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KOLLEKTIVSUBSTANTIVER: EN SAMMENLIGNING AF KONGRUENS 
I BRITISK OG AMERIKANSK ENGELSK
Hensigten med dette speciale har været at undersøge verbal- og pronominalkongruens ved kollektive ord i britisk og amerikansk engelsk. Der findes i det engelske sprog to vigtige typer af kongruens: grammatisk kongruens, hvor subjektets numerus alene afgør om prædikator i 3. person singularis præsens eller pronominer skal stå i singularis eller pluralis, og en anden type af kongruens, hvor subjektets betydning kan afgøre kongruens af prædikator og pronominer. Denne kongruens, der retter sig efter betydningen, kan forekomme ved de såkaldte kollektive ord, der angiver en gruppe individer. Hvis man fx siger: The committee have decided at their meeting to accept no new members, står (prædikats)verbet og pronomen i pluralis selvom ordet committee er singularis, fordi man tænker på de enkelte medlemmer af udvalget. 

Imidlertid er der forskel på britisk og amerikansk med hensyn til kongruens ved kollektive ord. Opgaven har været at sammenligne britisk og amerikansk sprogbrug. For at kunne gøre dette har det som udgangspunkt været nødvendigt at definere de grammatiske grundbegreber samt at afgøre, hvilke ord der med rette kan siges at tilhøre kategorien kollektiver, og hvilke der ikke kan, da der råder stor begrebsforvirring på dette område. 

Med hensyn til den kollektive kategori opererer jeg med tre typer af begreber:

· begreber der står helt uden for den kollektive kategori 

· begreber der udgør et randområde i den kollektive kategori "kollektivlignende" begreber 

· kernekollektiver 

Jeg mener at et kernekollektiv må opfylde to kriterier:

· efter betydning at kunne have verbal- og pronominalkongruens i både singularis og pluralis i britisk engelsk, i amerikansk engelsk verbalkongruens i singularis men eventuelt pronominer i pluralis. Denne variable kongruens synes i de fleste tilfælde at være ledsaget af visse semantiske kriterier, såsom at en kollektiv gruppe er en samling levende individer der frivilligt kan træde ind i og gå ud af gruppen og hvor gruppen ligesom er et sted hvor personerne kan være sammen i mindst to af begreberne tid, rum og aktivitet. Ifølge denne definition er fx substantivet committee et kernekollektiv.

· at være et substantiv der både har en singularis- og en pluralisform.

Substantiver som people og police, de såkaldte "aggregate nouns", der af mange betegnes som kollektiver, er rene pluralisformer uden pluralisendelse og har derfor altid flertalskongruens. Disse substantiver står efter min mening helt udenfor den kollektive kategori.

Navne på officielle organer, organisationer, selskaber og firmaer står leksikalt uden for den kollektive kategori, da disse kun har én grammatisk form, men de har i britisk engelsk mulighed for variabel verbalkongruens og opviser i semantisk henseende (typiske) kollektive træk. Dem har jeg kaldt "kollektivlignende" substantiver.

Endelig er der de typiske kernekollektiver. Det er ord som committee og orchestra. De har foruden singularisformen også pluralisformerne committees og orchestras og har mulighed for variabel verbalkongruens i britisk engelsk og mulighed for variabel pronominalkongruens i både britisk og amerikansk engelsk. I forening hermed finder man næsten altid de tidligere nævnte, typiske semantiske træk.

Når man sammenligner britisk og amerikansk engelsk, ser man følgende muligheder ved kollektive ord i de to sprogvarianter (umulige udsagn betegnes *):

Britisk engelsk 





Amerikansk engelsk
	1. The orchestra is playing beautifully, isn't it?
	1. The orchestra is playing beautifully, isn't it?

	2. The orchestra are playing beautifully, aren't they?
	2. * The orchestra are playing beautifully, aren't they?

	3. The orchestra is playing beautifully, aren't they?
	3. The orchestra is playing beautifully, aren't they?


Som det fremgår af tabellen, har britisk engelsk mulighed for både singularisform (sætning1), dvs. grammatisk kongruens, og pluralisform af prædikatoren og pronominer (sætning 2), dvs. betydningskongruens, medens amerikansk engelsk i de allerfleste tilfælde kun kan have grammatisk kongruens af (prædikats)verbet og pronominer (sætning 1). Der er yderligere i de to varianter af engelsk mulighed for en kombination af singularisverbum og pronominer i pluralis (sætning 3). Teoretisk kunne man også forestille sig en kombination af pluralisverbum og pronominer i singularis, men dette forekommer ikke i nogen af de to varianter af engelsk

Hermed er det også klart bevist at der er en forskel på britisk og amerikansk sprogbrug med hensyn til numerus ved verber og pronominer når et kollektivt substantiv er subjekt i sætningen.
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1. INTRODUCTION AND METHOD

It is an old saying that Britain and America are “two nations divided by the same language”  (You say tomato..., http://www.allsands.com/History/americanenglish_akd_gn.htm, 2002:1,). When Prime Minister John Major asserted that “I understand the pressure that the Israeli government are under” (19th Jan.1991), it sounded “jarring to the stateside ear” (Bock and Eberhard 1993: 62) because, “at least on the surface”, an American English listener would find a plural predicator after a collective noun such as government “hard to square with thoroughgoing notional accounts”. But John Major, British born and bred, did not hesitate to use plural concord with this word because, in the British variety of English, the notion of collective words like government and company may just as well be plural as it may be singular. 

This may sound anecdotal, but from a serious point of view, creating number agreement, especially the choice between notional and grammatical number in collective nouns, embodies many interesting cognitive processes in speech and writing. Perhaps even more significant is the fact that British and American speakers and writers would seem to perceive and choose concord with collective nouns in different ways. 

In the three chapters of my thesis following this one I will first give a brief introduction to British and American English and then a more detailed introduction to the general concept of concord and the different kinds of concord. Finally in these background chapters, I will discuss some special expressions with notional concord that are of interest when dealing with collectives. The remainder of my thesis will be about collective nouns. Basically I will answer the following questions:

· Which nouns belong to the collective category?

· How does British English use number with collective nouns? 

· How does American English use number with collective nouns?

· What are the differences between British and American English?

 In other words, the present thesis aims at giving an analysis of the use of grammatical and notional concord with collective nouns in both British and American English. The usage of collectives in the two national standards of English has been dealt with separately only hinting at the use on the other side of the Atlantic, and more space has probably been devoted to collective nouns in British English, where notional verbal concord is common, than in American English, which has grammatical agreement with the predicator. On the other hand, American English does have notional concord of pronouns with collective nouns, a fact that has been the object of some current research, for instance by Bock et al (1999). 

What I set out to do in this thesis is to compare concord with collective nouns in British and American English. This problem has many facets and much seemingly incongruous material has been brought together, such as new and old grammar books, old texts and new, modern newspapers, letters to the editor, Internet sites and the BNC corpus as well as books and articles by grammarians from many countries. American material has been harder to get hold of than British and may be scantier on this subject. 

Another point considered is that, whenever verbal concord of collective nouns is mentioned, it will also be necessary to deal with pronominal concord. In this thesis, especially when dealing with the American usage of collective nouns, it has often been necessary to keep verbal and pronominal concord apart. Only dealing with verbal concord or mixing verbal and pronominal concord, which occurs in many descriptions of the concord of collective nouns, offers little by way of clarity and creates confusion in the mind of the reader

 To my knowledge, at least, no lengthy comparative treatment has been made of the usage of variable concord with collective nouns in British and American English. My hope is that this thesis, in its limited scope, will throw some light on the problem by comparing, giving examples of, analysing, discussing and perhaps challenging some of the statements that have been made about the variable concord with collective nouns and putting them in their proper perspective.  

2. BRITISH AND AMERICAN ENGLISH

The English language has many varieties. In Great Britain alone there are several kinds of English and English is the first language in many other parts of the world than the United States, such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand. Besides, it is a second language in several countries, for instance in India and South Africa. 

This thesis will deal with concord with collective nouns in Britain and in the United States. American English differs from British in several respects although Britons and Americans understand each other very well. But American English is by no means the only important standard of English. Other standards, such as Australian English, Canadian and also the English spoken in India are equally important and spoken by large numbers of people. However, in this thesis collectives in British and American English only will be analysed and compared.

Another restriction in this thesis is that it will deal with standard English, not any sub-standards or dialects. Standard English is the form of English used in the media and by educated speakers and writers. According to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 4-5), Standard English ”is the variety used by most newsreaders on radio and television networks” and “relates to social class and level of education”. It has been claimed to be “the written form used by writers of English throughout the world”. 

It may also be argued that Standard English is the kind of English that is considered correct and socially acceptable, whereas dialects are often thought of as less acceptable and even carrying a social stigma. At least in the States, probably the best socio-linguistic marker defining what is acceptable and what is not is the use of –s in the third person singular present tense with verbs. The use of the –s ending is socially prestigious and the absence of the –s ending is not (Wolfram 1991: 96f). 

2.1 General differences between British and American English

The two “Englishes” differ in the fields of spelling, vocabulary, pronunciation and grammar. Here is a very brief outline of the main fields of differences between American and British English, which is primarily based on the Internet source previously mentioned, namely http://www.allsands.com/History/americanenglish_akd_gn.htm 2002, You say tomato). 
Spelling differences are “noticeable, but still only the tip of the language difference iceberg” (p.1). Many of these variations date back to Webster’s dictionary from the early 19th century. Noah Webster did not want to follow British spelling standards, which he regarded as too complicated. Well-known examples of words spelled differently in the two varieties of the English language are words like the British English centre and honour, which in American English are spelled center and honor. 

It is common knowledge that there are many vocabulary differences between British and American English. An Englishman might say:

A fortnight ago there was a terrible argy-bargy outside the block of flats when the lad found a drawing-pin in his ice lolly.

But an American might express the message like this:

Two weeks ago, there was a big argument outside of the apartment houses when the boy found a thumb tack in his lollypop.

According to the same Internet source, this difference can be explained by “sheer separation as the result of 2,000 miles of water” and “the American experience”. The last phrase basically means that a rich stream of immigrants brought many new words into the American language. Examples are: sauerkraut, woodoo, gesundheit and sombrero. 

Then there are a vast number of pronunciation differences between American and British English. In this connection, it must be remembered that spoken British English is “a compilation of regional and class dialects” probably “even more so than American English” .  According to the Internet source the most unusual British pronunciation is the [sh] sound in schedule, but not the dropping of [h] of British English because that is only a phenomenon of the dialect known as Cockney. 

Finally, there are grammar differences, which are the smallest part of this British-American language variation. But, according to the same Internet source, “every American’s ear rankles” when he hears a “Britisher” say “the football team have departed for Edinburgh” when an American would use a predicator in the singular and say “the football team has departed for Edinburgh. This concord difference is precisely the subject dealt with in this thesis, but before entering on the difficult paths of notional concord, just a few words on  a few other grammatical differences between British and American English to put things in their proper perspective. 

2.2 Differences of grammar between British and American English

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 5-6) mention the distinction in British English between the present perfect (e.g. has been), which essentially refers to “a situation in past time that is viewed from the perspective of present time” (Greenbaum 1996: 270), and the past tense (e.g. was), which is primarily used “when the situation was completed before the time of speaking or writing” (Greenbaum 1996: 254). That distinction is not kept in American English so that the simple past is used when the present perfect is used in other varieties of English. Here are some examples:

British English:
 Have the children come home yet?

American English:
 Did the children come home yet?

British English:  
Have you brushed your teeth

American English: 
Did you brush your teeth?

Furthermore, there are differences in connection with modal verbs. In American English shall and ought are seldom used except in formal style (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 6). 

Another difference between British and American English is that in American English the so-called mandative subjunctive (i.e. the base form of the verb even in the third person singular present tense) is “standard practice” (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 323-24 and Quirk et al. 1985:19), e.g.:

Peg insisted that he see a psychiatrist.

In British English compulsion can be expressed by should + verb in that-clauses, especially in informal style, so in British English the same sentence might be:

Peg insisted that he should see a psychiatrist.

However, the mandatory subjunctive is on the increase in Great Britain, probably under American influence. 

The difference that will be treated in some detail in this thesis is the one of notional versus grammatical concord with collective nouns in British and American English. But what is concord? The next chapter will try to answer that question by analysing and comparing three different kinds of concord, namely grammatical concord, the phenomenon of attraction and notional concord.

3. CONCORD

There are, actually, several phenomena that have to do with concord. These include grammatical concord, the phenomenon of attraction,  notional concord and even discord. The usual kind of concord that relies on inflections is called grammatical concord. Attraction is a special instance of false concord. Notional concord is when the number of the predicator follows the inherent idea of number expressed by the subject rather than its grammatical form. Finally different parts of a sentence may not agree in number because of some kind of discord or discrepancy between them. 

3.1 Grammatical concord

All around the world, concord of number, grammatical gender, animacy and other features are used to indicate which words and phrases in an utterance should be interpreted together (Bock et al.1999: 330). While other languages have morphological markings for concord distinctions, English morphology is very poor in that respect. Concord, or agreement as it is also called, is therefore not a grammatical device used very much English since the English language does not rely very much on inflections but more on word order to express thought and meaning. But certain kinds of concord do exist even in English.

Concord is agreement between two constituents. Concord may be (constituent-) internal e.g. sing/plur: This book versus these books. Or (clause-function)-external: The dog bites versus the dogs bite (PPT-dias http://www.hum.ou.dk/institut/isk/kasch/week12/tsld001.htm, 2002).

Concord in English may occur between subject and predicator: ‘The dog bites versus the dogs bite’, subject and complement ‘The child was an angel’ versus ‘the children were angels’, between subject and object ‘He injured himself in the leg’ and, finally, there is pronominal concord: ‘John hurt his foot’ versus ‘Beatrice hurt her foot’ (Quirk and Greenbaum 1973:181).  The two important types of grammatical concord to be discussed in this thesis are subject-predicator concord and pronominal concord.

3.1.1 Subject-predicator concord

The main rule of subject-predicator concord, or agreement between subject and verb, is simple and well-known, an effete detail of English grammar. The verb, that is the first verb in a verb phrase, must agree with the subject in number and person if the verb features such distinctions. Whereas all full verbs and primary verbs do have such a distinction, modal verbs have no agreement markers. As a matter of fact, with the exception of the verb be, such distinctions are only found in the present tense, which has two forms: one form ending in –s and another form which is the base or uninflected or –Ø form. The –s form is used in the third person singular and the -Ø form is used elsewhere (Greenbaum 1996: 237). Here are some examples found in current media sources:

Tony Blair seems to prefer strutting the world stage to reforming public services, but that is hardly surprising. (Editorial from the Economist, 24.11 -01)

As Mr Blair has often said, for Britain’s public services to work better, two things are needed: money and reform (Editorial from the Economist, 24.11. -01)

Actually, when life’s burdens lead to depression, men and women respond quite differently… (New York Times, 31.01-02)

Ruminating about problems reinforces depression. And drinking leads to job loss and relationship damage. (New York Times, 31.01-02)

It should be noted that it is the head of the noun phrase that determines concord and concord helps to recognise the head noun, as in the following two sentences from Bock et al. (1999: 330). Here concord is not just a redundant automatic device with the –s inflection or the absence of –s inflection following the singularity or plurality marker of the subject, but a semantically meaningful device. Study the contrast between:

a) Descriptions of the massacre that were discovered yesterday...

b) Descriptions of the massacre that was discovered yesterday...

