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1. Introduction 

How does English determine what can be counted—and why? Exploring the historical 

development of a language offers valuable insights for linguistic research. This paper aims to map 

the linguistic markers of countability in Middle English (ME). The analysis traces how the Present-

Day English (PDE) countability markers functioned in ME, presuming they would differ, and 

focused on the two most prominent countability indicators: nominal pluralisation and the use of 

indefinite determiner a.  

This paper will first present a brief historical development of the countability category and 

claims of previous research. Sections 3 and 4 discuss methodology and analysis. The results are 

presented in section 5, followed by a discussion in section 6.  

2. Theoretical background 

2.1.  Defining countability in PDE context 

The elementary teaching rule tells us that if an English noun can have a singular or plural form, 

then it can be classified as countable (C), such as boat(s) or cat(s). On the other hand, nouns failing 

to fulfil this criterion are classified as uncountable (U), e.g. air or peace (Eastwood, 2005; Quirk 

et al., 1985; Greenbaum, 1996). In addition, even though English nouns are frequently categorised 

within this binary C/U distinction, it is more effective to view countability as a scalar property, 

where nouns exhibit varying degrees of countability preference (Allan, 1980; Wierzbicka, 1988; 

Gil, 2013). Many nouns can exhibit both C and U characteristics depending on the semantic 
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context and shift their meaning from one to another. For example, hair is uncountable in general 

reference - I have long hair. However, it becomes countable in specific reference, e.g. I have three 

hairs in my coffee. What are the fundamental markers of noun countability, then? The general 

scholarship agrees on the classes of number, definiteness, and a relationship to quantifiers 

(Huddleston and Pullum, 2002; Quirk et al., 1985; Gil, 2013). Two of these categories will be 

discussed in the following sections.  

2.1.1.  Number and definiteness 

The English number system is divided into two primary noun forms: singular and plural. 

Countable nouns may alternate between singular and plural forms, e.g., boy and boys or stay 

invariant in the plural form, e.g., cattle (Quirk et al., 1985). High-countability nouns "denote 

objects which are conceptualised in terms of highly individuated units" (Gil, 2013). These would 

be, for example, a cat or a house. On the other hand, low-countability words describe masses that 

lack a unitary and characteristic shape (Gil, 2013). PDE has a relatively simple noun number 

system compared to its historical predecessors. Grammatical distinctions between singular and 

plural nouns are primarily indicated through distinct word forms and the use of determiners.  

Definite determiners, such as the, mark the referent as identifiable to both the speaker and 

listener, often assuming prior mention or knowledge (Greenbaum, 1996: 173). On the other hand, 

indefinite determiners, such as a and an, introduce a new or non-specific referent and are typically 

used with singular count nouns (Biber et al., 1999: 273). This is particularly significant in noun 

countability, as articles like a cannot be used with non-count nouns (*a water) but are freely used 

with singular count nouns (a book, a car) (Huddleston & Pullum, 2002: 371-72).  

2.1.2. Approaches to countability 

"A major theme of countability research is the relation between contrastive grammatical 

countability classes and corresponding contrasts, or lack thereof, of notional, or ontological, types 

of the corresponding referents of the grammatical classes" (Grimm & Wahlang, 2021: 66). The 

notional account of noun countability is a theoretical perspective that explains the distinction 

between count and mass nouns based on the inherent properties of the objects or substances they 

denote (Joosten, 2003: 219). Some previous authors examining this topic include Parsons (1970), 

Allan (1980), Link (1983), Bunt (1985), Wierzbicka (1985), Koslicki (1999), and Wisniewski 
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(2010). According to this view, count nouns refer to naturally discrete and individually 

distinguishable items, such as apple. These entities can be counted because they exist as separate, 

distinct units. In contrast, mass nouns refer to substances or entities not inherently divided into 

discrete units, such as sand or information. These are measured rather than counted because they 

are perceived as continuous masses or aggregates.  

In contrast to the notional perspective, the grammatical approach to countability has been 

examined by scholars such as Bloomfield (1933), Quine (1960), Wierzbicka (1985), and Chierchia 

(1998). Bloomfield (1933) proposed formal criteria for count-mass distinction, stating, "Mass 

nouns never take a and have no plural." Additionally, Bloomfield (1933: 205) states that count 

nouns cannot be subdivided or merged without losing their identity, while mass nouns can. Among 

linguists, there is an ongoing debate about the extent to which grammatical countability is rooted 

in semantic principles versus how much is arbitrary (Baldwin, 2003 from Wierzbicka, 1988).  

