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1 Morpho-syntactic markedness and semantic interpretation

Languages often make a morpho-syntactic distinction between number-marking on (count) nouns.

(1) Alasha Mongolian

a. Batar nom xarsan b. Batar nom-o:d xarsan
Batar book saw.pst Batar book-PL saw.psT
‘Batar saw one or more books.’ ‘Batar saw two or more books.’

(2) English

a. I saw some book b. Isaw (some) book-s
‘I saw one book’ ‘I saw two or more books.’

Unmarked forms are not synonymous with ‘strictly singular’:
* strictly singular: (2a); but
e number neutral: (1a).

Number-marked forms (e.g. plural-marked) always make reference to sums.

Plural-marked forms may differ as to whether they also contain singular individuals, in addition to
the sums, although there is a difference between upward and downward entailing contexts.

(3) a. Batar nom-o:d xarsan-ghue
Batar book-PL saw.PST-NEG

‘Batar didn’t see any (i.e., one or more) books.’

b. Ididn’t see books
‘I didn’t see any (i.e., one or more) books.’
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The goals today: The distribution of unmarked nouns, both strictly singular and number neutral,
and their similarities or differences with plural-marked nouns.

1. Despite their surface forms, is there an underlying difference between unmarked nouns that
are number neutral and those that are strictly singular?

2. What is the role of number?
3. How does number interact with other grammatical markers?

4. What is the relation between the morpho-syntax and semantics of number?

2 Unmarked NPs: number neutrals vs. strict singulars

2.1 Coordination
Unmarked strict singular nouns cannot serve as predicates of coordinated subjects.

(4) a. LGB bolin 4321 bol nom
LGB and 4321 cop book

‘LGB and 4321 are books.’ inanimates

b. * Batar bolin Brian bol xii
Batar and Brian cop boy

intended: ‘Batar and Brian are boys.’ animates
(5) *John and Brad are { a/ some} boy.

2.2 Plural anaphoric reference
Unmarked strictly singular nouns cannot serve as antecedent of plural anaphoric expressions.

(6) a. Dbi[ nom(-ig)]; dilgur-t xarsan. { in,/ tidgir;} bol monghol
I book-acc store-DAT see.PST 3sG 3PL cop Mongolian
‘I saw some book(s) at the store. {It was/ They were} Mongolian’
b.  bi [ xii(d-ig)]; dilgur-t xarsan. { in,;/ *tidgir;} bol monghol
I  boy-acc store-pDAT see.PST 3sG 3PL cop Mongolian
‘I saw some boy at the store. {He was/ *They were} Mongolian’

(7)  Isaw { a/some} boy; at the store. {He; was/ *They; were} Mongolian

2.3 Distributive adjuncts

Unmarked strict singular nouns are not compatible with distributive modifiers: one by one, each
other, from different NPs

(8) a. Batar nom(-ig) nig-nig-ir = onshwa.
Batar book-acc one-one-INsT read.pST
‘Batar read books one by one.’



Roumyana Pancheva & Luismi Toquero

b. * Batar mor(-ig) nig-nig-ir  appa.
Batar horse-acc one-one-INST buy.psT
intended: ‘Batar bought some horses one by one.’

(9) *1saw some {book/ horse} one by one.

2.4 Complement of a pseudo-partitive
Unmarked strictly singular nouns cannot occur in pseudo-partitive constructions.

(10) a. bighorovo-n buligh-tei nom xarsan
i three-ATTR group-coMmiIT book see.psT
‘I saw 3 groups of books.’
b. *bi ghorovo-n buligh-tei  xii xarsan
i three-ATTR group-coMIT boy see.pST
intended: ‘I saw 3 groups of boys.’

(11) * I saw three groups of { boy/ book }.

An important note

Number neutrality is a heterogeneous phenomenon which may be subject to variation across
languages.

For example, in some languages, the number neutral interpretation of unmarked nouns may be
precluded if the NP has case, definiteness or specificity marking.

(12)  Turkish (Sag 2022)
a. Ali kitap okudu
Ali book read.psT
‘Ali read one or more books.’

b. Alikitab-i  okudu
Ali book-Acc read.psT
‘Ali read the book.’

