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General preface

The theoretical focus of this series is on the interfaces between subcomponents of the
human grammatical system and the closely related area of the interfaces between the
different subdisciplines of linguistics. The notion of “interface” has become central in
grammatical theory (for instance, in Chomsky’s Minimalist Program) and in linguis-
tic practice: work on the interfaces between syntax and semantics, syntax and
morphology, phonology and phonetics, etc. has led to a deeper understanding of
particular linguistic phenomena and of the architecture of the linguistic component
of the mind/brain.

The series covers interfaces between core components of grammar, including
syntax/morphology,  syntax/semantics, syntax/phonology, syntax/pragmatics,
morphology/phonology, phonology/phonetics, phonetics/speech processing, seman-
tics/pragmatics, and intonation/discourse structure, as well as issues in the way that the
systems of grammar involving these interface areas are acquired and deployed in use
(including language acquisition, language dysfunction, and language processing). It
demonstrates, we hope, that proper understandings of particular linguistic phenom-
ena, languages, language groups, or inter-language variations all require reference to
interfaces.

The series is open to work by linguists of all theoretical persuasions and schools of
thought. A main requirement is that authors should write so as to be understood by
colleagues in related subfields of linguistics and by scholars in cognate disciplines.

Gender features stand at the intersection of syntax, semantics, and morphology,
and how their role is divided between these three domains has long been a puzzle. In
this monograph, Ruth Kramer develops a new theory of the morphosyntax of gender,
arguing that gender features appear not on lexical roots or on elements high in the
structure of noun phrases, but on the nominalizing head n. She defends a particular
theory of gender features based on the notions of interpretability and bivalence, and
shows how this theory predicts the attested typological variation in gender systems,
drawing on fascinating data from a number of lesser studied languages. Overall, the
book proposes the first comprehensive theory of gender as a phi-feature in generative
linguistics.

David Adger
Hagit Borer
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Introduction

1.1 Major themes

Gender is regularly defined as the sorting of nouns into two or more classes, as
reflected in agreement morphology on determiners, adjectives, verbs and other
syntactic categories (e.g. Hockett 1958: 231, Fodor 1959: 2, Corbett 1991: 1, Comrie
1999: 457, Matasovic 2004: 19—20). Consider the Amharic examples in (1)ab.

(1) a. ya saw ddgg ndw b. yatft| set digg nat
thatm man good be.3ms.s thatr woman good be.3Fs.s
“That man is good.” ‘That woman is good.”  (Leslau199s: 66,67)

In (1)a, the demonstrative is ya and the copular verb is naw, whereas in (1)b, the
demonstrative is yat/t/'and the copular verb is nat. Since the demonstrative and the
copular verb formally differ depending only on the head noun of the subject, it is
clear that sdw ‘man’ belongs to one gender (masculine) and set ‘woman’ belongs to
another gender (feminine).'

Gender has been called “a time-honored subject of linguistics” (Unterbeck and
Rissanen 2000: ix), and Matasovi¢ (2004: 13) dubs it “the only grammatical category
that ever evoked passion.” Corbett calls gender the “most puzzling of the grammat-
ical categories” (Corbett 1991: 1). Unsurprisingly then, there are rich and significant
literatures on the sociolinguistics of gender (see e.g. Hellinger and BufSimann 2001),
the acquisition and processing of gender (see e.g. Franceschina 2005), the typology of
gender systems (see e.g. Corbett 1991), and the diachronic development and loss of
gender systems (see e.g. Matasovi¢ 2004).

However, there has been less research on the morphological and syntactic aspects
of gender. There are clear, thorough descriptions of gender assignment in
many languages (see e.g. Corbett 1991: chs 2 and 3), but the most basic questions
for a morphosyntactic analysis of gender assignment remain controversial: where
is gender located in the hierarchical structure? How is gender assignment

! See Chapter 4 for a refinement of this definition of gender.

The Morphosyntax of Gender. First Edition. Ruth Kramer.
© Ruth Kramer 2015. Published 2015 by Oxford University Press.