The two sentences a) and b) are analysed in different ways. Tree diagrams are found on the next page.
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a) Descriptions of the massacre that were discovered … b) Descriptions of the massacre that was dicovered … 

As mentioned before, modals have no agreement markers since they have no –s forms, so here no concord distinction is found. Thus there is no –s added to must and can in the next two examples: 

If Britain is to become more democratic … then the way ahead must be through a reform of the electoral system in the direction of PR. This cannot be through proportionally chosen representatives simply being added to constituency-based ones, as in Scotland. (Budge et al. 1998: 668)

The verb be has distinctions of persons as well as number. The third person singular pronouns he, she and it take the special form is and the pronouns we, you and they take the special form are. Additionally, the first person singular pronoun I takes am in the present tense:

I am happy that they are satisfied with my work because I think it is good work, really.

Past tense predicators are not marked for concord, with the exception of the verb be, which is exceptional in the way that it is the only verb with number distinctions in the past tense with was in the first and third person singular and were in the other persons. Here are some examples:

I was ready to kill, and if anybody came into my house, I would.

Based on its brightness and colour, Dr Vanden Berk argued that the flash was similar to those that have been seen following gamma-ray bursts. These are fearsome explosions that occur once or twice a day in random locations throughout the universe… They were discovered in 1969 by American military satellites that were monitoring the Soviet Union (and, incidentally, the rest of the universe) for gamma rays, which also happen to be produced during nuclear detonations. (Technology from the Economist, 24.11 -01)

3.1.2 Pronominal concord 

Another important type of agreement is pronominal concord. Pronouns have several distinctive morphological forms that nouns do not have, i.e. they have inflected forms for case, person, gender and number (Quirk et al. 1985: 335). 

That means that there is a contrast between subjective and objective forms, such as I/me, who/whom, there are three persons, the first second and third persons, there is a gender contrast between personal and non-personal, e.g. the interrogative pronouns who and what, and masculine and feminine gender, he, she and it in the singular with only they in the plural. Pronouns also have morphologically unrelated number forms, such as the contrast between the singular personal pronouns I, he, she, it and the plural forms we and they, the singular possessive pronouns my, his, her, its and the plural  possessive pronouns our, their. 

The only pronoun that does not show number contrast in  Standard English and Standard American is the pronoun for the second person. There are no number distinctions in the personal pronoun you or the possessive pronoun your (Would you please hand in your passport, Madam? You guys over there, where are your passports?) Only other, surrounding phrases make it possible to determine the number of you. However, such distinctions are found in non-standard English, such as you versus y’all in Southern American, and they are also found  in Irish. 

 But the reflexive pronouns yourself and yourselves have a number contrast. There is also number contrast in the demonstrative pronouns this/these and that/those. On the other hand, interrogative, relative and indefinite pronouns have no number contrast, but there are different forms for personal and non-personal reference. 

As implied by the name, third person pronouns may “replace” nouns. If we look at personal pronouns, he may replace a noun of masculine gender in the singular, she may replace a feminine concept in the singular and it may denote a gender-neutral concept in the singular. A plural concept is always referred to as they, irrespective of gender. The corresponding possessive pronouns are his/her/its and their. The identity of the referents of the third person pronouns is usually supplied by the linguistic context:

The football player was very good. He scored four goals.  

Here the football player and he are co-referential. The antecedent can be recovered from the content of the sentence. Here is another example:

The players were excellent. They won the game.

In that example the antecedent of they may also be recovered from the content of the sentence. The players and they are co-referential. 

We may conclude that if the antecedent is a noun phrase in the singular, either he/she or it is used. If the antecedent is a plural noun phrase, they is used. That is called pronominal concord or agreement. Likewise, in the following examples with possessive pronouns:

The player was satisfied with his goals.

The players were satisfied with their goals.

The player is co-referential with his and the players are co-referential with their.

The general rule is that a pronoun always agrees in number with its antecedent. In the sentences She shot herself and They shot themselves there is concord of number, as well as person and gender, between the reflexive pronoun and the subject form (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 252).

Reference between the pronoun and its antecedent, may be either intrasentential (belonging to the same sentence) or extrasentential (cutting across the sentence boundary) (Bache and 

Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 366). 

In the first of the following examples there is intrasentential reference:

The actor has played his part.

In the next example there is extrasentential reference:

The actors are very good. They have performed plays all over the world.

3.2 Attraction 

Though the rules of concord appear to be quite simple and straightforward, subject-predicator concord may be a difficult area even for educated speakers and writers, perhaps because of the restricted usage of concord in the English language and the many marginal and doubtful cases that may occur. The regular pattern may be disturbed by attraction or proximity, i.e. “the tendency for the verb to agree with a noun which is closer to the verb (typically a postmodifier) but which is not the head of the subject noun phrase (Biber et al. 1999: 189). 

The  following sentence is an example of incorrect grammar:

*There is no question that the parents of the minor has a valid cause of action if it can be shown that the doctrine of attractive nuisances apply. (Charrow et al. 1995: 327)

Here the minor is mistakenly regarded as the subject of has. The real subject is the noun group the parents of the minor, in which parents is the head. Then there is a post-head dependent of the minor, where minor  is the head). The incorrect sentence may be analysed as follows:
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With correct subject-predicator concord, the sentence would be:

There is no question that the parents of the minor have a valid cause of action…

Attraction is more common in spoken than in written English because of a limited short-term memory. According to Biber et al. (1999: 199) it is “rare in writing”, but it may, however occur fairly often even among educated English speakers. 

Strang (1966:74f) investigated a batch of final examination scripts written by native speakers of English graduating in “the pure or joint honours of English” at the University of Newcastle upon Tyne, a total of some 280,000 words. Out of 18 candidates in the normal age-range of 21-23 years, 16 were British, one was older and one was an American and an experienced teacher. The material, according to Strang (p. 74-75):

…represents what youngish, highly educated people thought appropriate to write on a formal occasion, but it differs from printed material in that it has been subject to hasty revision or no revision at all, and above all in that such a revision it has undergone has come solely from the original hand.

Strang then recorded “departures from an assumed standard” (Strang 1966:76). One kind of ‘licence’ she recognised was so-called attraction. According to Strang “there is no general agreement about a really precise definition of this term” (p. 77) and she wants to “reserve the term for cases where there is a departure from ‘orthodox’ concord in the direction of a concord suggested by a structure, other than the head of the subject, closely preceding the verb form” (p. 78). Attraction accounted for 46 cases of ‘licentious’ concords, about one-fifth of the total. She noticed that the unmarked form of the verb was much commoner than the –s form and found different kinds of attraction. There is not enough scope in this thesis to go into all details of Strang’s interesting investigation, but suffice it to say that attraction, or the principle of proximity, is a frequent ‘licence’, even among educated English writers. 

In the States, Bock and Eberhard 1993: 58 have also been studying “agreement errors”. The following sentence (see the tree diagram on p. 69) is one of their examples of attraction:

* The readiness of our conventional forces are at an all-time low

Here the head noun of the subject noun phrase (readiness) has a post-modifier with another noun, the adjoining noun (forces), which disagrees with the superordinate head in number. According to Bock and Eberhard, attraction is more common after plural than after singular adjoining nouns, which seems to correspond with Strang’s findings that the unmarked form of the verb is more common than the –s form. 

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 249 speak of attraction when ”a distracting form intervenes between the head of the subject and the predicator” concluding that a long distance between the subject and the predicator makes it difficult for a speaker to get verbal agreement correct. Furthermore, as the subject is very often found immediately before the predicator in so many ordinary English sentences, as in The road is closed or The roads are closed it may be tempting, at least in speech or non-edited writing, also to say *The road to the mountains are closed disregarding that road is the head that should determine concord and mountains the complement of a dependent prepositional phrase. 

Myers (1952: 164 – 65) talks about “remote agreements” and comes up with the following sentence trio:

(1) I hope the box gets here in good condition

(2) I hope the box of apples gets here in good condition

(3) I hope the box of those delicious Hood River apples gets here in good condition

I have mentioned Myers’ examples here because they illustrate very well that the longer the distance is between the subject and the predicator the more difficult it gets to get concord right. Especially in sentence 3) the near-by noun apples may easily “attract” plural concord in the predicator.

3.3. Notional concord

The perception of number may, however, also be notional. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 757) notional concord is “agreement of verb with subject according to the notion of number rather than with the actual presence of the grammatical marker for that notion.” That other factors than pure morphological number distinctions are at play in determining concord can be seen from the following  sentence pair taken from Bock et al 1999: 342:

Four are expected for dinner

Four is an even number
Obviously, when the speaker has a plural notion or idea in mind (four meaning the four people invited for dinner), the predicator is in the plural, but when the speaker has a singular idea in mind (four as an indication of the number four), it is in the singular. Morphologically, the subject is the same in both sentences. But the notions of the word four are different.

Another case of notional concord is The United States, which always selects the singular form of the verb unless a sports team is referred to (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 248). Although plural in form, the United States is a singular concept, one country, and therefore takes a predicator in the singular.

Typically, notional concord is found with collective nouns. The meaning of a collective noun in the singular may be holistic. In that case a singular predicator is used, i.e. grammatical concord. But it may also have a distributive sense and trigger a predicator in the plural. If the singular collective noun takes a plural verb, it has notional concord. According to Biber et al. 1999: 188, nearly all collective nouns “occasionally occur with plural concord in British English”. In the following sentence, the word government is individualised, which means that the individual members of the government are referred to, not the government as a whole:
The Government have decreed that we will have to rebid for our betting licence in 1992.

Notional concord is also found with pronouns. If a collective noun in the singular is referred to by a pronoun in the singular, there is normal grammatical concord. But if a collective noun in the singular is referred to by a pronoun in the plural, it is an instance of notional concord. In the following sentence, the collective noun audience is referred to by their and them because the members of the audience are referred to, or the individual spectators. Therefore notional concord is used here:

The audience clapped their hands to show how satisfied they were. 

It is worth noticing that, when the antecedent is a collective noun, the relative pronoun which is used if the collective noun has a holistic meaning and a predicator in the singular whereas the relative pronoun who is used when the collective noun is regarded distributively as a collection of individuals and has a predicator in the plural (Preisler 1992: 163). In the first of the following two sentences the noun team has a holistic meaning and in the second sentence it is used distributively:

Our team, which is growing…

Our team, who have all gone home…

As has been demonstrated, collective nouns may carry conflicting grammatical and notional number. Nouns such as choir, committee or team are morphologically singular but may be notionally plural. That applies to both the predicator and co-referential pronouns. Therefore, a study of the number anomaly of these collective nouns may open up for many interesting aspects of the idea of number in language. 

3.4 Pronominal discrepancies

Although there is normally agreement between subject-predicator concord and pronominal reference, i.e. the singular or plural number of the predicator following the subject and the singular or plural number of the pronouns and determiners co-referent with the subject, discrepancies may occur when the subject is an indefinite pronoun or a collective noun (Biber et al 1999:192). The first of the following two examples, contains a pronominal subject, the second a collective subject:

Everybody’s doing what they think they’re supposed to do.

Her own family has suffered the anguish of repossession, and her personal story of how her local Liberal Democrat-controlled council helped them made her the winner in the schools mock election.

According to Biber et al (1999: 192), several factors may be at play when discrepancies occur. One is that there is more ‘discord’ with co-referent pronouns and determiners than with verb forms because, according to Biber et al, “discord typically occurs when there is “considerable distance” between the co-referent noun phrases. Another factor is that discord is usually motivated by notional considerations, i.e. agreement with meaning rather than form.

4. EXPRESSIONS WITH NOTIONAL CONCORD

In this chapter certain types of nouns and noun phrases with collective qualities will be described. They have notional concord, but do not fulfil any or all the criteria of collective nouns. Since several of them have often been regarded as collectives and have been mentioned in connection with collectives, I find it appropriate to account for these expressions with notional concord. I will describe and analyse binary nouns, aggregate nouns, proper names and measure expressions in order to ascertain in what respects these nouns differ from typical collective nouns. 

The first two groups of nouns to be mentioned are binary nouns and aggregate nouns. The following description of those nouns is partly based on an Internet site, A Handy Guide to Ordinarily Plural Nouns (http://www.gsu.edu/~wwwesl/egw/nouns/plural.htm 1997). 

4.1 Binary nouns

These nouns refer to objects having two parts. The noun takes plural forms, but the object in itself is an entity: 

John always wears sunglasses because he thinks they make him look cool

If these nouns are referred to as a pair of something, the verb is singular and pronouns are singular:

This pair of scissors isn’t very sharp.

Most binary nouns are 1) tools or instruments; 2) articles of clothing worn on the lower half of the body; or 3) optical lenses. They will not be easily mixed with collective nouns. (A Handy Guide to Ordinarily Plural Nouns http://www.gsu.edu/~wwwesl/egw/nouns/plural.htm 1997:1)

4.2 Aggregate nouns 

Aggregate nouns refer to “single collections that are made up of several parts” (Idem: 2). Aggregate nouns are “internally countable” (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 395), i.e. they may be preceded by numerals. E-mail and radio, for instance, are both individual components of communications. However, “unlike collective nouns, aggregate nouns usually use plural verb forms and have no singular forms” (A Handy Guide to Ordinarily Plural Nouns http://www.gsu.edu/~wwwesl/egw/nouns/plural.htm 1997: 2) and cannot be used with the indefinite article. Here is an example:

With the development of Internet, communications are being revolutionised at a dizzying speed.  

Many aggregate nouns have plural forms, but there are also aggregate nouns that are singular in form but take plural predicators and plural pronouns. Here is an example:

What are ‘the police’ and what do they do?

The police have to maintain order and prevent and detect crime. Doing this makes them highly visible participants in the community through their characteristic activities of patrol and surveillance. (Budge1998: 498)

The word data can use both singular and plural number:

The data is/are inconclusive on that point.

The following aggregate nouns are plural in form: arms, data, goods, media, outskirts, remains, troops, barracks, dregs whereas the following aggregate nouns are singular in form: cattle, clergy, police, offspring, people, poultry, vermin, intelligentsia, majority, swine. 

The aggregate nouns that are plural in form do not present any problem in the way that they may be confused with collective nouns, but the aggregate nouns with a singular form may seem very similar to collective nouns and are often confused or described together with collective nouns. The most important of these aggregate nouns will therefore be treated separately in the next section.

4.3 Pseudo-collectives: aggregate nouns with no plural marking

A more extensive list of aggregate nouns with unmarked plural forms is: cattle, clergy, crew, folk, gentry, livestock, militia, people (plural of persons), personnel, police, poultry, staff and vermin.  (Greenbaum1996: 103, Juul 1975: 29-39). To these may be added offspring, intelligentsia and swine from the list in the previous section. Aggregate nouns refer to composite entities and accept number quantification in different ways (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 394-95). They also accept these or those in front of them and indefinite pronouns like all and some.

. 