(13) Amharic (Kramer 2017)

a. lidz-u  mas’haf wissad-a
child-per book  take.PERF-3M.SG
“The child took one or more books.’

b. lidz-u  méis’haf-u-n wissid-a
child-DEF book-DEF-Acc take.PERF-3M.SG
“The child took the book.’

3 Similarities between number neutral and plural-marked nouns

Plural-marked nouns can occur in all the contexts where unmarked number neutrals can.
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3.1 Coordination

(14) a. LGB bolin 4321 bol nom-o:d b.  Batar bolin Brian bol xiich-ii:d
LGB and 4321 cop book-pL Batar and Brian cop boy-pL
‘LGB and 4321 are books.’ ‘Batar and Brian are boys.’

(15) John and Brad are boys.

3.2 Plural anaphoric reference

(16) a. bi[ nom-o:d(-ig)]; dilgur-t xarsan. {* in;/ tidgir; } bol monghol
I book-pL-acc  store-DAT see.pST  3sG 3pPL cop Mongolian
‘I saw 2 or more books at the store. {*It was/ They were } Mongolian.’
b.  bi [ xiich-ii:d(-ig)]; dilgur-t xarsan. {* in;/ tidgir; } bol monghol
I boy-pL-AcC store-DAT see.PST ~ 3sG 3PL cop Mongolian
‘I saw some boys at the store. {*It was/ They were } Mongolian.’

17) I saw (some) boys; at the store. They; were Mongolian.

3.3 Distributive adjuncts

(18) a. Batar nom-o:d(-ig) nig-nig-ir =~ onshwa.
Batar book-pL-acc one-one-INST read.PsT
‘Batar read books one by one.’
b. Batar mor-0:d(-ig) nig-nig-ir  appa.
Batar horse-pL-Acc one-one-INST buy.psT
‘Batar bought horses one by one.’

(19) I saw (some) horses one by one.

3.4 Complement of a pseudo-partitive

(20) a. bighorovo-n buligh-tei  nom-o:d xarsan
i three-ATTR group-coMiIT book-pL see.PST

‘I saw 3 groups of books’

b.  bi ghorovo-n buligh-tei  xiich-ii:d xarsan
i three-ATTR group-coMIT boy-PL  see.PST

‘I saw 3 groups of boys’
(21)  I'saw three groups of boys.

Table 1: Summary of diagnostics
Coord. Distr. XPs Pl Ref. Pseudo-partitives

k d SNG k k *k k
UNmarked  him. neutral v vy T v
pL-marked | PLR vV vV v v
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4 Are number neutrals pL-marked?

A reasonable hypothesis:
(22) Hypothesis 1: unmarked number neutral nouns have an underlying pL-feature.

A challenge to the hypothesis: unmarked number neutrals never trigger plural agreement with
demonstratives DP-internally.!

(23) a. {tir/ *tidgir  } nom
DEM.3sG DEM.3PL book
“This book’ (Lit. {This/ *Those} (one or many) book)
b. { *tir/ tidgir  } nom-o:d
DEM.3SG DEM.3PL  book-PL
{*This/ Those} (two or more) books)
24) a. {tir/ *tidgir  } xi
DEM.3sG DEM.3PL boy
‘{This/ *Those} boy.’
b. { *tir/ tidgir  } xiich-id
DEM.3sG DEM.3PL  boy-pL
‘{*This/ Those} (two or more) boys.’

5 Neither underlyingly singular nor plural: size adjectives

We can distinguish between size adjectives (e.g. big, heavy, small) and classificatory adjectives
(e.g. European, Mongolian, religious).

Size adjectives are compatible with unmarked nouns that are always strictly singular.

(25) a. bi{tam/xunde-n } xii xarsan
I big heavy-aTTR boy see.psT
‘I saw a {big/ heavy } boy.’
b. bi { monghol/ shashin-tei/ iuvrop } xii xarsan
I  mongolian religion-Aps european boy see.psT
‘I saw a {Mongolian/ religious/ European} boy.’

They are also compatible with plural-marked nouns.

