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1. Introduction 
 

Many languages, including Turkish, Persian, and Hindi, have a type of full root 
reduplication called m-reduplication. (example from Persian) 
 
     1) Mohsen gol         mol     jam’   kard 
         Mohsen flower    RED   collection do.PST 
         ‘Mohsen gathered flowers and other such things.’ 
 
Previous work on m-reduplication has mostly focused on its morphophonology (Alderete 
et al. 1999; Ghaniabadi et al. 2006, a.o.).  
 
In one of the few works on the semantics of m-reduplication, Armoskaite & Kutlu (2013) 
characterize m-reduplication as a similative plural, where the plurality is understood to be 
non-uniform (Nakanishi & Tomioka 2004), i.e. the plurality contains objects in the set 
denoted by the non-reduplicated nominal, as well as objects that are similar, but not 
identical to, those objects. 
 

• Indeed, (1) is naturally interpreted as meaning that Mohsen gathered flowers, as 
well as similar things, such as leaves. 
 

• This work otherwise takes this interpretation of m-reduplication for granted. 
 

Goal of this work: To understand the nature of the non-uniform plural interpretation of 
m-reduplication in Persian: is it entailed, or implicated? 
 
Specifically, I argue that Persian m-reduplication does not entail the existence of a non-
uniform plurality. 
 

• In non-upward-entailing semantic contexts, as well as contexts involving speaker 
ignorance, reduplication clearly includes uniform plurals, as well as singletons, in 
its denotation.  
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Kobayashi,	Mitcho	Erlewine,	and	Kazuhiko	Yabushita	for	their	Japanese	judgments	and	comments,	
and	to	Heidi	Harley,	Robert	Henderson,	Massimo	Piattelli-Palmarini	and	Jianrong	Yu	for	very	helpful	
discussion.	Thanks	also	to	the	audience	at	the	2018	LSA	Annual	Meeting	in	Salt	Lake	City.	
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• I propose that the non-uniformity inference be derived as a higher-order scalar 
implicature (Spector 2007 a.o.).  
 

• I also account for variation in the judgments about m-reduplication, proposing 
different basic meanings for the two groups of speakers observed while 
maintaining an implicature-based analysis for both. 
 

• I then show how the analysis extends naturally to similative expressions in 
Japanese like -toka and -tari, which show the same kind of monotonicity 
sensitivity and interspeaker variation, and show further that the current analysis 
makes superior predictions to previous analyses (Smith & Kobayashi 2017; 
2018).  

 
2. Non-upward-entailing contexts 
 
While in (1) m-reduplication naturally receives a non-uniform plural reading, this 
inference goes away in downward-entailing and question environments 
.  
     2) Negation 
          Rostam ketâb metâb  na-      xund 
          Rostam book  RED   NEG-read.PST 
          ‘Rostam didn’t read a book or anything like that.’ 
 

• NOT just that Rostam didn’t read both a book and something else, but that 
he didn’t read a book OR anything like it. 

 
   3) Antecedent of a conditional 
        age ketâb metâb   mi-     xun         -i,          be man   be-     gu!    
         If   book  RED    IMP- read.PRS -2.SG    to  1.SG SUBJ-say 
        ‘If you read a book or something, tell me!’ 
 

• The hearer may felicitously tell the speaker even if she has read only a 
single book, two books, or (for some speakers), just something like a 
book, such as a magazine. 
 

• Telling me is not just expected when you read a book AND something 
else.  
 

    4) Polar Questions 
          Q: sib     mib xord  -i? 
              apple RED  eat.Pst -2.SG 
            ‘Did you eat an apple or something?’ 
 
          A: Âre,     ye/do    tâ  sib  xord   -am. 
                yes   one/two CL apple eat.PST -1.Sg 
                   ‘Yes, I ate an apple/two apples’ 
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• For some speakers “Yes, I ate an orange” would also be an acceptable 

response.     
    
 5) In the scope of a possibility modal 
        Royâ shâyad   sib         mib     bo-    xor     -e  
        Roya might     apple    RED   SUBJ-eat.PRS        -3.SG 
       ‘Roya might eat an apple or something.’ 
 

• Roya may eat just one apple, multiple apples, or (for some speakers) an 
apple-like fruit (such as an orange). 

 
This is reminiscent of the behavior of English bare plurals, which exhibit a multiplicity 
inference in upward-entailing contexts, but not in the above contexts (Krifka 2004; 
Spector 2007; Zweig 2009, a.o.).  
 
3. Ignorance contexts 
 
Even in upward-entailing environments, there are contexts in which m-reduplication need 
not receive a non-uniform plural interpretation.  
 

• These are cases involving ignorance or indifference. 
 

6) Context: You see Roya carrying a small lunchbox, in which she usually keeps   
an apple for an afternoon snack, but sometimes brings some other kind of fruit. You don’t 
know exactly how many she has in the box, (and are not entirely sure what kind of fruit it 
is). 
 
