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This book uses corpus-based methodologies to investigate the wide variety of factors behind verb number agreement with complex collective noun phrases in English.

The literature on collective nouns and their agreement patterns spans an array of disciplines and approaches. However, little of the research conducted to date has focused on the influence of of-dependents on verb number with relational collective nouns, as in examples such as a bunch of or a group of. Drawing on data from two case studies – one based on the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA), and the other on the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) – Fernández-Pena uses statistical modelling to unpack the different morphological, syntactic, semantic and lexical dimensions of the variables affecting verb number agreement with complex collective noun phrases in English. This multidimensional analysis of the significance of of-dependents in the patterning and contemporary usage of collective nouns offers new insight into and understanding of both synchronic variation and diachronic change.

This book is an essential read for scholars of English language variation and change, historical linguistics, corpus linguistics, and usage-based approaches to the study of language.
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Introduction

Received wisdom says that collective nouns in English may show singular or plural agreement patterns based on their inherent notional plurality (Quirk et al. 1985: 757–759; Biber et al. 1999: 188–189). A group, for instance, may be interpreted holistically as a unity or a homogenous set, as in the case of (1) below, or as a plurality or aggregate with a distributive reading (most commonly in British English; Quirk et al. 1985: 757–759; Biber et al. 1999: 188–189; Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 502), as in (2) (Biber et al. 1999: 185):


(1)[The second group of books] is those written by botanists.1

(2)Under a nearby tree, [a group of children] were having their school lunch.


Can we assume, therefore, that this dual conceptualisation is the main driving force behind verb number variation? Examples like (3) and (4) suggest not, given the unlikelihood of variable agreement.


(3)[A third group of closed back items] consists/*consist of “antique-finish” rugs. [BNC: 1985–1993 EX0 1396]

(4)In rural areas, [the number of private BTS houses] was/*were twice that in the public sector. [BNC: 1985–1993 K5D 12101]


For agreement variation to be possible, the verb must be applicable to either the collective as a whole or the individuals that compose it (Biber et al. 1999: 189). This condition renders the plural patterning in examples (3) and (4) unacceptable, as consist and be can only be used to refer to the group and the number (not to the items and the houses, respectively).

Despite wide acknowledgement of the dual interpretation of collective nouns and their flexible verb number patterns, verb number variation with collective nouns is generally believed to be more confined to informal registers, with written language following formal agreement patterns (5) (Quirk et al. 1985: 758–759; Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 502–503). Complex collective phrases like (6) and (7) appear to flout that precept, however (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 501–504):


(5)The committee has not yet come to a decision.

(6)[A bunch of hooligans] %was/were seen leaving the premises.

(7)[The majority of her friends] are/*is Irish.


To what extent do these cases differ? The answer lies in the prepositional phrase (henceforth of-PP). In (5), the necessary conditions to allow for verb number variation are met: committee is a prototypical collective noun that denotes an aggregate of (human) animate entities (see Depraetere 2003: 86–89 and Corbett 2004: 188), while the verb come allows for a focus on either the group (has come) or the individuals (have come) (see Levin 1998: 105, 2001: 148–158; Biber et al. 1999: 189 and Depraetere 2003: 102, 116–123). Plural agreement with bunch and majority in (6) and (7) also seems to be motivated by a distributive reading (i.e. by the focus on hooligans and her friends), which is more readily available owing to the explicit reference to the members of the collective in the of-PP. The availability of a singular reading in these cases is more limited, however, with dual conceptualisation being possible but unlikely in the case of bunch and impossible in the case of majority. The quantifying meaning of bunch and the quantificational interpretation of majority seem to motivate plural verb agreement in these instances (Quirk et al. 1985: 765; Biber et al. 1999: 185; Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 503–504). Compare these examples with (8) and (9) below: whereas plural override was clearly obligatory in the case of majority above, the possible collective sense of bunch is observed more clearly in (8). The plural pattern of group in (9) has been explained in terms of the distributive reading of the collective noun or in terms of ‘attraction’ or ‘proximity concord’, as it also occurs with singular verbs (Levin 2001: 140):


(8)[A bunch of flowers] was presented to the teacher (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 503)

(9)[A group of visitors] have paid more than £100 a head to watch her kill. (Levin 2001: 140)


Attraction refers to the influence of a nominal element other than the head noun (e.g. visitors in (9)) on the number of the verb and, from a psycholinguistic point of view, on the erroneous assignment of verb number (see Bock & Miller 1991; Bock & Cutting 1992; Bock & Eberhard 1993; Bock, Nicol & Cutting 1999). While attraction is the main explanation proposed by some scholars for the agreement patterns of collective nouns that take of-dependents, such as group in (9) or homologous terms such as flock (see Depraetere 2003: 86), the following examples challenge that assumption:


