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Abstract: In this paper, we analyze different factors affecting gender assignment in Russian nouns. We 
conducted two studies combining experimental, dictionary, and corpus data (relying both on traditional 
corpora and on the web-as-a-corpus approach). The first study is dedicated to gender assignment to ex-
pressive nouns in a situation when the gender of the base noun and the expressive suffix give contra-
dictory cues. We demonstrated extensive gender variation in these cases and estimated the role of dif-
ferent factors affecting it. The gender of the base noun and the inflection associated with the expressive 
suffix appeared to be the most important. Animacy is also relevant (certain options are possible only 
for nouns denoting people) but statistically insignificant. The second study is on gender assignment 
to nouns that have a zero inflection in nominative singular and a palatalized, alveolo-palatal, or post-
alveolar stem-final consonant. In the previous studies, it was noted that the phonological properties 
of this consonant affect the gender distribution in these nouns. Our data confirmed this generalization 
and provided several new insights. We also demonstrated that native Russian speakers are sensitive 
to it. We discuss the implications of our results for different approaches in theoretical morphology and 
focus on gender markedness analyzing a special status of masculine gender.
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Аннотация: В этой статье мы исследуем различные факторы, влияющие на род существитель-
ных в русском языке, и предлагаем новый теоретический анализ маркированности рода. Ста-
тья опирается на экспериментальные, словарные и корпусные данные. Первое исследование 

© 2023



8	 Voprosy Jazykoznanija	 2023. № 2

посвящено определению рода у существительных субъективной оценки в ситуации, когда род 
исходного существительного и экспрессивный суффикс дают противоречивые подсказки. Мы 
показали, что в этой ситуации наблюдается значительная вариация по роду, а также оценили 
роль различных факторов, влияющих на распределение. Наиболее важными оказались род ис-
ходного существительного и тип склонения, связанный с суффиксом субъективной оценки. 
Одушевленность также важна (некоторые варианты возможны только для существительных, 
обозначающих людей), но статистически незначима. Второе исследование посвящено опреде-
лению рода у существительных, имеющих нулевое окончание в именительном падеже един-
ственного числа и оканчивающихся на мягкую или шипящую согласную. В предыдущих иссле-
дованиях было отмечено, что конечная согласная основы влияет на распределение родов у этих 
существительных. Наши данные подтвердили это заключение и позволили сделать несколько 
новых выводов. Мы также показали, что носители русского языка чувствительны к этим при-
знакам. Мы обсуждаем значение полученных результатов для различных подходов в теорети-
ческой морфологии, уделяя особое внимание проблеме маркированности рода и особому ста-
тусу мужского рода в русском языке.
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1. Introduction

1.1. The structure of the paper

Russian has three grammatical genders: masculine, feminine, and neuter. Gender in Rus-
sian has been at the center of several theoretical debates. Firstly, feature markedness is a mat-
ter of controversy. Masculine is the most frequent, while neuter is the least frequent, but it is 
used in impersonal constructions, where the unmarked form is expected. Some experimental 
studies point to neuter as the unmarked option, while many others suggest that masculine is 
unmarked. Theoretical accounts are similarly split. Secondly, many nouns exhibit systematic 
gender variation, challenging different approaches to gender assignment. In particular, it is 
intuitively clear that complex interactions can be found between the gender of the noun and 
its inflectional and derivational affixes and even its phonological form. But it is not clear how 
to account for them.

In this paper, we review different aspects of these interactions and try to account for the prima 
facie contradictory observations mentioned above. We conducted two studies combining exper-
imental, dictionary, and corpus data (relying both on traditional corpora and the web-as-a-cor-
pus approach). The first study is dedicated to gender assignment to expressive nouns in a situ-
ation when the gender of the base noun and the expressive suffix give contradictory cues, and 
the second one to gender assignment to nonce nouns depending on the final consonant of the 
stem. Only nominative forms are discussed — ​we plan to analyze case-related differences in our 
further studies.

The paper is organized as follows. Firstly, we outline the system of nominal inflectional 
classes in Russian and their connections to grammatical gender, focusing in more detail on ex-
pressive nouns. Secondly, we present different approaches to feature markedness. After that, we 
turn to the two studies we conducted and finally discuss their implications.
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1.2. Gender and declensions in Russian

Russian nouns are distributed between three genders: masculine (M), feminine (F), and neu-
ter (N), and are inflected for six cases and two numbers. In most cases, the gender of the noun 
cannot be unambiguously determined from its inflectional affix, only from agreeing adjectives, 
participles, and verb forms. However, as we show below, there is a conspicuous connection be-
tween gender and inflectional affixes, which was analyzed in different theoretic frameworks, 
e.g. [Asarina 2009; Caha 2021; Corbett, Fraser 2000; Kramer 2015; Rice 2005].