Royâ  sib mib    dâr  -e 
Roya apple RED  have-3.SG 
‘Roya has an apple or something.’ 
 
Here, the speaker is not committed to Roya having more than one apple, nor are they 
committed to her having anything but apples. 
 

• Some speakers are not even committed to Roya specifically having an apple in the 
lunchbox, i.e. she could have some other kind of fruit, such as an orange. 
 

• This provides further evidence that the non-uniform plural inference is not 
entailed by m-reduplication. 

 
4. Analysis 
 
I propose that the non-uniform plural interpretation be derived as a scalar implicature.  
 



	 4	

• In particular, I propose that this is a higher order scalar implicature (Spector 
2007): the implicature arises via the negation of an already exhaustified 
alternative. 
 

• Due to the variation noted throughout the presentation of the data, I provide two 
analyses, one for the more restrictive speakers and another for the less restrictive 
speakers, with a common core of deriving the inference via the mechanism of 
implicature. 

 
4.1 Restrictive variety 
 
I analyze the unenriched meaning of reduplication as semantically identical to the 
unreduplicated bare nominal. 
 
7) a. ⟦book-RED⟧ =  ⟦book⟧ = λx.Book(x) 
 
    b. ⟦Mohsen read book-RED⟧ = ∃x[Book(X) & Read(x)(m)]  
 

• This captures the interpretation of m-reduplication in implicature-cancelling 
contexts for more restrictive speakers. 
 

• By virtue of being morphologically more complex than the bare nominal, 
reduplication has the bare nominal as an alternative. 
 

• In particular, I propose that reduplication has as its alternative an 
exhaustified/focused version of the sentence with a bare nominal. 
 

• Similar to Spector’s treatment of the multiplicity inference of bare plurals, 
and to Sudo’s (2014) analysis of disjunctions with conjunctive inferences 
in Japanese. 
 

• Formalized with the Exh operator (Fox 2007). 
 
8) Exh(A)(p) = p & ∀q ∈ IE(A)(p): ¬q 
 

• IE(A)(p) is the set of innocently excludable alternatives to p. That is, they are 
the alternatives to p that may be negated without contradicting what is 
asserted by p. 
 

9) ⟦Exh(Mohsen read book)⟧ = ∃x[Book(x) & Read(x)(m)] & ∀p ∈ IE(A)(p): ¬p 
 

• IE(A)(p) = {Mohsen read magazine, Mohsen read comic book, …} 
 

Applying Exh to reduplication then negates the alternative in (9), resulting in (10), which 
reduces to (11) by deMorgan’s Law.  
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10) ⟦Exh(Mohsen read book-RED)⟧ = ∃x[Book(X) & Read(X)(m)] &                           
¬[∃x[Book(x) & Read(x)(m)] & ∀p ∈ IE(A)(p) :¬p] 
 
11) ∃x[Book(x) & Read(x)(m)] & (¬∃x[Book(X) & Read(x)(m)]  
        v ¬∀p ∈ IE(A)(p): ¬p] 
 
By disjunctive syllogism and the equivalence between ¬∀p[¬p] and ∃p[p], we derive 
(12). 
 
12)  ∃x[Book(x) & Read(x)(m)] & ∃p ∈ IE(A)(p): p 
 

• This is the non-uniformity inference! 
 
4.2 Less restrictive variety 
 
There appears to be interspeaker variation in the interpretation of m-reduplication. 
 

• As noted below (2-5), some speakers accept, for instance, cases where ketâb 
metâb could refer to a single magazine, rather than one or more books (possibly in 
addition to something else). 
 

One possibility is that these speakers have a different denotation for m-reduplication, 
possibly the disjunctive one in (13). 
 
13) a. ⟦RED⟧ = λP. λx. P(x) v ∃Q[Q ~ P & Q(x)] 
 
      b. ⟦Mohsen read book-RED⟧ =∃x[Book(x) v ∃Q[Q ~ Book     
                                  & Q(x)] & Read(x)(m)]  
 
One way to derive the non-uniform plural inference on this analysis is to follow Bowler 
(2015) and treat each disjunct as an alternative, without a conjunctive alternative.  
 

• These disjuncts will be exhaustified, yielding a set of alternatives {P & 
¬Q, Q & ¬P, P v Q}. 
 

• Negating the innocently excludable alternatives (here (P & ¬Q) and {Q & 
¬P)) will result in P v Q &  ¬(P & ¬Q) & ¬{Q & ¬P), which is equivalent 
to P & Q. 
 

• An issue arises as to how to get each disjunct as an alternative in the first 
place: one route would be to follow Sauerland et al.’s (2015) approach to 
the Japanese conj/disjunction -ya and simply associate (the exhaustified 
version of) each disjunct in the logical form of the sentence with RED. 
 

• This raises an additional problem, since one of these disjuncts 
contains an expression not corresponding to any lexical item in the 
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language.  
 

• This may be okay if alternatives are permitted to be abstract, not 
necessarily corresponding to a lexical item in the language 
(Buccola et al. 2018; Charlow 2016). 