(10)[A batch of reports on the safety of Galecron, that were submitted by Ciba-Geigy to the World Health Organisation in 1978] have never been published. [BNC: 1985–1993 B77 283]

(11)And the bed looks like [a troop of soldiers] has been over it. [BNC: 1985–1993 HGV 5611]

(12)[A whole flock of AIRPORT PERSONNEL] are now conferring. [COCA: 1994 FIC Mov:OnlyYou]


In contrast to (9), in (10) plural verb number is selected even though the plural noun reports is not adjacent to the verb (noun and verb are actually separated by 17 words), which makes it quite unlikely that the plural patterning is the result of attraction only. In (11), by contrast, the lack of intervening material between the plural noun soldiers and the verb does not affect number agreement. Interestingly, in (12) the singular noun personnel co-occurs with a plural verb, despite the fact that none of the nouns in the subject is formally plural.

Examples (13) and (14) are structurally very similar but only the former takes a plural verb. This suggests that the type of entities denoted, which in this case differ in their degree of animacy, should not be dismissed as a potential explanatory factor.


(13)[A whole pack of German destroyers] were after them. [BNC: 1985–1993 CEH 3088]

(14)Then he ran off down the road like [a pack o’ dogs] was after him. [BNC: 1985–1993 HUA 356]


Animacy is also closely related to the type of collective noun, as not all collective nouns that take of-PPs (Biber et al. 1999: 249; Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 503) can be used with all types of referents. Aggregates of people may be referred to as groups, bunches or crowds, even as flocks or herds if a hyperbolic meaning is intended; however, references to clumps or shoals of people seem as unlikely as the use of a crowd of objects or a herd of papers.

If all the cases presented above may be attributed to the attraction exerted by the noun within the of-PP, are we to assume that other formal and semantic aspects of the of-PP and/or its internal complexity have no bearing on the subject-verb agreement relationship? It seems unlikely. The following examples highlight the potential effect of presence and type of postmodifier of the of-PP (15), occurrence of additional preverbal plural nouns (16) and selection or lack of a determiner in the of-PP (17):


	


(15)
	


a.
	


The example Winch cites is from the film Violent Saturday in which [a gang of bank robbers] hide from the police [BNC: 1985–1993 C9B 484]


	


b.
	


[a gang of bank robbers, [masquerading as an unlikely string quartet,]] engages in a battle of wills [BNC: 1985–1993 A7L 1083]


	


(16)
	


[A crowd of people [of various races, clutching passports and sheaves of official documents,]] were clustered around an office in the foyer of the Questura. [BNC: 1985–1993 HTT 46]


	


(17)
	


a.
	


suddenly [a bunch of East Coast accounts] appear on her credit report and are not being paid [COCA: 1997 MAG ConsumRep]


	


b.
	


[A bunch of the gifts] were birds: partridges, geese a-laying, swans a-swimming, and so forth. [COCA: 2008 FIC Jack&Jill]




All of the ideas and observations presented here are in line with an array of recent studies on the factors responsible for subject-verb agreement patterns of collective nouns. These analyses challenge the traditional explanation of verb number variation in terms of conceptualisation and regional factors, and reveal evidence of the role of syntactic factors, such as distance (Levin 1998, 2001), co-referential pronouns (Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Levin 1998, 1999, 2001) and type of determiner (Levin 1998, 2001); lexico-semantic variables, such as type and meaning of the verb (Levin 1998, 2001), animacy of the referent (Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Levin 1998, 2001) and type of collective noun (Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Bauer 1994, 2002; Siemund 1995; Levin 2001; Algeo 2006: 279–285; Lakaw 2017), as well as variation across other varieties of English (Levin 2001; Hundt 2009b; Smith 2009; Collins 2015) and the diachronic evolution of their verb number preferences (Siemund 1995; Levin 1999, 2001). The role of the of-PP has been largely bypassed by these studies, however, reduced to a sub-category of the phenomenon of attraction (Depraetere 2003) or explored as a binary factor to compare the effect of its absence with that of its presence in the subject (Dekeyser 1975: 35–66), or considered in relation to the quantifying meaning of certain collective nouns when used in complex noun phrases (Smitterberg 2006; Smith 2009; Klockmann 2017: 211–273; Zhang 2017: 53–77; Leclercq & Depraetere 2018). Meanwhile, the formal and lexico-semantic aspects of this prepositional constituent, its implications and potential interference in the agreement relation, and the quantifying potential of certain collective nouns that take of-dependents have remained unexplored. The research reported in this book is an attempt to bridge this gap in the literature.


1.1. Aims and scope of the study

My intention in this study is to uncover the determinants of verb number agreement with collective nouns that take of-dependents in English. The research focuses on the role played by the morphosyntactic and lexico-semantic features of the of-PP – also the collective noun and the noun phrase as a whole – in determining subject-verb agreement. The research is based on the assumption that the of-PP and its constituent elements are a decisive factor in determining the patterning and present-day usage of the collective nouns they accompany. My objective is to expand existing research on collective nouns and agreement, and to shed new light on this relatively neglected area of inquiry.

