP-related” (unlike the normal FNQ construction which gives rise to a distributive reading, 
which is “VP-related”). (ii) It claims that this particular construction gives rise to a special 
focus reading. (iii) It offers a semantic/pragmatic account of this non-distributive reading.  
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1. Introduction 

This paper addresses the fundamental question as to what the contribution of the semantics of 
the floating numeral quantifier (FNQ) really is. Previous studies including Gunji and Hasida 
(1998), Kobuchi (2003, 2007), and Nakanishi (2004, 2007, 2008) need to be modified before 
they are able to incorporate data like (1) and (2). (Note that we consider NP-related FNQs 
often show general deaccenting phenomena such as downstep or deaccenting effects. This 
paper takes a closer look at the nature of FNQs about which there is still room for argument 
in the literature (see, e.g., Kobuchi 2003, 2007, and Nakanishi 2004, 2007, 2008). Our claim 
is that the assumption is valid that Japanese FNQs behave as either quantificational 
determiners or quantificational adverbs (Yokota 2014).  

(1) Gakusei ga (//)  go-nin  tsukue o  mochiageta.  

 student Nom  5-Cl  desk Acc lifted  

 (i) ‘Five (of the) students lifted a desk (individually).’ [Distributive reading] 

 (ii) ‘Five students lifted a desk (together)’ [Non-distributive reading]  

                                                      (Nakanishi 2007, 2008) 

(2) a. Gakusei ga kinoo   san-nin  //  Peter o   koroshita.  

   student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl   Peter Acc  killed 

     ‘Three students (as a group) killed Peter yesterday.’  

      (Nakanishi 2007: 53)  

 b.  Otokonoko ga kinoo  san-nin  isshoni  booto o  tsukut-ta.  

   boy Nom   yesterday  3-Cl  together boat Acc  make-Past 

     ‘Three boys made a toy boat together yesterday.’            (Nakanishi 2007: 58) 

The above examples tell us that it is possible for the FNQ to have a non-distributive 
interpretation since the entities denoted by the FNQ are considered as an established group, 
though a distributive reading is also available for (1). In accounting for these interpretive 
effects, there seems not much to be obtained by viewing FNQs simply as VP-adverbs.  

2. NP-related FNQ readings 

To gain a handle on the semantic variance observed in the FNQ construction, we suggest that 
the two distinct meanings of FNQs (distributive and non-distributive) can be compared to 
restrictive and non-restrictive modifiers. In particular, re-evaluation of the NP-related FNQ 
from this perspective tells us that such an FNQ is primarily discourse-linked to its nominal 
status, rather than to its verbal status. In light of the assumption that an FNQ’s occurrence in 
float position localizes its interpretation, the FNQ’s association with the subject noun would 
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parallel that of a pronoun and its antecedent.1 A simple (but plausible) explanation for this is 
that FNQs (especially NP-related FNQs) have almost the same status – as nominals. From 
this perspective, the FNQ phrase (i.e., the subject noun and its associated FNQ) is 
co-referential. In other words, they can refer to the same ‘piece of reality’ (Leech 1981: 12). 
The obvious candidate for such a seemingly non-quantificational interpretation is a kind of 
referring expression (e.g., anaphoric pronoun). More specifically, a given FNQ is construed 
as something like a property expression in non-focus position (though it is still a quantifier), 
but is changed to a full-fledged quantifier in the focus position (unmarkedly, in the verbal 
domain). We will particularly characterize the NP-related FNQ interpretation as exhibiting 
the same semantic/pragmatic properties that are typical of pronouns or definite description, 
where the FNQ informationally represents non-focus (e.g., topic, background) rather than 
focus. It then comes as no surprise that we may encounter the NP-related FNQ reading.  

Given that processing ambiguity is systematic and general in FNQ sentences in Japanese, we 
can say that the ambiguity is likely to be resolved by contextual factors, which often 
accompany particular intonation contours (in relation to particular contexts) (Steedman 2000a, 
b). Assuredly, pitch accents regularly signal that the referent of a given constituent is new, 
informative or salient in the context. However, pitch accents may also signal something else – 
for instance, that the speaker attaches special importance to a given constituent or wishes to 
highlight it as new. This is the underlying assumption for the uses of the NP-related FNQs.  

It is worth noting that the prosodic data obviously show that the sentence has a substantial 
pause between the subject NP and the following FNQ in the FNQ construction like (1). It is 
considered an NP-related FNQ, since the FNQ does not bear a new significant (high) pitch 
range. In order to really prove that a sentence with this pitch contour can be interpreted with 
non-distributive reading, it is useful to see if some collective predicate can sit here. Let us 
examine the following examples. (Words written in capital are focused.) 