As mentioned before, these nouns are sometimes regarded as collectives, or as a subgroup of collective nouns. However, they behave differently from collective nouns. Collectives have a singular as well as a plural form, and the form in the singular cannot have these or those in front of it or all and some and does not allow of quantification. Here is some information about the most important of these plural nouns with no –s ending.

Cattle may be preceded by large or imprecise numbers (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 394):
There were fifty / some cattle in the field.

Clergy allows of precise quantification and clergyman may be used about individual persons (Juul 1975: 30f):

Many clergy to-day are smitten by an uneasy conscience about the extent to which they ought to involve themselves in politics (Manchester Guardian Weekly, 11.2.60 p. 6)  /  the 1,400 clergy involved have voted against the plan (The Observer, 10.7.60 p. 3)

Sixteen clergymen … have put their names to a letter … to Mrs Thatcher (The Times Educational Supplement, 3.12.71 p. 11)

Crew does have a form with plural marking, but is used as a plural form in the way that it allows of quantification (Juul 1975: 33) and is “internally countable (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 395).

Here are some examples with the noun crew:

The greatest triumph of one crew 70 years ago was to fight their way with a three-and-a-half ton lifeboat up a cliff and along the narrow stone-walled lanes of Exmoor through a night of violent storm. (From The Times Educational Supplement, 26.12.69 p. 15)  /  Five crew stayed aboard the freighter to retain salvage rights for the owners (The Guardian, 30.3.61 p.1)  /  The 45,000-ton ship is due to dock at Southhampton tonight with its 900 crew and 2,000 passengers (Daily Sketch, 7.5.69 p. 21) …

About 300 crews were due to leave nine different countries tonight (The Daily Telegraph, 19.1.60, p. 20). 

People functions as the plural of persons and is internally countable like police (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 395):

There were many people / five people in the room.

Not one person was present. 

Police cannot be used as a singular noun with a regular plural form. In the singular policeman/policewoman with the plural forms police officers, policemen, policewomen may be used. Only police can be used in the collective sense ‘the police force’ (Quirk et a 1985: 303). Police allows of quantification, as in (Juul 1975: 31f):
“Those police that came – “began Victoria (Christie, Agatha: They Came to Bagdad. Fontana 403, p. 109) … / In Durban a force of 625 police armed with submachine-guns and tear-gas bombs raided Cato Manor (Daily Mail, 11.4.60 p. 4)

Why don’t you ask the policewoman? 
Occasionally, however police may have collective reference and combine with a predicator in the singular (Biber et al. 1999: 290):

The Royal Canadian Mounted Police was searching the airliner.

Staff is internally countable and allows of quantification (Juul 1975: 38-39):

We employ some 1000 staff and 6000 supervisors and operatives at Mills and Canning factories throughout the United Kingdom (The Sunday Times, 1.30.70 p. 43)

According to Biber et al. (1999:189) staff may combine with numerals and quantifiers such as all and some and occur without determiners:

When staff are absent, a class is split up among other teachers.

Staff is sometimes treated as a form in the singular. Then the reference is collective (Biber et al. 1999: 290):

It also generally means that more money is spent and the staff is disrupted.

4.4. Proper names

To this group belong a large number of proper nouns denoting official bodies and organisations as well as names of firms and sports teams and names of countries or cities referring to the population or to a subset of the population (Biber et al 1999: 247-48). 

4.4.1 Official bodies and organisations

There are a large number of proper nouns denoting official bodies and organisations, such as the Air Force, the BBC, the Senate, the United Nations, British Rail, NBC, Congress and Parliament (Biber et al 1999: 247). These nouns may, at least in British English, have either singular or plural concord. The following examples are from Collins 1990:17:

The BBC is sending him to Tuscany for the summer. 

The BBC are planning to use the new satelllite next month.

The following examples are from the BNC corpus (http://thetis.bl.uk). The United Nations takes a predicator in the singular: 

HH3 11469 This autumn the United Nations is due to pass the Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

HHV 4326 The United Nations is soon to resume discussions with both sides. 

4.4.2 Names of firms and companies

The names of firms or companies appear to behave as collective noun groups when used as subjects in a sentence taking, in British English, either singular or plural concord regardless of whether the proper noun phrase is singular, such as Ford, or plural, such as British Airways. 

Apparently, the outward singular or plural form of the name does not seem to influence the choice of the –s inflected verb form or the base form or the choice of singular or plural pronouns, so notional concord of both verbs and pronouns may be found in British English. In the following analysis a distinction has been made between names with singular and plural forms. 

4.4.2.1 Proper names in the singular
Names of firms, organisations and companies that are morphologically singular may be constructed with singular or plural predicators and pronouns.  

Juul 1975: 112) distinguishes between the following categories: 

a) Singular predicator and constructed with the relative pronoun which and singular personal, possessive or reflexive pronouns. Examples:

(534) Electrolux Limited, of Luton, makers of refrigerators or vacuum-cleaners is to put its 1,500 workers on short time from next week (The Observer, 19.2.61 p. 10)

(508) From figures supplied to us by Colgate-Palmolive, which makes Ajax, the following pattern emerges. (The Sunday Times 10.10.71 p. 53)

b) Plural predicator and constructed with the relative pronoun who and plural personal, possessive or reflexive pronouns: 

(519) W.M Still, who have been making heavy-duty kitchen equipment for years and have gone over to the automatic canteen, also showed their confidence by starting one up in their London office last week (The Observer, 14.2.60 p. 3)

(523) S.C.Peacock  require a Lay-out artist for their Manchester office (The Guardian, 5.1.60 p. 12)

c) Singular predicator combined with plural personal, possessive or reflexive pronoun: 

(524) The Shaw Savill Line, which plans two 12,000-ton cargo liners, is being hotly pursued by Bremer Vulcan, the German shipbuilder who have built for them in the past (The Observer 4.12.60  p. 13)

(525) Flair has already booked over 30,000 rooms in handpicked hotels, seats on planes and couchettes for all the wonderful holidays described in their 40 page free Colour brochure (The Observer, 27.12 59 p. 12)

4.4.2.2 Proper names in the plural
Names of firms and companies often have plural forms. When such a plural name/name group acts as subject, the predicator is often in the plural but may also be in the singular
The following examples are from Juul (1975: 113):

 Marshalls are one of the leaders in Eurodollar broking. (The Sunday Times, 21.2.71 p. 46)

 Barclay Securities is one of the strongest business teams in Britain. (The Sunday Times, 9.1.72 p. 70)

Here is a recent example with a predicator in the singular, perhaps also due to attraction from  housebuilder:

5)Barratt Developments, the housebuilder, was another winner as was Collins Stewart, the stockbroker, which told the market that it expected its results for the year to December 31 to beat the market expectations (The Financial Times, 19/20.1 -02 p. 12)

4.4.3 Are these names collective nouns?

Names of official bodies and organisations, firms and companies are like collective nouns or noun groups in the sense that they allow of variable subject-predicator concord as well as variable pronominal concord.  

Syntactically, then, names of firms, companies and organisations are collective nouns. Also in a semantic sense they fulfil some special criteria of collective nouns, which will be dealt with in the next chapter of this thesis. However, if the lexical form of the name is taken into consideration, these names differ from traditional collective nouns. Collective nouns, according to Biber et al., Leech, Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen, Strang and others, are nouns with a singular as well as a plural form, for instance family and families, whereas names of firms, companies and organisations only have one form, singular, plural or complex, for instance Dunlop or Marshalls. Examples of more complex nominal groups are Vauxhall Motors and Associated Electric Industries. 

The obvious conclusion which may be drawn is that the lexical form of these names of firms, companies and organisations does not correspond with the traditional idea of collective nouns, but syntactically and semantically they behave like collective nouns. I would like to call these names ‘collective-like’ nouns/nominal groups to distinguish them from prototypical collective nouns. Biber et al. (1999: 247) include these names of firms, organisations and companies among collective nouns. I will write more about that in the next chapter.

4.4.4 Sports teams 

Names of sports teams nearly always take a plural verb in British English (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 247):

British English: 
Arsenal are playing Tottenham on Saturday

American English: 
Arsenal is playing Tottenham on Saturday 

Also according to Juul 1975: 113, names of sports clubs are very rarely constructed with a singular verb but often with a plural verb (in British English):

(544) Luton were shaken out of their stride (The Daily Telegraph, 30.11.59, p. 8)

(547) Soon Wales were attacking once more (The Observer, 7.2.60 p. 32)

Biber et al. (1999: 248) observe that names of sports teams in the singular are used with plural concord in British English but not in American English. But names of sports teams in the plural, such as the New York Giants, are used with plural concord also in American English, as seen for instance in the following example from the New York Giants Official Website:

The Giants have received an extra pick in this month's NFL draft. The league announced this week that the Giants have been awarded a compensatory pick in the seventh round, the 246th choice overall (http://www.giants.com/index.cfm).

The name of a country may refer to its sports team, thus referring to a group of people representing the country. This is actually a case of synecdoche or metonomy, to be dealt with in section 3 of chapter 5.

It is interesting to compare the next two groups of sentences from The Sunday Times (Juul 1975:114):

(a) Hungary have the skill to beat Russia; but as in the 1966 World Cup, they may go down to sheer, physical insistence (The Sunday Times, 11.6.72 p. 30 / To sum up, Russia seem to me to have a fair chance of reaching the final, for all their technical mediocrity, but very little winning it (The Sunday Times, 11.6.72 p. 30)

(b) France is now boycotting the high-level international group set up last autumn in Paris. (The Sunday Times, 9.4.72 p. 53) / Russia herself has developed equipment for fault diagnosis and servicing which could be the subject of reciprocal trade (The Sunday Times, 9.4.72 p. 63)

All the four sentences have names of countries as their subject. In the two sentences in (a) the predicator is in the plural while the predicator of the two sentences in (b) is in the singular. The plural concord in (a) is because the subjects Hungary and Russia are an example of metonomy; they denote a subset of the nation, i.e. football teams.

It should be noted that this thesis does not accept names of sports teams in the collective category. The reasons for that will be given in section 3 of  the next chapter. The last category to be described in this chapter will be measure expressions.

4.5 Phrases that express quantity
There are some measure expressions which may take either a singular or a plural predicator in the same way as collective nouns do and which, in my view, should be kept apart from the collective category. For some of the the following rules I am indebted to the Internet site Subject-Verb Agreement: Expressions of Quantity http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/l2agr.html 2001. I will mention these rules in some detail because I think they are important for translators, and also because they are relevant for this thesis.

The expressions of quantity include fractions, percentages and indefinite quantifiers, as well as the words majority and minority, which will be dealt with in the next chapter, expressions of time, money and distance and the phrases number of and lot of. Besides, expressions of arithmetical operations with notional concord will be mentioned here. 

Fractions, percentages and indefinite quantifiers

A singular predicator should be used with singular or non-count nouns or clauses and plural verbs should be used with plural nouns. Here are some examples with singular or plural predicators:

One third of this article is taken up with statistical analysis.

All of the book seems relevant to this study.

About fifty per cent of the job is routine.

One third of the students have graduate degrees.

Fifty per cent of the computers have CD-ROM drives.

With collective nouns either a singular or a plural predicator may be used, depending on whether the whole group is emphasised or the individual members. Here are some examples:

Half of my family lives/live in Canada.

All of the class is/are here.

Ten per cent of the population is/are bilingual.

Expressions of time, money and distance as subjects usually allow of notional concord, i.e. a predicator in the singular:

Six weeks is not long enough.
$10 is a great deal of money to a child.
Ten kilometres is too far to walk.

The phrase number of takes a singular predicator when it refers to a particular number and a plural predicator when it is used as an indefinite quantifier (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 351): 

The number of students registered in the class is 20

A number of students were late.

In the following two examples, the post-head constituents, and not the syntactic head, seem to govern the predicator, a phenomenon that may be called number transparency (Idem: 351):

A lot of milk was needed.

A lot of eggs were needed.

Arithmetical operations

In arithmetical operations the predicator is in the singular (Chaplen 1983: 11):

2 + 2 = 4: Two plus two equals four. / Two plus two is four.

4 – 2 = 2: Four minus two equals two. / Four minus two is two.

3399,273 + 9,162: If 3399,273 is added to 9,162, what is their sum? 

According to Preisler 1992: 81-82, American English usually has singular concord with arithmetical operations whereas in British English there is “some alternation” between singular and plural concord:

American and British English:
9 + 5 = 14: Nine and/plus five is fourteen.

British English:


9 + 5 = 14: Nine and five are fourteen.

British English only:


10 x 5 = 50: Ten fives are fifty.

The last and most important concepts that select notional concord when used as subjects and referred to by pronouns are the so-called collective nouns. Since those nouns are actually the topic of this thesis, they will be analysed separately at some length. That will be in the next chapter.

5. COLLECTIVE NOUNS

In this chapter I will try to come up with my own definition of the collective category and draw the line between collective nouns and other nouns, especially between collective nouns and the nouns and noun phrases with notional concord that were mentioned in the previous chapter. My account will of course be based on previous research made by linguists and grammarians. Therefore I will start this chapter by giving a brief account of some general observations that have been made on collective nouns and some more special theories concerning the semantic qualities of collective nouns. Then I will present my own conclusion.  

5.1 General observations on collective nouns

Biber et al. (1999: 247f) give a more detailed analysis of collective nouns than has been seen before including a discussion of proper names and how these names relate to the collective category. As “typical examples” of collective nouns Biber et al. mention army, audience, board, committee, crew, family, jury, team. Collective nouns are said to “vary in number and definiteness” and to be marked by special patterns regarding subject-predicator concord and co-referential pronouns.

In connection with collectives, Biber et al. mention a large number of “proper nouns denoting official bodies and organizations”, such as the Air Force, the BBC, the Senate, the United Nations, British Rail, NBC, Congress, Parliament, but it is pointed out that, “these collective nouns allow no contrast in number and definiteness”. Besides “names of firms and names of countries or cities when used to refer to the population or to a subset representing the population (e.g. a sports team)” are said to be collective nouns. 

Biber et al (1999: 248) also mention that some other collective expressions “do not generally exhibit any contrast in number and definiteness”. They are singular noun  phrases with the definite article, for instance the aristocracy and the press:

The aristocracy never fails to fascinate.

To me it is not the freedom of the press if the press speaks only on one side.

Finally, according to Biber et al. (1999: 248), there are the so-called quantifying collectives, where the collective noun is followed by an of-phrase specifying the kind of entity that makes up the group and expressed by a plural countable noun:

Two little groups of people stood at a respectable distance beyond the stool.

Mr Johnson told me they were a particularly fine batch of sausages today.

There was a small crowd of people around.

The aircraft flew into a large flock of seagulls just after take-off, and sustained multiple birdstrikes. 

These quantifying collectives and their collocations (a flock of birds, a shoal of fish etc) will not be further dealt with in any detail in this thesis but are mentioned because you often come across them in connection with collectives in grammar books and on the Internet.