In particular, the study will attempt to answer the following research questions:


(i)Is there evidence of a diachronic evolution? Have there been any significant changes in relation to complex collective subjects or collective nouns more generally which may have influenced their current verbal patterning and meaning?

(ii)What is the quantifying potential (if any) of complex collective subjects? To what extent does the interaction between the of-PP and verb agreement contribute to this use?

(iii)Is lexis a determining factor? Is verb number agreement affected by the type of verb, type of collective noun or type of noun in the of-PP?

(iv)What determines verb number choice in the case of complex collective subjects: the collective noun, the prepositional phrase or the structure as a whole?

(v)To what extent (if at all) do the form and/or the semantics of the of-PP and/or the other elements in the subject affect the use of singular or plural verb number?


These questions will be explored from a purely descriptive, usage-based perspective and supported by corpus data. Though numerous theoretical frameworks are mentioned and acknowledged throughout the book, the study itself does not adhere to any particular theory, opting instead to describe and explain variation in verb number selection using real (native) data for a set of collective nouns that take of-dependents. The data are analysed from different morphosyntactic and lexico-semantic perspectives, both synchronically and diachronically, to ensure a comprehensive, multifaceted, usage-based account of the topic.

Data for the study were extracted from written samples from three of the largest (balanced) corpora of English available. To obtain an in-depth, large-scale lexical perspective, data were selected from the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA, 1810–2009) (Davies 2010–). In the absence of comparable data from British sources, data from American English were used to carry out an initial assessment of the extent to which the patterns of agreement of complex collective noun phrases in Present-Day English have been influenced by diachronic change and the emergence of quantifying usages of collective nouns. To address the last two questions posed by this research, Present-Day English (PDE) data were retrieved from the British National Corpus (BNC, 1960–1993) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA, 1990–2012) (Davies 2008–). My survey of PDE focuses mainly on the of-dependent and its effect on agreement, with additional analysis of the collective noun and the noun phrase subject as a whole. Data selected from the BNC and COCA were scrutinised to assess the influence on verb agreement of morphosyntactic and lexico-semantic features of the noun phrase subject. This multidimensional analysis also provides useful insight into the third research question by assessing the impact of specifically lexical factors on verb number selection.

The complex collective subjects surveyed by this research comprise a singular collective noun (Ncoll), such as crowd in (18) and (19) below, and an of-PP which contains a noun (N(pl), known as the ‘oblique noun’) that denotes the entities that form the collective. The oblique noun is frequently plural, as in spectators and women below, but is also found as a singular countable (e.g. committee (20)) and uncountable (e.g. mankind (21)). Given the binominal2 structure of these complex collective subjects, I also refer to them as ‘Ncoll(-)of(-)N(pl) (subjects)’.


(18)By the end [a crowd of soaked spectators] cheers an ear-shattering finale that challenges the storm itself. [COCA: 1997 MAG AmHeritage]

(19)[A crowd of LUSTY WOMEN] cheer on a STRIPPER IN A FIREMAN’S SUIT. [COCA: 1999 FIC Mov:InShadowOak]

(20)[A minority of the Committee] were opposed to this proposal. [BNC: 1985–1993 GW1 791]

(21)Even so, [the majority of mankind] do not find this view practicable or desirable. [BNC: 1975–1984 EFT 328]


The contribution of this study to research on verb agreement with collective noun phrases is its examination of a type of collective noun that has been largely overlooked up to now (Levin 2001; Depraetere 2003; cf. Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Reid 1991: 267–272; Smith 2009; Klockmann 2017: 211–273; Zhang 2017: 53–77; Leclercq & Depraetere 2018). Moreover, the study’s more integrationist approach to theory use and its observation and description of samples of natural language from a multifaceted diachronic and synchronic perspective covering an extensive list of potentially explanatory morphosyntactic and lexico-semantic factors promises to open up new ways of understanding and thinking about the topic.


1.2. The whys and wherefores


Why a corpus-based study?

The research reported in this book uses an eclectic and descriptive perspective, interpreting the data as the natural development of actual language use and variation over time. Corpus Linguistics was deemed the most appropriate methodological framework, as it constitutes the only way to combine real data for language use and change, and a multifaceted examination of variation at the four levels of analysis outlined in the research questions: morphology, syntax, semantics and lexis. In this respect, the methodology for the current study is not completely new, as there are precedents in the literature (see Section 2.2.4). The innovation of this study lies in the following four features: (i) examination of verb number agreement with collective nouns that take of-dependents only; (ii) use of a four-layered analysis (i.e. morphology, syntax, semantic and lexis); (iii) statistical testing of an extensive list of variables; and (iv) a purely usage-based approach. The research is based on data from both British and American English corpora. Regional variation, though relevant, was considered as just one of multiple potential factors of verb agreement since my analysis in this study is not contrastive and, as Hundt (2009b) observes, variability in the agreement patterns of collective nouns seems to be mainly due to language-internal factors rather than regional variety.