Numerous methods and criteria have been proposed to define the boundaries within the flexible 

concept of countability more precisely. Greenbaum and Quirk (1990) outline a test based on five 

determiner-related constraints, examining whether a noun can occur with or without elements like 

the definite or indefinite article, some, or plural form without a determiner. Similarly, Chierchia 

(1998) highlights pluralisation, measure phrases, and partitive constructions as key cues to 

countability. Similarly, Allan (1980) argues that countable nouns are generally perceived as 

discrete entities and can be identified through consistent grammatical patterns. His tests assess 

whether a noun appears in plural form, combines with singular articles (a, one), or occurs with 

quantifiers and vague numerals (e.g. several, about fifty). Across all three approaches, pluralisation 

and the use of determiners emerge as central markers of countability. While the notion of 

countability may seem flexible, most English nouns tend to exhibit one default preference. But 

how can we identify this preference in Middle English? 

2.2.  Countability markers in Early and Late ME 

Regarding morphological developments, number marking continued to signal countability in 

ME. In OE, genitive and dative plural forms were distinct and easily recognisable, serving as clear 

syntactic markers for plural nouns, with the nominative plural typically ending in -as and the 

genitive singular in -es. However, this distinctiveness was gradually lost in ME, as the -es ending 
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was increasingly applied across most nouns, regardless of case. As a result, both the nominative 

plural and genitive singular of stone in ME would appear as stānas (Markwardt, 2019: 51; Baber, 

2000: 158). This development led to a merging of forms, rendering the genitive formally identical 

to other plural forms and making partitive constructions syntactically ambiguous. 

Furthermore, the OE ending -an, which marked both the nominative plural and genitive singular, 

transformed in ME to -en, as seen in eage (eye) and eagan (meaning both eyes and of an eye). By 

the fifteenth century, however, the -es plural had largely replaced other plural forms, becoming the 

dominant inflection. Concerning other plural forms, some words followed the so-called front 

vowel mutation pattern, e.g. foot – feet, goose – geese, mouse – mice and do not have plural 

inflection (Baber, 2000: 158). As the ME period is characterised by substantial dialectal variation, 

it is difficult to make generalisations about plural form paradigms; instead, ME dictionaries work 

with possible form lists. 

Tichý (2022) points out that despite its prominent position in PDE grammars, countability is 

not present in Old and Middle English grammar books. He claims that the PDE count-mass 

distinction developed, in part, due to the development and distribution of the indefinite article. In 

Old English, the word ān (one) indicated an indefinite singular noun. Similarly to PDE, its use was 

not extended to plural nouns. A key shift in ME was the formal separation of the indefinite article 

an from the numeral ān. While ān evolved into oon, an underwent phonetic reduction. Its vowel 

shortened and final nasal dropped before consonants, leading to increased usage and semantic 

bleaching, typical of grammaticalisation. This shift allowed an to replace earlier indefinite markers 

like the zero article and sum, which became more specialised, mainly appearing with plural or 

generic nouns - a pattern that continued into PDE (Hogg & Denison, 2006).  

3. Method 

The Penn-Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle English, second edition (PPCME2) (Kroch et al., 

2000) was the core corpus for our work, comprising approximately 1.35 million words across 55 

distinct ME texts. This corpus was accessed via the Czech National Corpus, KonText interface 

(Machálek, 2014). While comprehensive, it does not provide tags for word lemma. The lack of 

lemmatisation was one of the methodological problems that needed to be accounted for, as ME is 
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a period of vast orthographic variation. All queries were made using the Corpus Query Language 

(CQL), giving us, for example, the subsequent query for castle: 

castle - [word="cast[e,ē]l*[e]." | word="castl.*" | word="kestel.*" | word="chastel.*" | 

word="castel.*"] 

A corpus-based method was used to test these three research questions: 

1. Did pluralisation distinguish countability in ME nouns? 

2. Did determiners correlate with noun countability? 

3. How do these patterns compare to PDE? 

A mixed quantitative and qualitative approach was applied. Queries were built using CQL, with 

subsequent manual correction of spelling variants and exclusion of proper nouns and ambiguous 

forms. 

4. Analysis  

The first analysis explored noun countability in ME through plural forms. While pluralisation 

was productive in both OE and ME, its morphology was still variable. Based on PDE grammar, 

we assumed C nouns would appear more often in plural, U would remain singular, and C/U nouns 

would show variation. 