A broad definition of collective nouns is given by Leech 1989: 167-68, who does not use the word ‘collective’ at all, but talks about group nouns. These group nouns describe “a set or group of people, animals, or things” and can be singular or plural. Examples are “a flock (of sheep)” and “a team (of players)”. So-called things are neither people nor animals, but a set of things could be for instance a forest or a library or a collection of stamps. As the last example shows, group nouns are often followed by OF + PLURAL - the “quantifying collectives” of Biber et al., also called partitives (Collins 1990: 110). Leech also points out that, especially in British English, there is a choice between a singular and a plural verb, so-called “variable concord”, following a “singular, human group noun”. 

A group noun, then, according to Leech, can be both animate and inanimate, but only the nouns describing a singular, human group,  have variable concord. Since grammarians do not usually regard groups of inanimate entities as collective nouns, I will use the term ‘group noun’ about a collection of entities in a broad sense of the word, including inanimate entities as well as animate entities.

According to Zandvoort 1966: 307-09 “singular nouns denoting a number of individuals” may take a plural verb when “the persons comprising the group are thought of “individually” and a singular verb when they are thought of “collectively”. A plural verb, as well as a singular verb, may also occur when the members of the group are not “clearly individualized”, e.g. in nouns like “Government” and “Crown”. But the “collective” nouns cattle, clergy, police, horse (= cavalry), foot (=infantry), poultry and vermin “nearly always take a plural verb”. On the other hand, unchanged plurals, like deer, sheep trout, salmon, etc are not collective words, but are treated like “plurals in –s”. 

Strang 1962: 106-08 writes about concord that normally “the singular of a noun patterns with one set of verb-forms, the plural with another”.  But nouns where we think of “the individuals composing their referents” may depart from this type of concord.  There is no difficulty in the plural, but in the singular they may have either the singular or the plural form of the verb. We could say:

The committee was planning …/ The committee were planning …
Nouns having this “peculiarity of concord” and called “collective nouns” are sometimes said to have “a third number”, distinct from singular or plural. This interpretation is doubtful, however, since, as Strang (1962: 103) points out, exceptions to concord are often found in idiomatic constructions, like these kind of, those kind of and failure of concord, such as attraction, is a  common phenomenon. Therefore an additional number category should not be introduced. 

It must be admitted that the conflicting views previously described do not seem to make it easy to define the domain of collective nouns. However, among the qualified opinions just accounted for, some features and criteria keep recurring. These criteria are both syntactic and semantic. The following section will take a closer look at the semantic criteria of collective nouns.

5.2 The semantics of collective nouns

In addition to morphological and syntactic definitions of collective nouns there are also several semantic considerations. Many grammarians have come up with those. The most well-known authoritative account was presented by Jespersen, whose definition of collective nouns relies largely on semantic principles. According to Jespersen (1924: 195), a collective is “a unit made up of several things or beings which may be counted separately”. A collective is therefore from one point of view “one” and from another point of view “more than one”. Therefore collectives take sometimes singular and sometimes plural construction. On one hand collectives are units, but on the other hand they denote pluralities. Jespersen, however, observes that only collectives that denote “living beings” can have this plural construction and points out that the word library indicates a “collection of books” and the word train a collection of “railway carriages”, but these words do not have a plural predicator, since they do not denote living beings (Jespersen 1924: 196). 

The assumption may therefore be made that, from a semantic point of view, the difference between group nouns that admit of variable concord and those that only take singular verb forms can be explained in terms of animacy versus inanimacy. After all, we may believe that animate beings can act individually even when they are members of a group whereas inanimate entities may be assumed not to possess such a property. However, there are nouns like nation and race, which, not even in British English, have been found in combination with plural predicators although these words may refer to large groups of people. The quality of animacy does not seem to be enough to explain why some collectives denoting groups of human beings admit of variable concord while others do not. 

According to Persson (1989: 183), other factors, such as volition and mobility (p. 183) are also important. A book cannot choose to go to or leave a library and people cannot choose to be born into a particular nation or belong to a specific race. And if you belong to a certain race or nation you cannot choose a different race or nation. But it is possible for people to decide whether they want to become members of a certain club or not or whether they want to join or perhaps leave the army. Therefore nouns like club and army denoting groups of human beings are collectives with variable concord whereas nation and race are not.  

It is possible to go in and out of the army, so to speak, and join a club or choose not to because a club or the army may be regarded as “a metaphorical location or perhaps a container” (Persson 1989: 183). Metaphorically it may be argued that social groups are containers. Place is part of the underlying concept in many collective words. In many expressions collective entities are regarded as places individuals may go to or be taken into and come or be taken out of.  The following examples are taken from Persson (1989: 183):

…finally he went. Into the Air Force…

…they…were often pushed into classes that were not well suited to their purpose…

Of the seven members, four were in titled aristocratic families…

The examples above concern human beings who can move in and out of collective bodies in the way just mentioned. 

The final point made by Persson (1989: 185) is that collective entities may also be looked at in relation to the unities of classical drama, namely the unities of place, time and action. Often at least two of these features have to be present for there to be an identifiable collective entity. A crowd, for instance, requires a large amount of people to be present at the same time; it is not enough with a new member once in a while for a period of time. Presence at the same time and in the same place is necessary for our understanding of this particular word. In a team or a club all the three unities are kept. We have a number of people doing similar activities at the same time and in the same place. 

A lot of nouns which may be called core collective nouns fulfil these semantic criteria. Typical examples of such collective nouns are: army, association, band, board, bodyguard, cabinet, cast, chorus, club, commission, committee, company, congress, contingent, corporation, council, department, federation, firm, force, gang, government, group, institute, jury, kibbutz, management, opposition, organisation, press, team, unit. These words seem to fulfil the above-mentioned morphological, syntactic and semantic criteria of collective nouns, but there are many other collectives and, actually, there is, as such, no limit to the number of collective nouns that might be possible in a certain context.

5.3 The collective category

Establishing a precise category of collective nouns without borderline cases is virtually impossible. That is not just the case with collectives, but it is also true about categories in general and very often the case with grammatical categories. Dahl (1985: 3f) uses the expression imprecise categories. Davidsen-Nielsen (1990: 17) finds that establishing a precise category of auxiliary verbs without borderline cases is very difficult regardless of the criteria used. But according to Davidsen-Nielsen, border-line cases are interesting and should not be seen as worrying. Genuine imprecision may even be useful in helping us to clarify linguistic notions.  

However, it would seem as if the collective category is even more difficult to define than other grammatical categories. There are many reasons for that. It is a very large category, open to new members, while other members have disappeared. Establishing a collective category means that morphological, lexical, syntactic and semantic considerations should be taken into account. Even when guidelines have been established by some competent person, it may be difficult for them to gain acceptance among other experts as there does not seem to be much consensus about what constitutes a collective noun and different grammarians hold different views. Finally, and worst of all, the clear guidelines that do exist, and ought to be agreed on, are sometimes disregarded when collective nouns are described. 

5.3.1 Insiders and outsiders
First of all, to establish a category, you must be able to distinguish between what belongs to that category and what does not (Dahl 2000: 25). For instance, to be able to establish a category of birds, it will be necessary to decide what animals belong to that category and what animals do not. If a category of birds is established, all non-birds must be kept outside the category of birds. Similarly, in order to establish a category of collective nouns, nouns that are not collective should be kept outside the boundaries of the collective category. Establishing a collective category means that you must be able to distinguish collective nouns and concepts from nouns and concepts that are not collective.

In a way, establishing a category is like putting items in a box and then giving it a label to explain the contents of the box. Shown the labelled box, you may either believe the declaration on the box or choose not to believe it. In the latter case, you may have to investigate the matter for yourself. An everyday experience: if the declaration on for instance a milk carton tells you that the milk is still fresh, you may either believe it or not believe it, in which case you have to smell at the milk or taste it to find out if it is still fresh. If the milk has gone sour although the date of freshness has not yet expired, the text on the label may be wrong (Dahl 2000: 19f).

I have mentioned this trivial, everyday example because, as a matter of fact, it is possible to look at grammatical categories, such as collective nouns, and their “labels” in the same way as you may regard for instance a carton of milk. Either you believe what the label says or, if you find the declaration unlikely, you have to investigate the truth of the statement for yourself. 

Now imagine that you have two boxes, both of them named COLLECTIVE NOUN, one containing the noun firm and the other the noun police. The label on the first box is quite all right, but what about the label on the second box? Is police really a collective noun? No, it is one of the aggregate nouns without a plural marking mentioned in the previous chapter. Consequently, the label on the second box is wrong because a collective noun is expected to have both a singular and a plural form (firm, firms) as well as variable concord, but the noun police fulfils neither of those requirements. Therefore, in my view, the label put on the second box must be wrong no matter what grammarian has put it there (i.e. included the noun police among collective nouns). The label on the box should be AGGREGATE NOUN.

In the figure below there are three boxes. Two of them are labelled COLLECTIVE NOUN. One of the labels is correct, but the other, the one with police in it, is not. The box with the noun police should bear the label AGGREGATE NOUN instead. Naturally, we have to decide what we want to do; the same item cannot be put in two separate boxes! 
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It is obvious that a noun like firm is singular because it may take singular pre-head dependents; we say this firm or one firm. It is equally obvious that a noun like police is plural because we say these police or five police. Mixing collective nouns with aggregate nouns is, actually, a thoughtless thing to do since these categories are easy to keep apart; only a minimum of grammatical thinking is required. Still many examples of this incorrect way of thinking may be found, e.g. in Bock and Eberhard (1993: 61-62), where I have underlined what I consider wrong:

Though speakers are eager to rationalise their use of plural and singular verb forms after collectives in terms of “thinking about the whole” vs “thinking about the parts”, our observation suggests that most speakers of English in the U.S.A. use singular verbs with most collectives most of the time. Notable exceptions are the collectives people, cattle and police, which seem to be invariably plural for the purposes of agreement …

People, cattle and police are not collective nouns but aggregate nouns. I therefore find it extremely annoying that aggregate nouns are mixed up with collective nouns. Besides, there is a clear rule in the grammar of American English that singular forms of collective nouns have grammatical concord, i.e. a predicator in the singular. It must be very confusing to Americans trying to apply that rule when aggregate nouns are mixed up with collective nouns as “notable exceptions”. I therefore must conclude that aggregate nouns do not belong in the collective domain at all and that there is no excuse for mixing collective nouns with aggregate nouns.

5.3.2 Prototypical collectives 

According to Dahl (1985: 3f), it is typical of grammatical categories that they are imprecise categories. It is also possible to speak of focused categories, which means that all members of the category do not have the same status (Dahl 1985: 4, Davidsen-Nielsen 1990: 17). The focus of the category lies on the “best exemplars” or “prototypes” whereas it is less clear whether the entities in the periphery are members or not. 

Dahl 2000: 26 exemplifies this by describing an attempted categorisation of a bird. Most people are quite positive that they know what a bird is; so it really ought to be easy to categorise a bird. As everybody knows, a bird has wings and feathers; it can fly, lays eggs and has a beak. Most people would think that a swallow, a sparrow or a dove is a bird.  They all have wings and feathers and can fly and they all have beaks. In short, they qualify nicely for being birds because they have all the necessary qualities for it.  But an ostrich or a penguin, are they birds? They do not look very much like birds and they cannot fly. But they have feathers and lay eggs and have beaks. Why should they not be birds? If they are not birds, what are they, then? Should we introduce a separate category especially for birds that do not fly? 

Simple and naive as it may seem, the example with a bird illustrates an important aspect of grammatical categories. Also here, we tend to look for prototypes or best exemplars, which are always mentioned as typical examples of the category, becoming some kind of stereotypes (Dahl 1985: 4).  Borderline cases or peripheral concepts are not mentioned nearly as often and may even be considered problematic since their membership is doubtful. However, spotting and identifying these more peripheral cases and discussing whether they are members of the group or not may give valuable insight into the nature of the category and the qualities that constitute it.

It is typical of the category of collective nouns that some collective nouns have higher status than others. A limited number of collective nouns are very often used to exemplify the category, such as jury, committee, family, team and government. They are high-ranking prototypes of collective nouns. Other collectives, such as choir or kibbutz are also prototypes, but not mentioned nearly as often. 

The central group in the category of collective nouns may be called core collectives or prototypical collectives. 

Core collectives 

· should qualify for variable concord, first with verbs (British English) and second with pronouns (British and American English). This variable concord would seem to be accompanied by certain semantic qualities inherent in the collective noun. 

· Have both a singular and a plural form (committee, committees). 

Undoubtedly, variable concord with predicators of collective subjects and either singular or plural pronominal reference to collective nouns lies at the very heart of the collective concept. At the same time, certain semantic qualities would seem necessary in order for a noun to be collective. As mentioned previously in this chapter, Persson (1989) thinks that the fulfilling of certain semantic qualities is also necessary in order to make a noun collective, for instance animacy. Usually these two requirements would seem to be interlinked. If a group noun qualifies for variable concord it almost always possesses the semantic qualities mentioned by Persson. In my view, there is not much of a conflict: variable concord and certain semantic qualities in collective nouns seem to belong together.

There are some interesting cases, however. Take the nouns majority and minority. Persson (1989: 181) is not sure that majority is a collective noun from a semantic point of view. “What does a majority look like”, he asks. In my view, both the noun majority and the noun minority are prototypical collectives since they fulfil the criteria just mentioned of collective nouns. They qualify for variable concord and they have both singular and plural forms: majority, majorities and minority, minorities. A search conducted in the BNC corpus (http://thetis.bl.uk/lookup.html) yielded plenty of examples of that. Here are a couple of them with the predicators is or are:

A69 907 …the majority is composed of individuals who do not speak.

A54 1528 Following the pattern of community constables in England, where the overwhelming majority are male…

AN3 1120 … the vast majority are poor because they are excluded from the modern economy.

ALF 99 As an employer, agriculture occupies some 8m people, the majority of whom are farmers and their families, only a minority is employed on a wage basis.

BNE 940 Most people could have far more children than they are able to support, while a sizeable minority are unable to have any children at all. 

Plural forms majorities and minorities were also found with 181 cases of the former, but only 2 cases of the latter. On the whole, the noun majority would seem to be more common than the noun minority. 

Let us now return to the semantic qualities of the nouns majority and minority. Are they animate? In my view, majority and minority may not be animate as such, but they may have animate reference, so to speak. However, with majority and minority plural concord is also found when they refer to inanimate entities, as shown by the following examples, also from the BNC corpus (http://thetis.bl.uk/lookup.html):

BME 1116 All other plans … are local plans and the great majority are the responsibility of the districts who prepare district plans for their whole area or local plans for smaller parts of it. 

B3D 1572 The relationship of these guides to programmes in university and polytechnic libraries is unclear, although a minority are produced as teaching handouts.

Good rules for using a singular or a plural verb with majority and minority are to be found on Subject-Verb Agreement: Expressions of Quantity http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/l2agr.html 2001, the Internet site previously referred to in connection with Phrases that express quantity in section 5 of chapter 4 of this thesis. They are as follows:

Use a singular verb about an unspecified number and either a singular or a plural predicator when majority/minority means a specific percentage:

The majority holds no strong views.

A 75 % majority have/has voted against the measure.

A small minority indicates it supports the proposal.

A 10 % minority is/are opposed to the measure.

When majority/minority refers to a set of persons restricted by a post-modifier, the predicator should be in the plural:

A majority of Canadians have voted for a change.