(26) tam { nom/ xiich } -V:d
big book boy PL
‘big {books/ boys}’

When the two types of adjectives co-occur, size adjectives are more peripheral to the noun than
classificatory adjectives.

IThe availability of overt agreement, DP-internally and/or externally, may vary by language.
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(27) tam shashin-tei xii * shashin-tei tam xii

big religion-Aps boy religion-aps big boy

‘a big religious boy’
But, the number neutral interpretation of unmarked nouns is unavailable when the noun is modified
by size adjectives (and also color terms).?

Modification by this class of adjectives triggers a strictly singular interpretation.

(28) a. bi{ tam/xunde-n } nom onshen
I big heavy-arTrR book read.psT
sG: ‘Iread a {big/ heavy } book’

#prL: ‘I read {big/ heavy } books’

b. bi { monghol/ shashin-tei/ iuvrop } nom onsh-Vn
I mongolian religion-aps european book read-psT

sG: ‘I read a {Mongolian/ religious/ European} book’
pL: ‘I read {Mongolian/ religious/ European} books’

Size adjectives attach higher than NumP, in the case of singular and plural count nouns.

What if the reason why number neutrals are (i) unmarked, (ii) underspecified for number, and (iii)
disallow size adjectives is because they are syntactically smaller than both unmarked singular nouns
and also plural-marked nouns?

(29) Hipothesis 2: unmarked number neutral nouns lack Number features.

6 Countability and the many-test

Measure words such as many, more, much etc. require the NP they occur with to be cumulative.
Singular count nouns are not cumulative, but plural count nouns and mass nous are.  (handout 1)

Unmarked singular nouns are not compatible with cumulative measure expressions, e.g. ix/olin
‘much/many’.

(30) *{ix/ olin }xi
much many boy

Unmarked number neutral nouns are compatible with these cumulative measure expressions. In
fact, the interpretation is a countable one, just like with plural-marked nouns.

(31) a. olin nom
many book
‘many books’ CARDINALITY, #VOLUME
b. olin nom-o:d
many book-pL
‘many books’ CARDINALITY, #VOLUME

2Similar facts have been reported for Turkish Sag (2022) and Western Armenian (Kalomoiros 2021). However, in
Ambharic, color adjectives do not preclude the number neutral interpretation of the unmarked noun (Kramer 2017).

6
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c. olin xiich-i:d
many boy-pL

‘many boys’ CARDINALITY, #VOLUME

Crucially, adding a classificatory adjective to (31a), yields the same result as (30): (32a).

(32) a. *olin tam nom c. *olin tam xii
many big book many big boy
‘many big book’ ‘many big boy’
b. olin tam nom-o:d d. olin tam xiich-iid
many big book-pL many big boy-pL
‘many big books’ ‘many big boys’
Conclusions:

* Number marking on the noun (e.g. [sG/pL]) must be interpretable.
* Number neutrals are countable.

¢ Number neutrals are not marked for number.

7 What drives the distributional differences, but also the similarities?

Our proposal for the count/mass and countable/non-countable distinction can account for these
differences.

Despite their identical surface forms, morphologically unmarked nouns are underlyingly different:
* those that are number neutral are bare countable nouns, i.e. [IND]-marked only.

* those that are strictly singular are count nouns, i.e. [IND]-marked and [sG]-marked.

Unmarked nouns which are number neutral are syntactically impoverished: they do not project
NumP.3

Without NumP, (i) no number features will restrict the interpretation of the NP to atoms or their
sums, and (ii) the height requirement for size adjectives won’t be met.

3This is also the case in Amharic (Kramer 2017), Bayso and Fouta Jalon Fula (Corbett 2000; Harbour 2014; Marti
2020), and Haitian Creole (Déprez 2005) to name a few.
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(33) The syntax of (unmodified) unmarked nouns

a. unmarked number neutral b. unmarked singular
DP DP
/\ /\
/NP\ D NumP D
NOM N /\
‘book’ [ND] NP Num

When they are overtly pluralized, NumP is projected (e.g. N-v:d).
(34) The syntax of Plural-marked nouns

DP
/\
NumP D
/\
NP Num

vxU/NOM N

‘boy/ book’ [iND]

7.1 Consequences for PF and LF interfaces

At PF. The terminals are assigned a vocabulary item via the Vocabulary Insertion (VI) rules in
(39).