The analysis used a frequency list of 200 common noun word forms extracted from the PPCME2 

corpus. Words with multiple forms due to variation required special attention, especially those with 

ambiguous endings. To address this issue, ambiguous noun endings were separated into singular 

or plural tables based on their Part-of-Speech (POS) tags. Possessive/genitive forms were excluded 

from the analysis due to their scarcity. Proper nouns were also excluded, as they behave differently 

from common nouns and are not inherently countable. The dataset was manually corrected to 

ensure accuracy. For example, the ME word sonne could refer to both son and sun, requiring 

distinction between homonymous nouns. The online Middle English Dictionary (MED) was used 

to refine the list, correcting spelling variants and inflectional forms. After refining the list of nouns, 

each noun was cross-referenced with its PDE equivalent using the Oxford Advanced Learner's 

Dictionary to determine its countability status: 'C', 'U', or 'C/U' for nouns that can be used in both 
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contexts. As a result, a list of 60 nouns was created, representing both the prototypically PDE 

countable nouns, e.g. king and prototypically uncountable nouns, e.g. reason. Finally, the absolute 

and relative frequency (i.p.m.) for each word and its spelling variations were extracted. Similarly, 

each noun was labelled according to its semantic countability category: 'concrete,' 'abstract,' and 

'substance,' as this classification also affects its expected countability preference as suggested by 

the notional account. Below is an example entry for the word day in plural forms:  

count. cat. PDE word tag ME word Freq i.p.m. 
Freq. 

sum 

i.p.m. 

sum 

C concrete day NS dayes 317 233,41 491 361,53 

   NS daies 136 100,14   

   NS daȝes 26 19,14   

   NS dages 12 8,84   

Following the analysis of nominal pluralisation, this work examines the use of determiners 

in relation to the selected dataset. Firstly, we took the grammatical rule that uncountable singular 

nouns should never occur with an indefinite article. See an example CQL query for uncountable 

noun grace:  

 [tag = "D"] + [word="[gc]ra[c,s,z][ie].?"] 

This search returned 161 results, including other determinants. Figure 1 represents an example of 

our data after manual extraction. The percentage value of indefinite determination was calculated 

from the total number of all instances with determination preceding the U noun.  

 

 

Figure 1: Data example for U nouns with an indefinite article 
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5. Results 

5.1.  Pluralisation  

The findings (Figure 2) show that C nouns have the highest average percentage of plural forms 

at 12.15%, confirming the expectation that they appear in both singular and plural forms, which 

aligns with PDE countability principles. Still, most (88.85%) of these nouns occurred in singular. 

A Mann-Whitney U test (used due to small, non-parametric data) showed no statistically 

significant difference between C and C/U nouns (p = 0.0563), though the result is close to the 0.05 

threshold. However, significant differences were found between C and U nouns (p = 0.000016) 

and between U and C/U nouns (p = 0.00594), indicating distinct distribution patterns in 

pluralisation.  

The word child was shown to be the most commonly used in both number forms. With 224 

examples in plural and 434 in singular form, it offers the most balanced distribution. The following 

words do not have any records of nominal pluralisation in PPCME2:  

PDE word i.p.m. plural i.p.m. singular sum perc. 

hope 0 124.44 124.44 0.0% 

pride 0 125.91 125.91 0.0% 

Figure 2: Average plural distribution for Countables, Uncountables, 

and C/U Nouns 
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mind 0 181.87 181.87 0.0% 

gold 0 49.33 49.33 0.0% 

blood 0 330.60 330.60 0.0% 

flesh 0 24.30 24.30 0.0% 

glory 0 73.63 73.63 0.0% 

As will be further evident in the semantic analysis, many of the words above represent substance 

nouns, and these rarely distinguish between singular and plural numbers in PDE. Our data suggests 

that this pattern may even apply to ME lexis.  

Some C nouns do not have many instances in the plural, potentially not due to their low 

countability preference but possibly due to real-world circumstances. For instance, the term pope 

appears in the plural form only 4.2% of the time, representing an institution that, aside from 

specific historical crises, has typically functioned as a singular entity. Thus, plural forms may have 

been possible but not recorded as they were unnecessary. In contrast, the category of uncountable 

nouns shows a significantly lower percentage at 2.15%, which aligns with the grammatical 

characteristics of PDE uncountable nouns. These nouns, such as water or gold, generally do not 

take plural forms because they refer to substances, qualities, or abstract concepts that cannot be 

easily counted.  

Figure 3: Percentage of plural forms by semantic noun category 
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Figure 3 illustrates the differences between percentage values of plural forms between abstract, 

concrete and substance nouns. Concrete nouns show the highest tendency to form plurals (12.7%), 

followed by Abstract nouns (3.6%) and Substance nouns (2.0%). Additionally, Figure 4 compares 

the average plural usage of two uncountable noun categories: uncountable and substance nouns. 

Uncountables show a higher pluralisation rate (2.17%) than substances (0.50%), likely due to their 

greater grammatical flexibility. Substance nouns, representing cohesive or mass-like entities, are 

rarely pluralised due to their inherent semantics. While ME data reflects this pattern, the Mann-

Whitney U test shows that the difference is not statistically significant (p = 0.2634). 

5.2.   Determiners 

Another possible countability marker analysed in this paper was noun determination. Figure 5 

illustrates the syntactical structure of a noun phrase where a U noun, in this case, water, is 

predetermined both by indefinite a and definite the articles:  

a) and caste him into a water 

b) þat he wolde nouȝt flee þe water 

Figure 4: Comparison of plural forms of Uncountable vs. Substance nouns 
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Both examples pertain to a singular, uncountable substance; however, the first example allows the 

use of an indefinite article, which is something we would not expect in PDE based on 

contemporary grammar.  