A minority of the students wish to pay more.

Contrary to Persson, I would not hesitate to accept the nouns majority and minority as prototypical collectives although they are semantically somewhat different. On the other hand, I would not accept per cent as collective because it does not have both a singular and a plural form.

5.3.3 Borderline cases

But there are also some borderline concepts in the periphery of the collective territory which do not share all the collective features but still act much like collectives. These concepts I have chosen to call collective-like nouns or noun phrases. They belong to the collective domain in a wider sense but are not prototypes of collective nouns. 

Among these collective-like nouns I include the names of official bodies and organisations, as well as names of firms and companies previously described in section 4 of chapter 4, concepts such as the United Nations, Ford and British Airways. Obviously they do not fulfil the second criterion of a core collective noun since they are not count nouns with a singular as well as a plural form. They are proper names or noun phrases that are either singular or plural. So lexically and morphologically they are not prototypes of collective nouns. But, on the other hand, they do fulfil the syntactic and semantic requirements of collective nouns. Regardless of number and form they may be found with variable verbal concord, at least in British English, and also with variable pronominal concord in both British and American English. They also seem to satisfy completely all the semantic requirements previously mentioned in 5.2, just as well as a prototype noun like firm or company, they are in fact, from a semantic point of view, very typical collectives indeed. 

Therefore I would place these concepts in the collective category, but in the periphery of it, separated by a dividing line in an outer oval to distinguish these names of official bodies and organisations, as well as firms and companies from the prototypical collective nouns. In this respect, I agree with Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 247). I have drawn a picture to illustrate my view. The inner circle, or oval, represents the core area of the collective domain whereas the outer circle, or oval, represents an area in the periphery of the collective domain containing the “collective-like” nouns or noun phrases.
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On the other hand, I have not included names of sports teams in this outer flattened circle with the collective-like concepts because, contrary to the names of official bodies, organisations, firms and companies, they do not satisfy the first criterion of the collective requirements, i.e. that of variable concord, because, in British English, the names of sports teams always seem to have plural concord when subjects, even if they are morphologically singular, e.g. “Arsenal are playing Tottenham on Saturday”. An American speaker, however, would say “Arsenal is playing Tottenham on Saturday”. In this respect, the names of sports teams would in British English seem to resemble aggregate nouns, like people and police, rather than collective nouns (cf Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 247). The way the English language is used, these names of sports teams would rather seem to form a separate small group of their own being thus a typical example of imprecise categories and demonstrating how difficult it is to put things in boxes.

5.3.4 The phenomenon of variable concord

Bache and Davidsen Nielsen (1997:245) mention “the Janus-like nature” of the collective nouns as reflected in the form of the verb and in the selection of co-referential pronouns. That Janus-like nature is of course also reflected semantically in that plural verbs and pronouns stress the individual multiplicity of the collective whereas singular verbs and pronouns stress the collective singularity of the group. It seems to me that using a plural verb/pronoun and thus individualising the members of the group may also, to a considerable extent, influence the meaning of the collective noun. Notional concord as seen in the plural of verbs and pronouns may make the distributive sense apparent whereas ordinary grammatical concord with a predicator in the singular is more neutral. 

Typically, the noun family when used with singular reference seems to be more abstract and less embodied than the more physical plural reference of the noun (Svensson 1998. 141) - if the usage of the word is correct. Here are some examples from the BNC corpus with the plural predicator are:

ASN 2620 ‘Many of my family are there.' 

CBF 9631 Although his family are distant relatives of the Gilbey gin dynasty, his connections, background and personal wealth are far more humble than hers.

CCX 1090 This is acceptable when only the family are around, but when we have guests, embarrassing situations can arise. 

It would seem to me that the noun family fulfils the semantic requirements of collective nouns, especially the unities of time and place, better with plural than with singular reference. With singular reference it would seem to have a more abstract meaning. You might say that the noun family has two different meanings, that of an abstract entity and that of a concrete collectival group. 

5.3.5 The creation of new collective concepts

The last aspect I would like to point out in connection with the collective category is that new concepts may be formed out of existing concepts through rhetorical figures of speech, such as synecdoche and metonymy. Synecdoche refers to the situation where one part of something means the whole thing, or when the part is used to speak about the whole thing. America, for instance, may be used as a synecdoche when it only means the USA and not the whole American continent, the Americas. Metonomy implies a looser association with a concept. The word is linked to the concept but not really part of it. For instance, when British writers refer to the crown in the sense of the powers invested in the monarchy, or the British government, that will be an instance of metonymy. (See the Internet site World Wide Words www.worldwidewords.org/qa/qa-syn1.htm). 

This augmentation of the number of words by forming new ones also affects the category of collective nouns. The words crown and defence are good examples of that. Compare the following quotations from Sayers (1949): 
1)... it is, in the modern slang phrase ‘up to’ the Crown to prove guilt, and unless you are quite satisfied that the Crown has done this beyond all reasonable doubt, it is your duty to return a verdict of ‘Not Guilty’. (p. 2)

2) …it simply means that the Crown has failed to produce in your minds an undoubted conviction of guilt.  (p. 2)

3) The Crown say he died of arsenic poisoning, and the defence do not dispute it. (p. 3)

4) … the Crown have failed to prove any purchase of arsenic before the meeting in March (p. 10)

5) … the defence have brought no evidence to show that Philip Boyes ever bought any arsenic, … (p. 23)

6) … but the fact remains that the defence have not been able to show that the deceased ever had arsenic in his possession. (p. 23)

As appears, we here also find the word defence used as a collective nouns with plural concord. Defence as a legal term means the case presented by the lawyer of a person accused of a crime, but it can also, as here, be used about his or her lawyers and thus be a collective noun.

It is also an instance of metonomy, or synecdoche, when we use the name of “the container” to refer to the people in it. The noun library usually means a building or a collection of books. But the word could also be used about the staff of the library (‘the whole library were furious’) and in that sense library may be considered a collective noun.    

Thus, according to Juul and Sørensen (1978: 76-77), a noun like library is not a collective word in the sense of a “collection of books” so we can only say:

The library was completely destroyed.

But if we are thinking about the staff of the library, we might say:

1) The library was in an uproar (det samlede bibliotekspersonale)

2) The library were in an uproar (de enkelte personer)

If we use the word library in the sense of the staff of the library it is indeed a collective noun with variable concord, and all the above features, animacy, volition, mobility and the unities of time, place and action, apply to it. 

Another point worth mentioning about collectives is that the collective category is an open category of nouns and that it has many members. New words may arise, for instance by metonomy, as borderline cases and then advance and become accepted members of the category.  An example already given is the Crown, representing the authority of the Crown to prosecute criminals. Other nouns may appear in the periphery of the collective sphere because they may be collective in a certain sense of the word, for instance a library. Still other nouns that used to be collective are no longer regarded as collective, for instance the noun mankind, which survives as a collective noun in the American Declaration of Independence (see 7.1).   See the following chart of the collective category.
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5.4 Special problems with pronouns and collective nouns
The biggest problem in connection with collective nouns in American and British English is of course the problem of categorisation dealt with in the previous section. But there are some other difficulties as well, especially the use of pronouns with collective nouns, which is problematic and has been the object of much comment. Since that is a thing that concerns both British and American usage, I will mention these special problems at this point before starting on the actual comparison of British and American usage. 

Among linguists there seems to be more focus on verbal concord with collective nouns than on pronominal concord.  There are clear rules for the usage of subject predicator concord with collective nouns in both languages: singular/plural in British English and singular only in American English. The rules for the usage of notional verbal concord in British English are clearly defined and correctly applied in the writing of good British authors, and Americans are taught always to use singular verbal concord with collective subjects. It is when we get to pronominal concord that there are problems.

It would seem, therefore, that using correct pronominal concord is secondary to using correct verbal concord. The usage of pronouns is not as well regulated as that of verbs and does not seem to have the same status. That goes for both British and American English. The problem may be exemplified by some sentences from Biber et al. (1999: 332), all of them from newspapers. The examples include both core collectives and collective-like proper names:

1. The Western Health Board has denied that it plans to close the accident and emergency unit at the Tyrone County Hospital.
2. The Hydro Board were playing tunes with their dams, and did a great deal to lessen the impact by holding back as much water as they could.

3. The planning committee decided on Monday evening to defer its decision.

4. The committee has decided that their faithful followers should be the ones to vote on the club’s fate.

5. The Government has made it clear that it may not use its power of veto.

6. She said: “The message is that the UK government couldn’t care less, they are just applying a Band-aid to a mortal wound.

From a grammatical point of view, you would expect agreement between verbal and pronominal number. That is also the case in sentences 1 and 5, where the number is singular, and in sentences 2 and 6, where it is plural. Sentence 3 shows no disagreement; it contains a singular pronoun but a verb in the past tense. The problem occurs in sentence 4. In this sentence the predicator is in the singular (has decided), but the co-referential pronoun is in the plural (their). You may very well argue that if the speaker makes up his or her mind that a committee should be seen in a holistic sense as one unit, it should be its faithful followers and not their. Or the other way round, the verb could be in the plural, i.e. have decided, to agree with their followers.

In British English there could be two “correct” versions of the sentence: 

The committee has decided that its faithful followers…

The committee have decided that their faithful followers…

In American English there is only one “correct” version:

The committee has decided that its faithful followers…

It is not possible in American English to say:

* The committee have decided that their followers…

However, examples of conflicting number of verbs and pronouns with collective subjects are not unusual in British English either – in spite of the fact that there have been many reactions against that kind of usage. Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 246) give the following example of conflicting concord between the number of the predicator and the co-referential pronoun: 

The company needs a new managing director in their Paris branch.

According to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen “the ‘good language’ requires consistency across all the relevant elements in the sentence, but inconsistency”, as in the sentences just mentioned, “is by no means uncommon”. However, it is not possible to make a sentence the other way round and say:

* The company need a new managing director in its Paris branch. 

That would indicate that verbal concord has a higher status than pronominal concord. Once plural verbal concord has been decided on, it does not seem possible to change back into singular concord with pronouns.

In the English spoken in the United States today, the rules of grammar allow only a predicator in the singular with a collective subject in the singular. Consequently many language commentators think that co-referential pronouns should also be in the singular, but that is by no means always the case, for instance in the media. The usage of co-referential plural pronouns with collective nouns in the singular seems to be a hot issue in the States, and many language commentators wage war against this usage of plural pronouns in the popular public debate. 

Let me just give one example. When Washington - MTW, the cable music network for young people, wanted to make its programs available to candidates for president, they had the following full-page ad in some of the most prestigious newspapers of the United States: “Tonight on MTV, Bill Clinton faces the generation that holds the future in their hands”.

William Safire (1992) wrote in an article in the International Herald Tribune:

Members of a straightlaced, out-of-it generation looked at that ad, shook their heads and said, “In its hands.” The word their is a pronoun, which is a word that substitutes for a noun; that pronoun must agree in number with the noun for which it substitutes, which we call its antecedent. But in this case, the antecedent is generation, undeniably singular, calling for a pronoun that agrees with it – namely, its. That would give you “the generation that holds the future in its hands.”

   You don’t like its? You are hooked, as a sensitive copywriter, on “their hands”? O.K., the language is flexible; make it read “Bill Clinton faces the young people who hold the future in their hands. “ The antecedent word people, in this sense, is plural, and the plural pronoun their agrees with the idea of all those individual teeny-hoppers, thigh-drummers and saxophone players.

Safire also quotes another ad from the Blue Cross:

If the government thinks it has a role in health reform, we’ve got a message for them.   

According to Safire, if the expression ‘for them’ is kept, a correct version of the sentence would be: 

If politicians (or government leaders) think they have a role in health reform, we’ve got a message for them. 

This article illustrates the popular language debate going on in the States. Although language commentators want people to think grammatically and use a singular pronoun to refer to a collective noun in the singular, many American speakers do not seem to be able to refrain from thinking notionally. They are not allowed to use a plural predicator, but Americans usually do not seem to react so strongly against using a plural pronoun with a collective subject.

The conclusion is that both British and American English speakers use an “incorrect” combination of a plural pronoun and a predicator in the singular with collective nouns.  But the circumstances under which this happens may be different. When British English speakers use it, they could have used a plural predicator as well, but for American English speakers it is the only possibility to express notional plurality of collective nouns. 

In the following two chapters British and American usage of concord with collective nouns will be analysed separately and then there will be a chapter in which a comparison is made between British and American usage.

6. COLLECTIVES IN BRITISH ENGLISH 

In order to facilitate the understanding of modern British usage of concord with collective nouns, I will give a few examples of collectives during earlier stages of the English language. As a matter of fact, notional concord with collective nouns dates as far back as to the Old English and Middle English periods. It may be of importance for understanding the modern British usage of concord with collective nouns to know that it is no new phenomenon but deeply rooted in the history of the English language.

6.1 Early examples of variable concord with collective nouns

According to Visser (1963: 62), singular collective nouns “denoting persons and animals” occur “now with the verb in the singular, now with the verb in the plural.” Visser continues:

The singular seems to be preferred when the action is seen as performed by the group as a whole or an aggregate, the plural when the idea of plurality is prevalent. In the latter case we have no grammatical concord, but what is usually called a constructio ad sensum.

Visser then gives a list of examples with collective nouns at earlier stages of the English language (p. 62f). Of typical collectives in a narrow sense there are for instance band, (p. 62), government (p. 64) and  jury (p. 65). Here are examples of earlier British usage with these collective nouns:

band:

Singular verb: 
The band... plays whilst the Regiment is passing

Plural verb:

A whole band of robbers were converted

government:

Singular verb: 
The government yet has not any account of it

Plural verb: 

Government are acting like themselves

jury:

Singular verb: 
where the jury was consulting 

Plural verb:

 that the jury were agreed

Contrary to the usage of modern English, the aggregate nouns people and police could be treated as collective nouns:

people:

Singular verb:
Because all the people was astonished at his doctrine

Plural verb:

And when much people were gathered and were come

police: 

Singular verb:
It is incredible with what spirit and firmness the new police has defeated the canaille

Plural verb:

The police are always on the alert

Police and people seem to be exceptions, but basically the variable concord pattern of collective nouns in earlier stages of the English language resembles the pattern in modern English so that it may be concluded that variable concord in modern British English has its roots in earlier forms of English. Consequently, it was used by the ancestors of Britons and also by those of the people of the Unite States. It should, however, be remembered that there were no fixed standards of language in the early stages of English.

6.2 The usage of variable concord with collective nouns

The choice of a singular or a plural verb after collectives may be rather complex. According to Fries 1988: 102, Sir Geoffrey Howe, who was then Chancellor of the Exchequer in Great Britain, tended to use a plural verb with the word government when he was addressing Parliament on March 26th, 1980 without in any way implying that government was to be regarded as “a collection of individuals”.  Plural forms were used both in his address to Parliament and in the government White Book. However, when these events were reported in the Guardian, a verb in the singular tended to be used. According to Fries this may be a contrast of “officialese” versus “journalese”.

Biber et al. (1999: 189) point out that plural concord may only be used if the meaning of the verb is clearly applicable to the individual members of the group. Thus singular concord is found in “the committee comprises/consists of/ has eight members”. But singular concord is the predominant choice with many predicators of collective subjects. 