Why complex collective noun phrases?

One fundamental determinant of verb number choice is the collective noun itself. Research on the topic has demonstrated the relatively free variability of some collective nouns; however, studies also report a growing overall preference for singular agreement patterns since the nineteenth century (see Section 2.2.4). Exceptions to this general trend include nouns that refer to whole communities or groups and those denoting number, especially if they take an of-PP and (potentially) function as complex determiners or quantifiers, as in (22) and (23) (Dekeyser 1975: 57–65; Levin 2001: 129–148).


(22)But [a couple of new books] are now making some best-seller lists. (Levin 2001: 141)

(23)[A number of buildings] are, doubtless, destroy’d. (Dekeyser 1975: 56)


Cases such as those illustrated in (22) and (23) form the basis of this study. The data set of collective nouns consists of ‘quantifying collectives’ (Biber et al. 1999: 249) and ‘number-transparent’ nouns (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 503), two types of nominal elements which have a general (potentially quantificational) meaning and combine with a (mainly plural) of-PP to specify the type of entities comprised by the collective. The set contains 23 singular collective nouns in total: band, batch, bunch, class, clump, couple, crowd, flock, gang, group, herd, host, majority, minority, number, pack, party, rash, series, set, shoal, swarm and troop. Although Biber et al.’s label implies that quantity may be more frequent or prominent than the nouns’ collective sense, all of the items examined in this study are grouped together under the label ‘collective noun’ (henceforth, ‘Ncoll’) on the grounds that all of them refer to a collection of individuals (for a discussion of this term, see Gardelle 2019).

The main reason for the selection of nouns was their relational nature: the presence (explicit or implicit) of the prepositional dependent specifying the members of the collective is obligatory, in contrast to more ‘prototypical’ collective nouns such as committee or family (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 503). For this study, only examples with explicit of-dependents were considered, based on the impact of of-complementation on verb number choice: where the singular collective noun takes an of-PP (24), plural verbal forms are shown to be the preferred pattern in British and American English (65%), while in the absence of the dependent (25), a significantly higher rate of singular agreement is observed (80%) (see Fernández-Pena 2017d; see also Dekeyser 1975: 45–48).


(24)On an empty lot between two Harlem streets, [a group of people] arrive for an outdoor party [BNC: 1985–1994 AHA W_newsp_brdsht_nat_arts]

(25)If [a group] arrives in the morning …, then the group must be made comfortable whilst waiting to gain access to their rooms. [BNC: 1985–1994 EA9 W_commerce]




Despite the relational nature of these 23 collective nouns, the set is by no means homogeneous and evidence and opinions regarding their agreement patterns and quantifying potential vary considerably. Only a few are generally accepted as quantifying expressions in English: bunch (Brems 2011: 176–191; Langacker 2013), couple (Dekeyser 1975: 64; Levin 2001: 140), number (Berg 1998; Keizer 2007: 121) and, to a lesser extent, group (Akmajian & Lehrer 1976; Smith, Franck & Tabor 2018), host (Smith 2009; Langacker 2016), majority (Reid 1991; Yuasa & Francis 2003), minority (Levin 2001: 140) and herd (Koptjevskaja-Tamm 2001). One indication of this quantifying use is the expressions’ preference for plural agreement patterns (i.e. the verb agrees with the plural oblique noun rather than the singular collective noun), the only exceptions in this regard being number (Smitterberg 2006; Langacker 2010) and herd (see Depraetere 2003: 93), which have variable patterns. The heterogeneity within this subset of collective nouns is also observed in the originally quantifying meaning of nouns such as couple (Oxford English Dictionary (OED), s.v. couple I, II.7), majority (OED, s.v. majority n.1 I.3.a), minority (OED, s.v. minority A.3.a) and number (OED, s.v. number I), which contrasts with the more restricted set of collocates of collective nouns such as bunch (things ‘either growing together (as a bunch of grapes), or fastened closely together in any way (as a bunch of flowers, a bunch of keys)’; OED, s.v. bunch n.1 3), host (armed men; OED, s.v. host n.1 1), flock (birds and domestic animals; OED, s.v. flock n.1 2, 3) and herd (domestic animals or animals ‘feeding or travelling in company’; OED, s.v. herd n.1 1, 2) in their original collective senses. These collocational restrictions also apply to some of the remaining collective nouns in the set, such as band (armed men, robbers, assassins or musicians; OED, s.v. band n.3 1.a, 4.a), clump (mainly growing plants and micro-organisms; OED, s.v. clump 2.a, d), shoal (animals, particularly fish; OED, s.v. shoal n.2 1) and troop (mostly soldiers but also animals; OED, s.v. troop 1). The rest (batch, class, crowd, gang, group, pack, party, rash, series, set and swarm) are nouns which have a wider collocational range and mainly variable agreement, and whose quantifying potential is less clear but not impossible (see Keizer 2007: 115–116; Smith 2009).


