Airports and Islands: The Icelandic Gender System
and Some Standardization and Reformation
Attempts

Héskuldur Thrainsson

1 Introduction

Sentences like (1) can now occasionally be heard on the news in Iceland. For many
(possibly most) speakers of Icelandic, myself included, they sound odd in the context
provided here:!

(1) ?77Pryi greindust med COVID-18 d Keflavikurflugvelli
three.N.PL.NOM were.diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport
i geer,
yesterday

“Three were diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport yesterday.”

The following example sounds completely natural, on the other hand, as a headline
in a newspaper:

(2) Prji syntu it ¢ Videy f geer.
three.N.PL.NOM swam out to Videy yesterday
“Three swam out to Videy island yesterday.”

Similarly, the examples in (3) are both fine:

(3) a. Prir greindust med COVID-19 a Keflavikurflugvelli
three.M.PL.NOM were.diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport
f geer,
vesterday
“Three were diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport yesterday.”
b.  Prir syntu wt « Videy f gerr.

three.M.PL.NOM swam out to Videy vesterday
“Three swam out to Videy island yesterday,”

1 Thanks to the Ieelandic mathematician Einar Steingrimsson, who (inadvertently) helped me
figure out the reason for the different acceptability of the examples in (1) and (2). Thanks are
also due to the editors of this volume, and to Anton Karl Ingason, Gudran Pérhallsdéttir, Halldér
Armann Sigurdsson, Katrin Axelsdottir and Sigridur Magnasdattic for helpful comments on an
earlier version of this paper, They should not be held responsible for the views expressed in the
paper since | did not always follow their advice.
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This will probably seem surprising to readers who are not native speakers of Icelandic
since the English translations suggest that (1) is the same as (3a) and (2) the same as
(3b). But a careful look at the interlinear glosses will reveal that prji ‘three' in (1)
and (2) is neuter plural (N.PL) but prir in (3) is masculine plural (M.PL). But why
would N.PL be odd in (1) but not in (2)? How could airports and islands influence the
gender of numerals in different ways?? And why would N.PL be odd in an example like
(1) but M.PL fine in both (3a) and (3b)? And there is more to the story. The English
translations do not show that for most speakers (3a) just means that three people
were diagnosed with COVID-19, (3b) suggests that a group of three male swimmers
swam to the island but (2) implies that the swimmers were mized group (or possibly
all genderqueer, see section 6). How is that possible?

Before attempting to answer these questions, it is necessary to present an overview
of the gender system in Icelandic. So in section 2 I will describe the main character-
istics of this system and section 3 will concentrate on the difference between gram-
matical and referential gender.® In section 4 T will answer the questions raised in this
introduction and describe some (in my view mistaken) attempts to standardize or
reform ITeelandic gender rules. T will then conclude by adding some comparative notes
on Faroese and Swedish in section 5 and summarizing the discussion in section 6.

2 Grammatical gender

Icelandic nouns come in three genders as illustrated in (4):

(4) M: forseti ‘president’, hestur ‘horse’, svanni ‘woman (poetic)’, stéll ‘chair’,
otti *fear’
F: kona *‘woman’, kind *sheep’, skytta ‘shooter, hunter’, skeid ‘spoon’, tillaga
‘proposal’
N: barn ‘child’, naut *bull’, skdld ‘poet’, fljod ‘woman’, hord ‘table’

The grammatical gender of nouns is inherent. As can be seen from the examples in (4)
it is not directly related to “natural gender” (or sex). Although most nouns denoting
female humans are feminine, it is possible to find masculine and neuter nouns denoting
females. In addition, words denoting things and concepts can be masculine, feminine
or neuter as shown. This grammatical (or arbitrary or uninterpretable) gender has
obviously no relation to sex.

Adjectives, most pronouns and the numerals 1-4 inflect for gender, on the other
hand. When used attributively they agree in grammatical gender with the noun they
modify—and also in number and case as shown in (5):

2 Videy is a small island within swimming distance (for good swimmers) from Reykjavik.

3 The terms natural gender, semantic gender and hiological gender have also been used for what
1 am calling referential gender in this paper. Kramer (2015) and Ingason (2016) use the term
interpretable gender in much the same sense, relating it to feature interpretation in the Minimalist
Framework and Distributed Morphology. The reason for my selection of the term referential
gender will become clear below.
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(5) a.  goour forseti
2ood.M.SG.NOM president.M.SG.NOM
prjd svanna
three.M.PL.ACC woman.M.PL,ACC

b. allar skytiur
allLF.PL.NOM hunter.F.PL.NOM
vondri tillogu
bad.F.SG.DAT proposal.F.SG.DAT

c. stort naut
big.N.SG.NOM bull.N.sG.NOM
goou skaldi

200d.N.SG.DAT poet.N.SG.DAT

This kind of agreement (or concord) is strictly grammatical and completely obligatory
(see, e.g., Gronberg 2002; Norris 2012; H. A. Sigurdsson 2015; Thorhallsdottir 2015a;
E. F. Sigurdsson 2017; Thorvaldsdéttir 2017). Thus the form of the numeral in (5a)
has to be masculine because svanni ‘woman’ is masculine, and the feminine form
of the numeral would be strictly ungrammatical although svanni denotes a woman.
Similarly, the masculine form of gédur ‘good’ cannnot be used attributively with the
neuter word skdld (cf. (5c)) even when it refers to a male poet.