Nouns have different sets of inflections depending on the inflectional class, or declension, 
they belong to. 1 Traditional reference grammars (e.g., [Russian grammar 1980]), as well as many 
other studies (e.g., [Aronoff 1994; Halle 1994]), identify three declensions with several sub-
classes and various exceptions. Alternative approaches either divide the first declension into 
two classes with masculine and neuter nouns respectively and therefore identify four declen-
sions [Corbett, Fraser 1993; Müller 2004], or make a primary distinction between the 1st and 
2nd (‘core’) declensions on the one hand and the less frequent 3rd declension on the other hand 
[Zaliznyak 1987; Wiese 2008].

Our findings do not allow teasing apart these approaches. Therefore, we will rely on the 
model with four declensions outlined in Table 1 for the sake of convenience. Classes I and IV 
have different inflections only in the nominative and accusative singular (the reason why many 
researchers unite them).

Table 1
A system of four inflectional classes for Russian nouns

Classes Descriptions Examples Percentage of nouns 
in the RNC 2

class I
M nouns ending in a consonant 
in nominative singular (with a zero 
inflection)

zakon ‘law’, kon’ ‘horse’
(C/С’-final nouns 3) 46 %

class II

F nouns ending in -(j)
a in nominative singular komnata ‘room’, zemlja ‘earth’ 29 %

M nouns (only denoting people) 
ending in -(j)a in nominative 
singular

papa ‘dad’, djadja ‘uncle’ 1 %

class III
F nouns ending in a consonant 
in nominative singular (with a zero 
inflection)

kost’ ‘bone’ 
(С’-final nouns) 5 %

class IV N nouns ending in -o or -e 
in nominative singular okno ‘window’, more ‘sea’ 18 %

indeclinable nouns of different genders kivi ‘kiwi’, pal’to ‘coat’ 1 %

Table 1 shows that declensions are closely related to gender. It goes from declension to gen-
der, but it is also illustrative to go from gender to declension. 97 % of masculine nouns have zero 

	 1	All declensions have the same inflections in plural, so the discussion of declension-related differences 
below only concerns singular.

	 2	Percentages of nouns in the Russian National Corpus, or RNC, are taken from [Slioussar, Samoilova 2015]. 
Their counts were based on the grammatically disambiguated subcorpus and did not take substantivized 
adjectives into account. There is also a very small number of exceptional cases with irregular inflection.

	 3	Here and below we use the term ‘C’-final nouns’ for the nouns that end in a palatalized, alveolo-pala-
tal, or postalveolar consonant, and the term ‘C-final nouns’ for the nouns that end in other consonants.
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inflection in nominative singular, 85 % of feminine nouns end in -(j)a, and almost 100 % of neu-
ter nouns end in -o/e (like in Table 1, these counts are based on [Slioussar, Samoilova 2015]).

The connection between gender and declension is so strong that it leads to indeclinability 
of some nouns, gives rise to defective paradigms and gender variation. For example, all declinable 
С-final nouns belong to the declension class I and are masculine. Russian has many feminine proper 
names (first and last names, toponyms etc.) that are С-final, but they are all indeclinable as a result.

A different pattern is found in the nouns denoting professions and social roles. Historically, 
most of them are masculine and belong to class I. When women gained access to these roles 
and professions, new feminine words were derived from a number of these nouns, but by far not 
from all of them. At the same time, it became possible to use masculine nouns for women, either 
with masculine or with feminine agreement. Notably, using feminine agreement is grammati-
cal only in the nominative case [Graudina et al. 1976; Zaliznyak 2002], although some excep-
tions are found in real usage [Sitchinava 2011]. Thus, these words did not become proper com-
mon gender nouns like plaksa ‘crybabyM/F’, for which both masculine and feminine agreement 
is always possible — ​apparently, because class I contains both feminine and masculine nouns. 
As a result, Zaliznyak [2002] suggests treating these cases as two separate nouns, a masculine 
one and a feminine one with a severely defective paradigm.