Why diachronically and synchronically?

The synchronic study reported in Chapter 4 deals with the main aim of this book, which is to determine the morphosyntactic and lexico-semantic variables responsible for verb number agreement variation with complex collective noun phrases (NPs) in Present-Day English. However, the fact that some of the collective nouns in the study occur more frequently with plural patterns requires further attention, since it immediately introduces the possibility of grammaticalisation and idiomatisation (“a process whereby meaning becomes more opaque, and, syntactically, the phrasal unity becomes more fixed than before”; Akimoto 2002: 17). The role played by plural of-PPs in the semantic opacity and syntactic fixation found in homologous binominal structures has already been noted by other studies in which collocation with these plural dependents is observed to be one of the factors involved in the desemanticisation, decategori(ali)sation and recategorialisation of the collective noun and the subsequent shift in headedness from the collective to the (often plural) oblique noun that leads to plural verbal patterns (see Brems 2003, 2004, 2011; Traugott 2008a, 2008b and also Section 2.1.1). Examples of this include cases such as a lot of (Traugott 2008a; Brems 2011) or a bunch of (Brems 2011), originally lexical nouns which have come to be used as quantificational elements in PDE, as illustrated by (26) and (27).


(26)the moon had risen and was letting quite [a lot of light] into the bank (Traugott 2008a: 232)

(27)I don’t just teach them [a bunch of facts] (Brems 2011: 180)


Additionally, some of the 23 collective nouns analysed here show certain colligational preferences in terms of agreement. As will be discussed in detail in Chapter 4 (§§4.1.2; 4.4.2.4.iii), data from both the BNC and COCA show that the majority of items in the set (15) occur more frequently with singular patterns (>52%; band, gang, troop, party, series, crowd, swarm, flock, herd, pack, set, batch, class, rash and clump), while number shows an almost even distribution of singular and plural verbal patterns. The remaining seven nouns (couple, host, majority, minority, bunch, shoal and group) display a preference for plural verb number (>56%). The significance of these observations lies in the high incidence of plural verb number (>80%) with five of the collective nouns in this last group (couple, host, majority, minority and bunch). The diachronic corpus-based investigation reported in Chapter 3 is an attempt to account for this extremely high rate of plural agreement. The study takes into account existing studies on the syntactic fixation of similar binominal NPs and their subsequent quantifying potential, together with my own recent analyses of the same data set (Fernández-Pena 2017b). This historical approach to complex collective noun phrases as a potential source for quantifying expressions in English is based on the premise that a colligational preference for plural number may be symptomatic of the idiomatic or even grammaticalised status of the collective noun. The criteria used to select which collective nouns to include were rate of plural agreement and relative frequency in PDE. For this reason, only couple, host, majority, minority, bunch and group were considered, based on their preference for plural verb number (>56%). Shoal was excluded owing to its negligible incidence in the database (0.11%), despite occurring with plural verbs in more than 66% of cases. In the case of number, though it displays only a marginal preference for plural agreement (50.26%), its high frequency in the data set (14.50%), the considerable number of occurrences with a quantifying meaning and my findings from previous research (Fernández-Pena 2017b) led me to include it in the study.


1.3. Outline of the book

Following on from this general introduction, Chapter 2 reflects upon research into complex collective noun phrases in English and verb number agreement, including comprehensive grammars, formal and cognitive-functional studies. Chapter 3 reports on the diachronic study carried out using data from the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) and provides an in-depth analysis of the collocational profile and agreement patterning of seven complex collective noun phrases from a quantitative and qualitative lexical perspective. Chapter 4 presents the results of the synchronic study based on data from the British National Corpus (BNC) and the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). This analysis focuses in particular on the morphosyntactic, lexico-semantic and regional factors that condition subject-verb agreement with complex collective subjects in Present-Day English. The book ends with a summary of the main findings and conclusions from the study and suggestions for future research.