In a predicative position adjectives, pronouns and numerals also typically show
gender agreement with the relevant noun:?

(6) a. Stolarnir eru dyrir.

chair.the.M.PL are expensive.M.PL
“The chairs are expensive.”

b.  Tillagan er goo.
proposal.the.F.8G is good.F.sG
“The proposal is good.”

c. Skaldid er mjog freegt.
poet.the.N.SG is very famous.N.SG
“The poet is very famous.”

Finally, the grammatical gender of a noun also determines the gender of the personal
pronoun that refers to it:

(T) a. Petta er stollinn. Eg keypti hann { IKEA.
this is chair.the.m.sG T bought him.M.8G in TKEA
“This is the chair. T bought it at IKEA.”
b.  Skyttan mlltist og hin fannst ekki ...
hunter.the.F.sG got.lost and she.F.SG was.found not
“The hunter got lost and he (or she) was not found ..."

4 In (6) and most of the following examples | will only use nominative forms since case is largely
irrelevant for the points I want to make. Hence case will not be indicated in the interlinear glosses
unless it is particularly relevant, In general, irrelevant grammatical details will be omitted from
the interlinear glosses,
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c¢. Barnid er syfjad. Pad svaf illa.
child.the.N.SG is sleepy.N.SG it.N.SG slept badly
“The child is sleepy. He (or she) slept badly.”

In (7a) the masculine form of the third person pronoun hann ‘he' agrees with the
grammatically masculine noun st6l! ‘chair’. Similarly, in (7b) the feminine pronominal
form hin ‘she’ agrees grammatically with the feminine noun skytta. It does not imply
that the hunter was female (hence the “he (or she)” in the translation). Finally, it is
normal to use the neuter pronominal form pad about a child, as in (7c).

The description just given holds for grammatical gender in Icelandic. But there
is more to the gender story as will be explained in the next section,

3 Referential gender vs. grammatical gender

3.1 Introducing referential gender

Assume we are looking at a race and commenting as follows on the runners that have
just finished:

(8) a. Hann var svakalega fljotur!

heM.SG was extremely fast.M.SG
“He was extremely fast!”

b.  Ekkert sma fljot!
nothing small fast.F.SG
“How fast she was!"

c.  Okei. OU prji komin i mark.
OK all.N.PL three.N.PL come.N.PL to goal
“OK. Now all three have finished.”

In (8a) the masculine singular pronoun hann is obviously used to refer to a male
runner we have been observing. The gender of the pronoun is thus not determined
by any particular noun in the discourse but rather by the sex of the runner we have
been observing (deictic reference). The predicative adjective fligtur would also be
masculine singular in this case, as indicated. Similarly, the gender of the feminine
singular adjective fljot in (8b) is not determined by any noun in the sentence or in
the preceding discourse but just by the fact that a female runner is being referred to.
Finally, we could use the neuter plural forms all prji as in (8¢) to refer to a particular
mixed group of runners we had been waiting for. A less elliptical statement would be
(9):

(9) Nu eru pau oll prju kormin i mark.
now are thev.N.PL all.N.PL three.N.PL come.N.PL to goal
“Now all three of them have finished.”

In all these cases the gender of the adjectives, pronouns and numerals is determined
by the sex of the persons being referred to. Hence I will refer to this as referential
gender.
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Now consider the case of adjectives and indefinite pronouns (or quantifiers) used
substantively in general statements about humans, i.e., adjectives and pronouns that
are not modifying any particular noun or referring to a particular person or group.
In such instances referential gender is impossible since nothing in particular is being
referred to and anaphoric reference to a preceding noun is not possible either since
there is no such noun. Then Icelandic uses unmarked or default grammatical mascu-
line (see, e.g.. Rognvaldsson 2013; Gronberg 2002: Thrainsson 2005; Thorhallsdottir
2015a, passim}:

(10)  a. Enginn md yfirgefa hisid.
nobody.M.SG may leave  house.the
“*Nobody is allowed to leave the house.”

b.  Allir greeda d verdbalgunmni.
everybody.M.PL profit from inflation.the
“Evervbody profits from the inflation.”

c. Peir sem hlustudu d pattinn i ger heyrou . ..
those.M.PL that listened to program.the vesterday heard
“Those who listened to the program yesterday heard ...”

d. Ef etnhver hringir, segdu honum  pa  ad
if someone.M.SG calls  tell  him.M.SG then that ...
“If someone calls, then tell them that ..."

