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Abstract

Merchant (2014, “Gender mismatches under nominal ellipsis”, Lingua, 151: 9–32) makes
the following two claims about nominal ellipsis in (Modern) Greek. (i) There are three
classes of masculine-feminine noun pairs that differ in whether nominal ellipsis with gen-
der mismatches is possible. (ii) Nominal ellipsis involving gender mismatches is possible
in predicative positions but not in argument positions. The present paper argues that while
his first claim (i) is correct, his second claim (ii) is empirically inaccurate and nominal
ellipsis with gender mismatches is in fact possible in argument positions in Greek. This is
problematic for the analysis of nominal ellipsis of gendered nouns that Merchant develops,
as it is tailored to derive (ii). An alternative account of the three classes of gendered noun
is proposed, building on observations that while certain gendered nouns lexically specify
the gender, others do not have lexically specified gender and get their gender inferences via
competition with the opposite gender. It is then shown that with an auxiliary assumption
that gender competition does not happen under nominal ellipsis, the behaviour of the three
classes of nouns under nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches falls out straightforwardly
from their semantics.

1 Introduction
Merchant (2014) makes the following two claims about nominal ellipsis involving human-
denoting nouns in (Modern) Greek.1

(i) There are three classes of masculine-feminine noun pairs that differ in whether nominal
ellipsis involving gender mismatches is possible.

(ii) Nominal ellipsis involving gender mismatches is only attested in predicative positions
and never in argument positions.

∗We would like to thank Maria Barouni, Stergios Chatzikyriakidis, Stella Gryllia, Petros Karatsareas, Dimitra
Lazaridou-Chatzigoga, Marika Lekakou, Dimitris Michelioudakis for judgments, and Artemis Alexiadou, Patrick
D. Elliott, Dimitra Lazaridou-Chatzigoga, and Orin Percus for helpful discussion and useful comments. We also
benefitted from comments from the audiences of the Syntax Reading Group at University College London on 10
December, 2014, the Agreement Across Borders on 15 June, 2015, and Sinn und Bedeutung on 11 September,
2015. All errors are our own.
1For the bulk of the paper, we confine our attention to natural gender. The issue of grammatical gender is discussed
at the very end.
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In the present paper, we would like to take issue with Merchant’s second claim (ii). We argue
that his data involve independent confounding factors, and show with a novel set of examples
that while his first claim (i) is confirmed, his second claim (ii) is empirically inaccurate, and
nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches is in fact possible in argument positions in Greek, just
as well as in predicative positions. This observation will lead us to abandon Merchant’s theory
of nominal ellipsis of gendered nouns in Greek, which is tailored to derive (ii).

We put forward an alternative account that builds upon observations concerning the inter-
pretations of the three classes of gendered nouns, which we take to be suggesting that certain
gendered nouns lexically specify the gender, while others get their gender inferences via com-
petition with the opposite gender. We show that with an auxiliary assumption that the gender
competition does not happen under ellipsis, the behaviour of the three classes of nouns under
nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches falls out straightforwardly from their semantics.

The organisation of the present paper is as follows. In Section 2, we will review Merchant’s
data and analysis, and in Section 3 we will demonstrate with a new set of examples that his
verdict about the predicate-argument asymmetry as stated as (ii) above is on the wrong track,
and his three-way classification of masculine-feminine pairs of nouns is in fact observed in ar-
gument positions as well. We will also discuss there potential confounds involved in his crucial
examples for the alleged predicate-argument asymmetry. In Section 4, we will present evidence
that some gendered nouns have their gender inferences as part of their lexical semantics, while
others do not and get their inferences via competition with the opposite gender. Then in 5 we
will discuss how the denotations of the gendered nouns explain their behaviour under nominal
ellipsis with an auxiliary assumption that gender competition does not take place under ellipsis.
Section 6 contains conclusions and open-ended discussions on the difference between natural
and grammatical gender, and on the nature of the gender competition as a species of inference
called an ‘anti-presupposition’.

2 Merchant on Greek Nominal Ellipsis

2.1 Three Classes of Gendered Nouns

Merchant (2014) observes that human-denoting masculine-feminine noun pairs in Greek are
classified into three groups according to whether nominal ellipsis with a gender mismatch is
possible (see Bobaljik & Zocca 2011 for essentially the same observation in other languages,
primarily Brazilian Portuguese). More concretely, alluding data from predicative uses of rele-
vant nouns, he makes the following observations:

• For Class I nouns like adherfos ‘brother’ vs. adherfi ‘sister’, nominal ellipsis with mis-
matching genders is not possible at all;

• By contrast, ‘epicene nouns’ (i.e. nouns that lack morphological gender marking) like
jatros ‘doctor’ that constitute Class II allow for nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches
with a masculine or feminine antecedent;

• Furthermore, for Class III nouns like dhaskalos vs. dhaskala ‘teacher’, nominal ellipsis
with gender mismatches is grammatical when the antecedent is masculine but not when
the antecedent is feminine.

The following examples adapted from Merchant (2014) (his (9), (22) and (25), respectively)
demonstrate these points. In these examples, the intended gender of the elided noun is visible
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on the determiner (D) and adjective (A).2

(1) Class I
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

ine
is

kalos
good.m

adherfos,
brother.m

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

mia
a.fem

kakia
bad.fem

(adherfi).
(sister)

(intended) ‘Petros is a good brother, but Maria is a bad (sister).’
b. *I

the
Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

adherfi,
sister.f

ala
but

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

enas
a.m

kakos
bad.m

(adherfos).
(brother)

(intended) ‘Maria is a good sister, but Petros is a bad (brother).’

(2) Class II
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

ine
is

kalos
good.m

jatros,
doctor

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

mia
a.f

kakia
bad.f

(jatros).
(doctor)

‘Petros is a good doctor, but Maria is a bad one.’
b. I

the
Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

jatros,
doctor

ala
but

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

enas
a.m

kakos
bad.m

(jatros).
(doctor)

‘Maria is a good doctor, but Petros is a bad one.’

(3) Class III
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

ine
is

kalos
good.m

dhaskalos,
teacher.m

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

mia
a.f

kakia
bad.f

(dhaskala).
(teacher.f)

‘Petros is a good teacher, but Maria is a bad one.’
b. *I

the
Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

dhaskala,
teacher.f

ala
but

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

enas
a.m

kakos
bad.m

(dhaskalos).
(teacher.m)

(intended) ‘Maria is a good teacher, but Petros is a bad one.’

In the discussion to follow, we will mostly treat these three pairs of nouns as representatives
of the three classes, and simply refer the reader to Merchant (2014:(19), (24), (27)) for more
examples of gendered nouns in Greek. It should be noted here that there seems to be no obvious
morphological clue as to which class a given pair of gendered nouns belongs to, other than that
Class II nouns generally have only one form in Greek (but see Bobaljik & Zocca 2011 for other
languages where Class II nouns also have two forms). Consequently, we have little to say about
the role of morphology in the present phenomenon (see Bobaljik & Zocca 2011 for interesting
ideas). We also have to leave important questions about the acquisition of these nouns for
future research.3 Rather, we focus on explaining the above differences among the three classes
of gendered nouns under nominal ellipsis in terms of the syntax and semantics of these nouns.

We would like to remark at this point that the above data are not perfectly natural, although
since we will present more data below confirming that Merchant’s three-way classification of
gendered noun pairs exemplified above is indeed correct, so it does not threaten the empiri-
cal validity of the core observations. The unnaturalness is largely due to the fact that there

2The supposed elided phrases are indicated throughout the paper as (ELLIPSIS). As we will discuss in depth
below, Merchant (2014) claims that ellipsis with gender mismatches actually does not involve ellipsis but an
NP-level null pronominal, a view we will reject in the end. Also, we will eventually claim that what is elided is
always totally identical to the antecedent, even in (3a). So according to our final analysis, what is elided in (3a)
is actually the masculine noun dhaskalos, although the D and A are marked feminine.
3Relatedly, see Merchant’s remarks in his fn.6 about the data collection and potential inter-speaker variation.
Particularly, speakers might differ in whether they assign a pair of masculine-feminine nouns to Class I or Class
III, and there indeed seem to be speakers for whom the pair dhaskalos-dhaskala behaves like Class I nouns.
Importantly, however, we have found no speaker that doesn’t attest all three classes. Moreover, if a speaker
classifies a pair in one of the classes, they treat it uniformly for all the tests provided throughout the paper.
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is an indefinite article only in the second conjunct, a factor Merchant himself acknowledges
as a potential confound. He explains that the indefinite article is included in his examples,
despite the somewhat degraded status, because without it, the second sentence would prefer-
entially receive a predicative adjectival reading (e.g. ‘Mary is bad’, rather than ‘Mary is a bad
one’), which would not involve nominal ellipsis. We would also like to note that adding an
indefinite article in the first sentence would result in an identity reading (similar in meaning to
‘Petros is one brother/doctor/teacher’), rather than a predicational reading, and is also some-
what unnatural. To stress, these points are not fatal at all, and are independent from the main
theoretical points we will make in the present paper, but it should be acknowledged that repli-
cating Merchant’s data with naive native speakers might not be as straightforward as one might
expect. Fortunately, as we will see in Section 3.1, the three-way classification is replicated by
data involving nominal ellipsis in argument positions (contra Merchant), and such examples
are free from these subtle, potentially confounding factors, allowing us to establish the noun
classification more firmly.