Notes

1Square brackets [ ] are used throughout the book to enclose complex collective noun phrases and highlight their internal structure. Italics, underlining and referential indices (e.g. sg / pl) are used to emphasise particular elements of the phrase.
2The term ‘binominal’ is used here in a general sense to refer to a complex noun phrase (subject) containing two nominal elements linked by the preposition of: (Det1) N1 of (Det2) N2 (as in Verveckken 2015). This label has also been used in reference to fully lexical and referential uses of complex noun phrases in contrast to their extended and more idiomatic or grammaticalised usages (e.g. a bunch of grapes vs a bunch of nonsense; as in Denison 2002; Brems 2011). In its more restricted use, the term refers to complex phrases where the two nominals have a predicative relationship, as in a jewel of an island (Aarts 1998; Keizer 2007: 85–108).
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Complex collective subjects and verb number agreement in English

 State of the art

Collective nouns are a notoriously slippery concept. Traditionally, they have been defined as nouns that “imply a plural sense without a plural termination” (Bayly 1772: 66) and, as such, may take plural agreeing forms, as in His congregation receive his doctrine (Fogg 1792: 148, my underlined emphasis). Indeed, in anglophone research, verb agreement variation is considered to be the defining trait of collective nouns (Joosten 2006: 73), with this variable patterning attributed to a difference in conceptualisation whereby singular agreement focuses on the group and plural agreement (generally held to be more common in British English) promotes a distributive (i.e. individualistic) reading (Crystal 2000: 76). Recent research, however, has challenged this view by demonstrating that variability in number agreement is constrained by a range of morphosyntactic, lexico-semantic and regional factors (see Section 2.2.4).

Another point of disagreement among grammarians and researchers is the question of how to define the concept of collectivity itself. While some scholars distinguish between collective nouns which have a plural form and those which do not (e.g. crowd(s) vs nobility), with only the former being both morphologically and semantically plural (Nixon 1826: 120), others make a distinction between ‘collective nouns’, which denote a whole and take singular agreement (e.g. the jury consists of twelve persons), and ‘nouns of multitude’, which refer to the individuals and take plural verbs (e.g. the jury (the men on the jury) were divided in their opinions; Nesfield 1898: 9–10). Inanimate non-count nouns denoting plurality, such as furniture, and uninflected plural nouns, such as sheeppl or elephantpl, have sometimes been discussed under the label ‘collective’, although inanimate nominal elements are usually disregarded because of their invariable agreement patterns (see Evans & Evans 1957: 99–100 and Pickett, Kleinedler & Spitz 2005: 94). Few studies to date have attempted to provide a systematic account of this wayward class of nouns. Depraetere (2003: 95) proposes a gradient of prototypicality, in which the most prototypical ‘collective’ is “morphologically singular with … multiple animate (inclusive or generic) reference”, with nouns like cattle in English being closest to the prototype. A more recent proposal by Gardelle (2019: 101; emphasis in the original) challenges earlier definitions and classifications by moving away from the traditional reliance on variable (i.e. ‘hybrid’) agreement and restricting the term ‘collective noun’ to count nouns that express at the lexical level “a plurality of units construed as the result of a grouping operation”, as well as a part-whole relation (collection, crowd, majority, minority, flock). These nouns, which are also characterised by a double layer of conceptualisation, are at the top of Gardelle’s (2019: 189) Scale of Unit Integration, a highly consistent system of semantic pluralities of units which also includes lexical (furniture), morphosyntactic (cat-s) and discursive (lots of students) means of denoting a plurality of entities.

Collective nouns found in complex noun phrases, such as flock, crowd, number, group and bunch, have frequently been termed ‘collective’ on the basis that they refer to groups or collections of people, animals or things (Nixon 1826: 120–121; Jespersen 1909–1949: 93–108; Poutsma 1914: 283–284; Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Levin 2001). Not all scholars agree with this analysis, however. In certain studies, the syntactic rigidity and potential quantificational meaning of some of these collectives have led to their exclusion as ‘collective nouns’. Quirk et al. (1985: 250, 316–317), for example, classify couple, crowd, flock, gang, group, herd, majority, minority and party as ‘collective nouns’, regardless of the implications of their possible occurrence with an of-dependent, while nouns such as bunch, series and pack are classed as ‘(quantifying) partitive nouns’. The collective nouns crowd, flock and herd are also included in this last category (1)–(2):


(1)a (large) crowd of people

(2)a (huge) flock of birds/sheep


A different case is that of ‘nouns of quantity’, such as number, to which Quirk et al. (1985: 264) attribute a more functional status as a phrasal quantifier when combined with an indefinite article and an of-PP (i.e. a number of). Biber et al. (1999: 248) note the lack of a clear boundary between fixed quantifying expressions such as a number of and a couple of and collective nouns that take of-complementation and denote quantifying meaning: batch of, bunch of, group of, series of, shoal of (referred to as ‘of-collectives’ by Biber et al. 2002: 61). According to Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 503), one of the main differences between these ‘quantifying collectives’ (Biber et al. 1999: 249) and ‘prototypical’ collective nouns (e.g. family, committee) is the number transparency of the former, which, in combination with the of-complement, allows the second noun to determine the number of the NP, as demonstrated by the plural override and the quantifying meaning of the fragment ‘a bunch of’ in (3):


(3)[A bunch of hooligans] were seen leaving the premises.