(35) a. N[inn] O
b. Num[sG] & @
c. Num|[pL] & -V:d

At LF. The syntactic structures also give rise to the desired interpretations.
Unmarked number neutral nouns denote atoms and their sums: (37a).
Unmarked singulars denote a set of atoms: (37b).

(36) [NP] = {x: x is an atomic root-thing or sum of atomic root-things}

(37) a. [(33a)] = [nom] = {x: x is an atomic book or sum of atomic
books},e.g. {a, b, c,ab,ac,bc,abc}

b. [(33b)] = [xi] = [[sc]]([(36)]) = {x: x is an atomic boy}, e.g. {a, b, c}

Plural-marked nouns denote a sum of atomic individuals: (38).

(38)  [xiichiid/ nomo:d]| = {x: x is a sum of atomic boys/books}, e.g. {ab, ac, bc, abc}

8
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7.2 Updating our typology from handout 1

Our proposal predicts the similarities and differences between count, mass, and countable nouns
based on (i) a few set of features and (ii) their distribution in the NP.

Table 2: NP classes based on their underlying features
N, N, Number Ex.

Non-Countable 1 Mass unmarked (0] * * ‘water’
| plural [pL] * * ‘dregs’
Countable ! object [IND] [coLL] * ‘jewelry’
i\ Num. neutral unmarked [IND] ¥ * A.Mongolian
Count singular [IND] * [sa] ‘jewel’
plural [IND] * [PL] ‘jewels’

Like most mass nouns, number neutrals lack NumP.

But unlike most mass nouns, they are also [IND]-marked.

8 Implications

Q1: Do unmarked nouns differ in their syntactic representation?

Unmarked nouns are syntactically ambiguous.

Unmarked number neutral nouns are syntactically impoverished.

NumP hosting number features is absent and so the noun is underdetermined for number.

Unmarked, but singular, nouns project NumP.

Q2: Where is Number encoded?

The account is consistent with the traditional view: NumP is located between N and D
(Ritter 1991; Cowper 2005; Cowper and Hall 2009, 2012)
It is difficult to reconcile with approaches that locate number always higher than D. (Sauerland 2003)

Q3: What is the relation between size APs and Number?

Size adjectives such as expensive, heavy, large, big can only modify NPs that have atoms (or their
sums) but also whose syntax is not impoverished.

Projecting NumP, above N[inD], entails satisfying both requirements, thus enabling such modifi-
cation.

This has also been observed in classifier languages like Hungarian or Teochew, Southern Min:
dimensional APs must precede or the non-generic classifier or must co-occur with it, respectively
(Csirmaz and Dékany 2014; Dékdny 2021; Biggs and Zhuosi 2022)

The pattern than emerges is (39)

(39) AP{non—classiﬁcatory/dimensionatl} > {Num/CL} > Ncountable'
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This also consistent with the observation that most mass nouns disallow modification by these APs:
they are syntactically impoverished and may be unmarked for [IND].
(Borer 2005; Harbour 2009; Cowper and Hall 2009; Toquero-Pérez 2024)

Q4: What is the relation between morpho-syntactic number and its semantic interpreta-
tion?

The data here are best explained if the morpho-syntactic expression of number on the noun is always
semantically interpretable.

A novel generalization: We can divide languages’ systems that distinguish between unmarked and
number-marked (count) nouns into four types depending on the interpretation of the unmarked and
marked forms: Table 3.4-3 (Toquero-Pérez 2025)

Table 3: The interpretation of number in languages with unmarked and marked forms

Unmarked NP , Marked NP
SNG PLR ' SNG PLR
Type A Arabicsingulatives v * ‘ * v
| Welshgnguatives | Y Y
Type B | English v * Y v
Spanish v * LV v
leﬁ"l'at[_'_anim.] v * : v vV
A. Mongoliany,sim) | Y * LV v
Type C | W. Armenian | v v E Ty
B. Portuguese v v L v
"TypeD | Buriatyim; | ¥ v v
R A Mongolian.aimy | ¥ i Y Y
Type I | unattested (yet) * v LY *

(40) The morpho-semantic number markedness generalization
If a language makes a morphological distinction between unmarked and marked forms in
the domain of count nouns,

a. the unmarked form must at least contain individual non-overlapping atoms; and
b. the marked one must at least contain sums of atoms.