(3) a. Context: I heard that (six) members of the prime minister’s inner circle have made a  
   radical move. But exactly what was it that they did? 

Shushoo ni    chikakat ta  giin ga    roku-nin  // X-TTE IU SEITOO  o 

prime minister to  close past   congressmen Nom  6-Cl    X-that say pol.party Acc 

tachiagechattandesu-yo. 

founded-Prt 

‘Six congressmen of the prime minister’s inner circle have founded the POLITICAL PARTY 
CALLED X.’ 

Here, the predicate is ‘found a political party called X’. In this case, the founding of a 
particular political party is a collective action by the six people as a group. Specifically, it is 
not the case that each of the six people has individually founded this party. ((3) a) is 

                                                        
1 Pronouns represent familiar referents. Pronouns are anaphorically related to something already in the 
discourse and therefore cannot convey new information (Erteschik-Shir 1997, 2007). 



International Journal of Linguistics 
ISSN 1948-5425 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 6 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 40 

well-formed under this reading. Next, consider the FNQ construction in which the numeral 
has focus. We will change the direct object slightly so that the sentence sounds more natural. 

(3) b. Context: I heard that some congressmen have founded the political party called X.  
    But how many? 

# Shushoo ni  chikakat ta giin ga  //   ROKU-nin sono seitoo o 

 p.m. to   close-past congressmen Nom 6-Cl   the pol.party Acc 

 tachiagechattandesu-yo. 

 founded-Prt 

‘SIX congressmen of the prime minister’s inner circle have founded the political party.’ 

Here, the sentence sounds awkward (indicated by #) since it gives rise to a distributive 
reading in which each of the six congressmen has founded an identical political party 
individually. This sentence is an ordinary FNQ construction which yields a distributive 
reading. This awkwardness is predicted within the present analysis. Now, let us look at the 
following sentence, in which the focus is the identity of the people, thus stress is assigned to 
the subject DP. Again, we will change the direct object slightly and place an adverb between 
the subject NP and the FNQ. 

(3) c. Context: I heard that six congressmen have founded the political party called X. But 
    who are they? 

SHUSHOO-NI  CHIKA-KATTA  GIIN-GA  //   iki-tougou-shite  

p.m. to    close-past     congressmen Nom getting.along.well.with.each.other  

roku-nin  sono seitoo o   tachiagechattandesu-yo. 

6-Cl   the pol.party Acc  founded-Prt 

‘Getting along well with each other, six congressmen of the PRIME MINISTER’S INNER 
CIRCLE founded the political party.’ 

Following the above data, let us assume that there is a substantial pause after the subject NP, 
but without a pitch rise on FNQ. Rather, the FNQ gets assigned a pitch that continues from 
the end of the subject NP, despite the pause. What reading does it give rise to? If it turns out 
that a collective reading is allowed, it would validate the sentence type ((3) c), which appears 
to be an FNQ construction even though the FNQ is interpreted with the subject NP. It would 
mean that the interpretation of the sentence is computed under the quantificational structure 
following the surface syntactic structure less rigidly and the effect of the prosodic cues is as 
substantial as what we assume in this paper. Next, we will turn to the issue regarding the 
lexical-semantic analysis of FNQ sentences, mainly referring to work of Kobuchi (2003, 
2007) and Nakanishi’s (2004, 2007, 2008).  

3. Atomicity and Distributivity 



International Journal of Linguistics 
ISSN 1948-5425 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 6 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 41 

It seems necessary to keep in mind that information from the lexicon is in general subject to 
pragmatic enrichment (e.g., focal prominence) (see Lambrecht 1994; Steedman 2000a, b, 
2012; Kempson et al. 2001, 2004, 2006, among others), and that the event semantic 
representation of the FNQ construction is ultimately determined in the context. A 
consequence of this assumption is that the FNQ does not necessarily contribute to 
distributivity. Rather, a distributive reading is more often than not a result of interpreting an 
FNQ compositionally within the verbal domain (i.e., unmarkedly, as a focused part of the 
sentence), together with the requirement that the classifier have the function of individuation 
(Kobuchi 2003, 2007). This function is compatible with the ga-marked host noun, which 
denotes existential individuation in the discourse (see Kuno 1973; Ishikawa 2008). Putting 
these assumptions together suggests the possibility of structural and contextual contribution 
to the semantic content of the FNQ construction. However, it seems that things are a bit more 
complicated than this.  

4. Lexical Representations of Japanese FNQs 

This section discusses semantic representations that fit well with the grammar allowing 
distributive as well as non-distributive readings. It is instructive to begin our discussion with 
Japanese common nouns (which differ greatly from English common nouns).  