The masculine forms enginn,allir, peir. einhver in (10) have a generic meaning and
no particular reference.® Neuter is not the default grammatical gender in this kind of
context. Neuter singular is completely impossible in (10a) and (10d) as they would
then mean “Nothing is allowed to leave the house” and “If something calls ..." If
neuter plural were used instead of masculine plural in (10b) and (10c¢) it would be
interpreted as referential gender, referring to a particular mixed group (males and
females) that had been mentioned earlier or clearly understood from the context.
The translations of (11) are meant to reflect this:®

(11) a.  Ou grazda @ verdbolgunni.
everybody.N.PL profit from inflation.the
“They all profit from the inflation.”
b. Pau sem hlustudu @ pdattinn i ger
those.N.PL that listened to program.the yesterday ...
“Those (of the group) that listened to the program yesterday ...

> ]

5  Example (10d) (from Thérhallsdottir 2015a) is particularly interesting since here the masculine
personal pronoun hann is used to refer back to the grammatically masculine indefinite pronoun
cinhver ‘someone’. Note that in the English translation | have used them rather than him since
someone has no grammatical gender and hence him could be wrongly understood as referring to
a male caller. Note, however, that it is also possible to leave honum out, as one could in English
too: “If someone calls, then say that ...”. More on this issne below.

G Note that this does not mean that it is not possible to find examples like (11h) that are meant
to have generic non-referential reading. Like (1) and (21), for instance, such examples tend to
be used in recent years by those that want to reform the Icelandic gender system (see also the
discussion in section 6).
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Similarly, using feminine plural would imply that a particular group of female persons
was being referred to, e.g., Per (F.PL) sem hlustudu d pdittinn ¢ geer ... “Those (of
the group of females) that listened to the program yesterday ..."

So far we have seen that the gender of adjectives, pronouns and numerals in
Icelandic is either determined by agreement with the nouns they modify (grammatical
gender, grammatical agreement) or by the sex (natural gender) of the individuals they
refer to (referential gender, referential agreement). In some instances, however, there
is a choice between the two types of gender (or agreement) as will be described in the

next subsection,

3.2 Optionality
Consider the following pair of sentences:

(12) a. Alpngi kys  forswlisrdadherra ... Er hann rétt

parliament elects prime.minister.M.SG is  he.M.SG appropriately
kjorinn ef v
elected.M.SG if
“The parliament elects the prime minister ... He or she is appropriately
elected if ..."

b. Forsmtisradherra  heunsotti ... Mamitobahdskola — par  sem
prime.minister.M.sSG visited Manitoba.university there that
hain
she.r.sG
“The prime minister visited .. . the University of Manitoba where she ...”

Example (12a) is a statement about governmental procedures in Iceland and describes
how to go about electing a prime minister. In that example the masculine pronoun
hann is used, agreeing with the grammatically masculine noun forseetisrddherra *prime
minister’—a case of grammatical agreement. But because English nouns do not have
grammatical gender, this sentence cannot be translated directly into English. It would
not be appropriate to translate hann in this instance simply as ‘he’ since it does not
refer to a particular male person. Hence I have added ‘or she’ to the translation (cf.
also (7) above for many speakers of English it would also be possible to use they are
in context of this sort). Example (12b), on the other hand, is taken from a report on
a visit by the Icelandic prime minister to Manitoba, Canada. Because the Icelandic
prime minister at the time was a woman, it was entirely natural to use the feminine
pronoun htn to refer to her a case of referential agreement.

Now note that grammatical agreement would also have been possible in (12b).
In that case the journalist would have used the masculine pronoun hann to refer to
the grammatically masculine noun forsetisrddherra, as is done in (12a). This kind
of optionality is not uncommon and it will obviously vary which option is preferred.
Consider the following examples (taken from the big corpus Risamdlheild, https://
malheildir.arnastofnun.is/):

(13) a, skaldid idealiserar hana ekki, en pad .
poet.the.N.SG idealizes  her not  but it.N.SG
“The poet doesn’t idealize it, but he (or she) ...”
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b.  skiftur allmiklu mali fyrir skaldid ...  pviad hann ...
plays considerable role for poet.the.N.sG because he.M.SG

.-

“plays a considerable role for the poet because he | .. "

c. skaldio hefur purft ad valde peim vonbrigdum par sem
poet.the.N.SG has  had to cause them disappointment because
hiin o
she.¥.SG

“the poet has caused disappomtment for them because she ..."