There is no language in which unmarked forms denote a plurality, but the marked counterpart de-
notes a singularity.

4Arabic (Ouwadaya 2014; Borer and Ouwayda 2021; Mathieu and Dali 2021); Welsh (Grimm 2012); English
(Krifka 1989; Sauerland 2003; Sauerland et al. 2005; Zweig 2009); Spanish (Marti 2008, 2020); Buriat (Bylinina and
Podobryaev 2020); Western Armenian (Bale et al. 201 1; Bale and Khanjian 2014); Brazilian Portuguese (Miiller 2002;
Marti 2020).

5The labels sNG/PLR refer to the semantic interpretation and not the phonological form of the noun; thus, sNG refers
to a ‘singularity’ (e.g. 1) and pLR refers to a ‘plurality’ (e.g. 2 or more). If a noun can refer to both, then we will say
the noun is number neutral if unmarked, or inclusively plural if plural-marked.

10
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A The typology of number-markedness and semantic interpretation

A.1 Singulatives

Singulative-marked nouns in these languages are strictly singular and their plural forms are exclu-
sively plural (see Mathieu and Dali 2021, p.21 for Tunisian Arabic, Borer and Ouwayda 2021, p.147
for Lebanese and Grimm 2012, p.152 for Welsh).

The term ‘singulative’ is used to refer to a dedicated morpheme that is added to an unmarked set of
roots which usually denote some type of mass or underspecified quantity. The ‘singulative’ changes
the nominal class properties of the root such as gender and/or countability, and indicates that the
derived nominal is singular count (Borer 2005; Mathieu 2012; Ouwadaya 2014; Borer and Ouwayda
2021; Mathieu and Dali 2021).

That is the role of -e in Lebanese Arabic and -a in Tunisian Arabic, but also -yn in Welsh.

As the examples in (41)-(43) show, singulative-marked nouns can be overtly pluralized in which
case the order of morphemes is always ROOT-(GEN.)SINGL-PL.

(41) Lebanese Arabic (Borer and Ouwayda 2021)
a. laymoun b. laymoun-e c. laymoun-e-et
orange orange-F.SINGL orange-F.SINGL-PL
‘orange (mass)’ ‘an orange’ ‘(2 or more) oranges’
(42) Tunisian Arabic (Mathieu and Dali 2021)
a. toffeh b. toffeh-a c. toffeh-a-at
apple.coLL apple-E.SINGL apple-F.SINGL-PL
‘apples’ ‘an apple’ ‘(2 or more) apples’

13
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(43) Welsh (Grimm 2012)
a. grawn b. gron-yn C. gron-yn-au
grain grain-M.SINGL grain-M.SINGL-PL
‘grain’ (mass) ‘a grain’ ‘(2 or more) grains’

Analysis: the singulative morpheme, exponed as -e/-a/-yn in the above examples, is a nominalizer,
rather than an actual number morpheme.

As a nominalizer, it combines with the root, individuates it (i.e. makes it countable as opposed to
non-countable) and marks feminine gender in Arabic or masculine gender in Welsh.® In the case
of Welsh, it triggers suppletion on the root too.

All these are common properties of N-heads.’

Under this analysis, the singulative in these languages is not the exponent of a number morpheme
but a nominalizing head. The actual number morpheme realizing [sG] in (41b), (42b) and (43b) is
null.

The plural of the singulative in (41c), (42c) and (43c) is, however, marked with an overt exponent
for [pL]. As a result, these cases fall under the umbrella of Type A.