2.2 The Putative Predicate vs. Argument Asymmetry

Let us now turn to Merchant’s second claim, which we will show later is empirically problem-
atic. It states that nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches is not possible in argument positions
in Greek, regardless of the nouns involved. This is based on the contrasts between the predica-
tional sentences above and the following sentences, which are all unacceptable (adapted from
Merchant’s (10), (23), and (26)).

(4) Class I
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

(adherfi)
(sister)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a brother in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (sister) in Ka-
terini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

(adherfo)
(brother)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a sister in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (sister) in Katerini.’

(5) Class II
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

(jatro)
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (female
doctor) in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

(jatro)
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (male
doctor) in Katerini.’

(6) Class III
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a. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

(dhaskala)
(teacher.f)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a male teacher in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (female
teacher) in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

(dhaskalo)
(teacher.m)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a female teacher in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (male
teacher) in Katerini.’

Importantly, when the nouns are of the same gender, the judgments improve, as shown by the
following examples (adapted from Merchant’s (12), (13), (32), (33), and (34)).

(7) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

(adherfo)
(brother)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a brother in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (brother) in Katerini.’

b. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

(adherfi)
(sister)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a siter in Veria, but he doesn’t have one (sister) in Katerini.’

(8) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

kalo
good.m

adherfo,
brother

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

kako
bad.m

(adherfo).
(brother)

‘Petros has a good brother but he doesn’t have a bad one (brother).’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

kali
good.f

adherfi,
sister,

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

kakia
bad.f

(adherfi).
(sister)

‘Petros has a good sister but he doesn’t have a bad one (sister).’

These data led Merchant to conclude that ellipsis with a gender mismatch is unavailable
across the board, if the relevant noun is in an argument position. Contrary to this, however, we
will argue in Section 3 that the examples with gender mismatches in (4)–(6) are unacceptable
for reasons independent of nominal ellipsis. Before showing this, however, we will review
Merchant’s theory, which derives the putative predicate-argument asymmetry.

2.3 Merchant’s Theory

In order to account for the above observations, including the putative argument vs. predicate
asymmetry, Merchant (2014) proposes that there are two strategies available in Greek that lead
to missing nouns on the surface:

1. PF-Deletion of nP triggered by the Ellipsis-feature [E]

2. Null proform eN
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He assumes that the PF-Deletion strategy is only available under total identity and therefore is
never employed with gender mismatches. The null proform, on the other hand, accounts for
such cases. It should be stressed here that Merchant’s theory is tailored to derive the predicate-
argument asymmetry discussed in the previous subsection, and thus contradicts our data to be
presented in the next section, which demonstrate that nominal ellipses with gender mismatches
are in fact possible in arguments positions.

Here is the gist of Merchant’s analysis. He assumes that gender features in the nominal
domain occupy a syntactic position above NPs headed by gendered nouns, as illustrated in (9).

(9) nP

NP

N

adherfos
dhaskalos

jatros

[masculine]

nP

NP

N

adherfi
dhaskala

jatros

[feminine]

He also assumes that these features have presuppositional meanings, as in (10).4

(10) a. v[masculine]w = λPet .λxe : male(x). P(x)
b. v[feminine]w = λPet .λxe : female(x). P(x)

One of the crucial assumptions that Merchant makes about the gendered nouns is that some
of them lexically specify gender by gender presuppositions, while others do not (see Section
4 for counter-evidence against his denotations). More specifically, according to him, Class I
nouns (e.g. adherfos ‘brother’, adherfi ‘sister’) and Class III feminine nouns (e.g. dhaskala
‘teacher’) lexically specify gender, while Class II nouns (e.g. jatros ‘doctor’) and Class III
masculine nouns (e.g. dhaskalo ‘teacher’) do not. This is illustrated by the following lexical
entries.

(11) Class I (brother-sister)
a. vadherfosw = λxe : male(x). sibling(x)
b. vadherfiw = λxe : female(x). sibling(x)

(12) Class II (doctor)
vjatrosw = λxe.doctor(x)

(13) Class III (teacher)
a. vdhaskalosw = λxe. teacher(x)
b. vdhaskalaw = λxe : female(x). teacher(x)

Merchant goes on to claim that the difference in gender specification as shown here makes
certain gender mismatches ungrammatical. Let us go through the two strategies for nominal
ellipsis in turn to see how his analysis works.

4(10) does not work for grammatical gender, but see his fn.11 for an idea, which is similar to Percus’s (2011),
which Merchant does not cite. See Kramer (2014) for a different, morpho-syntactic approach to grammatical
gender.
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Firstly, PF-deletion triggered by [E] accounts for nominal ellipses with matching gender.
Merchant assumes that [E] appears on Num and requires semantic identity between the an-
tecedent nP and elided nP. For instance, with the following DPs, the second nP can be elided
(based on Merchant’s 44b).

(14) DP

nP

NP

N

jatro
(doctor)

[masculine]

Num

enan
(one.m)

DP

nP

NP

N

jatrus
(doctors)

[masculine]

Num
[E]

dhio
(two.m)

When the genders are different, however, the presupposition triggered by the gender feature of
the elided nominal will disrupt ellipsis licensing, which is assumed to require complete identity,
including the presuppositions.5 Consequently, the PF Deletion strategy cannot be employed
when there is a gender mismatch.

On the other hand, the second strategy employing the pro-form eN can sometimes be used to
give rise to ellipsis with a gender mismatch. Merchant assumes that eN is selected for by Num
and refers to a contextually salient property denoted by some other noun in the prior discourse.
These assumptions account for the asymmetric licensing with Class III nouns as follows.

For the sentence with Class III nouns in (3a) above, eN is resolved to the masculine an-
tecedent dhaskalos ‘teacher’. The crucial assumption here is that this masculine noun has no
presupposition of its own, although the gender feature [masculine], which sits above the noun,
triggers a gender presupposition. Consequently, resolving eN to the masculine noun will not
cause a semantic problem in the second conjunct, even though the subject there is feminine. By
contrast, in the case of (3b), eN is resolved to the feminine noun dhaskala ‘teacher’, which by
assumption has a lexically specified gender, and thus causes a semantic clash with a masculine
subject. Hence the asymmetric licensing.

Furthermore, Merchant’s account explains the (im)possibility of nominal ellipsis with gen-
der mismatches for the other two classes of nouns as well. For epicene Class II nouns, nominal
ellipsis with gender mismatches is possible in either direction, since these nouns do not have
lexically specified presuppositions. By contrast, since all Class I nouns have gender presuppo-
sitions, nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches always results in semantic anomaly.

Finally, Merchant accounts for the putative impossibility of nominal ellipsis in argument
positions as follows. He assumes that the gender features that appear on D and A in examples
like (3a) come from the subject of the predicational sentence, as depicted in the following tree
diagram (based on his (54)).

5One might contest this assumption on the grounds that mismatches in gender presuppositions and other presuppo-
sitions triggered by ϕ-features (or ‘ϕ-presuppositions’ as we call them here) are generally tolerated under ellipsis
(Ross 1967, Fiengo & May 1994, Johnson 2014). We will come back to this point at the end of Section 5.
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(15) i Maria ine DP

NumP

eNNum

AP

A

kakia
(bad.f)

D

mia
(one.f)

In argument positions, however, D and A will not be able to obtain ϕ-features, which Merchant
assumes to result in ungrammaticality. Furthermore, since eN requires a licensor and needs to
be in a certain local relation with D, at least D must be present when eN is. As a result, nominal
ellipsis with a gender mismatch is never possible with argument NPs.