As Takano (1992) claims, Japanese common nouns are indefinite NPs, which do not 
introduce an existential presupposition by nature. This assumption seems to indicate that in 
FNQ sentences a common noun (subject NP) is not always recognizable as the domain of 
quantification provided by the FNQ. Rather, there are cases where the host NP is focused (in 
the right context) and contributes to the scope of quantification (hence, generating an 
NP-related FNQ reading).  

It is widely held that there is no grammatical distinction between singular and plural nouns in 
Japanese (Kuno 1973, 1978; Takano 1992; Ishikawa 2008, among others). For example, for 
both one apple and two apples, ringo ‘apple’ suffices. Whether ringo ‘an apple/apples’ is 
singular or plural depends on the context and is not marked in the noun form. It seems 
reasonable to consider that the noun potentially belongs to either a definite NP or an 
indefinite NP (see Yokota 2015 for discussion of the semantics of definites parallel to 
NP-related FNQs). Note that any function applicable to individuals is also applicable to 
groups, and vice versa in the standard plural theory (Landman 1989a, b, 1996, 2000). 
Correspondingly, it can be said that Japanese FNQ constructions allow non-distributive (or 
collective) construals in the right context.  

For the sake of completeness, we propose possible lexical representations for FNQ sentences, 
as exemplified in ((3) a-d). In this way, each grammatical expression can be associated with 
more than one interpretation. We here take a position that semantics generates all the 
meanings possible, and a preferred (hence, optimal) meaning is selected in accordance with 
pragmatics (e.g., information structure).  

In order to obtain the cardinal interpretation in ((4) a), we will make use of a (silent) 
existential quantifier (∃ ), which is mapped onto syntactic structure as represented in (1) 
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above. Importantly, the semantic representations in ((4) a-d) are compatible with 
representations embodying structured event quantification.  

(4) (=(1)) Gakusei ga (//)  go-nin  tsukue o  mochiageta.  

   student Nom  5-Cl  desk Acc lifted  

    (i) ‘Five (of the) students lifted a desk (individually).’ [Distributive]  

    (ii) ‘Five students lifted a desk (together)’ [Non-distributive] 

   Possible semantic representations for (4): 

  a. ∃ e([∃X:*student’(X)∧ |X|=5](*lift.a.desk’(e)∧ *Ag(e)=X)) ⇒(－p, ＋d)  

  b.  ∃ e([∃X:*student’(X)∧ |X|=5](*lift.a.desk’(e)∧ *Ag(e)=↑(X))) ⇒(－p, －d)  

  c. ∃ e([∃X:*student’(X)])(*lift.a.desk’(e)∧ *Ag(e)=X∧ |X|=5)) ⇒(＋p, ＋d)  

  d. ∃ e ([∃X:*student’(X)](*lift.a.desk’(e)∧ *Ag(e)=↑(X)∧ |X|=5)) ⇒(＋p, －d)  

Given that the term lift.a.desk’ in (4) takes both an individual atom and a group atom, at least 
six possible interpretations for the FNQ construction are constructed; (＋part(itive), ＋
dist(ributive)) is from ((4) c), (＋part, ＋dist) from ((4) d), (－part, ＋dist) from ((4) a), and 
(－part, －dist) from ((4) b). ((4) a) and ((4) b) are constructed as NP-related FNQs, while 
((4) c) and ((4) d) are constructed as VP-related FNQs. When the host NP denotes a type, the 
type is unspecified with respect to quantity, and a partitive reading does not arise from ((4) b). 
This follows from the basic assumption that topical material cannot be interpreted as being in 
the nuclear scope of a quantifier (see also Cresti 1995 and Van Valin 2005), which is 
accounted for by ((4) a-d).  

We will follow Landman’s (1989a, 1989b, 1996, 2000) event semantics, which basically 
follows Link’s lattice-theoretic approach, but Landman argues for the notion of ‘groups’, 
which is different from Link’s ‘sums’. Landman assumes that predicates can have a ‘group 
predicate reading’ whereby the predicate denotes not only the set of atomic individuals that 
have a certain property but also the individual sums of all those atomic parts that form the 
denotation of the individual predicate. The distinction between sums and groups directly 
corresponds to the distinction between the distributive and the collective reading. For purely 
distributive predicates like sing, all we need to assume is that one can derive a group 
denotation from the simple set denotation by using the plural operator ‘*’. 

