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GENERICS

BART GEURTS

ABSTRACT

There is a fairly general tendency to analyse generic statements as referring
to the entities that are commonly identified as "kinds". Apart from the
fact that, thus far, none of these analyses have proven to be satisfactory,
there always remains the problem of explaining what a kind is. I propose,
instead, to do away with kinds altogether, and to regard generics as ex-
pressing stereotypical assumptions. Although, at the moment, I have just
the broad outlines of a theory to offer, this approach seems to fit the
available data quite well. Moreover, it obviates the need to assume that
generic descriptions are referential expressions.

Intuitively speaking, generics are statements about kinds. Thus, (l)-(3)
are said to be generic, or at least to have a generic reading:

(1) Beavers build dams.

(2) The dodo is extinct.

(3) A rabbit has four legs.

The subject terms of these sentences seem to refer to kinds. It remains to
be seen, however, whether this pre-theoretical notion can be upheld.
Clearly, this depends crucially on the explication of what a kind is, and
this paper largely deals with the latter problem. It is proposed that we
replace the common-sense notion of kinds by the theoretical notion of
stereotypes. This proposal will be seen to provide a plausible explanation
for the ways in which generic sentences function. At the same time, it
allows us to consistently deny that generic descriptions refer, and with
that to dodge awkward ontological issues.

In the following, we shall only consider non-complex sentences with a

 at R
adboud U

niversity on January 25, 2015
http://jos.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://jos.oxfordjournals.org/


248

subject term that is either a definite or indefinite singular NP or a bare
plural. Although these forms have attracted by far the most attention in
the literature, the class of generics is much wider, and comprises also, e.g.,
sentences figuring mass terms or abstract nouns. So this restriction does
not reflect a principled decision on our part.

To begin with, we want to distinguish two kinds of generics, which we
shall term distributive and non-distributive, respectively. If somebody
utters (1) we may normally conclude that the kind denoted by the subject
term is presupposed to have at least one member to which the predicate
applies. There is a limited number of predicates, however, that block such
distributive inferences, the reason being simply that they reject subject
terms referring to individuals (cf. Carlson 1978: 47-49; Quine 1960:
122-123). Predicates belonging to this group are be extinct, be common
and be rare. Accordingly, whereas we shall classify (1) and (3) as dis-
tributive generics, (2) represents the non-distributive class.

The distinction between distributive and non-distributive generics is
supported by further observation. For instance, it appears that, in this
particular respect, definite and indefinite singular NPs are more or less
in complementary distribution. On the one hand, if the predicate is a non-
distributive one, the subject NP can be definite but not indefinite. (2) is
acceptable, (4) is not:

(4) *A dodo is extinct.

On the other hand, if a generic sentence explicitly refers to a member of
the kind in question, thus emphasizing the distributive nature of the
predicate, then an indefinite but not a definite singular NP can be subject.
Cf.

(5) a. A rabbit, such as Nancy, has four legs.
b *The rabbit, such as Nancy, has four legs.

All in all, the dichotomy between distributive and non-distributive generics
seems to be justifiable. This is important, since the theory we are about to
sketch applies solely to the first class. The reason for this restriction will
soon become apparent.

At least some occurrences of generic NPs are readily paraphrasable as
quantified expressions. For instance, it seems that the sense of

(6) a. A sparrow is a bird.

can be expressed equally well by saying that all sparrows are birds. There-
fore, it is tempting to assume that, in general, generics can be treated as
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implicitly quantified sentences. But they cannot. To see why this is so,
consider the following sentences:

(6) b. A spanow has feathers.
c. A sparrow lays eggs.
d. A sparrow does not lay eggs.

The quantifier presumed to underly (6a) was seemingly equivalent to the
universal quantifier. But (6b) could still be true in a world in which not all
sparrows happened to be feathered. As far as this sentence is concerned,
the generic quantifier rather seems to have the force of "most". But again,
this interpretation is too strong for (6c). Here, the hidden quantifier can at
best be taken to mean something like "roughly half of all". Now we could
postulate that the quantifier underlying a generic sentence must always
have this weak interpretation. But this would lead to incoirect predictions
for (6d) and counter-intuitive interpretations for (6a) and (6b).