3 New Data
In this section, we show with novel data that nominal ellipsis with gender mismatches is in
fact possible in argument positions. We furthermore argue that Merchant’s argument nominal
ellipsis data involve several independent confounds that make them unacceptable independently
of nominal ellipsis.

3.1 A Different Predicate

Our main observation here is that the contrasts among the three classes of gendered nouns
in Greek that Merchant (2014) observes for predicative nouns are also observed with nouns in
argument positions, contrary to what he claims. This is demonstrated by the following examples
where the relevant nouns are contained in arguments of episkefthike ‘visited’.6

(16) Class I7
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

aderfo
brother

tu
his

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

mia
one.f

(aderfi)
(sister)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros visited a bother of his in Veria, and a (sister) in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

aderfi
sister

tu
his

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

enan
one.m

(aderfo)
(brother)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros visited a sister of his in Veria, and a (brother) in Katerini.’

(17) Class II

6The acceptable sentences below seem to be somewhat degraded in comparison to the corresponding examples
with matching gender. But the same contrast persists even without nominal ellipsis, and also in the case of
predicative nominal ellipsis. Since this subtle difference between matching vs. mismatching genders could be
due to many factors, and is not of our main concern here, it is left unmarked here. What is more important is the
rather stark contrasts among the following examples.
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a. O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

jatro
doctor

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

mia
one.f

(jatro)
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros visited a male doctor in Veria, and a female doctor in Katerini.’

b. O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

jatro
doctor

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

enan
one.m

(jatro)
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros visited a female doctor of his in Veria, and a male doctor in Katerini.’

(18) Class III
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

mia
one.f

(dhaskala)
(teacher.f)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros visited a male teacher in Veria, and a female teacher in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

enan
one.m

(dhaskalo)
(teacher.m)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros visited a female teacher of his in Veria, and a male teacher in
Katerini.’

The acceptable examples in (17) and (18) are evidently problematic for Merchant (2014), who
predicts all of these to be ungrammatical.

3.2 Confounding Factors in Merchant’s Data

If the above examples are acceptable, then what is wrong with Merchant’s original examples,
reproduced in (4)-(6) above? We argue now that these examples involve some confounds,
which make them unacceptable independently of nominal ellipsis. That their unacceptability
has little to do with nominal ellipsis can simply be shown by the fact that the non-elliptical

7These sentences are most natural with a possessive pronoun tu. The following examples involving other Class
I nouns taken from Merchant’s list in his (19) shows that the presence of a possessive pronoun is an irrelevant
factor.

(i) a. *O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

raptis/prinkipas
tailor/prince

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

mia
one.f

(modhistra/prinkipissa)
seamstress/princess

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros visited a tailor/prince in Veria, and a (seamstress/princess) in Katerini.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

modhistra/prinkipissa
seamstress/princess

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

enan
one.m

(raptis/prinkipas)
tailor/prince

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros visited a seamstress/princess in Veria, and a (tailor/prince) in Katerini.’
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versions of the sentences are in fact all unacceptable, as shown below.8

(19) Class I
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a brother in Veria, but he doesn’t have a sister in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a sister in Veria, but he doesn’t have a sister in Katerini.’

(20) Class II
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a female doctor
in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a male doctor
in Katerini.’

(21) Class III
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

mia
one.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a male teacher in Veria, but he doesn’t have a female
teacher in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

enan
one.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a female teacher in Veria, but he doesn’t have a male
teacher in Katerini.’

There seem to be two problems with these sentences. Firstly, under the scope of clause-mate
negation, as in the second conjuncts of these sentences, the use of the negative concord indef-
inite determiners, kanenan and kamia, instead of enan and mia, is almost obligatory. Interest-
ingly, changing the determiners does not make the sentences fully acceptable, however. Rather,
making the second conjunct positive does, as demonstrated by (22)–(24).

(22) Class I

8Merchant (2014) presents essentially the same sentences as acceptable (his (32)–(34)), but we could not repli-
cate these results with our informants, for whom the following sentences are as unacceptable as their elliptical
counterparts.
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a. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a brother in Veria, but he has a sister in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a sister in Veria, but he has a sister in Katerini.’

(23) Class II
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, and he has a female doctor in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, and he has a male doctor in Katerini.’

(24) Class III
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a male teacher in Veria, and he has a female teacher in Katerini.’

b. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a female teacher in Veria, and he has a male teacher in Katerini.’

In these contexts, we do observe the now-familiar three-way classification according to the
possibility of nominal ellipsis, which again shows that nominal ellipsis is possible with gender
mismatches in argument position.

(25) Class I
a. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

adherfo
brother

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

(adherfi)
(sister)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros has a brother in Veria, but he has a sister in Katerini.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

adherfi
sister

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

(adherfo)
(brother)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros has a sister in Veria, but he has a sister in Katerini.’

(26) Class II
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

jatro
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, and he has a female doctor in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

jatro
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, and he has a male doctor in Katerini.’

(27) Class III

11



a. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

mia
one.f

dhaskala
(teacher.f)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a male teacher in Veria, and he has a female teacher in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ke
and

exi
has

enan
one.m

(dhaskalo)
(teacher.m)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a female teacher in Veria, and he has a male teacher in
Katerini.’

These data point to the same conclusion as before: Nominal ellipsis in argument NPs is possible
and exhibits the three-way classification of gendered nouns.

Now, why is there a contrast between gender matching cases like (28) with negation, and
gender mismatching cases like (29), which are identical to Merchant’s original data in all es-
sential respects? To save space, we confine our attention to Class II nouns here, but the same
applies to Class III nouns. Also, we use the negative concord determiners in these examples,
as they sound significantly more natural in negative contexts.

(28) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a doctor in Katerini.’

b. O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a female doctor in Ka-
terini.’

(29) a. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a male doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a female doctor
in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

mia
a.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros has a female doctor in Veria, but he doesn’t have a doctor in
Katerini.’

We argue that the culprit is the information structural properties of these examples that are
naturally enforced by the polarity difference of the two conjuncts and the use of ala ‘but’.
Specifically, we observe that the most natural prosody of these sentences places a contrastive
topic intonation on Veria and Katerini, and a focus intonation on enan/mia and kanenan/kamia.
Importantly, such a contrastive intonation is not forced in the positive examples (22)–(24). It is
beyond the scope of this paper to explain why the contrastive topic intonation is virtually oblig-
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atory in the negative case but not in the positive case, but we claim here that this information
structural difference is the crucial factor that renders the negative sentences unacceptable.

There are two important ingredients here. Firstly, a contrastive topic generally yields an
‘exhaustive inference’ that the asserted property (e.g. Petros has a doctor) does not hold for all
alternatives of the contrastively topicalised element (e.g. in Veria vs. in Katerini) (cf. Büring
1997, 2003, to appear).9 For instance, for the first conjunct of the acceptable example (28a)
with a matching gender, the generated inference is that Petros has no doctor in Katerini.

Secondly, there is an interpretive asymmetry between [masculine] and [feminine] such that
[masculine] is unmarked in Greek, relative to [feminine]. This interpretive unmarkedness of
[masculine] crops up, for example, when a plural noun refers to a group consisting of both
male and female individuals. In such a circumstance, a plural masculine noun is used. A
plural feminine noun exclusively refers to groups that only contains female individuals. This is
illustrated by (30).

(30) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kali
good.m

jatri.
doctors

‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kales
good.f

jatri.
doctors

(intended) ‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’

The unmarkedness of [masculine] is also observed in certain negative sentences, which is more
relevant in the discussion here. For instance, (31a) means that Petros has no doctor, male
or female, in Katerini, while (31b) only means that Petros has no female doctor in Katerini,
leaving it open whether Petros has a male doctor there.

(31) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no doctor in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no female doctor in Katerini.’

We will discuss how to account for the unmarked nature of [masculine] in Section 5.
Coming back to (28a), the exhaustive inference of the first conjunct is gender neutral, just

like (31a). That is, it says that Petros has no doctor, male or female, in Katerini, rather than just
that Petros has no male doctor in Katerini. Similarly, the second conjunct of (28a) generates an
inference that Petros has no doctor, male or female, in Katerini, but he has one in an alternative
place, i.e. Veria. Consequently the meanings of the two conjuncts align quite well in this case.