On this hypothesis, it is possible to derive a group denotation from the simple set denotation. 
Landman (1989a, 1989b, 1996, 2000) uses ‘*’ to make predicates always distributive. In 
Landman’s framework, the distributive properties are always applied to sums and the 
collective properties are applied to groups only. As for a collective reading, it is assumed to 
be the result of a predicate applying to a collection of individuals as a group. Technically, a 
group is formed by applying a group-forming operator ‘↑’ to a sum of individuals, as in ↑(x∪
Iy∪Iz) (see also Nakanishi 2004, 2007 for a simiar approach).  
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For Landman, a plural denotation can be derived from a singular predicate denotation by 
freely applying the plural operator ‘*’ both in the nominal and in the verbal domain. 
Non-distributive interpretations are made possible by the group operator ‘↑’. In ((4) b, d), it 
applies first in the restriction clause, and enters into the nuclear scope (see Landman 1989, 
2000; Nakanishi 2004, 2007, 2008; Tancredi 2005 for related discussions). The distributive 
construal obtains, directly entering an individual sum into the pluralized domain in the 
nuclear scope. The distinction between partitivity and non-partitivity is reflected in the 
restriction (nominal) contents, i.e., in ((4) c, d) the information conveyed by the FNQ is not 
specified there, which induces partitivity. ((4) c) and ((4) d) are construed as VP-related 
FNQs, while ((4) a) and ((4) b) are construed as NP-related FNQs.  

Note that we have a special semantics for NP-related FNQs as in ((4) a, b) where when the 
host NP denotes something like a type, the type appears to be unspecified with respect to 
quantity, and a partitive reading does not arise from ((4) a, b). The semantics in ((4) a, b) is 
tenable because it is closely related to the assumption that topical material cannot be 
interpreted as being in the nuclear scope of a quantifier (see Van Valin 2005: Chapter 3 for 
further discussion of this point).  

With the semantic architecture in place, as shown in ((4) a-d), pragmatics (including 
intonation) is utilized to select among several readings generated by the grammar, as in other 
cases of disambiguation. To be more specific, in information-structure terms, the default 
reading of the FNQ (i.e., the distributive reading) hosted by the subject NP will simply reflect 
the information structure of the sentence in the kinds of discourse contents that the speakers 
could imagine for it, rather than sorts of particular semantics that Kobuchi and Nakanishi 
propose. A preferred reading is often selected with the help of intonation (in accordance with 
the information-structure) from a set of available readings that are captured by the semantic 
representations, as exemplified in ((4) a-d).  

5. Plurality and non-distributive interpretations 

As mentioned above, an object-denoting noun such as gakusei ‘student’ can be interpreted as 
singular or plural. Japanese NPs are ambiguous between a definite and an indefinite reading. 
To conceive of this point in relation to plurality of nouns, let us turn back to an (at first blush) 
unacceptable example like (2), repeated here in (6), which has a non-distributive reading with 
non-partitivity. What happens here is, for a felicitous interpretation to follow, (6) should have 
a structure like ((2) a) (non-local NP-related FNQ structure) and a semantic representation 
such as ((4) b), (－p, －d).  

(6) Gakusei ga   kinoo   san-nin  //  Peter o   koroshita. 

 student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl   Peter Acc  killed 

 ‘Three students (as a group) killed Peter yesterday.’     (Nakanishi 2007: 53) 

Semantically, definite descriptions involving plurals are taken to denote a totality (equivalent 
to a maximality operator) of related items fitting the description expressed in the NP. We will 
extend this view to FNQ constructions by claiming that the FNQ (particularly, the NP-related 
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FNQ) provides a totality effect. This line of analysis makes it clear that the entire subject (i.e., 
all the members that make up the subject) enters into quantification in relation to the FNQ.  

Gunji and Hasida (1998: 65) claim that the default reading of the FNQ hosted by the subject 
NP is distributive. An FNQ is more likely to be associated with a distributive reading 
compared to a non-FNQ (i.e., [NP no NQ]). 

(7) a. Gakusei ga   san-nin  kabin o   mochiageta.  

   student Nom  3-Cl   vase Acc lifted 

   ‘Three students (each) lifted a/the vase.’ 

 b.  San-nin no  gakusei ga   kabin o   mochiageta. 

   3-Cl Gen  student Nom  verse Acc lifted  

   ‘Three students lifted a/the vase.’ 

Concerning the interpretation of (7), without contextual or prosodic cues, both the student 
and a student are available. However, since the subject host needs to have a distributive 
reading (by Gunji and Hasidas’ assumption), the former interpretation is not likely. Note, 
however, this is not the only possible interpretation. Another possibility is that the quantity 
denoted by the quantifier in an FNQ sentence does not always contribute to the creation of a 
new (sub)set (as we saw in (1) in Section 1). That is, the set referred to by an NP-related FNQ 
may be used when the set is recognized as an established (not new) one in the discourse; such 
an FNQ should have an exhaustive reading by default (see, e.g., (6)).2  

Note in passing that the same thing can be said of sentences like (8) (from Kobuchi 2003: 32). 
(The judgment for the sentence is hers.) The preferred interpretation would require the FNQ 
to be interpreted with respect to individuals, i.e., thirty (and only thirty) students.  