As mentioned in Chapter 1, this patterning has sometimes been attributed to the phenomenon of ‘attraction’; that is, production of a plural verb form based on the plurality of the noun in the of-PP. Depraetere (2003: 86), for example, contends that flock and similar “group terms … are almost uniquely used in combination with an of-PP” and that their potential variability in agreement “is exclusively based on the principle of attraction or proximity”, and on that basis excludes them from her gradient of ‘prototypical’ collectives. Levin (2001: 140) also attributes the plural patterning of a group of N to attraction, but acknowledges that its variability in number agreement may also be due to the dual conceptualisation of the collective noun. Variability in number agreement has been agreed to have been lost in the highly idiomatic quantifying use of expressions such as a lot of, for example (Traugott 2008a; Brems 2011, 2012). However, the lexical and/or grammatical status of other expressions, such as a group of, a host of and a majority of, is less clear.

Against this, some studies use a less restrictive definition of collective nouns, grouping together words such as majority, number, bunch and couple and elements without of-complementation or quantificational meaning, such as population and committee (Dekeyser 1975: 35–66; Levin 2001; cf. Gardelle’s 2019 ‘organised plurality construction’ vs ‘quantificational idiom’). I consider these words ‘collective’ on the grounds that they can still be used lexically, even though the boundary between their lexical and grammatical status is often fuzzy and uncertain. Throughout this book, therefore, I will use the terms ‘collective(s)’, ‘complex collective noun phrases’ and ‘Ncoll(-)of(-)N(pl) (patterns or constructions)’ interchangeably.

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a detailed review of the research on complex collective noun phrases in English. The first section looks at their lexico-semantic (§2.1.1) and morphosyntactic features (§2.1.2), and explores the interplay between their structural configuration and potential for quantification. The second part of the chapter focuses on how the question of the agreement patterns of collective nouns is covered in comprehensive grammars (§2.2.1) and model-specific syntactic (§2.2.2) and cognitive-functional (§2.2.3) analyses, including a review of the empirical research literature (§2.2.4). The chapter concludes with a summary of the main points discussed.


2.1. Complex collective subjects

Complex collective NPs are binominal phrases of the type a bunch of ideas or a flock of sheep, in which the first noun is assumed here to be a collective noun (Ncoll) which (i) denotes a collection of entities of any nature, (ii) takes an of-dependent (of N) that contains an (often plural) oblique noun (N(pl)) and (iii) may imply some nuance of quantity. These binominal phrases conform to the abstract syntactic configuration ‘(Det1) (Mod) N1 of (Det2) (Mod) N2’ (adapted from Brems 2011: 2), which in English covers a wide range of complex nominal phrases with a variety of functions and meanings: from locative NPs (e.g. the back of the house) and genitives (e.g. a friend of my brother’s), to the so-called ‘Type Noun construction’ (TN, e.g. that kind of dog) and ‘Binominal Noun Phrase’ (BNP, e.g. a hell of a problem), to name just a few (for further discussion, see Keizer 2007: 61–186; Traugott 2008b: 27 and the references cited there). Like the complex collective constructions analysed here, these structures have also been a source of disagreement among scholars regarding number agreement, headedness, constituency and their varying degrees of idiomaticity. Complex collective NPs range from more compositional and referential phrases, as in (4) and (5), to more idiomatic configurations, as in (6), which pose problems and conflicts for headedness and number agreement:


(4)[a bunch of keys] is placed under the chair in the centre of a large circle. [BNC: 1985–1993 AM6 802]

(5)[A bunch of the other guys] come over [COCA: 2005 MAG RollingStone]

(6)[A bunch of cases] are raising those issues. [COCA: 2007 ACAD ABAJournal]


Despite their structural similarities, the complex collective NPs above differ in compositionality and meaning: while (4) is referential and (5) ‘partitive’, (6) is what is known as a ‘pseudopartitive’, a less compositional phrase in which the sequence a bunch of modifies or quantifies cases. This chapter aims to demonstrate that the syntactic configuration of complex collective NPs has a crucial effect on their constituency and interpretation, and also, as reported in Chapters 3 and 4, on their functionality and patterning. Although the referential use of complex collective NPs (4) will be mentioned, the chapter will focus on the other two syntactic configurations. The rest of this section examines the main characteristics of the pseudopartitive constructions that distinguish them from partitive and referential uses of complex collective NPs.