To show that an approach along these lines cannot be but ill advised
we would have to push this discussion somewhat further.1 But we are not
trying to disprove any of the previously proposed theories. This brief
survey was intended, rather, to reveal an important characteristic of
generic sentences, namely that, when we try to translate generics as
quantified sentences, all sorts of quantifiers are bound to turn up. Generics
seem to have what Carlson (1978: 43) has called "fluctuating truth con-
ditions".

2.

Let us consider the following, fictitious, situation. The giraffe is in im-
minent danger of dying out. To be more exact, three specimens are still
alive, and only one of them is fitted with the usual four legs. The other
two each have, say, three legs. This state of affairs has been caused by
recent and rather dramatic developments. One could imagine that the
African countries have unanimously declared war on the US, that there-
upon the Americans have decided to spray the African continent with
Agent Orange, etc. What matters is that the situation is relatively new.
Now given this situation it is stated that

(7) A giraffe has four legs.

True or false? If we had to give an answer, we would probably judge (7)
true, although it is likely that we would hedge. Compare this with any
plausible quantified 'translation' of (7). Unless we settle for a paraphrase
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with some, which would be decidedly too weak, every quantified counter-
part of (7) obviously would be false.

Now the circumstances take a turn for the better. The last four-legged
giraffe passes away, but the remaining three-legged giraffes beget children,
their children beget children, etc. - and they all have three legs. Would (7)
still be true then? It is far from likely that we would stick to it.

This example seems to suggest that verifying a generic statement is not
altogether a straightforward matter - at least compared with the verification
of quantified sentences. It is as though generics possessed a certain kind of
inertia: their truth value is not just a function of the state of affairs at a
given moment. There are reasons to believe, however, that even this
conclusion grants too much. I suspect that the traditional notion of
verification (or falsification) is unsuited to deal with generics. This sus-
picion is strengthened by various observations, which indicate that generics
typically occur in situations where the question of their truth or correct-
ness is unlikely to become an issue.

It is sometimes suggested (e.g. by Dahl 1975) that generics divide into
two separate classes, descriptive and normative. Although I consider this
distinction to be of minor importance from a semantical point of view, the
observation on which it is based is highly relevant. It is indeed a conspicuous
trait of generics that they regularly crop up in sermons, political addresses
and debates, advertisements - in short, discourses involving norms and
values. Moreover - this is so obvious that one tends to overlook it -generics
occur quite frequently in learning situations.

A related but, at least as far as I know, hitherto unnoticed point is that
the substance of a generic is seldom new. Usually, it is taken for granted
that tigers are striped, that a giraffe has four legs, and so on. Extensive
portions of the background knowledge ordinarily left implicit in linguistic
interactions are expressed most naturally by generic sentences. I do not
know how often and under what circumstances speakers actually exploit
this possibility. This issue would have to be decided statistically. But it
seems obvious to me that if speakers want to state explicitly the bridging
assumptions (Haviland and Gark 1974) Unking their utterances, they often
can resort to generics.

Summarizing these observations, we may conclude that generics differ
from ordinary factual statements in that they are typically used to express
general assumptions, laws, maxims, principles, prejudices or rules of thumb.
It is by no means a characteristic of generics that they, so to speak, con-
front the world directly.

The idea that there are sentences which are not immediately affected
by experience is not new. As is well known, Quine (1960) defends the
position that the theoretical sentences which form part of our scientific
theories only can be tested because they are linked with observation
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sentences. In this respect, generic sentences and theoretical sentences are
alike (of course, theoretical sentences often are generic). It is not the
generic sentences themselves that are put to the empirical test (if they are
testable at all), but the observation sentences to which they are related.

Taking these considerations into account, I propose a general ex-
planation that, briefly put, amounts to the following. A generic sentence
is, from the speaker's point of view, the expression of a stereotypical
assumption about a kind, and, with respect to the hearer, a request to
revise, update, or simply retrieve certain stereotypical assumptions.

3.

The basic assumption of the theory I want to outline should be familiar
by now: the production and comprehension of natural language is best
explained in terms of cognitive structures which are constructed and ex-
tended in the interplay between speaker and hearer. Following Bosch
(1983), we will call these structures context models.2 The interpretation
of (sequences of) natural-language utterances requires various kinds of
background knowledge (including grammatical knowledge). We take it
that this background knowledge is organized, at least for a good part, in
stereotypes. The central component of a stereotype associated with a
given property p is a set of properties that are assigned by default to any
individual to which p is said to apply. This is not to say that stereotypical
assumptions can never turn out to be wrong. But as soon as we have
sufficient reason for doing so, we will simply withdraw them. In other
words, stereotypical assumptions are upheld as long as they are not counter-
indicated.