Sometimes there is variation in the same passage:

Most of those seasons have involved a struggle against relegation and, while they have been lucky to survive some, this [team] are good enough to stay up. ... Indeed, he says: “This [team] is good enough to stay up but whether we will I don’t know.”

Here exactly the same statement is found, first with plural and then with singular concord.

Simple, sensible explanations may be found about the difference between using singular or plural verbs and pronouns with the collective nouns team, class and jury on the Internet site

The Collective Noun http://www.chompchomp.com/terms/collectivenoun.htm 2001. 

Study the following examples. In examples 1), 2) and 3), the predicator is in the singular because the people in the group do things in unison: 

1)
 Every afternoon the baseball team follows its coach out to the hot field to practice.

2) 
Today, Dr. Rubley’s class takes its first 100-item exam.

3) 
The jury agrees that the state prosecutors did not provide enough evidence, so its verdict is not guilty. 

In examples 4), 5) and 6), the predicator is in the plural because the members of the group are all doing their own thing and acting as individuals:
4) 
After the three-hour practice under the brutal sun, the team shower, change into their street clothes and 
head to their air-conditioned homes. 

5) 
After the long exam, the class finish their research papers on famous mathematicians at home.

6) 
The jury disagree about the guilt of the accused and have told the judge that they are hopelessly dead-
locked.

However, the decision of either singular or plural concord with collective nouns need not always be consistent. One reason is that reference may change, between different sentences or even in the same sentence. The following example illustrates a change from singular to plural, i.e. from a holistic to a distributive view (Greenbaum1996: 104). In the first two uses a class 

is conceived of as an entity, but the third time class refers to individuals. There is also “a conspicuous switch” from non-personal which to personal who: 

I was brought up in New Zealand and I’ve never forgotten how odd it seemed to me when I arrived in this country to find a society which is dominated by a ruling class a class which is cohesive and self-defining a class which is made up of people who look different often because they’re actually taller and bigger and sound different because they speak in a different tone or accent who enjoy better health and longer life expectancy who live in different sorts of houses who send their children to different sorts of schools who are educated in different sorts of universities a class who dominate all the best jobs who own most of the land control most of the wealth exercise most of the power and whose dominant position is underpinned by a dense and complex class structure which effectively insulates them against challenge. (From The BBC Radio 4 Debate: The Class Debate, 24 Feb. 1991)


Juul (1975: 110f) has found an impressive number of examples of singular as well as plural concord with a great number of collective subjects, some of them, like intelligentsia and mankind, are borderline cases (Juul 1975: 110 f). Here are examples of typical collective subjects with singular as well as plural concord (Juul 1975 Appendix): 

Association:
186)
The association has written to the Dartmoor National Park Committee putting forward the bicycle 
scheme. (The Daily Telegraph, 28.2.72 p. 10)
187)
The association is highly critical of totally comprehensive plans. (The Times Educational Supplement, 
14.4.72 p. 3)

188)
The association says it is recruiting new members at the rate of 50 a week. (The Times Educational 
Supplement, 23.7.71 p. 48)

189)
The association suggests a further sixth scale. (The Times Educational Supplement, 5.11.71 p. 5)

190)
The association conclude that further consideration should be given to two of the recommendations of the 
Plowden report. (The Times Educational Supplement, 31.12.71 p. 5)

191)
The association hope that the delay in starting on Park House Six will give a student-faculty community 
services committee, which was set up last term, time to report on the expansion of university housing. 
(The Times Educational Supplement, 21.1.72 p. 8)

192)
The association intend to engage their own architect and they want the university to set up its building 
company to save costs. (The Times Educational Supplement, 21.171 p.8)

193)
The rule, say the association, is that children may enter a Welsh infant class in the year in which they 
reach the age of five. (The Times Educational Supplement, 8.10.71 p. 139

The difference as to concord tells us that in examples 186 – 189 the association acts, thinks and speaks as one body, whereas in examples 190-193 the individual members of the organisation express their views.  

Couple:

259)
The average elderly couple spends $140 a year on medical care… (Manchester Guardian Weekly, 26.5.60 
p. 9)

260)
The young couple hope to set up their own home when Roberts is demobbed in October. (Daily Express, 
1.4.61 p. 11)

261)
The young couple stroll around the countryside, take baths, make breakfast, argue, reminisce, bore each 
other occasionally, and make love. (The Sunday Times, 18.6.72 p. 32)

Clearly, the man and the woman in example 259) are thought of as one unit in an abstract sense; they are not individualised. The two people forming the couple in example 261, on the other hand, are individualised as two human beings. The meaning of couple varies in the two sentences: in one end there is the elderly couple seen as some kind of economic unit, a household (singular predicator), whereas the young couple in the other end of the spectrum are two separate human beings engaged in the different activities of love (plural predicator). 

The next sentences exemplify that a government may act as one body (examples 299-300), but can also be seen as a group of ministers sharing ‘collective responsibility’ (examples 302-304):

299)
The government is now quietly working on plans to “nationalise” a ghost village with an iron works 
which has not produced an ounce of ore for more than 100 years. (The Sunday Times, 2.1.72 p. 3)

300)
The Indian government which is interested in Soviet oil on the grounds it would save foreign exchange, is 
expected to allow the matter to rest for the time being. (The Observer, 10.7.60 p. 1)

302)
The Government, however, seem set upon rushing the Bill through the House of Commons. (The Times 
Educational Supplement, 6.2.70 p. 3)

303)
It also means the Government have decided that education is a special case. (The Times Educational 
Supplement, 6.2.70 p. 7)

304)
Have not the Government some responsibility? (The Times, 27.5.60 p. 4)

The previous examples clearly demonstrate that in British English either a singular or a plural verb may be used with collective nouns, depending on the context. If the wrong number of the verb is used, it will be an instance of false concord. It is therefore important to be able to see whether the collective noun is individualised or not in order to use a plural predicator or plural pronouns when appropriate.

6.3 Influence on concord by the rest of the noun phrase

The notional number of a collective noun phrase may not only be influenced by the head of the phrase but also by pre-head and post-head dependents. Pre-head determiners may be singular, such as the indefinite article (a) or one, this, that, (n)either, each, plural, such as these, those and quantifiers or number-neutral, such as the definite article (the), possessive pronouns (my, your), genitive-forms (Harry’s). See Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 246. Post-head dependents with collective nouns are often prepositional groups, especially of + complement (see p. 32) but also other kinds of modification or complementation may occur. Verbal complements and semantic features may also influence the notional number of a collective noun phrase.

6.3.1 Collective nouns groups with singular determiners

If a collective noun combines with a singular determiner, it “nearly always” takes the –s form of the verb (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 246):

This commission recommends the abolition of entrance exams.

A jury has to be impartial.

However, cases with plural concord have been found, such as the following sentences introduced by each, one and this (Juul 1975: 108):

A similar conclusion is drawn from an experiment separating children into groups by age instead of ability. Each group were given tests, and it was found that the older children did better than ... (The Times Educational Supplement, 31.7.70 p. 7)

Rogers’s moral is summed up by the contrast between two of his couples. One pair go into marriage, pushed by the remarks of their friends and family. ... The other pair set up a loose, permissive relationship ... (Foylibra. Foyles Bookshop Magazine, Nov. 1973, p. 63) / One company run a 4,000-acre farm in Wiltshire (The Observer, 1.4.62 p. 24)

This company are superbly managed and their products will continue to be in great demand. (The Observer, 29.4.62 p. 5) / This group have a vacancy for a Surveyor experienced in underground mining work. (The Times, 19.1.60 p. 60) / This team have been riding together since the grand prix of Annaba in Algeria four months ago (The Sunday Times, 4.6.72 p.31)

The correctness of these sentences may be debated, but, as demonstrated by Juul, sentences like these may be found in British books and newspapers

6.3.2 Collective nouns groups with plural determiners

Collective nouns in the singular do not take plural determiners. Naturally collective nouns in the plural may take plural determiners and a plural predicator: 

These teams have not been playing well, lately.

The two juries have given different verdicts in two similar cases. 

6.3.3 Collective noun groups with number-neutral determiners

A collective noun may be determined by number-neutral determiners like the definite article, a possessive pronoun or a genitive. In that case the collective may, in British English, be interpreted as singular, but also as plural and have plural verbal or pronominal reference. Thus it is possible to say:

My generation is different from my father’s. / The younger generation seem to like computers.

The German class was difficult to teach. / My German class never agree about anything.

Peter’s family is old. / Peter’s family are never home for dinner at the same time.

It should be noted that collective noun phrases taking a plural verb have definite, specific reference, as in:

The team are playing in the field

The following sentence, however, is not correct:

*Some team are playing in the field.

What this means is that if a collective noun is individualised and the predicator is in the plural, it has definite reference. 

Here are some examples of the usual type of collective noun phrase with plural concord (Juul 1975: 90-91). The three collective words group, management and unit are preceded by the definite article in the collective noun group:

The group say their religious philosophy cannot accept that education is merely a process of acquiring knowledge or ... (The Times Educational Supplement, 13.4.73 p.8) / The management have kept back some money to deal with some injustices – (The Times Educational Supplement, 13.4.73 p. 5) / “Indeed, the unit say, “there is a strong interdisciplinary emphasis, reflected in work across subject-barriers and discussion of education issues in mixed study groups. (The Timed Educational Supplement, 13.4.73 p. 30)

The same collective noun phrases with a determining definite article and modification may occur “quite frequently” both with singular and plural concord (Juul 1975: 92):

The education committee is financing three games centres in parks, four in schools, one in the grounds of a community centre for children from 7 to 15. (The Times Educational supplement, 30.7.71 p. 7) / The education committee have said that the resource staff and equipment, which includes a close circuit television set in the science laboratories, will be put into one or more of the junior colleges. (The Times Educational Supplement, 25.2.72 p. 12)

6.3.4 Collective nouns with plural subject complement

If there is a subject complement realised by a plural noun or noun group, a collective subject takes a plural predicator, even in American English (Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen 1997: 246):

The majority are members.

My family are early risers.

If there is a subject complement in the plural, it favours a plural verb even if the collective noun has a determiner in the singular (Juul 1975: 107) as in the following sentence:

That generation were settlers. (Manchester Guardian Weekly, 23.2.61 p. 5) 

If the subject complement is the name of a firm, a plural verb may also be possible with indefinite reference in the singular (Juul 1975: 108):

A smaller but equally well managed company are J.& R. Tennant (The Observer, 19.11.61 p. 3) / Another attractive trust are S.I.P.E.L.E.C., concentrating on electrical and electronic concerns. (The Observer, 8.4.62 p. 4) / Another company offering a good yield are the Liverpool Daily Post. (The Observer, 19.11.61)

6.3.5 Semantic considerations

The semantic nature of the predicator itself may favour the choice of either singular or plural, for instance in the following sentence (Juul 1975: 105):

A few more seconds, then lights! The Jackson Five!! – It is incredible. The entire audience leap to their feet, half of them climb on to their seats, the front rows try to get on the stage. (The Sunday Times Magazine, 14.1.73 p. 28)

In this sentence it would hardly be possible to substitute the form leap with leaps and the pronoun their with its. Note also the following sentence, where the semantic character of the predicator would seem to exclude a plural predicator:

The committee at present consists of 10 educationists closely involved in different aspects of modern teaching methods. (The Times Educational Supplement, 23.7.71 p.22)

6.4 The younger generation’s use of number with collectives

What will happen to British concord with collective nouns in the future? Will Britons go on using plural notional concord with singular collective subjects or will they do it “the American way”? Perhaps the answer is to be found in the speech and writing habits of young British people.

In 1966 Barbara Strang made a thorough investigation of concord among young people based on a great number of exam papers by young university students (3.2: 16) Her investigation was very competent and aroused a great deal of attention (Strang 1966). 20 years later, Bailey (1987) and Fries (1988) also took an interest in the speech habits of young British people. I will give a brief account of the opinions of Bailey and Fries, although the standard of their arguments is in no way comparable with Barbara Strang’s.

Bailey wrote an article (1987: 4f) that seemed to provoke another article expressing how worried he was about young people and their use of collectives. He finds that young people do not want to use collective nouns like family and B.B.C with plural predicators except in a “marked” sense, for instance the British usage for a team, in sports or other contexts.  According to Bailey, the usage of “fashionable younger speakers” is in favour of treating collectives as singulars, such as: The B.B.C. serves many people’s needs.

But Fries (1988: 100), answered with a vigorous counter-attack that he was more interested in the language used by “educated speakers of English” than that of “fashionable young speakers”. But this concentration on a kind of “Standard English” should not prevent us “from carefully observing present-day developments in English, including the language spoken by younger people”. 

To find out about the usage of collective nouns among young British speakers Fries made a very quick survey of (only) four journals of British magazines for young people, namely Just Seventeen, No. 169, Sept. 9, 1987, Smash Hits, vol. 9 no. 17, 9-22 September 1987, My-Guy, No. 484, September 19th, 1987, and Look in; JUNIOR TV TIMES, No. 39, week ending 19 September 1987 (p. 102-103). Having investigated the collectives audience, band, (crew), crowd, family, group, (police), rest, (staff) (the nouns in parenthesis are not collectives but aggregate nouns), he found 33 plural verb forms. He gives the following examples from his findings:

1) 
But do the audience care? Certainly not. And by this time they’ve all got a good view.  

2)
(I just can’t believe the police are going to charge John for assault.)
3) 
My family call me Bruce, but I dropped the name when I was in Australia, because everyone is called 
Bruce out there.

4) 
The band never know what’s going on in my room.

5) 
The rest – and it’s (!) actually a very small group – offend (!) because they (!) get a kick out of it.

6) 
A resounding “Yeeeeeeaaaahhhh!” is the response from the crowd. This means they (!) are either A) not 
of sound mind or B) of the opinion that you must suffer to have a nice time. 

Besides he found a great number of proper nouns with plural verbs: Wet Wet Wet, U 2, Salvation Army, 5 or Five Star, Bon Jovi, Cinderella, Squeeze, Culture Club, Puffin, Channel 4, Wagon Wheels and the English Press. 

7) 
So let’s see how Wet Wet Wet are getting on.

8) 
So the Salvation Army are all in favour of the song but the Catholic Church is divided on it.

9) 
Because when Bon Jove appear on stage amidst a blaze of firework.

10) 
I think Channel 4 have made a great programme.

11) 
Now Puffin have got 50 cards especially for Look-in readers.

12) 
Someone who thinks that Five Star are completely boring.

13) 
Culture Club was my every breath, every minute of every day … None of the band helped me … Culture 
Club are finished.

Examples number 1), 5) and 6) show both verbal concord and pronominal concord. In example 13) there is a mixture of plural and singular concord. According to Fries, these young people do not avoid plural forms but “use singulars and plurals indiscriminately”. 

However, Fries thinks that more research is necessary in order to say anything definite about the language patterns of young people today (p. 103-04). I quite agree. With all due deference to Fries, a new investigation on concord with collective nouns of the quality delivered by for instance Strang would be very desirable. 

Fortunately quality investigations have been carried out in the United State. But more about that in the next chapter. 