There is a vast literature on these nouns: e.g., [Panov 1968; Muchnik 1971; Graudina et al. 
1976; Corbett 1982; 1991; Asarina 2009; Pesetsky 2013; Steriopolo, Wiltschko 2010; Lyutikova 
2015; Steriopolo 2019; Matushansky 2013; Caha 2019; Privizentseva, to appear]. In [Slioussar, 
Magomedova, to appear], we also look at these nouns in more detail using corpus and experi-
mental data. We argue that the availability of feminine agreement in the nominative case relies 
on analogy: Russian has other feminine nouns with a zero inflection in the nominative singular 
(namely, class III nouns), but all oblique case singular inflections do not coincide in these classes.

Another problematic group are nouns with diminutive and augmentative suffixes. These 
suffixes are not supposed to change the gender of the base noun (see [Vinogradov 1947]), but 
as a result, we get many combinations that do not fit the picture outlined in Table 1. This leads 
to extensive variation. Studying this variation is the goal of this paper, so we discuss expressive 
nouns in a separate subsection.

Finally, indeclinable nouns are interesting for the following reasons. Firstly, neuter gender is cho-
sen by default for them, although otherwise masculine is the most frequent. Secondly, their gender 
may be affected both by semantic analogy (the gender of a declinable noun with a similar meaning) 
and by their phonology: e.g., nouns ending in -(j)a are more likely to be feminine, although in this 
case, -(j)a is not an inflectional affix, but a part of the root. This leads to an even greater gender vari-
ation than in expressive nouns, and we study it in a separate paper [Chuprinko et al., to appear, a; b].

Apart from expressive nouns, our paper focuses on the following problem. As Table 1 shows, 
С’-final nouns can be masculine or feminine (the same is true for nouns ending in -(j)a, but they 
are feminine almost 30 times more often than masculine). In our second study, we show that the 
distribution of С’-final nouns with different stem-final consonants in two genders is not equal 
and that native speakers of Russian are sensitive to that.

1.3. Nouns with diminutive and augmentative affixes

Russian has a great variety of diminutive and augmentative affixes. Normally, nominal deri-
vational affixes are associated with a particular set of inflectional affixes, which define the gen-
der of the derived word:
(1)	 grib-∅ ‘mushroomM’ → grib-nic-a ‘myceliumF’, grib-nik-∅ ‘mushroom collectorM’

The picture with expressive affixes is more complex. A number of examples are given in Table 2. 
Firstly, some affixes are associated with two sets of inflections. Secondly, diminutive and augmentative 
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nouns may keep the gender of the base noun (henceforth, we will call it the ‘base gender’). 4 Since 
we study gender variation in these nouns, we do not indicate their gender in Table 2 and elsewhere — ​
only when corpus or experimental examples with particular gender agreement are analyzed.

Table 2
Some diminutive and augmentative affixes, inflections associated with them 

and declensions associated with these inflections

Expressive suffixes Declension Examples

Diminutive: -ok-∅, -ek-∅, 
-ik‑∅, -čik-∅ class I (M) stul’čik ‘chairDIM’ from stul ‘chairM’

vinčik ‘wineDIM’ from vino ‘wineN’
Diminutive: -k-a, -onk-a, -en’k-a
Augmentative: -in-a, -(j)ug-a, 
-(j)ar-a

class II (predominantly F)
knižonka ‘bookDIM’ from kniga ‘bookF’
zverjuga ‘animalAUG’ from zver’ 
‘animalM’

Diminutive: -išk-a/o, -yšk-a/o, 
-(j)ušk-a/o
Augmentative: -išč-a/e

class II (predominantly F) 
or IV (N)

rybišča/e ‘fishAUG’ from ryba ‘fishF’
kotiška/o ‘catDIM’ from kot ‘catM’

Many researchers claimed that expressive suffixes do not change the base gender in Rus-
sian [Vinogradov 1947; Corbett 1982; Hippisley 1996; Rice 2005]. Several more recent pa-
pers noted that in real usage, variation is observed [Doleschal 2000; Savchuk 2011; Sitchinava 
2011], but did not explore how extensive this variation is or which factors are relevant. Our pa-
per aims to fill this gap. 5

Expressive suffixes were also analyzed in many works by Olga Steriopolo [Steriopolo 2008; 
2015; 2017; Steriopolo et al. 2021]. Initially, she argued that some suffixes always change the 
base gender, while the others never do, and developed an account in the Distributed Morphol-
ogy framework. In [Steriopolo et al. 2021], she argues that suffixes with emotive meaning al-
ways change the base gender, while suffixes with size meaning never do. In [Steriopolo 2017], 
she admits the existence of some variation, but only for animate nouns, and attempts to explain 
it with underspecification of a gender feature for common gender nouns. Our data do not con-
firm these hypotheses: extensive gender variation was found both for animate and for inanimate 
nouns, and it did not correlate with the meaning of the suffix.

