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The Syntax and Semantics of Chinese Plurals: A Lattice-Theoretic Analysis

Yan Jiang?, Haihua Pan?
SOAS University of London?, The Chinese University of Hong Kong?

Chinese exhibits many unique syntactic and semantic features, such as its paucity in
inflectional morphology and grammatical markers which, while often optional, are sometimes
also allegedly redundant. A case in point concerns the characterization of sentences containing
“dou” (all), including its logical meaning, its relationship with Chinese plurals in general, and
the co-occurrence of “dou” with “mei” (every). These issues continue to attract attention,
resulting in an ever-increasing volume of publications.

Looking at Chinese plurals in terms of algebraic semantics requires us to familiarize ourselves
with the notions of Boolean algebra, PO-set, Hasse diagrams, lattices and the related notions
of join and meet. Within this framework, we explore a specific issue in this talk: why is plural
meaning structurally represented as bottomless semi-lattices with join but no meet? Contrary
to some recent studies which propose to resort to the notion of meet to account for the
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“Mei”...... “dou” co-occurrence, we agree with Link’s original proposal that plurals do not
involve meet, unless we take meet to mean the sharing of semantic features.
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