7. COLLECTIVES IN AMERICAN ENGLISH

In this chapter some aspects of and views on the usage of concord with collective nouns in modern American English will be described. But the usage of concord with collective nouns in American English has not always been as it is now. Therefore, I will start this chapter by a brief survey of the usage of concord with collective nouns in American English as it used to be before now. 

7.1 The common heritage 

In the beginning, the kind of English spoken by the early Americans was a true copy of the English spoken on the British Isles. That was also the case with concord of collective nouns. 

In the Declaration of Independence (1776) mankind appears as a collective noun with plural concord (Boorstin 1985: 86-87):

… mankind are more disposed to suffer, while evils are sufferable, than to right themselves by abolishing the forms to which they are accustomed. But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government , and to provide new Guards for their future security.

Murray´s English Grammar, which was first published in 1795 and by 1850 had sold over a million copies in its various editions had an enormous success in America and was widely read and imitated (Baron 1982: 142, 150). Here collective nouns are described as words of multitude (Murray 1824: 134):

A noun of multitude, or signifying many, may have a verb or pronoun agreeing with it, either of the singular or plural number; yet not without regard to the import of the word, as conveying unity or plurality of idea : as, “The meeting was large;” “The parliament is dissolved”; “The nation is powerful”; “My people do not consider: they have not known me”; “The multitude eagerly pursue pleasure, as their chief good”; “The council were divided in their sentiments.”

We ought to consider whether the term will immediately suggest the idea of the number it represents, or whether it exhibits to the mind the idea of the whole as one thing. In the former case, the verb ought to be plural; in the latter, it ought to be singular.

In the first half of the 20th century collectives were still used in the British way. Note the following passages from a famous essay on the grand jury by George Edwards (1906) available on the Internet (http://constitution.org/gje/gj_01.htm):

It is true that the grand jury ordinarily do but little more than review the judgement of the committing magistrate, and for this reason the institution is said to be useless. 

At the present day it cannot be said that the grand jury is wholly irresponsible. It is true that they have great freedom of action and the reasons which induce their actions cannot be inquired into…

On the other hand, if the grand jury improperly reject a bill, it is still competent for the district attorney to lay the matter before a subsequent jury, which may act otherwise…

After scholars dealing with American English had written dictionaries and other books but “slighted or neglected grammatical matters” (Fries 1940: vii), American English Grammar by Charles Carpenter Fries was finally published in 1940. According to this book (p. 48 - 49), some substantives, or nouns, have a conflict between their form and the number idea implied in the meaning. The nouns mentioned here are: family, nation, government, audience, committee, class, crowd, multitude, herd, dozen, enemy, people, troop, folk, crew and party, which all have corresponding plural forms (families, nations, governments etc.). It is said about these nouns that:

... the singular forms of all these and similar words may be used when the attention clearly centers upon the plural idea of the several individuals included in the kind of group named. In such cases modern grammars, rhetorics, and dictionaries all agree that verbs plural in form are used.”

This is then elaborated on by giving a description of concord with collective nouns in the Old English period and the Middle English period.

Myers 1952: 163-164 writes about “singular subjects with plural meanings or vice versa”:

When a singular subject has a plural meaning, or vice versa, the general tendency is to make the verb agree with the idea instead of the form…

The jury is making its decision. (Jury considered as a unit)

The jury are eating their dinners (Jury considered as individuals)

My family like (or likes) you (Either will do)

50 years ago, there was obviously still a “general tendency” in American English to make the verb agree with the idea and not the form in “singular subjects with plural meanings”, i.e. using notional subject-predicator concord in collective nouns when stressing the plurality of the collective concept.  

Today, British and American usage differs as regards concord with collective nouns. These differences will be dealt with in the remaining part of this thesis.

7.2 Views expressed in British and European grammars

 Most British and European grammarians seem to agree that American English speakers do not use notional, plural subject-predicator concord with collective subjects. According to Quirk et al. (1985: 316), “the verb may be in the plural after a singular noun, though far less commonly in AmE than BrE” and (758): “AmE generally treats singular collective nouns as singular. Terms of the government and for sport teams are nearly always treated as singular in AmE, but other terms may (less commonly than in BrE) take plural verbs:

The public has a right to know. 


Also in AmE: the public have a right to know.

Quirk et al. (1985: 759) then go on saying: “But, as in BrE, plural pronouns are often used in AmE to refer to singular collective nouns:

The committee has not yet decided how they should react to the Governor’s letter. 

It is debatable, though, whether that is good English.

Finally, according to Quirk et al. (1985: 759), “Couple in the sense of two persons normally has a plural even in AmE: The couple are happily married. When it denotes a unit, the singular verb is used: Each couple was asked to complete a form.”

Greenbaum (1996: 104) writes that collective nouns “are treated as plural (more commonly in British English than in American English) when the focus is on the group as individuals rather than as a single entity. They may take plural verb, and plural pronouns may be co-referential with them.” and (240): “Singular collective nouns … are sometimes treated as plural in British English (less commonly in American English)…”

Preisler 1992: 162 thinks that in American English, the singular form of collective nouns “is nearly always followed by a singular verb, though subsequent pronouns referring to the group may… be in the plural.” According to Preisler (1992: 163), these two versions of the same sentence are possible in American English:

The orchestra is playing better now, isn’t it? (AE & BE)

The orchestra is playing better now, aren’t they? (AE & BE)

Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 246) agree with Preisler that in AmE, the –s form of the verb is “practically always selected” adding: “The referent of such a noun group is thus not usually interpreted as a plurality in this variety of English”. However, according to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen “there may be a conflict of number between a singular verb form and a following pronoun which has the same reference as the noun group”, e.g.:

The band is playing poorly tonight, aren’t they?”

They conclude: “In a weak sense then, the Janus-like nature of collective nouns may show itself syntactically even in AmE.”

Another grammarian admits that the collective nouns team and family do take plural predicators in British English and singular predicators in American English, but the collective nouns crew and audience “have plural verb agreement relatively frequently in American English as well” (Svensson 1998: 141). According to the same source, crew is often used together with are in the BBC and the National Public Radio (Data from the Bank of English Corpus). However, the noun crew is clearly a borderline case, which I have included among aggregate nouns, so it is quite natural that it takes a plural predicator.

According to Hasselgård et al. (1998: 268), “American English always uses a singular verb”. Obviously, this statement is too categorical, since examples have already been shown of the fact that a plural verb is sometimes possible with a collective subject, even in American English.

7.3 Collectives in modern American usage

In this section I will account for some experiments with attraction and concord of verbs and pronouns with collectives carried out in the 90s. The experiments were carried out among American students, whose speech habits were studied. Besides, this section will contain some advice on correct legal writing, taken from a handbook of the 90s. I hope that these points of view on collective concord will give some insight into the present situation among modern American speakers and writers.

Bock and Eberhard (1993: 61-61) were two of those who carried out experiments of concord among American university students. They sum up American use of concord by saying that American English speakers “find it difficult to discern a consistent relationship between verb number and the holistic vs distributive meanings of collectives”. They continue:

Though speakers are eager to rationalise their use of plural and singular verb forms after collectives in terms of “thinking about the whole” vs “thinking about the parts”, our observation suggests that most speakers of English in the U.S.A. use singular verbs with most collectives most of the time. 

This evaluation of the use of concord with collectives in American English would suggest that American English speakers know the rules of a “holistic” or a “distributive” interpretation of collective nouns but find them difficult to apply or perhaps not worth the trouble and therefore usually have singular concord with collective subjects. 

According to Bock and Eberhard, British speakers are more willing to use plural verbs with collective subjects than American English speakers. In a comparison of the incidence of plural verbal concord after collective subjects among American students and British exchange students it was found, in a sentence-elicitation task, that the proportion of plural verbal concord was 0.22 for the British speakers and 0.03 for the American speakers after the same collective subjects. 

The difference is seen in the following observed uses of family, the first from an American and the second from a British speaker: 

1. American English:
The family is approached [by a physician] ...

2. British English:
I don’ think the royal family are really known for their intelligence.

This American usage of singular nouns with collective subjects is given as a rule in an American handbook on legal writing. Charrow et al (1995: 324) give the following advice about how to treat collective nouns in legal texts: “In American English we focus on the idea of a single unit and treat these words as singular subjects even though the meaning is, in some sense, plural”. In the following examples it should be noted that “the verb in each case is singular”:

The jury has reached a verdict.

In the past two years, the legislature has convened for six special sessions.

When the judge called the recess, the defense team was relieved

The editorial staff is being sued.

The committee believes that the projections are not realistic.”

Plural agreement with subjects such as government and company does not sound very pleasant to the American ear. John Major’s assertion that “I understand the pressure that the Israeli government are under (19 January, 1991) gets the following comment:

At least on the surface, these eccentricities in the distribution and use of plural agreement with collectives are hard to square with thoroughgoing notional accounts (Bock and Eberhard, 1993: 62).

However, the duality of collective nouns as regards number marking in American English, becomes evident from the difference that exists with other agreement markers. Consider the two sentences: 

The committee is going to meet tomorrow. 

They will decide which candidate to invite then.

In the first sentence the collective noun committee takes a singular predicator but is the antecedent of the plural pronoun they in the second sentence. According to Bock and Eberhard, it would seem as if the speaker does not operate with the same meaning from one sentence to the next. It may seem that “the information that controls verb-number agreement is different from the information that controls anaphor-number agreement” and that “the relationship between number meaning and number marking is neither entirely regular nor entirely simple.” (Bock and Eberhard, 1993: 62-63)

7.3.1 Four consecutive experiments with attraction errors

Bock in conjunction with Eberhard and some other scholars have made a number of experiments with attraction errors. The final experiment in a series leading up to it is also of interest in connection with collective nouns, so therefore these four experiments will be described briefly below. 

According to Bock and Eberhard (1993: 66), number creates agreement between subjects and verbs. The number information may be notional, which means that the referent of the subject noun phrase is either single or multiple, lexical, which means that the subcategorised number of  the head subject noun phrase is either singular or plural or morphophonological, which means that the head of the subject noun phrase has the phonological features of plural inflections.

In four experiments instances of attraction were studied. A typical attraction mistake is found in the utterance:

* The readiness of our conventional forces are at an all-time low.

This sentence consists of a subject noun phrase “The readiness” with a post-modifier containing another noun phrase (forces) that disagrees with the head of the subject noun phrase in number. If attraction occurs, the verb agrees with the other, adjoining noun phrase, i.e. the head of the prepositional complement in the postmodifier (forces) and not the real subject, which is the head of the subject noun phrase (readiness). So when the number of the head of the subject noun phrase and the head of the adjoining prepositional complement mismatch, the result is often an instance of false concord (here the predicator is are and not is). 

See the tree diagram of the sentence on the next page.
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* The readiness of our conventional forces are at an all time low

All the experiments carried out by Bock and Eberhard were speech exercises using headphones and conducted with American university students, who were asked to complete a number of preambles all containing a head subject noun phrase and a post-dependent noun phrase with a prepositional complement containing a head that might mismatch in number with the head noun of the subject. Valid recorded answers were then counted and sorted.
The result of the first experiment indicated that all agreement errors occurred with true plurals, not pseudoplurals, i.e. “monosyllabic singulars” (i.e. cruise) with “phonologically identical but orthographically different plural homophones” (p. 72), such as courts, not course or court (pp. 68, 70). The phonological correlates of plurality created no attraction errors 

(p. 71).

In the second experiment the pseudoplurals matched each other more, such as hose – hoes, clause – claws, but the result was the same. All agreement errors occurred after preambles with true plural nouns (p. 72-73). 

In the third experiment it was investigated whether the morphology of the regular plural marking contributed to false concord. Regular plurals, such as kids were used and irregular plurals, such as children (p. 74f). The results showed that the mismatch condition yielded more agreement errors than in the two previous experiments, but the regularity of plural marking (boys - men) did not change the tendency for plural, adjoining heads of prepositional complements to attract agreement. This would suggest that “there is no regular morphology of the plural that controls agreement, but a more abstract specification of number” (p. 80).

Bock and Eberhard therefore conclude that verb number must be controlled by “some abstract specification of the number of the subject, rather than by the concrete features of morphology marking” (p. 81). But is that due to number meaning or to some lexical stipulation of singularity or plurality? In the fourth experiment conducted with ninety-six Michigan State University undergraduates, who were all American English speakers and who had not taken part in the three previous experiments, Bock and Eberhard (1993: 81f) examined whether the heads of the prepositional complements induced errors reflecting their notional number, which might be plural, or their subcategorised number which was most often singular. 

The students were asked to complete a number of sentences or preambles, for instance):

The view of the audience…

The function of the jury…

 (Singular of collective noun)

The view of the audiences…
The function of the juries… 
(Plural of collective noun)

The view of the spectator… 
The function of the judge… 
(Singular of related noun)

The view of the spectators…
The function of the judges…
 (Plural of related noun)

The view of the hospital… 

The function of the engine… 
(Plural of filler noun)

The view of the hospitals… 
The function of the engines…
(Singular of filler noun)

Each preamble consisted of a noun + a prepositional phrase, whose complement either contained a collective noun in the singular/plural, a related noun in the singular/plural or a filler noun in the singular/plural. The students were then asked to complete the preambles into sentences, i.e. “The view of the audience was limited” or “The function of the juries was to come up with a verdict of either Guilty or Not Guilty. The aim of the investigation was to elicit mistakes of attraction, such as “* The view of the audiences were limited” or “* The function of the judges were to preside at the hearing”. The expectation was that the plural head nouns of  the prepositional complements would create attraction, but would collective nouns create attraction too, i.e. “* The function of the jury were to decide the case”. If that was the case, it would prove that the students were not only influenced by the plurality of the head noun of the prepositional complement, but also by the notional number of a collective noun. The answers with correct concord and concord errors were then counted and compared. 

The expectation was that if notional number has an effect on concord, plural attraction would be seen more often after singular collectives (e.g. army) than after singular individual nouns (e.g. soldier). The collective nouns were compared to semantically related nouns (army – soldier) and to nouns that were unrelated in meaning. The collectives employed in the experiment were judged to have plural reference about 40 % of the time (vs 10 % for singular individual nouns), but they nevertheless had singular verbal concord about 95 % of the time. 

Bock and Eberhard describe the collective nouns chosen in the following way, not altogether consistent with the interpretation of collective nouns advocated in this thesis (forest is not a collective noun): 

“... all but one of the collectives denoted “groups of people or animals (audience, herd) or incorporations of them (e.g. village, fleet), which are ambiguous between the animates and inanimates that comprise them. The singular dominantly (although not exclusively) inanimate collective was forest.” (p. 82)

The result of the fourth experiment is summed up like this (Bock and Eberhard, 1993: 87):

“The results of the validation tests confirm that [American] English speakers, though they often understand singular collective nouns to carry plural meaning, are strongly disposed to treat them as singular for purposes of verb agreement. In the error elicitation tasks, when singular collectives served as the head of the postmodifying prepositional phrase, the agreement results were essentially the same as the results for the singular individual nouns. So even for verbs that disagreed with the subject in number, subcategorical rather than notional noun number predominated in the selection of verb number.”