1.4. Markedness

Asymmetries between different gender or number features are usually explained in terms 
of feature markedness. However, the very definition of markedness depends on the theo-
retical framework (see, e.g., [Haspelmath 2006] for an overview). Structural approaches 

	 4	Expressive suffixes are often considered to be between inflectional and derivational, as they do not cre-
ate a word with a new meaning, only add a nuance [Booij 2000]. We will call them derivational in this 
paper, but our data do not bear on this question.

	 5	Notably, some researchers claim that in case of affixes like -išč-a/e, the -a variant is used with feminine 
base nouns, and the -e version with masculine and neuter base nouns — ​see [Russian grammar 1980, I: 
213; A reference grammar of Russian 2004: 146; Privizentseva, to appear]. This would be logical, but, 
paradoxically, language defies this simple logic. Naturally occurring data we collected show that this 
is definitely not the case: e.g., mašinišče ‘carAUG’ from mašina ‘carF’ or domiška ‘houseDIM’ from dom 
‘houseM’ can be easily found, more examples are provided in Table 2 and below. However, we did not 
analyze how frequently different variants are selected depending on the base noun — ​we plan to come 
back to this problem in our further research, also taking case into acount. In this study, we took various 
expressive nouns as a starting point and analyzed their gender agreement options.
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rely on  the so-called representational markedness: a  [+a] feature value is more marked 
than a [–a] value, and absence of a feature is usually assumed to be the least marked option. 
As a result, the least marked (or ‘unmarked’) forms are expected to appear in structures 
where no gender feature is available (e.g., in impersonal constructions such as Stemnelo 
‘It got dark’). In case of derived nouns, structural approaches usually predict that some af-
fixes will always change the gender of the base noun, while the others never will, are not 
well suited to describe variation and definitely do not predict that the unmarked option 
should be the most frequent.

In competition-based theories, like Optimality Theory (OT), the unmarked gender is the de-
fault, which is used when there are no specific requirements for gender assignment. It is expected 
to be the most frequent and the most productive. A similar approach to markedness is adopted 
in many functional and typological studies. The classic version of OT does not describe variation, 
but OT-based probabilistic theories, like Harmonic Grammars and Maximum Entropy models, 
are specifically geared to account for it. In any case, the unmarked option is expected to have 
higher chances to be selected — ​also in case of gender of derived nouns.

Very often, these approaches point to the same feature value as unmarked: for example, to the 
singular value of the number feature. However, this is not the case for Russian gender. Mascu-
line is the most frequent in Russian, while neuter is the least frequent (see Table 1), but neuter 
is used in impersonal constructions.

Structural approaches consider neuter to be unmarked in Russian (e.g., [Kramer 2015; Ma-
tushansky 2015; Nevins 2011]) and encode this intuition in the representation of gender features. 
For example, for Nevins, feminine is [+FEM], [−MASC], masculine is [−FEM], [+MASC] and 
neuter is [−FEM], [−MASC]. Kramer encodes feminine as [+FEM], masculine as [−FEM] and 
neuter corresponds to no gender features. Optimality-theoretic approaches consider masculine 
to be unmarked (e.g., [Rice 2005]), while neuter is considered to be the most marked. This view 
is shared by many other authors from different frameworks, e.g., [Jakobson 1960]. Finally, some 
authors consider masculine to be unmarked on the word level and neuter to be unmarked on the 
sentence level [Corbett, Fraser 2000].

Several experimental studies looking at agreement processing in Russian found that mascu-
line behaves differently from the two other genders [Akhutina et al. 1999; 2001; Romanova, Gor 
2017; Slioussar 2018]. Slioussar and Malko [2016], who studied gender agreement attraction 6 
in production and in comprehension, found that neuter behaves as unmarked in the former case 
and masculine in the latter. A series of earlier similar production experiments on Slovak [Ba-
decker, Kuminiak 2007], in which the gender system is similar to Russian, revealed the same 
picture: neuter behaved as unmarked.

We think that there is no ‘correct’ approach to the problem of gender markedness. Mascu-
line is special in one sense, and neuter in some other. We will formulate our view on this prob-
lem in the discussion section.