(8) ??Kodomo ga  sanjuu-nin gasshoo-shita. 

   child Nom  30-Cl   sang in chorus 

   ‘Thirty children sang in chorus.’  

Kobuchi claims that sentence (8) can only be well-formed under a shift to a 
non-quantificational amount term reading of the NQ. Setting this aside as a special 
interpretive possibility, under a quantificational reading an FNQ causes a sentence containing 
a non-distributive (collective in Nakanishi’s terms) predicate to be semantically ill-formed. 
Since in (8) there are no atomic individuals who have the property of singing in chorus, the 
sentence again results in ill-formedness.  

                                                        
2 Due to the lack of status of an established set, FNQs sometimes cannot easily have a non-distributive 
reading and each instantiated entity/object has to be individually involved in the action/event to obtain a 
distributive reading.    
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However, here too, sentence (8) increases acceptability when a pause occurs right after the 
FNQ, just as is the case in (6). Hence, it can be construed as an NP-related FNQ.3 This also 
indicates that non-partitivity denotation (often related to non-distributive readings) can be 
obtained in non-local FNQ constructions as well, as long as it does not cause inconsistency in 
sentence interpretation and intonational pattern. This helps greatly in understanding how the 
well-formedness of FNQ sentences is ultimately determined by contexts associated with 
relevant information structure. Thus, sentences such as (5), (6) and (8) are considered 
representative cases where different (plausible) contexts can disambiguate the two 
interpretations (i.e., distributive and non-distributive), since in the right context (with an 
associated prosody) FNQs serve as non-distributive expressions.  

6. More on Non-Distributive Interpretations 

It has been pointed out that in the literature that the FNQ construction generates distributive 
interpretation, but this semantic requirement is too strong, as discussed in the preceding 
sections. We will re-examine data in the literature involving non-distributive readings of 
FNQ constructions, which are unresolved by Nakanishi (2007: Chapter 2), positing that the 
FNQ obligatorily yields distributivity (see also Kobuchi (2003, 2007)). We will see that it is 
not always true that the semantic constraint applies to FNQ examples. The central empirical 
part of my claim is that such a requirement seems to be relaxed in contexts such as those in 
(4), (5) and (7) above. While Nakanishi does not have an explanation to offer for why the 
requirements should be relaxed in FNQ sentences, Cases 1-3 given below suggest that there 
are a number of cases where FNQs that appear to be VP-related can actually receive the 
NP-related interpretation when the appropriate context is provided.  

6.1 Case 1: Non-distributivity with progressive 

Let us first consider the following examples involving progressive predicates.  

(9) =(Nakanishi’s (116)) 

a. ??Gakusei ga  kinoo   san-nin  sono tsukue o  kowashi-ta. 

   student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl  that table Acc  break-Past 

   ‘Three students broke that table yesterday.’ 

b. Gakusei ga   kinoo   san-nin  sono tsukue o  kowashi-te-ita. 

  student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl  that table Acc  break-Prog-Past 

  ‘Three students were breaking that table yesterday.’  

Nakanishi (2004, 2007, 2008) claims that Japanese FNQ constructions permit distributive 
readings only. However, ((9) a) may be used felicitously to give an ‘on the scene’ report with 
a pause right after the FNQ. As Nakanishi points out, the availability of collective readings 
                                                        
3 Alternatively, if a pause is put immediately before the FNQ, then a VP-related FNQ interpretation might 
be available (as long as the constituent following the FNQ forms a distinct intonational phrase). In such 
cases, when the given sentence is pronounced with stress on the quantifier, it is highly likely that focus is 
imposed on the FNQ, so that unnaturalness will be removed from the sentence.      
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seems to depend on the aspect of verbal predicates. Specifically, collective readings are 
available more easily with progressive VPs, as shown in ((9) b). In the present account, the 
above observed empirical behavior indicates that a notable semantic property pertaining to 
the FNQ and its host NP phrase in the sentence is that it behaves as if it were an existential 
quantifier which receives an existential (or cardinal) interpretation (Milsark 1974), and in the 
V-te iru structure (-te form of the verb and the existential verb iru) the quantifier force takes 
wide scope (e.g., Begehlli 1997).4 In such cases, no matter how we may construct the 
context, the truth conditions will simply be those of an existential.  

In those sentences expressing recognition of the existence of a situation, the NP-related FNQ 
is likely to be interpreted as something that denotes speaker’s perception of the existence of 
an object/entity within NP, while the VP-related FNQ is normally linked to the whole event 
described by the verbal predicate, where the speaker first introduces the subject as topic at the 
moment of uttering the sentence and the comments on it with the predicate. A relevant 
question is why FNQ constructions permit non-distributive readings when the VP is atelic as 
in the following examples.  

