
Person and Number Features on Bound Pronouns and the Structure of Indices
The Phenomena: Rullmann (2003, 2004) discusses two interesting phenomena regarding the seman-
tics of bound plural pronouns: (i) semantically singular plural pronouns and (ii) partial binding. (i) is
exemplified by (1).
(1) Most of the boys think that they are the smartest student.
The predicate be the smartest student here is only compatible with a singular individual, as shown by
the contrast in (2).
(2) That boy is/#These boys are the smartest student.
Therefore the bound pronoun they in (1) is interpreted as a singular individual, despite its plural mor-
phology. An example of (ii) is given in (3), where the plural pronoun their is simultaneously bound by
the two universal quantifiers.
(3) Each of the students told each of the professors that their meeting was fun.
Furthermore, these two phenomena can happen at the same time. For example, the following example
allows a reading where they is bound by two plural quantifiers but denotes a pair of individuals at a time.
Thus, the students and professors distribute into atomic individuals as in (1) above, and summed up as a
pair as in (3).
(4) Most of the students told most of the professors that their meeting was fun.
Lastly, all of the above interact with person features. That is, all of them are possible with first and
second person pronouns as well.
(5) a. We all think that we are the smartest student.

b. Each of the students told me that our meeting was fun.
c. Most of the students told me that our meeting was fun.

Previous Analyses: There is disagreement in the literature about whether the above data should be
accounted for in the semantics or in the morphology. Rullmann pursues a semantic account, claiming
that plural pronouns always denote plural individuals. Semantically singular plural pronouns like (1)
pose a challenge for such a view, while partial binding is more or less straightforward, as the referent is
plural. While Rullmann gives an account of (1) adopting Winter’s (2001) semantics of plurality, it faces
several empirical problems, as Rullmann himself points out (Rullmann 2003, 2004). The morphological
account, or the minimal pronoun account (Heim 2008, Kratzer 1998, 2009, von Stechow 2003), on the
other hand, claims that the phi-features of a bound pronoun are semantically inert and are just copied
from the binder(s) by a PF rule called Feature Transmission. For this account, semantically singular plu-
ral pronouns are straightforwardly captured, as the plural feature on suchm a pronoun is not semantically
interpreted and compatible with a singular denotation. However, partial binding needs an explanation.
For instance, both of the antecedents in (3) are morphologically singular, and hence the plural feature
cannot be coming from them. Heim (2008) o!ers a solution under the minimal pronoun account, but in
order to subsume the interaction with person features, it su!ers from conceptually unwelcome redun-
dancies between LF and PF, as Heim herself admits. That is, her account makes heavy use of spell-out
rules that seemingly duplicate the role of semantics in the morphology.
To sum up, Rullmann’s account tries to maintain a straightforward morphology-semantics mapping,
where all morphologically plural pronouns are semantically plural, but is empirically problematic. Heim’s
minimal pronoun account involves opaque relation between semantics and morphology mediated by
complex spell-out rules that separately impose similar conditions on the two components. In what fol-
lows, I propose a novel account that dispenses with ad hoc morphological rules, by shifting all the nec-
essary complexity to syntax, whereby reconciling the straightforward semantics-morphology mapping
and empirical adequacy.
(i) Semantically Singular Plural Pronouns: Semantically singular plural pronouns are only found in
the scope of a distributivity operator, which can optionally be realized as all, each, both, etc., as in (6).
(6) These boys all think that they are the smartest student.
I propose that they in (3) and (6) simply denotes the plurality consisting of the relevant boys, but the
distributivity operator remotely operates on it and returns a singular individual. More specifically, I pro-
pose that the distributivity operator universally quantifies over choice functions that pick out an atomic
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member of the subject. In order to prevent overgeneration, I assume that the domain of the relevant
choice functions is restricted to the plurality in question.
(7) a. vD/alli VP wg “ !X. @ f P RelCFpXqrvVP wgri!Ñ f ss

b. RelCFpXq “ t f | f pXq !a f ^ @Y ‰ XrY R domp f qsu
For a simple sentence like These boysx alli iptxq drank, the choice function f denoted by i applies to
the trace of the subject within VP and the distributive meaning is derived For (1), I claim that f is used
twice, once for the VP internal subject trace in the matrix clause, and once for they in the embedded
clause. As a consequence they co-vary, as desired.
(ii) Partial Binding: An analysis of partial binding requires a pronoun to be able to bear multiple indices
(cf. Higginbotham 1986). Both Rullmann and Heim make use of this mechanism.
(8)

0

theytx,y,...u
8g

“ gpxq ‘ gpyq ‘ . . .
With this, the intended reading of (3) follows more or less straightforwardly.
(9) [Each of the students]x told [each of the professors]y that theirtx,yu meeting was fun.
The reason why the bound pronoun is plural is because its denotation is plural.
(i)+(ii): As pointed out above, the above two phenomena can co-occur as in (4). In order to analyze
this example, we need two occurrences of theD, and also allow a choice function to apply to one of the
indices of the plural pronoun in the following manner (the object is QRed).
(10) [Most of the students]x Di [most of the professors]y D j tipxq told t jpyq that theirtipxq, jpyqu meeting

was fun.
The crucial assumption here is that the choice functions can target the denotation of one of the indices of
the plural pronoun, e.g.

0

tipxq
8

“ gpiqpgpxqq. In other words, my proposal is to complicate the syntax of
indices so that they carry information regarding the choice function. An attractive feature of the present
account is that all morphologically plural pronouns are semantically plural and vice versa, and there is
no need for ad hoc spell out rules.
Interaction with Person Features: The above phenomena interact with person features. Roughly put,
if any part of the plural pronoun denotes the speaker, it must be a plural first person pronoun, if any part
of it denotes the hearer but no part denotes the speaker, it must be a plural second person pronoun, and
otherwise it must be a plural third person pronoun. Under the present account, this pattern is explained
by assuming that indices carry person information as well, e.g. xr1s, where the numbers in r s denote the
person feature. The person features are interpreted through the admissibility condition on g:
(11) An assignment g is admissible in a given context c only if for all x, gpxr1sq includes the speaker

of c; gpxr2sq includes the hearer of c but not the speaker of c; and gpxr3sq includes neither the
speaker nor the hearer.

We furthermore impose the syntactic condition on binding that only first person pronouns can bind xr1s
and second person pronoun can bind xr2s, which mimics in syntax the e!ect of Feature Transmission
postulated in the minimal pronoun account. Crucially, our morphological rule is very simple: if any of
the indices of a pronoun has r1s, the pronoun is first person, if any of them has r2s and none has r1s, it
is second person, and otherwise it is third person, and these same features are used to interpreted them,
unlike under Heim’s minimal pronoun approach. (12) illustrates this where a first person plural pronoun
is distributively bound by we and each of the professors
(12) Wexr1s alli told [each of the professors]yr3s that ourtipxr1sq,yr3su meeting was fun.
The semantics and morphology are captured under the representation indicated here. Moreover, the
present analysis can easily be extended to gendered plural pronouns in languages like Hebrew and
French, although the details are omitted here for reasons of space.
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