2.1.1. Lexico-semantic traits: Lexical profile and quantifying meaning

Studies on binominal (pseudo)partitives often use the term ‘partitive’ to refer to the particular stage which precedes and gives rise to the purely quantificational use of structures such as a lot of in a lot of love, derived here from a metonymic extension of its original denotation (see Traugott 2008a: 230–232 and Traugott & Trousdale 2013: 22–26). The term ‘partitive’, however, is not used consistently in the literature. ‘Partitive’, as the name suggests, denotes partition and, as such, refers to constructions where a part of a larger whole is referred to (as in a bunch of those flowers). Nevertheless, the term has also been used in reference to the of-PP itself, as a ‘partitive oblique’ (many of the delegates; Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 349), and to the semantics of the first nominal, as in ‘partitive nouns/constructions’ (e.g. a piece/bit/crowd/bunch of; Quirk et al. 1985: 249–250; Smitterberg 2006).1

The most controversial use of ‘partitive’ relates to constructions such as (7)–(8), which differ from purely partitives not only in meaning but also in definiteness. The lack of Det2 has a clear effect on the construction’s semantic (non-partitive) interpretation.


(7)a (large) crowd of people (Quirk et al. 1985: 250)

(8)a number of votes (Smitterberg 2006: 254)


Though scholars such as Traugott & Trousdale (2013: 23) found the distributional (and apparently also the semantic) differences between definite and indefinite2 of-PPs “rather minimal” in English (see also Zhang 2017: 69), other authors highlight a range of formal and functional differences. Taking the example of partitive a lot of the delegates and non-partitive a lot of people, for example, Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 349) note of the former that “the whole NP picks out a subset of the set referred to by the delegates, whereas there is no such subset relation involved in [a lot of people]”. To capture the difference in meaning and form between the two, Selkirk (1977) coined the term ‘pseudopartitive’ (also ‘pseudo-partitive’; a N of N), which has been taken up by numerous scholars, including Brucart (1997), Koptjevskaja-Tamm (2001, 2009), Stavrou (2003), Alexiadou, Haegeman & Stavrou (2007), Rutkowski (2007), Stickney (2009), Keenan (2013) and Verveckken (2015), to name just a few. These authors observe the same syntactic and semantic differences between a bunch (i.e. ‘subset’) of the flowers and a bunch of (i.e. ‘many’) flowers, which are in turn distinct from the referential use of a bunch (i.e. ‘bouquet’) of flowers. In this study, partitive and pseudopartitive structures are treated as two different syntactic configurations encoding different meanings. The reasons and evidence to justify this approach are explained and discussed in detail below.


Lexical profile 

This first subsection offers a lexical profile of partitive and pseudopartitive constructions, in preparation for the discussion of their quantifying meaning and function in the next subsection.


Partitives 

Partitive meaning may be expressed intrinsically, as in the case of majority, which inherently evokes a totality out of which that majority is extracted (see Brucart 1997: 160–161 and Section 3.2.3), or structurally, through the use of a complex noun phrase comprising either a numeral/quantifier or a nominal element, as in (9) and (10), respectively (Selkirk 1977: 311–312).3 Binominal partitive constructions such as (10), though not uncommon, have received little attention from researchers in this area:


  (9)Three/Some of the women4

(10)A bunch of the flowers


The embedded NP in a partitive phrase may contain a count noun, in which case the partitive denotes a subset-set relation (11) (see Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 411), or a non-count or singular count noun, which favours a part-whole interpretation (12):


(11)a number of the old houses [BNC: 1985–1993 ECS 1628]

(12)a minority of the committee [BNC: 1985–1993 GW1 791]




These examples and arguments demonstrate two important characteristics of partitives: first, that in partitives there are two referents with independent reference in the discourse, the subset/part and the larger set/whole, and, as a result, the denotation of the first element depends heavily on the second (Keizer 2007: 66). Closely related to this is the presence and definiteness of Det2: the NP following of in a partitive structure is generally agreed to be definite (see Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 349) or, more precisely, referential, meaning that it refers “either to an evoked or inferrable discourse entity or introduc[es] a new entity into the discourse” (Keizer 2007: 69; Leclercq & Depraetere 2018: 344). This revised ‘Partitive Constraint’ explains the ungrammaticality of cases such as (13) (see Keizer 2007: 68–70):


(13)*two of men


In (13), men is not referential: it does not evoke or introduce new entities in the discourse and hence it cannot participate in a partitive construction “as it only makes sense to introduce a subset of a larger set if the hearer can be assumed to have (or be able to infer) a mental representation of this larger set” (Keizer 2007: 70).


Pseudopartitives 

The term ‘pseudopartitive’ was coined to account not only for the difference in meaning between a bunch of flowers and a bunch of the flowers, but also for their different syntactic analysis. Selkirk (1977: 302) claims that only the former, unlike the partitive, is comparable to a simple NP formed by a monomorphemic quantifier (or numeral) and a noun (i.e. many flowers), since both indicate an indeterminate quantity. Similarly, in this study, the term ‘pseudopartitive’ is used in reference to examples such as (14) and (15) (Keizer 2007: 112, 116):


(14)[A number of members] of staff have the same problem

(15)there are [a whole series of things] that one has to consider


The same collective nouns found in partitive configurations may also occur in pseudopartitives (e.g. a number of those members
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