2. Study 1: Gender assignment in expressive nouns

In our study of expressive nouns, we could not use traditional corpora because the varia-
tion we are interested in is usually beyond the literary norm, and corpora mostly contain edited 

	 6	Attraction errors (such as the number error in the example The key to the cabinets are rusty, in which 
the dependent noun, an attractor, disrupts subject-predicate agreement) were demonstrated to occur 
more frequently in production and to be missed more easily in comprehension in various languages. It 
was also noted that the effect depends on the feature values of the attractor and the head: for example, 
when the head is plural and the attractor is singular, no attraction is observed. This made attraction im-
portant for the study of feature markedness.
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texts. Therefore, we used the web-as-a-corpus approach and searched the internet for different 
examples for which the base gender and inflectional affixes give conflicting cues, to see which 
gender agreement is possible for them. After that, we conducted an experiment with a subset 
of such nouns to find out which derivate gender is preferred by native Russian speakers. This 
subset was balanced according to several factors that we identified as relevant in the web-as-a-
corpus study — ​the base gender, the inflection of the derivate, and its animacy, — ​so we could 
estimate their influence numerically.

2.1. Web-as-a-corpus data

Compiling a complete list of Russian expressive nouns is not feasible, so providing numer-
ical data (such as the share of nouns with a given combination of gender assignment cues that 
show masculine agreement) is difficult. Therefore, the goal of this part of the study was mostly 
to establish what is possible and frequent and what is not: which combinations of the base gen-
der, inflections, and derivate gender are easily found on the web and which can hardly be found. 
We used the Google search engine (www.google.com).

We took the animacy scale into account, dividing our examples into three groups: denoting 
people, denoting animals, and inanimate. The gender feature is semantically loaded for the first 
group and semantically empty for the third one, while the situation in the second group is com-
plicated, so this factor may be relevant for derivate gender assignment. We did not observe any 
correlations between gender change and the meaning of the suffix (diminutive vs. augmenta-
tive, emotive vs. size-related).

Our first general observation was that for masculine and feminine base gender, all combi-
nations of inflections and derivate gender can easily be found — ​examples are provided below. 
However, nouns with neuter base gender almost never select expressive affixes associated with 
class I or class II inflections. We could find only several examples like jajco ‘eggN’ — ​jajčik 
‘eggDIM’, pivo ‘beerN’ — ​pivčik ‘beerDIM’ or odejalo ‘blanketN’ — ​odejalka ‘blanketDIM’. These ex-
amples showed masculine or feminine agreement, respectively, which can be explained by their 
class I and class II inflections, but, since they are very few and very infrequent, it is hard to make 
any conclusions based on them.

Nouns with masculine base gender usually keep their base gender in case of conflicting cues, 
but many examples of gender change can also be found. Below, examples with different inflec-
tions and occupying different positions on the animacy scale are provided.

(2)	 Masculine base gender + inflection -a (class II) = masculine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
		  Da			   i						    pidžačonka				   takoj								        byl…				   nu				   takoj								        prjam :)

and			   also			  jacketDIM.NOM.SG			  suchM.NOM.SG			   wasM.SG			  well			  suchM.NOM.SG			   just
‘And the jacketDIM was also like… well, just like, you know.’

	 b.	 animal
		  Vidal?			 Dikij								        zverjuga!

sawM.SG			  wildM.NOM.SG			   animalAUG.NOM.SG

‘[You] saw [it]? A wild beastAUG!’

	 c.	 human
		  Ne			  kapitan							      s						     gvozdem,			 praporiška					    nesčastnyj.

not			  captainNOM.SG			   with			  nailINS.SG					     ensignDIM.NOM.SG			   pitifulM.NOM.SG

‘Not a captain with a nail, but a pitiful ensignDIM.’
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(3)	 Masculine base gender + inflection -a (class II) = feminine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
		  Mal’čik				   milyj,							      tol’ko			 pidžačonka				   kvelaja.

boyNOM.SG			   niceM.NOM.SG			  just					     jacketDIM.NOM.SG			  tackyF.NOM.SG

‘The boy is nice, just his jacketDIM is tacky.’

	 b.	 animal
		  Moj								        pёs —					     zverjuga								       na redkost’			  spokojnaja.

myM.NOM.SG			   dogNOM.SG			   animalAUG.NOM.SG			  rarely										         calmF.NOM.SG

‘My dog is a surprisingly calm animalAUG.’

	 c.	 human
		  Praporiška					    ty					   naša,						     ty					    prosto			  njaška.

ensignDIM.NOM.SG			  you			   ourF.NOM.SG			  you			   simply				   sweetieNOM.SG

‘You [little] ensignDIM, you are such a sweetie.’