In (13a) we have a case of grammatical agreement, where the neuter pronoun pad
agrees with the grammatically neuter singular noun skdld ‘poet’. Hence we do not
know whether the poet in question was male or female so pad is translated as *he (or
she)'. In examples (13b) and (13c¢) on the other hand, we have referential agreement
and hence it is clear that hann in (13b) refers to a male poet and hiin in (13c) refers
to a female one, as reflected in the translations.”

As described in section 2 above, this kind of optionality is not possible when
the inflected word (adjective, pronoun, numeral) is used attributively. In such cases
grammatical agreement with the noun modified is obligatory.

Now note that the cases just discussed involve the agreement of personal pronouns.
As deseribed by Thérhallsdéttir (2015a), grammatical agreement in Icelandic seems
to follow the agreement hierarchy proposed by Corbett (2006: 207):%

(14) attributive > predicate > personal pronoun

As stated above, grammatical agreement of attributive adjectives is obligatory and
we have just seen some examples where grammatical agreement of personal pronouns
is optional, i.e., it can be “overridden” by referential agreement. This is not unex-
pected if Corbett’s hierarchy is correct: grammatical agreement of personal pronouns
should be weaker than that of attributive adjectives. Since grammatical agreement of
predicate adjectives should be weaker than that of attributive adjectives but stronger
than that of personal pronouns, according to the hierarchy, it might be possible to

7 Interestingly, referential gender seems to necessarily override grammatical gender in the case of
conjoined subjects of the following type (cf. the discussion in Thorvaldsdottir 2017: 15, Thor-
valdsdottir 2019: 6):

(1ii) Ofriska  skdldid og pyska  konan eru dnagdar/ ?*dnagd.
pregnant poet.the.N.sG and German woman.the g .sc are happy.r.rL/7*NopL
“The pregnant poet and the German woman are good.”

The adjective ‘pregnant” modifying the neuter noun skdld ‘poct’ shows that the poct must be a
woman. The noun phrase piska konan ‘the German woman’ obviously refers to a woman and
referential agreement (#.9L) on the predicate adjective ‘happy' scems natural and grammatical
agreement (N.pL) very odd although conjoined noun phrases of different genders would normally
trigger gramnmatical N.PL agreement of predicates.

8  Corbett's hierarchy also includes relative pronouns (between predicates and personal pronouns),
but these are omitted here as Modern Icelandic uses non-inflecting relative conjunctions almost
exclusively rather than relative pronouns. Note also that Thorvaldsdéttir (2017, 2010) has shown
that gender resolution in the case of conjoined noun phrases is not predicted by Corbett's hierar-
chy but rather by an individuation hierarchy (human > animal > countable object > uncountable
abstract). The effects of conjunction on agreement will not be further discussed in this paper.
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find instances of predicative adjectives where referential agreement overrides gram-
matical agreement, although it should be more difficult than in the case of personal
pronouns. But at a first glance it seems that grammatical agreement is the rule and
referential agreement typically impossible, as Porhallsdottir has pointed out (2015a:
271, passim). The following is a case in point (modelled on examples in her paper):

(15) Loggurnar  voru ¢*blautir/blautar, ?*blaut eftir rigninguna
cops.the.F.PL were wet.?*M/F/7*N.PL after rain.the
“The cops were wet after the rain.”

The noun ldgga *cop’ is feminine, and even if you knew that the cops in this particular
incident were all male, it seems very difficult to use the M.PL form blautir *wet' in this
context.” Similarly, even if you knew that this was a mixed group of male and female
cops, the N.PL form blaut ‘wet’ seems inappropriate. The grammatically agreeing
F.PL form blautar appears to be the only possibility.

It is, however, possible to come up with, and find, examples of predicates show-
ing referential rather than grammatical agreement. Observe the following (based on
examples in Thorhallsdottir 2015a: 273)1°:

(16) a. Krakkarnir minir  eru dnegd { skolanum.
kid.the.M,PL my.M.PL are happy.N.PL in school.the
“My kids are happy in school.”
b.  Foreldrar  minwr  eru skilin.
parent.M.PL my.M.PL are divorced.N.PL
“My parents are divorced.”

These examples are particularly interesting because the attributive possessive minir
‘my’ shows (obligatory) grammatical agreement in both instances (M.PL possessives
agreeing with the preceding M.PL nouns) whereas the predicatives dnegd “happy’ and
skilin *divorced’ are N.PL forms showing referential agreement.

Now although the noun krakkar *kids' need not refer to a mixed gender group, the
noun foreldrar ‘parents’ certainly does most of the time in written sources, This might
be a part of the reason for the fact that a quick search in the corpus Risamdlheild
mentioned above produces about three times more hits of the grammatically agree-
ing combination krakkarnir (M.PL) ... dnegdir (M.PL) than the referentially agreeing
combination krakkarnir (M.PL) ... dnegd (N.PL), whereas the grammatically agree-
ing combination foreldrar (M.PL) ... skildir (M.PL) is only found five times and the
referentially agreeing foreldrar (M.PL) ... skilin (N.PL) over 60 times.'!