Now, compare this to the second conjunct of the unacceptable example (29a). Due to the
interpretive markedness of [feminine] that its gender inference is kept in negative contexts, as
in (31b), the inference here is that Petros has no female doctor in Katerini but he has one in
Veria. Notice that the exhaustive inference of the first conjunct says that Petros has no doctor,
male or female, in Katerini, but the second sentence only asserts that he has no female doctor,
despite the fact that the assertion could be stronger, i.e. that he has no doctors, male or female,
in Katerini. It is reasonable to assume that such a sentence causes infelicity. In fact, this

9There is one more exhaustive inference to the effect that the focus alternatives of the asserted property do not
hold of the contrastive topic, e.g. for the acceptable example in (28a), Pestros only has one doctor who is male in
Veria, which could be a pragmatic inference. This inference is not crucial here.
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constraint can be independently observed with examples that do not even involve gendered
nouns, e.g. (32).

(32) #In VeriaCT , John has a relative. In KateriniCT , he has no cousin.

As in the Greek example above, the exhaustive inference of the first conjunct here is stronger
than what is asserted in the second sentence, and the sentence is infelicitous. Compare this to
the following acceptable sentence, where the second sentence asserts something as strong as or
stronger than the exhaustive inference of the first conjunct.

(33) In VeriaCT , John has a cousin. In KateriniCT , he has no cousin/relative.

A similar manipulation makes (29a) acceptable, e.g.

(34) O
the

Petros
Petros

exi
has

enan
a.m

xazo
stupid.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Veria,
Veria

ala
but

mia
a.f

ekspipni
smart.f

(jatro)
(doctor)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros has a stupid doctor in Veria, but a smart one in Katerini.’

Here, the exhaustive inference of the first conjunct is merely that Petros does not have a stupid
doctor in other places than Veria, which is not stronger than what is asserted by the second
sentence.

Thus we conclude that the unacceptability of (29a) can be attributed to the pragmatics of
contrastive topic.10 To further buttress this point, we observe that the same manipulation makes
the examples in (17) with the verb episkefthike ‘visited’ unacceptable.

(35) a. *O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

jatro
doctor

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ala
but

dhen
not

episkefthike
visited

kamia
no.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros visited a male doctor in Veria, but did not visit a female doctor
in Katerini.’

b. *O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

jatro
doctor

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ala
but

dhen
not

episkefthike
visited

kanenan
no.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros visited a female doctor of his in Veria, but did not visit a male
doctor in Katerini.’

Thus, we conclude that Merchant’s data do not convincingly show the alleged predicative vs.
attributive contrast.

10We would like to mention here another analytical possibility to account for the infelicity of (29a). We observe
that the first sentence of (29a) tends to be associated with an exhaustive inference that Peter only has one doctor
in Veria, who is male. If so, it conflicts with the exhaustive inference of the second sentence that he has a female
doctor in Veria. However, since the assumption that the first sentence has exhaustive inference perhaps does not
hold in the general case, although such a reading seems to be possible at least for (29a) out of the blue, we do
not claim that this explanation generalises to all cases.
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3.3 Merchant’s Extraction Data

Merchant (2014) also presents some data involving extraction from the ellipsis site as support
for this analysis. Specifically, he observes that extraction from the ellipsis site is only possible
with a matching gender, alluding to data similar to the following.11 Here, what is extracted is
the genitive phrase, and dhikigoro ‘lawyer’ is a Class II noun.

(36) a. Tu
the.gen

Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF
stupid.m

dhikigoro
lawyer

t.
t.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

ekspipnoF
smart.m

(dhikigoro t).
(lawyer t)

‘I’ll see Janis’ stupid (male) lawyer, and I’ll see Kostas’ smart one.’
b. ??Tu

the.gen
Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF
stupid.m

dhikigoro
lawyer

t.
t.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

tin
the.f

ekspipniF
smart.f

(dhikigoro t).
(lawyer t)

‘I’ll see Janis’ stupid male lawyer, and I’ll see Kostas’ smart female one.’

Merchant argues that this observation speaks in favour of his analysis. Recall that according
to him, gender-matching ellipsis can be derived via deletion, while gender-mismatching ellipsis
always involves a null pronominal eN . It is then expected that extraction in the latter case should
be impossible, given that extraction from a pronominal should be generally banned. The above
contrast in fact complies well with this prediction.

While Merchant’s data themselves seem to be solid, we would like to disagree with the
conclusions he draws. Firstly, the unacceptability of (36b) is actually not as grave as one
might expect for a violation of the ban on extraction from a pronominal element. In fact, the
contrast appears to be comparable to the mere degradation associated with ellipses with gender
mismatches across the board. Secondly, we observe that the baseline cases without ellipsis
already exhibit the same kind of contrast (at least for some speakers):12

(37) a. Tu
the.gen

Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF
stupid.m

dhikigoro.
lawyer.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

ekspipnoF
smart.m

dhikigoro.
lawyer

‘I’ll see Janis’ stupid (male) lawyer, and I’ll see Kostas’ smart one.’

11Merchant’s examples are reproduced in (i) (his (43) and (47)). Note that he marks the second sentence with a *,
but as we observe here, the contrast is not as sharp as Merchant’s notation might suggest.

(i) Tis
the

istorias
history.gen

idha
I.saw

ton
the.m

palio
old.m

[proedhro
[chair.m

t],
t],

kai...
and

‘I saw the former chairperson(masc) of the history department, and..
a. tis

the
glossologias
linguistics.gen

tha
fut

dho
I.see

ton
the.m

kenurio.
new.m

(lit.) ‘of linguistics, I’ll see the new(masc) (one).’
b. *tis

the
glossologias
linguistics.gen

tha
fut

dho
I.see

tin
the.f

kenuria.
new.f

(lit.) ‘of linguistics, I’ll see the new(fem) (one).’

12Three out of our six informants report a slight improvement for (37b) over (36b), but even for them the contrast
is not at all sharp.
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b. ??Tu
the.gen

Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF
stupid.m

dhikigoro.
lawyer.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

tin
the.f

ekspipniF
smart.f

dhikigoro.
lawyer

‘I’ll see Janis’ stupid male lawyer, and I’ll see Kostas’ smart female one.’

Although we need to leave an analysis of these data for another occasion, they indicate that
whatever is responsible for the contrast is not the mechanism of ellipsis, contrary to Merchant.
Rather, ellipses with matching genders and non-matching genders seem to show mild contrasts
across the board (cf. fn.6). The nature of these contrasts are not very clear to us at this moment,
but that they are not very sharp suggests that they are due largely to non-syntactic factors, and
given that they are observed with the overt versions of the sentences, they have little to do with
ellipsis per se.13

4 Two Types of Gendered Nouns
The observations in the previous section indicate that Merchant’s three-way classification of
gendered nouns is on the right track, while the predicate-argument asymmetry is not empirically
warranted. Since Merchant’s theory is tailored to derive the predicate-argument asymmetry, it
needs to be rejected. Furthermore, we now point out with novel data that his assumptions about
the denotations of gendered nouns are independently problematic.

Recall that for Merchant (2014), the gender inferences of gendered nouns are all presuppo-
sitional in nature. However, there is independent reason to doubt this. To state our conclusions
first, Class I nouns assert as well as presuppose the gender inferences, whereas Class II nouns
only presuppose the gender, as indicated in (38) and (39).

(38) Class I (brother-sister)
a. vbrotherw = vadherfosw = λxe : male(x). male(x) ^ sibling(x)
b. vsisterw = vadherfiw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ sibling(x)

(39) Class II (doctor)
a. vjatrosMw = λxe : male(x). doctor(x)
b. vjatrosFw = λxe : female(x). doctor(x)

13We furthermore observe that for some (precisely, two out of six) speakers we consulted with, extraction from an
indefinite phrase is perfectly acceptable, even with a gender-mismatch ellipsis.

(i) a. Tu
the.gen

Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF

stupid.
dhikigoro.
lawyer.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

enan
a.m

ekspipnoF

smart.m
(dhikigoro).
lawyer
‘I’ll see a stupid (male) lawyer of Janis’, and I’ll see a smart one of Kostas’.’

b. Tu
the.gen

Jani,
Janis.gen

tha
will

dho
see.I

ton
the.m

xazoF

stupid.
dhikigoro.
lawyer.

Tu
the.gen

Kosta,
Kostas,

tha
will

dho
see.I

mia
a.f

ekspipniF
smart.f

(dhikigoro).
lawyer
‘I’ll see a stupid male lawyer of Janis’, and I’ll see a smart female one of Kostas’.’