But, nevertheless, Bock and Eberhard go on saying that two other findings “point towards the possibility of some impact of notional number on agreement.” The first was “a weak trend towards less reliable agreement after plural collective head nouns in the prepositional postmodifier than after plural individual nouns. For instance, students might produce sentences with attraction, like “* The view of the audiences were that the play was good” rather than “* The view of the audience were that the play was good”. This suggests that the enhanced plurality of plural collectives, combining the collective sense and the normal plural sense, may increase the likelihood of plural marking on the verb”. The second thing was that “The tendency of singular collectives to be regarded as denoting “more than one thing” was related to less reliable use of correct singular agreement when the same collectives appeared as head of the prepositional phrase.” However, in spite of  “its suggestiveness”, the last finding “is not clearly interpretable” since it may relate to other factors, such as animacy (Bock and Eberhard, 1993: 87-88).

It has been demonstrated that collective nouns have grammatical concord in American English and that plural attraction is not usually triggered by singular, adjoining collectives serving as the head of a prepositional phrase even when their meaning is notionally plural. But what about concord patterns outside the area of subject-predicator concord? The answer might be found by making a comparison of number marking on American English verbs and pronouns. If number properties of verbs and pronouns are construed in the same way, verbs and pronouns could be expected to agree with the same things. But, as a matter of fact, verbs and pronouns convey different number properties. 

7.3.2 An experiment with concord of verbs and pronouns
To investigate the number properties that speakers assign to verbs and pronouns, Bock et al. (1999: 333f), conducted experiments of concord with verbs and pronouns. To show meaning-based or notional versus form-based or morphological control of concord, a number of speakers were set to create concord for collective nouns that carried conflicting morphological and notional number. Verbal and pronominal concord for singular, plural and collective subjects was examined under controlled conditions. 

The materials were preambles intended to elicit number-marked verbs and pronouns from speakers. The head of the subject noun phrase occurred in three versions: singular, plural and collective. The head of the prepositional complement occurred in two versions: singular and plural. Each preamble had three possible endings: a zero ending (to elicit a verb), a reflexive verb (to elicit a reflexive pronoun) and an intransitive verb (to elicit a tag-pronoun). 

A tree diagram of a preamble base template is shown on the next page.
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A preamble base template consisted of the following constituents (Bock et al. 1999: 343-44): The singular head-noun (plural)/collective noun preposition the singular head of complement (plural) (reflexive verb/intransitive verb). 

The most important feature was the subject noun, which was notionally and grammatically singular in a third of the preambles (e.g. the actor in the soap opera), in another third it was notionally and grammatically plural (e.g. the actors) and in the last third it was a notionally plural but grammatically singular collective noun (e.g. the cast). The participants repeated the preamble and completed it as a full sentence. One group received preambles that could be completed by a verb (e.g. ... was popular), and two other groups were asked to complete their sentences with a pronoun, either a reflexive pronoun (e.g. himself) or tag pronoun (e.g. didn’t he?). (The actor(s)/cast in the soap opera(s) (watched/rehearsed). 

These preambles were recorded and presented over headphones. In the valid answers, number-agreement with nouns, the occurrence of attraction and the use of reflexive pronouns (as in they enjoyed themselves) and tag-pronouns (as in didn’t they?) were investigated. What was expected about the concord of the collective nouns was that  pronouns would reflect the speaker’s notional  number reference to the collective, i.e. plural, whereas verbs would reflect the grammatical number of the collective, i.e. singular (Bock et al., 1999:335). 

In the sentences whose subjects were collective nouns there was a large disparity between verbs and pronouns. A noun like choir is morphologically singular but notionally plural. “As agreement targets for collective nouns verbs were more sensitive to the grammatical number while pronouns were more sensitive to the notional number” (Bock et al., 1999: 340).  Perhaps the reason for this disparity is that pronouns are accessed directly from the representation of the message while the difficulty to solve the notional determination of number for verbal events may lead to grammatical verbal concord. 

The result of the experiment appears from the chart below (Bock et al., 1999: 338).  The "local noun” is the head noun of the prepositional complement (in the soap opera)”.

However, according to Bock et al. (1999: 341) “there is another side to our results that argues against the view that verbs get their number properties exclusively from linguistic features and that pronouns get their number properties exclusively from notional features”. One of the things worth mentioning here is attraction. Bock et al. note that “when the subject was collective, there was more attraction from plural adjoining nouns to verbs than from plural adjoining nouns to pronouns, which is exactly opposite the pattern seen for singular subjects.” There are two further points (p. 342):

1. 
”First, notional features must play a role in verb agreement, even if it is weaker and more indirect than in pronoun agreement”. 

2. “Second, the number features that control verb agreement ... are the features associated with the entire subject noun phrase, not the head [of the subject noun phrase] or local noun [i.e. the head of the prepositional complement] individually.”

This is important because collectives can have distributive senses. Although “distributive intentions are not reliably signalled with plural number in American English speech” ... after singular local nouns [i.e. heads of prepositional complements] over one-third of the verbs that were used with collective subjects were plural. This suggests that distributive senses were in play.” But the distributive sense may be amplified if the prepositional complement of the postmodifying phrase has a plural head; then the increase of plural agreement after a plural head noun of a prepositional complement may be due to “the combined effects of distributivity and simple attraction” (Bock et al., 1999: 342).

8. BRITISH AND AMERICA USAGE: A COMPARISON

A good example of the difference between American and British English is a book by Anthony Sampson on the history of ITT, which raised many issues of singular and plural usage when ITT was the subject of a sentence. In 36 instances he decided to use a plural predicator indicating “the complexity of the multinational company”. Incidentally, in the edition of Sampson’s book that appeared in the States all plural predicators of ITT were changed into singular (Fries 1988:102).

In the following a comparison will be made between the use of concord with collective nouns in British and American English. Both subject-predicator and pronominal concord will be taken into account and some examples have been found where these two types of concord occur in the same sentence. The two kinds of concord, verbal and pronominal, may be combined in three different ways in the two varieties:

· Grammatical concord (singular) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns

· Notional concord (plural) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns

· Grammatical concord (singular) of predicator and notional concord (plural) of co-referential pronouns

On the other hand, notional concord (plural) of predicator and grammatical concord (singular) of co-referential pronouns, although theoretically possible, cannot combine in any of the two varieties.

Grammatical concord (singular) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns 
When a collective noun in the singular or a collective-like noun or noun phrase is the subject of the sentence, concord may be purely grammatical, i.e. in the singular. That is the case in the following examples from Biber et al. (1999: 332):

The government has made it clear that it may not use its power of veto.

The Western Health Board has denied that it plans to close the accident and emergency unit at the Tyrone County Hospital.

This type of usage with collectives is common both in British and American English. In British English the collective noun or collective-like noun phrase is regarded as one unit if it has singular concord. The following example of this is from Biber et al. (1999: 189):

The committee comprises/consists of/has eight members.

 In American English it is the rule that a collective noun in the singular or a collective-like noun always has grammatical subject-predicator concord, i.e. a predicator in the singular when the collective is the subject of the sentence. This may of course be in combination with singular co-referential pronouns. Some language purists think that co-referential pronouns should always be in the singular:

The jury has reached its verdict.

The committee believes that its projections are not realistic.
According to Biber et al. (1999: 188), “in actual use” singular concord with collective nouns “is the preferred pattern” in British English. According to their corpus findings, the collective nouns audience, board, committee, government, jury and public occur with singular concord over 80 % of the time. Biber et al. conclude: “Most collective nouns, such as committee and government, typically take singular concord, as in:

Writing in the Harvard International Review, he says that his committee approves covert operations only when there’s a consensus.

The Government has indicated it will make provision in the Bill for such an amendment.

The above-mentioned findings of Biber et al. would indicate that in a great number of cases there is similarity between British and American usage of concord with collective nouns.

Notional concord (plural) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns

When a collective noun in the singular or a collective-like noun or noun phrase is the subject of the sentence, concord may be purely notional, i.e. both the predicator and pronouns are in the plural. That can be seen in the following examples from Biber et al. (1999: 332):

The Hydro Board were playing tunes with their dams, and did a great deal to lessen the impact by holding back as much water as they could.

She said: “The message is that the UK government couldn’t care less, they are just applying a Band-aid to a mortal wound.”

According to the corpus findings of Biber et al. (1999: 188), “nearly all collective nouns occasionally occur with plural concord” in British English and “examples with plural verb forms frequently contain plural personal pronouns and possessive determiners co-referent with the collective noun”. 

The Government have decreed that we will have to rebid for our betting licence in 1992.

Biber et alia (1999: 189) also note that “the meaning of the verb must clearly be applicable to individual members of the group” for plural concord to be available in British English.

In American English, however, singular verbal concord is preferred with collective nouns and plural subject-predicator concord is not normally used except occasionally in a limited number of cases. It must be concluded that there is a clear difference between British and American English manifesting itself in the use and non-use of notional subject-predicator concord with collective nouns.

Grammatical concord (singular) of predicator and notional concord (plural) of co-referential pronouns

When a collective noun in the singular or a collective-like noun or noun phrase is the subject of the sentence, concord may be both grammatical, i.e. the predicator is in  the singular, and notional, i.e. co-referential pronouns are in the plural. That is the case in the following two examples, from Biber et al. (1999: 332) and Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 246) respectively:

The committee has decided that their faithful followers should be the ones to vote on the club’s fate.

The company needs a new managing director for their Paris branch.

According to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 246), that kind of language usage is inconsistent since the ‘good language’ “requires consistency across all the relevant elements in the sentence“, which here means that verbs and pronouns should agree in number. Biber et al. (1999: 332) observe that “we may find singular subject-verb concord and plural co-referent pronouns and determiners in the same sentence”. 

The previous examples refer to British usage of concord with collective nouns. It may be concluded that this mixture of grammatical concord with verbs and notional concord with pronouns is indeed possible in British English. Many language commentators think that this contradictory and inconsistent usage of verbs and pronouns is wrong, but according to Bache and Davidsen-Nielsen (1997: 246) inconsistent sentences like the previous are “by no means uncommon”.

The exact extent of the usage of such sentences with a singular predicator and plural co-referential pronouns is not known in British English. To my knowledge, at least, that problem has never been investigated. In American English, however, the issue of a combination of grammatical concord with verbs and notional concord with pronouns in sentences with collective subjects has been investigated by Bock et al (1999) in an experiment described in 7.3.2.

In the States, as well as in Britain, there are language puritans who condemn this usage of combined concord with collective nouns. Safire (1992) quotes the following two sentences, one from a newspaper article and one from an advertisement, condemning them as wrong:

Tonight on MTV, Bill Clinton faces the generation that holds the future in their hands.
If the government thinks it has a role in health reform, we’ve got a message for them.   

It becomes clear from the preambles finished by the American students in the investigation carried out by Bock et al. (1999) that American students use grammatical singular concord with predicators of collective subjects, but notional plural concord of co-referential pronouns. According to Bock et al. (1999) this would confirm that American people, when faced with a collective subject, think grammatically when to decide the number of the predicator (and decide whether to use an –s ending or not) but may think in a notional way about the singular or plural number of co-referential pronouns. 

It may be concluded, then, that mixed concord, i.e. grammatical concord with the predicator and notional concord with pronouns, occur in both British and American English. It is not known to what extent that usage occurs, but at least in American English it would appear to be quite extensive, at least according to the results of the research carried out by Bock et al.  

Sentences with notional, plural verbal concord and co-referential pronouns in the singular never occur, neither in American nor in British English. It would seem as if in British English, where notional, i.e. plural concord with the predicator may quite legitimately occur, notional plural concord with the predicator excludes the use of singular co-referential pronouns. In American English such a usage is of course out of the question since notional subject-predicator concord with collective nouns and collective-like noun phrases only seldom occurs.

Here is an overview of the three possibilities of verbal and pronominal concord in American and British English:



American English





British English:

	The orchestra is playing better now, isn’t it?
	The orchestra is playing better now, isn’t it?

	* The orchestra are playing better now, aren’t they?
	The orchestra are playing better now, aren’t they?

	The orchestra is playing better now, aren’t they?
	The orchestra is playing better now, aren’t they?


The second example above proves that there is a difference between the two varieties of English.

9. CONCLUSION
Collective nouns are a very good example of an imprecise category so in my definition of the collective category I make a distinction between prototypical collective concepts, borderline concepts and concepts outside the collective category altogether. 

In order to establish the prototypical collective concept, I define what a collective noun really is. In my view, prototypical collective nouns must qualify for variable concord with verbs and pronouns and have a singular as well as a plural, lexical form. Besides, there are certain semantic qualities that  prototypical collectives should have, such as animacy, volition and mobility. Besides, the container theory as well as at least two of the requirements of simultaneous time, place and action should apply. In my view, by far the most collective nouns with variable concord automatically possess these semantic qualities.

To describe certain proper names, i.e. names of official bodies, organisations, firms and companies, I find it appropriate to introduce the term collective-like nouns or noun phrases. These proper names do not have a singular as well as a plural, lexical form, but they fulfil the requirements of variable concord and have the appropriate, semantic qualities. They are borderline cases but still belong to the collective category.

I must emphasise again and again that the so-called aggregate nouns do not belong to the collective category for the simple reason that they are plural-only nouns, both as regards concord and premodification.  It is  extremely irritating and confusing that many grammarians regard these aggregate nouns as collectives. 

Regarding concord with collective nouns, British English speakers have three possibilities to choose from:

· grammatical concord (singular) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns; 

· notional concord (plural) of both predicator and co-referential pronouns; 

· grammatical concord (singular) of predicator and notional concord (plural) of 

co-referential pronouns.

American English speakers have only two alternatives to choose from:

· grammatical concord (singular) of both predicator and  co-referential pronouns; 

· grammatical concord (singular) of predicator and notional concord (plural) of co-referential pronouns.

Especially in American English this “hybrid” combination of singular grammatical concord and plural co-referential pronouns would seem problematic to some language purists, but recent experiments with American students have documented its use and it has also been suggested that American English speakers might experience concord differently with verbs and pronouns as they may perceive verbal concord in a grammatical (singular) way and pronominal concord in a notional (plural) way.

Finally I compare concord in British and American English. The result is that British English can have notional (plural) concord of both predicator and co-referential pronouns but American English cannot. That proves that there is a difference between British and American English.
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Official bodies, organisations, firms and companies: The United Nations,


Ford, British Airways


United Nations, Ford, British Airways
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Firm, firms


The firm is big/seek a new accountant





New names will appear all the time .








O U T S I D E R S





Aggregate nouns (people, police) are not collective nouns, neither in British nor in American English.
































































































































































































































































































































Possible influx of new count group nouns with appropriate semantic qualities (Crown, library). 


They may be newcomers or existing nouns used in a special sense.


Class of prototypical collectives is, in principle, open for additional, qualified members.


















































Collective-like noun phrases:


Names of official bodies, organisations, firms and companies:


e.g. The United Nations, Ford, British Airways





Do not fit in lexically, but have variable concord and fit in semantically.















































Possibility of variable concord:


The United Nations, Ford, British Airways is important / employ many experts
































Prototypical collectives: 


e.g. firm/ firms


The firm employs


50 persons


The firm seek a new accountant


Common semantic qualities.
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