9 It is perhaps a bit better if one sticks in aller ‘all' (a.pL): 77Léggurnar voru allir blautir “The
cops were all wet”, as pointed out to me by Halldér Armann Sigurdsson.

10 Sentences like the following (based on an example suggested by Halldor Armann Sigurdsson),
calling for referential agreement of the predicate adjective, are probably more difficult for many
speakers out of the blue:

(iv)  Leknirinn var nipitskrifud,
doctor.the.m.sc was newly.graduated. r.sa
“The doctor was newly graduated.”

11 It is possible that writers tend to avoid the masculine plural form skildir ‘divorced’ in this context
because it is homophonous with masculine plural skyldir ‘relate’ although the spelling is different.



Airports and Islands 359

But this is not a new phenomenon. In her study Porhallsdottir searched for
agreement with the masculine plural nouns krakkar ‘kids’, foreldrar ‘parents’ and
hiisbendur ‘masters’ in a corpus of 19'" century letters. She concludes (2015a: 280)
that referential (her semantic) agreement was favored over grammatical agreement
for all these words in the corpus.

Given the fact that the choice between grammatical and referential agreement is
sometimes optional and sometimes not, it is not surprising that language planners
have wanted to formulate prescriptive rules about it, Thérhallsdottir (2015a: 274)
puts it this way:

The national language standard of Modern Icelandic has prescribed gram-
matical gender agreement, as a general rule of thumb . . . Formal agreement
certainly holds in the case of attributive modifiers and it is recommended
for predicate targets, but judgments are sometimes less strict about the
choice of personal pronouns.

There is some evidence that younger speakers of Icelandic do not follow this preserip-
tion (see Helgadottir 2011) and “linguists have observed an increased tendency to use
semantic |- referential| agreement”™ (Thorhallsdottir 2015a: 284). But one might ask
why it should be necessary to prescribe rules about this. Wouldn't speakers be bet-
ter off trusting their intuition about when grammatical agreement is appropriate and
when referential agreement is?

A different and more recent “prescription” has been aimed at the use of default
grammatical masculine exemplified above. This will be discussed in the next section
when the different acceptability of the examples in (1)-(3) will be explained.

4 Airports and islands revisited

4.1 Referential neuter plural vs, default grammatical masculine plural

Example (1) is repeated here for convenience:

(17) 22Prjui greindust med COVID-19 d Keflavikurflugvelli
three.N.PL.NOM were.diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport
I qeer,
yvesterday

“Three were diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport yesterday.”

As explained above, the judgment is based on the assumption that (17) was heard
on the news (on the radio or TV), The N.PL prji is not a default (or unmarked
or generic) form of the numeral prir ‘three’ and since it is used substantively in this
example (there is no overt noun that it modifies), it calls for referential interpretation.
But news about the travellers diagnosed with COVID-19 at the airport typically do
not tell us anything more about them. They are just counted and we are typically
not told whether they are all male, all female or a mixed group. We don’t know who
they are and hence referential agreement is not possible and the default or unmarked
grammatically masculine form prir ‘three’ would be appropriate in this context. That
is why the N.PL form prji sounds odd in (17).
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By contrast, a newspaper headline refers to something that will be discussed in
more detail in the article below it. Consider the headline (2), repeated in (18):

(18)  Pryu syntu ut i Videy 1 gar.
three.N.PL.NOM swam out to Videy vesterday
“Three swam out to Videy island vesterday.”

As stated above, this sounds perfectly natural. The reason is that reading a headline
like this, the reader automatically expects to be told that this was a particular mixed
group of swimmers and hence the N.PL in the sentence sounds natural, It is an
example of referential agreement where the reader will be told something about the
persons that are being referred to.

Similar explanations hold for the interpretation of the sentences in (3), repeated
in (19):

(19) a, Prir greindust med COVID-19 d Keflavikurflugvelli
three.M.PL.NOM were.diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport
i geer,
vesterday
“Three were diagnosed with COVID-19 at Keflavik Airport yesterday.”
b.  Prir syntu vt © Videy 1 geer.

three. M.PL.NOM swam out to Videy vesterday
“Three swam out to Videy island vesterday.”

