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Abstract 

The course will give an overview of extensional and non-extensional mereological theories of 

parts and wholes, their historical predecessors and recent and new applications to natural 

language. It will discuss empirical and conceptual challenges for extensional mereological 

theories (in the tradition of Link 1983) as well as various approaches that makes use of a 

notion of an integrated whole (Langacker, Moltmann, Grimm, Filip, and others) or other 

notions of unity (Priest). The course will discuss key topics relating to the mass-count 

distinction and the various attempts by philosophers and linguists of clarifying the notion 

unity (or of being a single thing) that appears to be at the center of that distinction. It will also 

discuss other topics where the issue of unity arises, such as apparent polysemies (of nouns 

like 'book' and 'lunch'). The course aims to build a bridge between philosophical and 

linguistic traditions regarding mereology. 

 

Motivation and description  

It is generally agreed that part structures and notion of a whole or unity play an important role 

in the semantics of natural language. For example, mereology is standardly used for the 

semantics of plurals and mass nouns, and the notion of unity or being a single thing appears 

to be at the core of the content of the mass-count distinction. For a long time, the standard 

approach to part-whole relations and the mass-count distinction has been that of extensional 

mereology, largely due to the influential work of Link (1983). That is, part-whole structures 

consist in a partial order among entities that is closed under sum formation.  The notion of a 

whole or having unity has usually been understood as that of being an atom (relative to a set 

or concept or specific part relation). There is an alternative tradition, though, on which a 

notion of boundary, structure, form, integrated whole or unifying function plays an important 

role for part-whole structures as well, especially for the notion of unity or being a single 

thing. Such notions have been argued to constitute the content of the mass-count distinction 

itself (Langacker, Jackendoff, Moltmann). A lot of recent empirical research has shown that 

conditions of integrity govern the choice of mass or count with nominalizations of various 



sorts (Barner, Grimm, Filip, Sutton). Extensional mereological theories not only seem to 

impoverished to account for a range of linguistic facts; they also face various conceptual 

challenges. For example, they require distinguishing three different part relations, 

corresponding to the domains of singular count, mass , and plural nouns, without those being 

grounded in ontology itself (rather than being associated with syntactic category). The notion 

of an atom, as a construal of the notion of unity or a single thing is far from unproblematic, 

since atomicity itself has little to do with countability as such. But integrity-based approaches 

to part-whole structure also face challenges. There is the general issue of how the notion of   

an integrated whole is to be defined in the first place. Moreover, integrity in any worldly or 

cognitive sense seems absence when talking about ‘quantities’, ‘amounts’, ‘sums’, ‘loose 

collections’, ‘beings’ and alike, using singular count nouns. 

     The notion of unity pertains not only to the mass-count distinction, but to a broader range 

of issues, some of which have received considerably more attention in philosophy than 

linguistics, such as the unity of form and matter, the unity of the proposition, and the issue 

whether there can be a single thing, say a variable object, that apparently polysemous nouns 

stand for (book, lunch, college).  

     The course will give an overview of extensional and integrity-based theories of part-whole 

structure and critically discuss various unifying notions of integrity or function, including 

Aristotelian notions of form and structure, notions of boundary in the cognitive semantic 

literature, and the notion of integrated whole as part of situated part structures of my own 

previous work. It will discuss applications of the notion of integrated whole as part of situated 

part structures (the semantics of whole, entire, wholly, completely, together, time(s)) as well 

as recent applications of such notions to mass-count related phenomena by Grimm, Filip and 

Sutton and others. It will discuss approaches on which unity is considered a primitive, such as 

that of Link’s 1983 proposal, Priest’s account of unity in terms of a primitive notion of a 

gluon, McKay’s distinction between singular and mass reference, as well as some recent 

proposals of my own. In particular, it will address conceptual challenges for such views, as 

well as their empirical adequacy with respect to the relevant range of semantic issues. Finally, 

the course will address the question whether there can be a single notion of unity applying to 

the range of semantic and philosophical issues for which such a notion has been invoked. The 

course will aim to highlight the relevance of philosophical traditions for current semantic 

debates and to show the fruitfulness of employing lesser known notions from philosophical 

ontology for semantic analysis. 

 



Tentative schedule 

Session 1:  

Extensional mereology, its applications, and its challenges 

Session 2:  

Unifying notions of integrity and function: historical views (Aristotle, Langacker, Jackendoff, 

Simons, and others)  

Session 3:  

Recent and new research using notions of integrated whole 1:  

The theory of situated part structures and the semantics of whole, together, time, etc,  

Session 4:  

Recent and new research using notions of integrated whole 2:  

Choices of mass and count for nominalizations, apparent polysemies 

Session 5:   

Unity as a primitive: proposals and their applications, prospects and challenges. 
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