Again, we cannot offer an explanation of the definite-indefinite contrast here, but the lack of a contrast in (i) for
the relevant speakers indicates that at least for these speakers, extraction from ellipsis with gender mismatches
is not impossible, which is problematic for Merchant.
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We will discuss two (mutually compatible) theoretical twists of these analyses shortly (one is
the assumption that Class II nouns do not encode gender at all, as assumed by Merchant 2014,
and one is that the masculine gender in Greek has no semantic contribution; see the discussion
in Section 3.2), but for the moment, let us stick to (39).

Independent motivation for drawing this particular difference for the two classes of nouns
comes from their behaviour in certain focus constructions. It is known that across languages, fo-
cus constructions are oblivious to presuppositions triggered by ϕ- features (or ‘ϕ-presuppositions’),
including gender presuppositions (see Spathas 2010, Jacobson 2012, Sauerland 2013 for rele-
vant discussion).14 For instance, consider the following examples, under the bound readings of
the possessive pronouns.

(40) a. Of all the students, only I did my homework.
b. Of all the students, only John did his homework.
c. Of all the students, only Mary did her homework.

Suppose that the relevant students are the speaker, John and Mary. Then, (40a) entails that Mary
and John didn’t do their homework, (40b) that the speaker and Mary didn’t do their homework,
and (40c) that the speaker and John didn’t do their homework. What is of importance here is
that the ϕ-features (person and gender features here) of the bound possessive pronoun seem to
have no semantic effects in the focus alternatives. For instance, what is negated in (40c) looks
like the following, and the third person and masculine features do not figure here.

(41) a. I did my homework.
b. John did his homework.

Generally, ϕ-features—which are considered to trigger presuppositions (see the above refer-
ences and also Cooper 1983, Sudo 2012)—have no semantic contribution in the focus alterna-
tives.

We observe that Class II nouns in Greek behave like possessive pronouns in English in this
respect. Specifically, (42a) entails that Maria is not a good doctor, and (42b) entails that Petros
is not a good doctor (provided that Maria and Petros are among the relevant people).

(42) a. Mono
only

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

kalos
good.m

jatros.
doctor

‘Only Petros is a good doctor.’ ñ Maria is not a good doctor.
b. Mono

only
i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

jatros.
doctor

‘Only Maria is a good doctor.’ ñ Petros is not a good doctor.

The gender inferences of Class I nouns, on the other hand, exhibit different behaviour in this
construction. Specifically, (43a) does not entail that Maria is not Janis’s sister, and similarly,
(43b) does not entail that Petros is not Janis’s brother (just as with brother and sister in English).

14There is some controversy in the literature regarding the analysis of examples like (40). In particular, one
popular analysis says that the ϕ-features on these pronouns are semantically uninterpreted and are morphological
reflections of the agreement relation with the binder (Heim 2008, Kratzer 1998, 2009), but there are other ideas
as well (Spathas 2010, Jacobson 2012, Sauerland 2013, Sudo 2012, 2014). For the most part, we can be neutral
with respect to this debate, but for certain data points, e.g. (69), the agreement-based theory has nothing to say,
as there is nothing that agrees with the gender marking (see Spathas 2010 and Sudo 2012 for similar arguments
against the agreement-based theory).
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(43) a. Mono
only

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

adherfos
brother

tu
the.gen

Jani.
Janis.gen

‘Only Petros is a brother of Janis’.’ ;Maria is not Janis’s sister.
b. Mono

only
i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

adherfi
sister

tu
the.gen

Jani.
Janis.gen

‘Only Maria is a sister of Janis’.’ ; Petros is not Janis’s brother.

These patterns are as expected, given the difference we postulated for the denotations of
these two classes of nouns. That is, Class II nouns only presuppose the gender, and these gender
presuppositions are ignored in the focus alternatives, on a par with the gender presuppositions
of gendered bound pronouns. Class I nouns, on the other hand, assert the gender, which cannot
be ignored.

What about Class III nouns? Interestingly, we observe an asymmetry in the focus construc-
tion. As shown in (44), the masculine noun behaves like Class II nouns, while the feminine
noun behaves like Class I nouns, i.e. the gender inference of the masculine noun, but not that
of the feminine noun, is ignored in the focus alternatives.

(44) a. Mono
only

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
is

dhaskalos.
teacher.m

‘Only Petros is a teacher.’ ñ Maria is not a teacher.
b. Mono

only
i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

dhaskala.
teacher.f

‘Only Maria is a teacher.’ ; Petros is not a teacher.

Given this, the following analysis suggests itself.

(45) a. vdhaskalosw = λxe : male(x). teacher(x)
b. vdhaskalaw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ teacher(x)

Other focus constructions point to the same conclusions. For instance, in the superlative
construction of the form the best N, Class I nouns give rise to readings that only compare
different gender groups, while Class II nouns can have gender neutral readings. Moreover,
Class III nouns exhibit an asymmetry such that the masculine noun can be used to talk about
the best one among a mixed gender group, while the feminine noun can only be about the best
one among the females.

(46) Class II
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

ine
is

o
the.m

kaliteros
best.m

jatros.
doctor

‘Petros is the best doctor (among the male and female doctors).’
b. I

the
Maria
Maria

ine
is

i
the.f

kaliteri
best.f

jatros.
doctor

‘Maria is the best doctor (among the male and female doctors).’

(47) Class III
a. O

the
Petros
Petros

ine
is

o
the.m

kaliteros
best.m

dhaskalos.
teacher.m

‘Petros is the best teacher (among the male and female teachers).’
b. I

the
Maria
Maria

ine
is

i
the.f

kaliteri
best.f

dhaskala.
teacher.f
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‘Maria is the best teacher (among the female teachers).’

The same point can be made with ordinals and nominal only (cf. Yatsushiro & Sauerland 2006),
but relevant data are not included here.

To sum up the discussion so far, we have the following denotations for the nouns (see the
next section for refinements regarding the unmarkedness of [masculine]).

(48) Class I (brother-sister)
a. vbrotherw = vadherfosw = λxe : male(x). male(x) ^ sibling(x)
b. vsisterw = vadherfiw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ sibling(x)

(49) Class II (doctor)
a. vjatrosMw = λxe : male(x). doctor(x)
b. vjatrosFw = λxe : female(x). doctor(x)

(50) Class III (teacher)
a. vdhaskalosw = λxe : male(x). teacher(x)
b. vdhaskalaw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ teacher(x)

Returning now to the nominal ellipsis data, we argue that given this semantics, it is not
so surprising that nominal ellipses with gender mismatches are impossible with Class I nouns
and possible with Class II nouns. That is, it is known that elliptical phenomena in general
tolerate certain types of mismatches but not others. Specifically, it is observed that ellipti-
cal constructions ignore mismatches in ϕ-presuppositions (Ross 1967, Fiengo & May 1994,
Johnson 2014), similarly to focus constructions. For instance, the following VP-ellipses are
acceptable with sloppy identity, which should involve a mismatch in gender.

(51) Mary did her homework. John didn’t (do his homework).

But it is not possible to have mismatches in the assertion. For example, words like female and
male clearly assert the gender, and mismatches involving these nouns are not tolerated under
ellipsis.

(52) Mary met five female linguists. *John met six (male linguists).

The only available interpretation of the second sentence here is that John met six female lin-
guists.

So, there is independent reason to think that ellipsis requires total identity up to ϕ-presuppositions.
Then, given our denotations of the nouns, it is no surprise that Class I nouns do not allow nomi-
nal ellipsis with a gender mismatch in either direction, because both forms assert the gender. In
fact, the English counterparts of Class I nouns do not allow nominal ellipsis either, as illustrated
by (53).

(53) John’s brother lives in London. *Bill’s (sister) lives in Stuttgart.

On the other hand, Class II nouns only have ϕ-presuppositions, so gender mismatches are
tolerated. This is essentially analogous to (51).

However, this is only a partial explanation of the data. That is, the asymmetric licensing
with Class III nouns remains a puzzle. As far as the assertions are concerned, for Class III
nouns, the feminine form asymmetrically entails the masculine form. Thus, it is expected that
nominal ellipsis with a gender mismatch is impossible in either direction, given the fact that
ellipses involving asymmetric entailment are generally unacceptable, as shown by the following
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examples.

(54) a. *John invited three linguists. Bill invited four (semanticists).
b. *John invited three semanticists. Bill invited four (linguists).

However, what is actually observed with Class III nouns is that nominal ellipsis with a gender
mismatch is possible when the antecedent is masculine, and not when the antecedent is fem-
inine. In the next section, we will put forward an analysis of this asymmetric licensing using
the idea of competition between the masculine and feminine forms.