Because the M, PL prir ‘three’ is the default form, it is perfectly natural in the context
of the airport news in (19a). The listener will just assume that this is about the
number of travellers diagnosed as stated and not expect any further information about
them. The example in (19b) is ambiguous, on the other hand. The most natural
interpretation is that three male swimmers swam out to Videy island yesterday and
the choice of the masculine plural form prir is an example of referential agreement.
This is because the reader expects to be given more information about the swimmers
after the headline. Hence it is automatically assumed that the writer would have
used the F.PL form prjar if this was in fact a group of three female swimmers or the
N.PL form prypi if it was a mixed group. But it is also possible to interpret (19b) as
containing the default masculine plural form prir, which would imply that some sort
of counting of swimmers crossing the sound over to Videy was at issue (e.g., three
today, five yesterday, ete.).
Consider also the gender use in the following headline'?:;

(20) Prir/Prjar/Prju sottu  wm stodu  skolastjora i Vik
three.M.PL,/ F.PL/N.PL applied for position principal.SG.GEN in Vik,
“Three applied for the position of principal in Vik.”

As the glosses indicate, there is a choice between masculine, feminine and neuter
plural of the numeral ‘three’ in an headline of this sort, but the choice depends on
the context. If nothing more is said about the applicants, e.g., because they are not
known at the time, M.PL is appropriate because it is the defanlt grammatical gender

12 This is based on an example suggested to me by Gudrin Pérhallsdottir.
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in contexts of this sort. This corresponds to the airport example in (17). But if the
headline is followed by further information on the applicants, such as giving their
names, the gender of the numeral would be referential —a known group of people is
being referred to. Then M.PL would be used about a group of male applicants, F.PL
if they were all female and N.PL if it was a mixed group.

The distinctions just described are rather subtle and rarely discussed in any detail
in the linguistic literature, I don’t think they are mentioned anywhere in Icelandic
grammars and certainly not in textbooks used in Ieelandic schools. They are just
intuitions that speakers develop without any direct instruction, as is of course true
of most of the intuitions that speakers have about their own language. Reactions to
prescribed language use that ignores these intuitions suggest that they are shared by
a large number of speakers. (21) is a case in point if intended as an announcement,
e.g., for an upcoming event of some sort:

(21) 7700 velkomin.
all.N.PL welcome.N.PL
Intended reading: “Evervbody is welcome.”

Since the N.PL form 6ll ‘all’ is not the default form of the grammatical gender in
examples of this sort, many speakers react to this kind of announcement by asking
Oll hver? *‘All who?" (see, e.g., Thorbergsdottir 2002: 92). This is because the N.PL
calls for referential agreement or referential interpretation. When none is available,
the listener or reader is confused, exactly as in the COVID-case in (17) above. The
default grammatical masculine plural allir does not call for such interpretation. Hence
(22) has always been the form of announcements of this sort until recently:

(22) Allir  velkommr.,
all.M.PL welcome. M. PL
“Evervbody is welcome.”

Here the default grammatical M.PL just means ‘everybody’, regardless of gender,

because nobody in particular is being referred to, whereas the feminine plural allar

(1.e., Allar velkomnar) would necessarily get a referential interpretation, just like the

neuter plural in (21), and imply that a particular group of females was welcome.
Now compare (21) and (22) to (23):

(23) Pid erud allir/allar /ol velkomnir/velkomnar /velkomin.
you.2.PL are.2.PL welcome.M. /F./N.PL
“You are all welcome.”

Here the second person plural pronoun frnd makes it clear that a particular group of
people is being addressed and referred to. So if it is an all male group the M.PL form
allir is appropriate, if it is an all female group the F.PL allar is, and the N.PL 6ll is
what you use if it is a mixed group, The gender of the adjective meaning ‘welcome’
is adjusted appropriately in all cases as indicated.'®

13 Similarly, the N.pPL is appropriate if one is addressing a mixed group even when the 2.pL pronoun
is not used: Vermd &l innilega velkomin! lit. “Be all (N.pL) sincerely welcome (N.pL)!.
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Now it has often been pointed out that language use can be male-oriented or sexist
and that one should try to avoid that kind of usage.'* One case in point is the use of
referential M.PL as in Pid erud allir velkomnir when addressing a mixed group of
people, as just mentioned. That is obviously highly inappropriate and insunlting for
non-male members of the group. But in attempts to eradicate such male-chauvinistic
usage, people sometimes do not pay attention to the difference between grammatical
and referential gender. As a result, it has been claimed, in the name of gender
equality, that one should not say Allir velkomnir as in (22) but use Ol velkomin
as in (21) instead. Many linguists have argued that this is a mistake and based on
a misunderstanding, since default grammatical gender (as in (22)) has nothing to
do with natural gender or sex. Proponents of this “reform” often maintain, on the
other hand, that using masculine plural in contexts like (22) is bara mdlvenja ‘just a
linguistic custom’ and it can easily be changed or abolished, just like any other custom.
But it is not as simple as that, As argued in this paper, default grammatical masculine
is an integral part of the Icelandic system of linguistic rules, where a linguistic rule is
to be understood as a part of the knowledge that speakers acquire when they acquire
a language and not something that is prescribed by language mavens, Linguistic rules
in this sense make it possible to acquire language and they tend to be a part of a
larger system. Hence it is difficult to predict what happens if we try to tamper with
them. The most likely outcome is confusion.