(10) =(Nakanishi’s ((122) b)) 

a. Gakusei ga   kinoo   san-nin  kaato o   oshi-ta.  

  student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl   cart Acc  push-Past 

  ‘Three students pushed a cart yesterday.’ [OKdistributive, OKcollective] 

b. Gakusei ga   kinoo   san-nin  kaato o   mise made  oshi-ta.  

  student Nom  yesterday  3-Cl    cart Acc  store to   push-Past 

  ‘Three students pushed a cart to the store yesterday.’ [OKdistributive, OKcollective] 

If the observation that both ((10) a) and ((10) b) allow non-distributive readings is correct, 
then the account developed in Nakanishi (2007) would lose the generalization that FNQ 
constructions permit non-distributive readings with atelic, but not telic, predicates.  

Further examples are provided in (11), in which the subject NP in stative sentences can also 
host an FNQ as in (11), where the FNQ occurs in a floated position, and is yet construed with 
the preceding noun gakusei ‘student(s)’. Note that these sentences may be uttered out of the 
blue (without contexts). This being the case, in the present account, what is crucial in (11) is 
that the members of the host NP denotation constitute a single (and unique) domain of 
‘quantification’. That is, something like a property-denoting strategy may be taken when the 

                                                        
4 This idea also seems well-motivated in view of the fact that FNQ sentences permit a collective reading 
with a progressive predicate -te ita ‘was/were doing’ and a perception verb like mita ‘saw’ used in the 
matrix clause (see Yamamori 2006 for a relevant discussion), as shown in (i) (taken from Yamamori 2006: 
128), respectively.  
  (i)  Kodomo ga  umide  futari  ?*oyoida/oyogu no o      mita. 
   children Nom  sea in  2-Cl    swam/swim Comp Acc   saw    
      ‘(I) saw two children swam in the sea.’ 
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denotation as a set is highlighted in the discourse, resulting in a non-partitive reading. This is 
also considered a necessary condition for the interpretability of NP-related FNQs.  

(11)  a. Gakusei ga   san-nin  byooki-da.  

   student Nom  3-Cl   be.sick-Cop 

   ‘Three students are sick.’ 

  b. Sono ikimono wa   me ga   mit-tsu   aru.  

   the creature Top   eye Nom  3-Cl  exist  

   ‘The creature has three eyes.’  

Nakanishi (2007, 2008) reports that although stative verbs are not in general available for 
FNQ constructions, examples like (11) indicate that the semantic aspect of the verbs does not 
contribute clearly to FNQ constructions (contrary to Mihara 1998; Kobuchi 2003, 2007; 
Nakanishi 2004, 2007, 2008). Hence, Nakanishi’s quantifier float condition related to the 
aspectuality of verbs is too strict. This implies that an event-semantic representation of an 
FNQ is highly likely to be determined in context.  

6.2 Case 2: Non-Distributivity with Isshoni ‘Together’ 

When collectivizing adverbs such as isshoni ‘together’ co-occur with FNQs, as in (12), only 
non-distributive readings are available.  

(12) =(Nakanishi’s (126)) 

Otokonoko ga san-nin isshoni  booto o  tsukut-ta. 

boys Nom   3-Cl  together  boat Acc  make-Past 

‘Three boys built a boat together yesterday.’  

Nakanishi (2007) claims that a seemingly collective (or non-distributive) reading with a 
collectivizer is not collective but distributive in that each building-a-boat event is mapped to 
each group of three boys. However, it is plausible that the collectivizing adverbs, as in (12), 
relying on Landman’s (1989, 2000) group formation operator ↑, map a sum of individuals 
(e.g., x∪Iy∪Iz) to an atomic group individual (e.g., ↑(x∪Iy∪Iz)). For instance, (12) forms a 
group of three boys, yielding the interpretation that one group consisting of three boys built a 
model boat. In this case, (12) means that a group of three boys built a boat, where there was 
only one agent, namely a group of three boys. 

Nakanishi (2007) also contends that native speakers might manipulate the existence of 
collectivizing adverbs. For instance, non-distributive interpretations obtain when the copula 
-de after the FNQ (e.g., san-nin-de ‘by three (as a group)’). Even when an FNQ is not 
followed by -de, speakers may obtain ‘illusive’ non-distributive reading by positing a covert 
-de. This is, however, a speculative possibility and would require independent confirmation.  
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Such an effect that may contribute to non-distributive readings should be explained 
semantically or pragmatically in an explicit manner. In our view, as previously mentioned, 
this statement should be covered in the following manner: What makes NP-related FNQ 
examples like (12) possible is using the FNQ san-nin to refer back to a particular plural 
individual, consisting of the established set (implicitly) described by the associate noun 
gakusei ‘student(s)’. This means that an NP-related quantifier could be interpreted as the 
quantitative attribute of an established (sub)set, hence in certain contexts the NP-related FNQ 
is allowed to have an exhaustive (or non-partitive) reading rather than a particular (or 
partitive) reading.  