5 No Competition under Ellipsis
According to our denotations, each gendered noun has a gendered inference in some way. In
particular, masculine nouns at least presuppose the gender. However, there is reason to doubt
this. The idea is that [masculine] actually has no semantic contribution (potentially except in
the case of Class I masculine nouns), while [feminine] has a gender presupposition. Thus, for
Class III nouns, we have:

(55) a. vdhaskalosw = λxe. teacher(x)
b. vdhaskalaw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ teacher(x)

This interpretive asymmetry between [masculine] and [feminine] has previously been pro-
posed for many languages on independent grounds (Heim 2008, Percus 2006, 2011, Sauerland
2008a). There are several pieces of evidence, some of which we have already encountered in
Section 3.2. Specifically, one such piece of evidence comes from the fact that mixed-gender
groups are systematically referred to by masculine plural nouns, and not by feminine plural
nouns, as in (30), repeated here.

(30) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kali
good.m

jatri.
doctors

‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kales
good.f

jatri.
doctors

(intended) ‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’

This is the case with Class III nouns as well, as shown in (56).

(56) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

dhaskali
teachers.m

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros and Maria are teachers in Katerini.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

dhaskales
teachers.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

(intended) ‘Petros and Maria are teachers in Katerini.’

Another indication of the unmarkedness of [masculine] is its behavior in negative contexts, as
shown by (31a) vs. (31b), repeated here from Section 3.2.

(31) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

jatro.
doctor

‘Petros has no doctor.’
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b. O
the

Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

jatro.
doctor

‘Petros has no female doctor.’

The same interpretive contrast is observed with Class III nouns.

(57) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no teacher, male or female in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no female teacher in Katerini.’

These data suggest that [masculine] is actually gender-neutral, unlike [feminine]
For other exponents of gender features than nouns, such as D and A, we can assume one

of two things. One possibility is to analyse them as also presuppositional, as in (58) and (59).
For expository purposes, let us assume indefinite articles denote existential determiners, and
adjectives function as intersective modifiers, but nothing crucial hinges on this. We also ignore
number features.15

(58) a. venanw = λPxe,ty.λQxe,ty.Dx(P(x) ^ Q(x))
b. vmiaw = λPxe,ty.λQxe,ty : @x(P(x) Ñ female(x)). Dx(P(x) ^ Q(x))

(59) a. vkalosw = λxe. good(x)
b. vkaliw = λxe : female(x). good(x)

Another possibility is to assume that there is a semantically interpretable occurrence of the
gender feature outside of DP, which syntactically agrees with the uninterpretable occurrences
appearing on D and A, as suggested by Sauerland (2003, 2008b).

(60) ϕP

DP

NPA

kalos
[umasc.]

D
enan

[umasc.]

ϕ

[imasc.]

ϕP

DP

NPA

kali
[ufem.]

D

mia
[ufem.]

ϕ

[ifem.]

The interpretable gender features have the following semantics:16

(61) a. v[imasculine]w = λxe. x
b. v[ifeminine]w = λxe : female(x). x

15The universal presupposition (58b) is probably too strong. See Sudo (2012) and references therein for ways to
weaken it.

16Notice that this structure assumes that quantificational DPs always undergo QR to resolve type-mismatch with
the gender feature. See Sauerland (2003) for more discussion on this point.
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The theoretical choice here is inconsequential for the purposes of this paper.17 Also, under
either idea, we can simplify the meaning of jatros as follows.

(62) vjatrosw = λxe. doctor(x)

Class II nouns like jatros only specify gender on D and A and hence only involve presupposi-
tional gender. Thus, our account of the ‘only’ data in (42) is not affected by this modification.

There is, however, one thing is in need of an explanation under the unmarked semantics for
[masculine], namely the unacceptability of the sentences in (63).18

(63) a. *I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kalos
good.m

jatros.
doctor

b. *I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

dhaskalos.
teacher.m

The ungrammaticality of these sentences is not due to agreement mismatch, as agreement be-
tween the two noun phrases in the copular construction is not required. For example, in (64),
the post-copular NP kalo koritsi ‘good girl’ is neuter, but the sentence is acceptable.

(64) I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kalo
good.n

koritsi.
girl.n

‘Maria is a good girl.’

Examples similar to (63) have previously been discussed by a number of authors (Heim
2008, Percus 2011, Sauerland 2003, 2008a, among others). Following these authors, let us
assume that there is a principle forcing the use of the more specific form of the masculine and
feminine pair.19

(65) The Principle of Gender Competition:
a. Informally, “Given the masculine and feminine forms, use the form with more

lexical specification, whenever it is felicitous and the choice of the gender does
not make a difference for the overall meaning.”

b. Formally, let S and S1 be sentences that differ only in that the form of some
gendered item, α vs. α1. The use of S in the context c is infelicitous if
(i) α1 asymmetrically entails α in the presupposition and/or assertion (in the

sense of generalized entailment); and
(ii) the presupposition of α1 is satisfied in the sentence (i.e. in its local context);

and
(iii) the assertions of S and S1 are contextually equivalent.

17Recall that in Merchant’s (2014) analysis, interpretable gender is located in a functional projection above the
NP. Gender features on D and A, then, are specified via agreement with that functional head. Examples like
(69b) poses a potential challenge for such an analysis, at least as long as we adopt an account of ellipsis based
on syntactic identity.

18With some nouns in some languages (e.g. actor in English or moskvič ‘Muscovite’ in Russian), analogous mis-
matches are tolerated. There are two possibilities that are compatible with our assumptions here: (i) the feminine
forms of these nouns do not compete with their masculine counterparts; or (ii) the feminine forms have no pre-
suppositions. As these languages are not of our main concern here, we leave it for future research to adjudicate
these two possibilities.

19The authors cited here formulate the principle as a general principleabout alternative expressions that have pre-
suppositions of different strengths, which is widely called Maximize Presupposition after Heim (1991). We will
discuss the possibility that Maximize Presupposition is behind the gender competition at the end of the paper,
although somewhat inconclusively.
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This principle rules out the problematic example (63a), because the feminine counterpart, (66),
uses the feminine form of the adjective, which asymmetrically entails the masculine form in the
presupposition, its presupposition is satisfied in this sentence, and furthermore, the assertions
of the two sentences are contextually equivalent (namely that Mary is a good doctor).

(66) I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

jatros.
doctor

‘Maria is a good doctor.’

It also explains (63b) under our analysis of Class III nouns. Concretely, the feminine counter-
part, (67), uses the feminine form of the noun, which lexically specifies the gender, unlike the
masculine form. In particular, the feminine form asymmetrically entails the masculine form, its
use if felicitous in (67) and, overall the two sentences mean the same thing. Therefore, (63b) is
made infelicitous.

(67) I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

dhaskala.
teacher.f

‘Maria is a teacher.’

To put these observations in different ways, the ‘masculine’ forms are only usable when the
feminine counterparts cannot be used or give rise to different assertions. In particular in sen-
tences of the form ‘X is a N.m’, where X is a singular proper name and N is a singular masculine
noun, X cannot be presupposed to be female. Consequently, the masculine noun tends to be
used with male individuals.

Furthermore, the above principle explains the unmarked uses of [masculine] such as (30a).
Here, the feminine form gives rise to a presupposition failure, as shown by (30b). Since the
masculine form is blocked only when the stronger feminine alternative is felicitous, the mascu-
line form (30a) is used in a gender-neutral way. In other words, this is a case where [masculine]
does not mean masculine.

(30) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kali
good.m

jatri.
doctors

‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’
b. *O

the
Petros
Petros

ke
and

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
are

kales
good.f

jatri.
doctors

(intended) ‘Petros and Maria are good doctors.’

Likewise, in the case of (31), the two sentences are not contextually equivalent, and again, the
masculine form under the gender-neutral interpretation is not blocked.

(31) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kanenan
no.m

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no doctor in Katerini.’
b. O

the
Petros
Petros

dhen
not

exi
has

kamia
no.f

jatro
doctor

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Petros has no female doctor in Katerini.’

The examples involving Class III nouns in (56) and (57) can be analyzed analogously.
Now, coming back to the asymmetric licensing of nominal ellipsis, we propose that the

Principle of Gender Competition does not apply to elided nouns. If so, the nominal ellipsis
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data with Class III nouns can be analyzed as involving ellipsis of a totally identical noun, as
indicated in (68).