Figure 6 illustrates the percentage occurrence of U nouns in ME that appeared with an indefinite 

article. Each bar represents a specific U noun, with its respective percentage labelled above the 

bar. As can be seen from the bar chart, a substantial number of words do not occur with an 

indefinite determinant at all. Those are age, bliss, blood, charity, dread, flesh, gold, hope, mercy, 

and pride. On the other hand, wisdom, with 13.8%, was the most common occurrence of a U noun 

with indefinite determination by a/an article.  

Figure 6: Percentage of U nouns predetermined by an indefinite article (a/an) 

Figure 5: Determinant + 'water' combination visualised in a  syntactic tree (ANNIS) 
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A closer look at the wisdom examples shows that despite the word being the most frequent example 

in our data, it may also be an idiosyncratic feature of Richard Fitzjames's writing. Three out of 

four instances come from his work Sermo die lune in ebdomada Pasche from 1495. This 

concentration within a single author's text suggests that the occurrence of the word with an 

indefinite article might not reflect a broader linguistic trend. Indeed, the rest of the data agree that 

uncountable nouns in Middle English were not traditionally predetermined by an indefinite article.  

For the majority of U nouns, ME usage aligns with PDE norms, as they are rarely, if ever, preceded 

by an indefinite article. These results support the hypothesis that the grammatical rules governing 

countability were largely established in Middle English. It can be observed that while the 

uncountable noun folk allowed pluralisation in 13.1% of cases on average, it did not permit 

predetermination by an indefinite article. This behaviour may suggest that the countability 

preferences in ME had not yet been fully standardised and fluctuated in terms of regularity. This 

behaviour would align with the development of the English language during the 12th to 15th century 

when standardisation and grammatical rules were slowly being employed. Nouns such as grace 

(4.55%) and water (4.02%) occur frequently in the corpus but exhibit low indefinite article usage, 

reinforcing the rarity of this construction for U nouns. Similarly, some nouns like bliss, flesh, 

charity, and blood show no instances of predetermination by an indefinite article, aligning with 

PDE norms. 

The subsequent statistical analysis found important patterns in how definite and indefinite articles 

were used with presumed U nouns in ME. The Chi-Square Test revealed a statistically significant 

association between article type and noun (χ2 = 44.39, p = 0.0008), indicating that certain nouns 

are significantly more likely to occur with either definite or indefinite articles, and this is not due 

to random variation. Fisher's Exact Test, applied individually to each noun, provided more detailed 

insights. For most nouns, the p-values were above the set significance threshold (p > 0.05), 

suggesting no strong preference for either article type. However, two nouns, charity (p = 0.004) 

and wisdom (p = 0.017), showed a statistically significant preference for definite articles.  
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6. Discussion 

The analysis revealed that nouns presumed to be countable in PDE did occur in the plural form 

more frequently (12.15%) than uncountable nouns (2.15%) or context-dependent ones (8.99%). 

While these results largely aligned with PDE patterns, there was also significant internal variation 

within each category. The results suggest that the binary distinction between countable and 

uncountable nouns was still in development during the ME period and that grammatical rules 

surrounding countability were not yet firmly established. Instead, the data indicates that noun 

behaviour may have been more influenced by the real-world properties of referents—such as 

concreteness and tangibility—than by strict grammatical principles. 

Further semantic categorisation supported this hypothesis. Concrete nouns had the highest 

pluralisation rate (12.7%), while abstract and substance nouns had much lower rates (3.6% and 

2.0%, respectively). This finding is consistent with existing literature that identifies substance 

nouns as typically uncountable, and it reinforces the idea that noun semantics played a significant 

role in shaping countability patterns in ME. 

The second part of the analysis focused on the usage of indefinite articles (a/an) with uncountable 

nouns—a construction considered ungrammatical in PDE. Interestingly, the data revealed that a 

small number of uncountable nouns did occur with indefinite articles in ME. For example, wisdom 

appeared with indefinite determiners in 13.8% of cases, while others, like blood and gold, did not 

appear with them at all. Statistical analysis confirmed that article usage was significantly 

influenced by the noun in question (p = 0.0008), indicating that these patterns were not random 

and that determiner use may have been evolving toward PDE norms. 

While the findings support the hypothesis that ME countability markers differed from those in 

PDE, the study also acknowledges several limitations. The high degree of dialectal variation and 

lack of orthographic standardisation in ME posed challenges to data consistency and 

generalisability. Despite efforts to capture all spelling variants and eliminate homonymy, manual 

correction may have introduced a small margin of error.   
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