Another possible explanation is that we can attribute the different readings to a 
(non-)presuppositionality effect with the host NP (cf. Ishii 1998, 1999). If this is correct, then 
the host noun is not necessarily limited to topic, contrary to Takami’s (1998) and Hatori’s 
(2002) claim that an NP in a sentence allows quantifier float only if it can function as a topic 
of the sentence.5  

To investigate the issue further, let us consider Brisson’s (1998) theory concerning English 
collectivizing adverbials, which supposedly force collectivity (non-distributivity in our terms). 
According to Brisson, the distribution of all and every differ with respect to a subclass of 
collectivizing adverbials, as shown in (13) and (14) (taken from Brisson 1998:141). 

(13) All the planes landed together/in formation/as a group/at once. 

(14) *Every plane landed together/in formation/as a group/at once. 

Brisson claims that a collectivizing adverb takes a predicate that applies to atomic individuals, 
such as land, and appears to turn it into a predicate that will apply only to pluralities. An 
expression like together involves a kind of quantification over individual parts of a plural NP. 
The same explanation holds true for examples in Japanese like (15) (taken from Mizuguchi 
2004: 83, and the judgment is hers). In the example, a common noun gakusei ‘student(s)’ is 
used which denotes a set containing both sums and atoms.6  

(15)  *Gakusei ga  san-nin  isshoni   kabin o   mochiageta. 

    student Nom  3-Cl   together  vase Acc  lifted 

    ‘Three students lifted the vase together.’  

Mizuguchi claims that (15) could be acceptable when isshoni means ‘at the same time’, but 
when it means ‘together’, the sentence is unacceptable. She explains the unacceptability in 
(15) by saying that post-nominal classifier phrases (FNQs in our terms) do not evoke the 

                                                        
5 Here it is worth mentioning that Ohki (1987) points out in his descriptive work that the host NP must be 
a potentially focal element, which is contrary to Takami’s (1998) claim, though Ohki does not discuss the 
difference between NP-related and VP-related FNQs. 
6 In general, Japanese nouns are not directly combined with numbers: sometimes they refer to plural 
entities, while at other times they refer to singular individuals (see Mizuguchi (2004: Chapter 3) for a 
detailed discussion of this matter).   
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collective reading, because, she claims, the sets individuated by post-nominal classifier 
phrases are not individuated further.  

However, this hypothesis needs to be examined a little further. The case in question runs 
counter to Mizuguchi’s expectation. There are various ways to improve the grammaticality of 
FNQ sentences such as (15). For instance, it yields the intended reading and becomes better if 
the FNQ can be construed as an NP-related FNQ, quantifying over the individuals (here 
gakusei ‘student’) resulting in a non-distributive reading, which is compatible with the 
denotation of isshoni ‘together’. If the speaker puts a pause immediately after san-nin (rather 
than after the subject), the sentence is judged as being considerably more acceptable (if still 
not perfect), denoting the students all joined forces and lifted the vase, resulting in a 
non-distributive reading.  

6.3 Case 3: Non-Distributivity with Collective Predicates 

The following examples show that FNQ constructions are compatible with collective 
predicates such as torikakomu ‘surround’ and atsumaru ‘gather’.  

(16) =(Nakanishi’s ((129) b)) 

Heishi ga   kinoo   gohyaku-nin  machi o  torikakon-da.  

soldier Nom  yesterday  500-Cl    city Acc  surround-Past  

‘Five hundred soldiers surrounded the city yesterday.’ 

(17) =(Nakanishi’s ((131) b)) 

Gakusei ga  kinoo   juu-nin   atsumat-ta. 

student Nom  yesterday  10-Cl   gather-Past 

‘Ten students gathered yesterday.’ 

The fact that the examples in (16) and (17) are acceptable appears to be problematic for 
Nakanishi’s monotonicity constraint7 (which constitutes the core of her theory of FNQs), 
because the constraint ought to exclude collective readings, though she supposes that 
predicates such as gather are not genuinely collective but distributive, relying on Dowty 
(1987). On this supposition, although the collective predicate gather does not distribute down 
to the individual members of a group, it distributively entails a property of the members of 
the group (e.g. each undergoing a change of location).  