(68) a. O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

enan
one.m

dhaskalo
teacher.m

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

mia
one.f

(dhaskalo)
(teacher.m)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
‘Petros visited a male teacher in Veria, and a female teacher in Katerini.’

b. #O
the

Petros
Petros

episkefthike
visited

mia
one.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

sti
in.the

Veria,
Veria,

ke
and

enan
one.m

(dhaskala)
(teacher.f)

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
(intended) ‘Petros visited a female teacher of his in Veria, and a male teacher in
Katerini.’

Notice here that (68a) is semantically perfectly coherent, but its overt counterpart is ruled out
by the Principle of Gender Competition. Notice also that assuming the total identity condition
(syntactic and/or semantic) for ellipsis, (68b) simply is ruled out, since the feminine D mia is
available here (and it would have a different meaning than the intended reading).

It is crucial here that what is elided in (68a) is a masculine noun dhaskalo, which is assumed
to have no lexically encoded gender inference. This makes a prediction that when an elided
noun with a feminine determiner occurs in a focus construction, the interpretation should not
be restricted to female individuals. This prediction is borne out, as shown by the following
example.

(69) a. I
the

perisoteri
more

apo
from

emas
us

den
not

ehun
have

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Most of us don’t have a teacher in Katerini.’
b. Mono

only
i
the

Maria
Maria

exi
has

mia
one.f

(dhaskalo).
(teacher.m)

‘Only Maria has one.’

The crucial point about (69b) is that it entails that other people have no teacher, male or female,
in Katerini, and is judged false if it turns out that Petros has a male teacher. Importantly, the
following sentence with an overt feminine noun is not judged false in such a scenario.

(70) Mono
only

i
the

Maria
Maria

exi
has

mia
one.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini

‘Only Maria has a female teacher in Katerini.’

Essentially the same contrast arises with other focus constructions too, e.g. superlatives:

(71) a. Oli
all

ehume
have

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini,
Katerini,

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ehi
has

tin
the.f

kaliteri
best.f

(dhaskalo).
teacher.m

‘We all have a teacher in Katerini, but Maria has the best one.’
b. Oli

all
ehume
have

dhaskalo
teacher.m

stin
in.the

Katerini,
Katerini,

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ehi
has

tin
the.f

kaliteri
best.f

dhaskala
teacher.f

stin
in.the

Katerini.
Katerini
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‘We all have a teacher in Katerini, but Maria has the best female teacher in the
Katerini.’

(71a), unlike (71b), entails that Maria’s female teacher is better than anybody else’s teacher,
including male teachers. Thus, if Petros has a male teacher and if he turns out to be better than
Maria’s, (71a) is judged false, while (71b) stays true.

These data constitute strong support for our analysis that what is elided is a masculine noun,
even when other items like D are overtly marked as [feminine].

Notice that this is similar to Merchant’s explanation, except that for him, this examples
involves no real ellipsis but a nominal pro-form eN . That is, for him, a ‘nominal ellipsis’
with a gender mismatch involving Class III nouns is possible when eN co-referential with the
masculine noun dhaskalos, because the masculine noun has no lexically specified gender, and it
is not possible when eN is co-referential with the feminine noun dhaskala, because it lexically
specifies the gender. Our account also makes use of the lexical asymmetry, although we assume
slightly different denotations from Merchant. Given this similarity between our and Merchant’s
analysis, it is worth clarifying where the crucial differences lie between the two analyses.

Of course, Merchant’s theory is made to derive the predicative vs. argument asymmetry,
which we have argued to be a false generalization, but this part of his theory is actually logically
independent from how ‘nominal ellipsis’ with gender mismatches is accounted for. Specifically,
he derives the predicative vs. argument asymmetry in terms of the ϕ-agreement with D and A:
when eN is used, D and A need to acquire their ϕ-features from something outside of the local
DP, as the noun cannot provide them. If the DP is used predicatively, the subject of the sentence
can provide ϕ-features, but if the DP is in an argument position, there is no suitable supplier of
ϕ-features, leading to ungrammaticality. This part of his theory could be abandoned, without
also abandoning his explanation of ‘nominal ellipsis’ with gender mismatches with eN , if he
assumed—as we do, in fact—that ϕ-features on D and A need no be syntactically licensed
and simply interpreted (or licensed by the ϕ-head locally within the DP; Sauerland 2003).
Also, although we took issue with Merchant’s lexical denotations, where all lexically specified
genders are only presuppositional, he could adopt our modifications without alternating the
essential part of his explanation. Thus, his analysis that uses two mechanisms, real nominal
ellipsis with [E] and nominal anaphora with eN , can be modified to explain the crucial data in
the present paper.

Yet, there still are some differences between our and Merchant’s analysis. We think the
most crucial point boils down to the question of whether we need two separate mechanisms
to account for missing nouns. Recall that Merchant crucially assumes that nominal ellipsis in
the real sense (which, under his view, involves [E]) requires total identity, including lexically
specified ϕ-presuppositions, and it is never licensed with mismatching genders. For (what
looks like) nominal ellipsis with a gender mismatch, therefore, requires a separate mechanism,
namely the nominal pro-form eN .

We think that the assumption that ellipsis requires total identity in this sense is not at all an
innocuous one, given widely observed empirical evidence that suggests that ellipsis (as well as
focus constructions) in general tolerates mismatches in ϕ-features/presuppositions, which we
have repeatedly alluded to above. And our account is a demonstration that the Greek nominal
ellipsis can be analyzed without giving up on this general assumption about ellipsis. It also
demonstrates that we do not need two separate mechanisms for what looks like a single phe-
nomenon of missing nouns. If our account is right, then, the Greek nominal ellipsis data do
not force us to alter our beliefs about how ellipsis works. Rather, as we showed above, they
naturally fall out from the semantics of the gendered nouns, with an auxiliary assumption that
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under elliptical contexts, gender competition does not take place.

6 Conclusions and Further Issues
To sum up, we have shown that Merchant’s (2014) generalisation about the predicate vs. ar-
gument asymmetry is simply empirically false in the general case, and his other generalisation
regarding the three-way classification of gendered nouns in Greek can be observed in both
predicative and argument positions. We argued that his original examples (4)–(6) involve inde-
pendent factors that make them unacceptable, as their overt versions are also unacceptable. We
suggested that they have to do with interactions between the information structural properties
of these sentences and the relative semantic markedness of [masculine] and [feminine].

We proposed an alternative analysis of the nominal ellipsis facts that is built upon the ob-
servations that some gendered nouns asserted (as well as presuppose) the gender, while others
do not, as revealed by certain focus constructions, such as sentences with only and superla-
tives. Specifically, we proposed that only Class I nouns and Class III feminine nouns have
lexically specified gender inferences, while for other ‘gendered nouns’, the gender inference
arises due to the Principle of Gender Competition. According to our analysis, the denotations
of the gendered nouns look like the following.

(72) Class I (brother-sister)
a. vadherfosw = λxe : male(x). male(x) ^ sibling(x)
b. vadherfiw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ sibling(x)

(73) Class II (doctor)
vjatrosw = λxe. doctor(x)

(74) Class III (teacher)
a. vdhaskalosw = λxe. teacher(x)
b. vdhaskalaw = λxe : female(x). female(x) ^ teacher(x)

As shown here, Class II nouns and Class III masculine nouns do not have gender inferences
at all. Class III masculine nouns trigger a gender inference via competition with the feminine
counterparts. Class II nouns themselves never have gender inferences, although they sometimes
look like they do, when a gendered determiner or adjective is present, as these items also
compete under the Principle of Gender Competition. As for Class I nouns, there is a possibility
that the gender presupposition of the masculine form is also semantically null, but the infelicity
of sentences like (75) suggest that this is not the case. That is, these sentences are not simply
false, and more adequately described as involving a presupposition failure.

(75) a. #I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

aderfos
brother

tu
the.gen

Jani.
Janis.gen

‘Maria is a brother of Janis’s.’
b. #I

the
Maria
Maria

ke
and

o
the

Petros
Petros

ine
are

adherfi
brothers

tu
the.gen

Jani.
Janis.gen

‘Maria and Petros are brothers of Janis’s.’

Also, by keeping the masculine presupposition in Class I masculine nouns, we can maintain
the uniformity of the interpretation of gender features on nouns: if a noun is lexically specified
for (natural) gender, it both presupposes and asserts it, and if not, it is simply unmarked.