 
5. Beyond Persian reduplication: Japanese -toka and -tari 
 
In previous work (Smith & Kobayashi 2017, 2018), we’ve looked at the morphemes -
toka and -tari in Japanese.  
 

• These bear quite a resemblance to m-reduplication in Persian, in that they are 
associated with a non-exhaustive inference that disappears in implicature-
cancelling environments.  

 
14) Taro -toka  -ga     ki      -ta 

 Taro -toka  -NOM     come    -PST 
 ‘Taro and someone else came.’ 

 
15) Taro -ga heya -o sooji si -tari si -ta 
       Taro -NOM room -ACC clean do -tari do -PST 
        ‘Taro cleaned his room and did other such things.’ 

 
16) Taro  -toka (Hanako -toka) -ga      ki   -tara,  Yosuke-wa   ocha  -o      das     -u 
      Taro  -toka  Hanako  -toka -NOM  come -if Yosuke  -TOP  tea   -ACC  serve  -PRS 
      ‘If Taro, Hanako, or someone like that comes, Yosuke will serve tea.’ 

 
Our previous approach used a Hamblin-style alternative semantics (Hamblin 1973; 
Kratzer & Shimoyama 2002), according to which the alternatives generated by -toka and 
-tari are universally quantified in upward-entailing contexts but existentially quantified in 
other contexts (similar to Davidson’s 2013 analysis of general coordination in ASL), but 
there were a few problems pointed out to us. 
 

1. Use of the universal propositional quantifier results in overly strong truth 
conditions: an expression with -toka or -tari is predicted to be true only when 
all of the alternatives are true. In reality, -toka/-tari sentences are judged true 
in upward-entailing contexts when at least one other alternative is true. 
 

2. Our previous analysis predicts that disjunctive readings should be possible 
with -toka and -tari even outside of coordinative examples. My coauthor 
Ryoichiro Kobayashi was able to get this interpretation, but other Japanese 
speakers did not agree with his judgment. 
 

One way to fix this is to adopt an analysis for -toka/-tari that is basically identical to the 
one developed for m-reduplication in Persian. 
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17) ⟦Taro-toka⟧ =  ⟦Taro⟧ = t 
 
18) ⟦Taro-toka-ga kita⟧ =  Came(t) 
 
19) ⟦Exh(Taro-ga kita)⟧ = Came(t) & ∀p ∈ IE(A)(p) :¬p  
         IE(A) = {Hanako came, Jiro came, …} 
 
20) ⟦Exh(Taro-toka-ga kita)⟧ = Came(t) & ¬[Came(t) & ∀p ∈ IE(A)(p): ¬p] 
    = Came(t) & (¬Came(t) v ¬∀p ∈ IE(A)(p): ¬p) 
    = Came(t) & ∃p ∈ IE(A)(p): p 
 
This analysis solves our problems. 
 

1. Instead of universal quantification over the alternatives, we get existential 
quantification, which more naturally accounts for the inference that at least 
one of the alternatives is true. 
 

2. In implicature-cancelling environments, we no longer expect to get the 
disjunctive reading without coordination. Rather, we predict that the non-
exhaustive inference goes away, resulting in cases where only Taro came. 
 

• We can get the disjunctive interpretation with coordination by 
analyzing the null coordinator, required by our analysis anyway, as 
having the same semantics/enrichment properties as in Sudo’s (2014) 
analysis of -ya (this is independently justified since the null 
coordinator is possible even without -toka/-tari and does exhibit the 
same alternation between conjunction and disjunction and non-
exhaustiveness as -ya). 
 

• For those speakers who do allow disjunctive readings with a single -
toka/-tari phrase such as my coauthor, we can use the same strategy 
we did with m-reduplication by proposing variation in the underlying 
representation. 

 
5. Conclusion and Future Work 
 
I examined the semantic properties of m-reduplication in Persian, showing that the non-
uniform plural inference is not attested in all environments and contexts. 
 
I proposed that the non-uniformity inference arises as a scalar implicature, and took into 
account possible interspeaker variation. 
 
Future work: 
 

• Clean up the analysis of less restrictive speakers. 
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• Examine m-reduplication in other languages (Turkish, Hindi, etc.) to test 
similarity to the Persian case. 
 

• Situate in the context of different types of plurals cross-linguistically (associative 
plurals like Japanese –tachi (Nakanishi & Tomioka 2004, a.o.)) 
 

• Look into connection with semantics of plural personal pronouns (brought to my 
attention by Adrian Stegovec p.c.). These have an associative semantics (we = me 
and some other folks), and, if you get the context just right, appear to permit 
singleton reference. 

 
21) Context: sneaking into a museum to steal a priceless diamond. There are 
security cameras everywhere. 
 
If we get spotted by a security camera, we’ll go to jail 
 

• You’ll go to jail even if one member of the group gets spotted (doesn’t 
require the entire group to get spotted). 

 
 
 

Thank You! 
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