This account could work under the definition of distributivity in reference to agents rather 
than events. However, a problem is that the approach presented by Nakanishi in order to 
account for data like (16)-(17) does not really help in considering why the collective verb is 

                                                        
7 Nakanishi (2007) applies the notion of monotonicity (describing patterns of entailment between sets and 
subsets) that Schwarzschild (2002) discusses in terms of nominal domain to the verbal domain as well. 
That is, what she claims is that in the non-split MP (Measure Phrase) construction monotonicity must be 
respected in the nominal domain, while in split the MP construction it must be respected in the verbal 
domain. The former corresponds to our non-FNQs, and the latter to our FNQs.      
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used in the sentence to begin with. Note that it is impossible to say Gakuseiga kinoo hitori / 
hutari astumatta ‘One student/Two students gathered yesterday’. 8  This indicates that 
Nakanishi’s distributivity entailment (e.g., each individual is undergoing a change of location) 
is in fact not necessarily available for all cases involving collective predicates. For this reason, 
Nakanishi’s account of examples (16)-(17) is untenable.  

We instead contend that Japanese FNQs have two uses and that a distinction must be drawn 
between distributive and non-distributive readings. That is to say, non-distributivity as well as 
distributivity exists in FNQ constructions from the outset. Extra-syntactic factors will choose 
which reading fits well in the context. This does not require us to suppose the process of 
change in meaning (as posited by Nakanishi) when we encounter sentences allowing 
non-distributive readings, which are not expected from Nakanishi’s theory. In Section 4, we 
claimed that FNQ sentence meanings can in principle have any of the four possible feature 
combinations allowed by the semantic features [＋/－part(itive)] and [＋/－dist(ributive)], 
and that when this sort of sentence is placed in the right context, a collective implication 
observed in the example is simply an instantiation of either (＋part, －dist) (e.g., (4b)) or (－
part, －dist) (e.g., (4c)), depending on the context. Thus, it seems unproblematic to allow for 
the generation of both collective and distributive interpretations within our semantic analysis. 
The same account applies to other examples, such as the following.  

(18) (cf. (2)) #Otoko ga //  san-nin  Taknaka o   koroshi-ta.  

     man Nom   3-Cl  Tanaka Acc  kill-Past 

     ‘Three men killed Tanaka.’ (Kobuchi 2007: 110)  

    (cf. Otokoga san-nin // Tanaka o koroshita.) 

In choosing the preferred interpretation out of possible interpretations, as provided in ((4) 
a-d), a plausible way to conduct a compositional interpretation procedure is to take into 
account context, intonation, lexical meaning, and structure, because all can interact in the 
determination of the preferred interpretation. In our account, in light of data like (6), (7) and 
(8), syntactic differences corresponding to the different meanings that are not reflected in 
prosodic structure cannot contribute to the disambiguation of potentially ambiguous FNQ 
sentences. Hence, it seems unrealistic to assume that a semantic interpretation is derived (in a 
more complicated manner) only after a discourse as a whole has been processed, as 
researchers including Kobuchi (2003, 2007) and Nakanishi (2004, 2007, 2008) suppose.  

7. Conclusion 

We have seen that the FNQ construction viewed as a focus-affected phenomenon, whose 
interpretation is crucially contingent upon information status in the context. A major portion 
of the argument in this paper has been devoted to validating the presence and motivation of 
the distinction between the two types of FNQs to fully describe FNQ placement and 
interpretation in Japanese. To recapitulate, the NP-related FNQ often behaves as a sort of 

                                                        
8 Depending on the context, ‘two students gathered yesterday’ may sound only mildly unacceptable in 
Japanese. 



International Journal of Linguistics 
ISSN 1948-5425 

2017, Vol. 9, No. 6 

www.macrothink.org/ijl 51 

referring expression, when we consider the fact that the NP-related FNQs tend to be 
defocalized and anaphoric(-like) nominals rather than adverbials or (secondary) predicates 
(see Miyagawa 1989; Fukushima 1991, 2007 for analyses of FNQs as predicates). In 
discourse-semantic terms, the NP-related FNQ can be interpreted as something that denotes a 
speaker’s/hearer’s perception of the existence of some entity (or individual), whereas the 
VP-related FNQ is linked to the whole event (or action) described by the verbal predicate.  

Further research is of course required to determine whether the approach illustrated in this 
paper is indeed plausible. However, it seems significant that examples judged unacceptable in 
the literature turn out to be acceptable once they are put in the right context, specifically 
when either the FNQ or the subject NP receives focus in the sentence. Previous studies have 
taken little or no account of contexts in which FNQs are used. To solve the problem, we 
would need a more wide-ranging analysis of the semantic-pragmatics of Japanese FNQs, 
along with the current view developed in our discussion. This paper would hopefully be 
another step uncovering the complexity of Japanese FNQ constructions. 
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