Interpretative processes exploit background knowledge in order to
construct a context model. As it is not clear from the outset what kind of
role generics could play in these processes, let us tentatively suppose that
they are not directly involved in the building of a context model, but
operate, instead, in the domain of background knowledge. (Eventually,
we shall have to modify this picture somewhat.) We assume that speakers'
information about a given kind K is embodied in a stereotype, which for
our purposes can be identified with a property set P.3 Now, we define the
generic interpretation of an utterance as a function that takes the stereo-
type P associated with a given kind K, and maps it onto P*.

In illustration, we take up sentence (1) again:

(1) Beavers build dams.

It has been noted by, e.g., Dahl (1975: 110-111) that this sentence is in
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fact ambiguous. In the first and most natural interpretation, it ascribes to
beavers the property of typically building dams. But (1) can also be read
as claiming that it is a typical property of dams that they have been built
by beavers. Either interpretation can be forced by accenting either beavers
or dams, or by clefting and/or passivization (cf. Seuren 1985: 295-304).
In French, furthermore, this difference is brought out by a choice between
the definite and the indefinite article (Van Langendonck 1980: 1090).
Cf.

(8) a. Les castors construisent des digues.
b. Les digues sont construites par des castors.

Within the framework proposed, the treatment of a sentence like (1) is
quite straightforward. If (1) is understood as a claim about a certain kind
of animal, it results in the addition of the property "builds dams" to the
stereotype associated with "beaver". On the other hand, if it is about
dams, then the property "built by beavers" is added to the stereotype
associated with "dam".

On the face of it, this account would appear unable to deal with sen-
tences like

(9) Dutchmen are good sailors.4

(10) The blackbird lays two or three eggs.

According to the theory that I have indicated, (9) would result in the
addition of the property "is a good sailor" to the stereotype associated
with "Dutchman", and the interpretation of (10) would append the
property "lays two or three eggs" to the stereotype associated with
"blackbird". But it could hardly be called reasonable to assume by default
that the Dutchman whom I met just now will turn out to be a good
sailor, or that this blackbird here will promptly produce two or three eggs.

The first answer that comes to hand is that we give the properties to
be added to the stereotypes associated with "Dutchman" and "blackbird",
respectively, the form of a conditional. In the first case, this would yield
something like "if x is a sailor, then x is a good sailor". In the second
case, we could have, say, "if x is female, then x lays two or three eggs".
However, if we opt for this solution, we bear the burden of having to
specify the antecedents of these conditionals in a general and systematic
way. The problem is nicely exposed by Ziff (1972: 128-129):

One says 'A cheetah can outrun a man'. We put it to a test: a man and
a cheetah aie turned loose in a field. The man lopes away while the
cheetah sits lazily in the sun. But 'can* is not 'will'. The cheetah can
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even if it did not. We try again. This time we force the cheetah to run
by beating it; but the man easily outruns the cheetah: the cat en-
cumbered with an awkward two-hundred-pound weight moves slug-
gishly.

An encumbered cheetah is a cheetah. And I said a cheetah can out-
run a man. Should I have said not that a cheetah can but, more cautiously,
that some cheetahs can outrun a man, namely unencumbered cheetahs?
But what about an unencumbered cheetah whose feet have been bound
since birth? If we make provision for foot-bound unencumbered
cheetahs shall we not also have to provide a place for three-legged
cheetahs, drugged cheetahs, cheetahs forced to run after being force
fed and so on and on? Would it be better than simply to say "Some -
never mind which - cheetahs can outrun a man'?

Ziff s argument shows, in a word, that we could go on ad infinitum spe-
cifying more and more conditions, without being able to decide where we
should stop. Consequently, I believe that we must look for another, more
satisfactory solution.

In the literature on generics, it has become obligatory to remark that it
takes more than one counter-example to refute a generic statement (see,
e.g., Carlson 1978:34-35; Dahl 1975:102-103). This is undoubtedly
correct. However, this trite remark is often taken as implying that, in
general, a generic statement is contradicted, though not necessarily refuted,
by any member of the kind denoted by the subject term to which the
predicate does not apply. And this is patently absurd. It is just not true
that every Dutch non-sailor contradicts (9), or that any male blackbird
would contradict (10). Only Dutch sailors who are incompetent can force
us to raise doubts about (9), and the correctness of (10) becomes question-
able as soon as we discover blackbirds that lay five, fifteen or fifty eggs at
a time. These cases are, for some reason, relevant, and only of them we
can rightly claim that they constitute counter-examples to the sentences
in question.