But what is the evidence that grammatical masculine is in fact the default gram-
matical gender in Ieelandic in the sense described above? More about that in the
next subsection,

4.2 More evidence for default grammatical masculine in Icelandic

In section 3.1, several examples were given as evidence for the neutrality or unmarked-
ness of grammatical masculine in the contexts given. Here are some additional ones
(the examples in (24) are proverbs):

(24) a. Margur heldur mig sig.
many.M.SG thinks me self
“Many people think that I am like them.”
b.  Ymsir eiga hilgg 1 annars gardi.
various.M.PL own blow in other.M.SG.GEN home
“Many people have been wronged by other people.”
(25) rikir fatakir  fatladir blindir
rich.M. PL poor.M.PL handicapped.M.PL blind.M.PL
“the rich, the poor, the handicapped, the blind”
(26) einn tveir prir fiorir
one.M.SG two.M.PL three.M.PL four.M.PL

The last example means that when you are not counting anvthing in particular, e.g.,
just “counting to ten”, you use the masculine form of the numerals 1 4 (the only ones
that inflect in Icelandic).

14 For an overview of research on language and gender in Icelandic see Fridriksson (2017),
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We can conclude, then, that there is ample evidence for the claim that masculine
is the default grammatical gender in Icelandic.'®

5 Comparative notes and concluding remarks

Before we conclude, a few comparative notes on the gender systems of Faroese and
Swedish are useful to shed light on gender systems in general and their different
developments.

5.1  Default grammatical gender in Faroese

Like Icelandic, Faroese distinguishes three grammatical genders. The Faroese gender
system is very similar to the Icelandic one (see, e.g.. Thrainsson et al. 2012: 61,
passim; Petersen 2009; Thorhallsdottir 2015b). But as pointed out by the researchers
referred to, it seems that neuter is (or is becoming) the default grammatical gender
in Faroese in contexts where masculine is in Icelandic. Observe the following, for
instance:

(27) a. Ol veelkomin.

all.N.PL welcome.N.PL
“Everybody is welcome.”

b. tey riku tey brekadu
the.N.PL rich the.N.PL handicapped
“the rich. the handicapped”

c. eitt tvey try®
one.N.SG two.N.PL three.N.PL
“one, two, three”

As indicated in the interlinear glosses, Faroese uses grammatical neuter in all these
instances, whereas Icelandic would use the default grammatical masculine, as illus-

15 For reasons of space | have concentrated on differences between grammatical and referential
gender in the context of humans, where masculine is the default grammatical gender, I have not
discussed predicative and passive constructions where agreement with the subject fails because
of case marking. Finite verbs, predicative adjectives and passive participles only agree with
nominative subjects. In the context of oblique subjects the finite verh normally shows up in the
3.56 and the adjective/participle in the n.sG, regardless of the person and number of the subject
(see Thrainsson 2007: 238ff.):

(v) a,  Stelpunum var kall.
girls.the.sc. pat was,3.5G cold.N.sG
“The girls were feeling cold.”
b, Okkur var bjargad,
We. PL.DAT was.3.5G rescued.N.sG
“We were rescued.”

In contexts of this sort, then, one could argue that 3.s¢ is the default form of the non-agrecing
finite verb and N.sa the default form of the non-agreeing adjective and passive,

16 The numbers 1-3 are the only ones that inflect in Faroese and the neuter forms illustrated are
the ones that would be used when “counting to ten”, see. for instance, Thrainsson et al. (2012:
114).
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trated in the preceding sections, Thrainsson et al. (2012) and Petersen (2009: 20 fn.
2, 125, passim) take this to indicate that neuter is the default grammatical gender
in contexts of this sort. Remains of the default grammatical masculine can still be
found in Faroese, however, in contexts like the following (see, e.g., Thrainsson et al.
2012: 132 fn. 34):

(28) a. FEr nakar innif
is anybody.M.SG in
“Is &ulyhod_v in?
b, Hvenn tosadi ti vid?
who.M.S8G talked you to
“Who did you talk to?”

It is possible, of course, that Ieelandic will change in the same direction as Faroese
has, but only rime will tell.

5.2  Grammatical gender and gender neutrality in Swedish

Swedish, like other Mainland Scandinavian languages, typically distinguishes two gen-
ders of nouns, common (or non-neuter) gender and neuter, This affects the agreement
of the indefinite article, for instance:

(29) 4. non-neuter: en mann en kvinna en student en bok . ..
aman awoman a student a book
b. neuter: ett barn ett hus ett forslag ...
a child a house a propsal

The masculine personal pronoun han ‘he’ is used to refer to male persons or animals,
hon *she’ is used to refer to female ones as illustrated below (C is used here as an
abbreviation for common gender):

(30) a. Kungen kommer inte. Han er sjuk,
king.the.c comes not he is sick
“The king won’t come. He is sick.”
b. Kon dter inte. Hon er sjuk.
cow.the.C eats not she is sick
“The cow won’t eat. She is sick.”