This entails that the underlying structure for the NPs in (41) is as schematized in (44).
(44) a. [ YorANGE N |yp laymoun ‘orange’
laymoun @

b. [[ YORANGE Njyp, rem) Inp Numygg) Inump laymoun-e ‘an orange’
laymoun -e

C. [[ YORANGE Npp revy Inp NUMpp 1 INump laymoun-e-et ‘oranges’
laymoun -e -et

A.2 Inverse number systems
A potential Type IE system is given in (45) with pseudo-English.
(45) What a Type [E system would look like

a. (This) dog-@ = ‘2 or more dogs’ (unmarked, but exclusively plural)
b. (These) dog-s = ‘1 dog’ (pL-marked, but strictly singular)

The closest system that resembles Type IE is inverse number marking in languages like Dagaare
(Grimm 2010, 2012, 2018) (and potentially Kipsigis and Didinga as well Kouneli 2017, 2020).

In Dagaare, as the (46)-(47) pairs show, the same morpheme -ri only marks the plural interpretation
for one of the two nouns.?

In Welsh, there is a feminine singulative allomorph -en which is the same as in Breton (Nurmio 2016).

"For the nominalizing status of the -a and similar singulative morphemes across languages, see Acquaviva (2008);
Kramer (2015); Kouneli (2020). For Borer (2005); Ouwadaya (2014); Borer and Ouwayda (2021) the individuating
function is performed by Div(ision), which for them is realized by plural-morphemes in languages like English or
classifiers in languages like Mandarin. Starting with Bale and Barner (2009), the Div head has been equated not to
Number (or plural) but to N, making a distinction between countable and non-countable roots, e.g. Smith (2021);
Toquero-Pérez (2024).

8Despite the tonal differences, Grimm (2012, ch.2) notes that the different surface forms of the pL-morpheme are
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(46) a. bié pa (47) a. bi-ri pa
child DEM.PROX.SG seed-PL DEM.PROX.SG
‘this child’ ‘this seed’
b. bii-ri ba-ma b. bi¢ a-ma
child-PL HUM.PL-DEM.PROX.PL seed NHUM.PL-DEM.PROX.PL
‘These (2 or more) children’ ‘These (2 or more) seeds’

In (46a), the unmarked form child triggers singular agreement on the demonstrative and it denotes
a singelton set of atoms.

In (46b) the ri-marked form triggers plural agreement and denotes an exclusive plurality.

The inverse number patter is illustrated in (47) where the ri-marked form triggers singular agree-
ment on the determiner and is strictly singular, but the unmarked form triggers plural agreement
and denotes an exclusive plurality.

The inverse pattern observed for (47) is restricted to what the authors refer to as “inherently plural”
nouns.

While this class of nouns seems to be a genuine counterexample to the generalization in (40), this
is only apparent building on insights from Kouneli (2020).

According to Kouneli (2020), number in these languages is split between a low position in N, and a
high position in Number. Kouneli argues that the structure of inherently plural nouns such as seed
in Dagaare is as in (48); I propose the VI rules for terminals in (49):

(48) [[VSEED Ny 1 Inp NUMygo/p 1 INump (inherently plural nouns in Dagaare)
(49) a. alrL] & -ri/_Num|[sG]

b. a[pL] & @/ Num[pL]

c. a[pL] & -ri

d. a[sGcle @

In cases where -ri is exponed on the noun, e.g. (47a), Num must be [sG]; as a result, the D head
agrees with it triggering singular, rather than plural agreement.

At PF, the VI rules account for why the inherently plural noun has an exponent: [pL] on N is spelled
out as ri- when Num is [sG], e.g. (49a).

Again, -ri is not a Num-exponent (like the singulatives discussed above). This also explains, why
ri-marked forms are strictly singular.

In the cases where -ri is not exponed, e.g. (47b), Num must be [pL] as the agreement shows.

But a morphological operation called Obliteration (Arregi and Nevins 2007), taking place at the
point of VI at Num, deletes the higher number feature in Num if it is identical to the low number
feature in N.

Since both N and Num are [pL], Obliteration applies precluding the application of the elsewhere VI
rule in (49c¢).

allophones conditioned by the phonological properties of the root.
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In terms of semantics, this explains why these unmarked forms are exclusively plural. Under these
considerations, Dagaare actually resembles Type A.

Therefore, inverse number systems can be accommodated within the general insights of the gener-
alization.
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