In the foregoing, it was said that a stereotype P consists of properties
that can be assigned to any individual i to which P applies, unless there
are indications that i does not have these properties. But, as Ziff has
reminded us, "can" is not "will". Quite evidently, it would be useless,
and even troublesome, to always make all the inferences one can make.
It only makes sense to resort to default assumptions if one has to - if, that
is, they are relevant one way or the other. The stereotypical expectation
that Dutchmen are good sailors is not activated until we have ascertained
that the Dutchman before us is a sailor, and something similar goes for the
stereotypical assumption expressed by (10). Therefore, we must reconsider
our notion of what a stereotypical property is. We shall say that a stereo-
typical property is a property p that is assigned to an individual i as soon
as p is relevant, and if there are no indications that i is not-p.5 This
revision should take care of sentences like (9) and (10).
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By now, it must have become clear that we propose to defer the problem
concerning generic sentences. In fact, we contend that an elucidation of
notions like "stereotype" and "relevance" would at the same time explain
the seemingly erratic behaviour of generics. Nonetheless, our proposal still
is worthwile, since a semantic theory will have to explicate these notions
anyway.

4.

We have decided to consider generics as functions that operate on stereo-
types, and stereotypes form part of the background knowledge ordinarily
presupposed in the interpretation of utterances. Yet presumably, this
background knowledge is relatively stable. Not on any account is it likely
to change with every generic statement that is being processed. So the
picture we have sketched is too simple. We cannot assume that generics
operate directly on background knowledge. On the other hand, 'generic
information' should not be allowed to mix with the contents of the
context model under construction - at least as long as we take this notion
in a narrow sense. For we have argued that generics differ from other
declaratives in matters of verification and truth.

The most convenient solution for this problem probably would be to
open a separate compartment (either within our outside our context
models) to house the information that generics express. Perhaps, this
compartment could also accomodate other kinds of information. It is
possible, for instance, that certain context-specific inferences could
find room here. But right now I do not intend to take a stand on this
issue. I merely want to note that the general approach to generics ad-
vocated here requires a reconsideration of our overall model of natural-
language interpretation.

Now we can turn back to our initial question. Do generic NPs refer?
It is widely held that they do. First of all, this notion is inherent in our
common-sense understanding of generic descriptions. Carlson (1978)
declares this common-sense notion sound semantic theory by stating that
generic NPs are on a par with proper names: as these refer to individuals,
generic NPs refer to kinds. However, considerations of economy urge us to
look askance at this position, which, for all its intuitive appeal, has rather
drastic implications for the ontology of natural language. But, fortunately,
these implications can be avoided. If we may assume that our proposal is
in principle coirect, then there is no need to regard generic descriptions as
referential expressions. We analysed generics (roughly) as asserting that
"if you should encounter such and such individual, then you may reason-
ably assume so and so" (some generics actually exhibit something very
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much like this structure in their surface form). The success of such rules
of thumb admittedly depends on regularities in the world. But it is not
necessary to postulate entities for them to refer to.

University of Nijmegen
Department of Philosophy and
Psychological Laboratory
P.O. Box 9108
6500 HK Nijmegen.

NOTES

1. See Carlson (1978: 33-56) for a much more elaborate critique.
2. The over-all view outlined in this paragraph is worked out in more detail by
Bosch (1983: 65-78).
3. And, presumably, only for our present purposes. It is highly unlikely that,
eventually, stereotypes will turn out to bear more than a superficial resemblance to
unstructured objects like sets.
4. Carlson (1978: 44) quotes this example from the Port-Royal logic.
5. I feel that, at least for the time being, we must be quite literal-minded about the
processes involved in storing and retrieving predicates. The predicate that is stored
after processing a generic sentence is identical to the predicate that is retrieved to
make inferences about a given individual. It follows from this that, as it stands, my
account does not apply to non-distributive generics. Loosening up the envisaged
mechanism would of course be possible, but at present I see no sufficient (i.e. in-
dependent) reasons for doing so.
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