Now consider the following examples:

(31) a.  Min bista student  kommer. Hon ...
my best student.c comes  she
“My best student is coming. She ..."
b. Studenten  ska skriva om ett @mne som han eller hon viljer.
student.the.C shall write on a subject that he or she chooses
“The student is to write on a subject of his or her own choice.”

In (31a) a particular female student is being talked about and appropriately referred
to by the feminine pronoun hon. The example in (31b), on the other hand, is a general
statement, e.g.. as would be found in academic regulations. In that case the common
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gender noun studenten cannot be appropriately referred to by using either han or han
since these pronominal forms are gender-specific and thus refer to male (han) or female
(hon) persons. Until rather recently, the solution has been to use han eller hon, ‘he
or she’, as is sometimes done in comparable situations English.'” In Icelandic. on the
other hand. this is not necessary since the noun stident is grammatically masculine
so the grammatically masculine pronoun hann is used:

(32)  Studentinn a ad skrifa um efnr sem hann  velur  sjdlfur.
student.the.M.SG is to write on topic that he.M.SG selects self.M.SG
“The student is to write on a subject of his or her own choice.”

Note that the English translation for (29) is exactly the same as for (31b) because
the grammatically masculine hann in (29) does not refer to male students but is just
grammatically agreeing with the grammatically masculine word stiident, which does
not specify natural gender.

Since it is rather clumsy having to use khan eller hon ‘he or she’ in Swedish contexts
like (31b), the gender-neutral pronoun hen has been introduced into the language
(adopted by the Swedish academy 2014) on the model of Finnish gender-neutral hdn
(Finnish has no grammatical genders). This pronoun is also used to refer to persons
who do not want to consider themselves male or female. While there is no need for
a comparable solution for Icelandic contexts like (32), because of the different gender
system, people who do not want to be referred to as either hann *he’ or hin *she’ (nor
pad ‘it’) have suggested that the new gender-neutral personal pronoun hdn should be
used to refer to them instead (see the overview by Sverrisdottir 2016). That is an
interesting proposal and hdn may catch on in this role, although it is a more limited
role than that of the Swedish hen as just described.

6 Concluding remarks

In this paper I have given a brief overview of important aspects of the Icelandic gender
system. The key to understanding how it works is to appreciate the distinction
is between grammatical and referential gender and how it affects agreement, i.e.,
grammatical vs. referential agreement. Failure to do so has led to some unnecessary
and even mistaken reformation attempts of two Kinds:

1. Grammatical agreement is sometimes obligatory and referential agreement im-
possible, e.g., in the case of attributive adjectives (see the discussion around (5)
above). But in some instances there is a choice between grammatical and ref-
erential agreement in the case of personal pronouns and predicative adjectives
(see section 3.2 above). The choices are typically not completely equivalent,

17 Another way of resolving this problem in English, especially in informal or spoken language, is
to use the gender-and-number-neutral they, e.g., in contexts like the following (suggested by n
reviewer):

(vi) If you go to the doctor and they ezamine you . ..

See also the discussion of possible translations of (12a) above.
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however, since one of the alternatives is based on reference to a particular in-
dividual or individuals and the other is purely grammatical. Hence it is highly
questionable to recommend the grammatical alternative by a “rule of thumb” in
such contexts.

Referential masculine is used to refer to male individuals, referential feminine
to females and referential neuter is used to refer to mixed groups.!®* So if a
teacher is addressing a mixed group of students it is inappropriate to say Erud
Pid allir binir med verkefnid “Have you all (M.PL) finished the assignment?”,
Instead the N.PL form 61l should be used, and normally is, T would think (see the
discussion in 3.2 above). In general statements, on the other hand, masculine
is the default grammatical gender in Icelandic and has no reference to males.
This is found in proverbs, for instance, and also in general statements like Allir
grezda ¢ verdbolgunni “All (M.PL) benefit from inflation™ and Allir velkomnir
“Evervbody (M.PL) is welcome!” Conversely, using the N.PL form 61l would call
for a referential interpretation, at least in the language of many (and probably
most) speakers, since neuter plural is not the default grammatical gender in such
contexts (see the discussions around (10)-(11) and (21)-(22). Despite this, some
language reformers have recommended the use of Oll velkomin and maintained
that the use of M.PL is sexist. It would be if the masculine plural was referential
in contexts of this sort but it is not.

o

This difference between referential and grammatical gender and referential and gram-
matical agreement explains the story about airports and islands told at the beginning
of this article. This difference is subtle and interesting and one should not try to
destroy it.
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