With the above denotations at hand, we argued that the behaviour of Class I and Class II
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nouns under nominal ellipsis straightforwardly falls out, with independently motivated assump-
tions that mismatches in ϕ-presuppositions are tolerated under ellipsis. Moreover, we claimed
that on the assumption that the Principle of Gender Competition does not apply to elided nouns,
the nominal ellipsis data involving Class III nouns are also explained.

Before closing, we would like to mention two remaining issues. One concerns grammatical
gender, which Merchant (2014) also mentions as a potential problem for his analysis. He ob-
serves that ellipsis with gender mismatches is not possible with human-denoting neuter nouns,
of which Greek has several (e.g. koritsi ‘girl’, melos ‘member’, pedhi ‘child’, agori ‘boy’; see
Spathas 2010 for related discussion). This is demonstrated by (76) (see also Merchant’s (71)).

(76) *I
the

Eleni
Eleni

ine
is

ena
a.n

kalo
good.n

koritsi,
girl.n,

ala
but

i
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

mia
a.f

kakia
bad.f

(koritsi).
(girl.n)

(intended) ‘Eleni is a good girl, but Maria is a bad one.’

The unacceptability of (76) does not immediately follow from our analysis, because the struc-
ture of the sentence is essentially identical to the masculine-feminine case we discussed above
(and all the gender presuppositions should satisfied in this sentence).

It seems to us that there is an independent constraint that specifically targets grammatical
gender that forces DP-internal concord even under ellipsis. This rules out (76), because the
second conjunct here involves a grammatically neuter noun but the other materials in DP bear
[feminine]. Importantly, in order to rule in felicitous cases of nominal ellipsis with gender
mismatches we discussed above, the constraint needs to be sensitive to the distinction between
natural gender and grammatical gender. That is, for natural gender, this constraint does not
apply and concord is simply not required to the extent that the Principle of Gender Competition
is satisfied. If on the right track, this implies that syntax treats natural gender and grammat-
ical gender separately, despite the fact that they can be morphologically conflated. Analyses
along these lines are in fact suggested by some scholars, such as Alexiadou (2004) and Kramer
(2014), but we will refrain from making an explicit connection here, and leave the issue open
for future research.

Another remaining issue has to do with the nature of the Principle of Gender Compeition.
Previous studies on the unmarkedness of [masculine] relative to [feminine] have made use of
the following more general principle, rather than a gender specific principle like ours.20

20The principle was originally proposed by Heim (1991), and has been subsequently refined by Percus (2006),
Chemla (2008), Percus (2010), Heim (2011), Singh (2011), and Schlenker (2012), among others. These refine-
ments are unnecessary for our discussion, although one case that requires such a refinement is the following:

(i) *I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

dhaskalos.
teacher.m

Here , the gender presupposition is overall the same as that of the acceptable sentence:

(ii) I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

kali
good.f

dhaskala.
teacher.f

‘Maria is a good teacher.’

One way to account for this is by forceing MP to apply at every ‘local context’, as proposed by Singh (2011),
but see Percus (2006, 2010) for a different analysis (which is closer to how our Principle of Gender Competition
is formulated). Another relevant point here is that a different version of MP uses contextual equivalence, rather
than mutual Strawson-entailment in the first clause, but we will not be concerned with this difference here.
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(77) Maximize Presupposition! (MP)
Sentence S is infelicitous in context c if there is an alternative S1 such that
a. S and S1 assert the same thing in the assertion (i.e. they Strawson-entail each

other);
b. S1 has a stronger presupposition than S; and
c. the presupposition of S1 is satisfied in c.

The intuition behind MP is that given two expressions such that they mean the same thing
but one has more presuppositions than the other, the one with more presuppositions needs to
be used. This makes similar predictions as our principle, but there is one crucial difference.
Specifically, MP, as formulated in (77), actually does not explain (63b) under our analysis of
Class III nouns, because the masculine and feminine forms differ in the assertive meaning. That
is, the feminine counterpart, (67), does not assert the same thing as (63b).

(63b) *I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

dhaskalos.
teacher.m

(67) I
the

Maria
Maria

ine
is

dhaskala.
teacher.f

‘Maria is a teacher.’

One way to explain this is to omit the first clause of MP. This modification is actually put for-
ward by Spector & Sudo (2014) on completely independent grounds.21 Let’s call this principle
MP‹ (Spector and Sudo call it the Presupposed Ignorance Principle).

(78) Maximize Presupposition‹ (MP‹)
Sentence S is infelicitous in context c if there is an alternative S1 such that
a. S1 has a stronger presupposition than S; and
b. the presupposition of S1 is satisfied in c.

This correctly renders (63b) unacceptable in relation to (67). Furthermore, we can incorporate
our proposal that competitions do not happen under ellipsis as follows:

(79) Maximize Presupposition!‹‹ (MP‹‹)
A sentence S is infelicitous in context c if there is an alternative S1 such that
a. The presuppositions triggered by overt items in S1 are stronger than the presup-

positions triggered by overt items in S ; and
b. the presuppositions of S1 are satisfied in c.

This could be used to explain our crucial data. However, there are some reasons to be cautious
about making this move, as MP‹‹ makes predictions that are not as straightforward as one
might expect.

MP is used to explicate various types of inferences in addition to gender inferences. Let us
go through some concrete cases. For instance, a prototypical case of MP involves indefinite vs.
definite articles with singular nouns such that the use of an indefinite article generates an infer-
ence that the definite counterpart cannot be used, i.e. the uniqueness inference of the definite
article would not be met (Heim 1991, 2011). Concretely, suppose that it is commonly known

21To compensate for this, we need proper restrictions on what counts as an alternative to prevent overgeneration.
Although such a general theory of alternatives is yet to be developed (see e.g. Katzir 2007, Fox & Katzir 2011,
Breheny, Klinedinst, Romoli & Sudo 2015), it is a theoretical possibility that with an appropriate theory of
alternatives, the first clause of MP becomes superfluous to begin with.
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that John’s aeroplane has two engines, and Bill’s has only one (thanks to Clemens Mayr, p.c.
for discussion on these examples). Then, we have the following contrast.

(80) a. John’s aeroplane lost an engine.
b. ??Bill’s aeroplane lost an engine.

The (mild) infelicity of (80b) is considered to be due to the acceptability of the definite (posses-
sive) phrase, its engine. Now observe that with a VP ellipsis, this violation is obviated (again
assuming total identity under ellipsis).

(81) John’s aeroplane lost an engine. Bill’s aeroplane did (lose an engine), too.

This is expected under our modification of MP. However, a significant confound here is that the
overt version of (81) is not at all deviant, unlike (80b).22

(82) John’s aeroplane lost an engine. Bill’s aeroplane lost an engine, too.

It seems that in cases like (82), considerations about parallelism somehow overrides the com-
petition between indefinites vs. definites, making our predictions impossible to test. Essentially
the same considerations apply to other cases that allegely involve MP, e.g. both vs. all.

Notice that such obviation effects are not observed with gender. It is often assumed (e.g.
Heim 2008, Percus 2006) that masculine pronouns have no gender presuppositions and com-
pete with feminine pronouns, which do have gender presuppositions. But having a masculine
pronoun in a parallel sentence doesn’t make it possible to use a masculine pronoun with a fem-
inine antecedent. More concretely, the second sentence of (83) does not have a bound pronoun
interpretation.

(83) John likes his hometown. Mary likes his hometown, too.

If MP is the principle behind all these phenomena, it remains puzzling why such a difference
exists between gender inferences and the inferences of determiners.

In addition, there is at least one case that does not behave as expected under MP‹‹. It
is considered that think and know constitute a pair that MP operates on, in addition to a vs.
the and all vs. both (Percus 2006, Chemla 2008). Specifically, know, but not think, has a
factive presupposition, and whenever the factive presupposition is satisfied, the use of think
is infelicitous. For example, assuming that John, but not Bill, has been admitted to MIT, we
observe the following contrast.

(84) a. #John thinks that he has been admitted to MIT.
b. Bill thinks that he has been admitted to MIT.

Unlike in the examples above, however, the infelicity of (84a) is not saved by a parallel structure
with or without ellipsis.

(85) a. Bill thinks that he has been admitted to MIT.
#John thinks that he has been admitted to MIT, too.

b. Bill thinks that he has been admitted to MIT.
#John does (thinks that he has been admitted to MIT), too.

For these reasons, we leave it open whether the Principle of Gender Competition could be
reduced to some more general principle like MP.

22We thank Orin Percus (p.c.) for helpful discussion on this point. See also Percus (2010) for related observations.
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