(4)	 Masculine base gender + inflection -o/e (class IV) = masculine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
	 	 Umišče-to									       kakoj								       u			  našego				    brata								       mužika!

mindAUG.NOM.SG-part			  whatM.NOM.SG			  at			  ourM.GEN.SG			  brotherGEN.SG			  manGEN.SG

‘How clever we are, simple men! Lit.: What a mindAUG our brother simple man has!’

	 b.	 animal
		  Bezumno			  krasivyj								        i						    obajatel’nyj					    kot’iško!

insanely					     beautifulM.NOM.SG			  and			   charmingM.NOM.SG			  catDIM.NOM.SG

‘An incredibly beautiful and charming kittyDIM!’

	 c.	 human
		  Voobšče			  etot									        Lučnikov								       naivnyj							      idiotiško						     okazalsja.

generally				   thisM.NOM.SG			  LuchnikovNOM.SG			   naïveM.NOM.SG			   idiotDIM.NOM.SG			  turned_outM.SG

‘Generally, that Luchnikov turned out to be a naïve idiotDIM.’

(5)	 Masculine base gender + inflection -o/e (class IV) = neuter agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
		  Eto			  že				   umišče							      kakoe						      nado			   imet’				    fašistskoe…

this			   part			  mindDIM.ACC.SG			  whatN.ACC.SG			  must				    haveINF			   fascistADJ.N.ACC.SG

‘What a fascist mind one must have (to come to this)…’

	 b.	 animal
		  Vot			 moё							      kotiško )))

here			  myN.NOM.SG			  catDIM.NOM.SG

‘Here is my kittyDIM.’

	 c.	 human
		  Tupoe								       švedskoe							       idiotiško!

stupidN.NOM.SG			  SwedishN.NOM.SG			  idiotDIM.NOM.SG

‘A stupid Swedish idiotDIM!’

Nouns with feminine base gender change it much more often than the ones with masculine 
base gender, but, as (6)–(9) show, examples of both types (with changed and unchanged gen-
der) can still be found. As far as we can judge, the only exceptions are С-final derivates. They 
always change their gender to masculine if they are inanimate or denote animals, feminine 
agreement can be found only with nouns denoting humans. A similar picture can be found 
in the very few examples with neuter base gender and class I inflections (e.g., jajco ‘eggN’ — ​
jajčik ‘eggDIM’).
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(6)	 Feminine base gender + inflection -∅ (class I) = feminine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate: no examples found
	 b.	 animal: no examples found
	 c.	 human
		  Mamčik							      pozvonila			  v			   školu..

momDIM.NOM.SG			   calledF.SG					    to			  schoolACC.SG

‘MommyDIM called the school…’

(7)	 Feminine base gender + inflection -o/e (class IV) = feminine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
		  Vooružennye			  ljudi									        v			   forme									        i						    ogromnaja			 mašinišče.

armedNOM.PL					     peopleNOM.PL			  in			  uniformLOC.SG			  and			   giantF.NOM.SG				    carAUG.NOM.SG

‘Armed people in uniform and a giant carAUG.’
	 b.	 animal
		  Mgnov’enno			  rybki										          isčezli								       i						    pokazalas’				   rybišče.

immediately					    fishesDIM.NOM.PL			  disappearedPL			  and			   appearedF.SG				    fishAUG.NOM.SG

‘Immediately the [little] fishesDIM disappeared, and a [huge] fishAUG appeared.’
	 c.	 human
		  Tam			 moja						      babuško										         i						     deduško.

there			  myF.NOM.SG			  grandmaDIM.NOM.SG			   and			   grandpaDIM.NOM.SG

‘My grandmaDIM and grandpaDIM are there.’

(8)	 Feminine base gender + inflection -∅ (class I) = masculine agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
	 	 Vkusnyj							     bulčik

yummyM.NOM.SG			  bunDIM.NOM.SG

‘A yummy bunDIM (the title of a YouTube video).’
	 b.	 animal
		  Segodnja			  prixodil			  milen’kij			  sobačok.

today								       cameM.SG				   cuteM.NOM.SG			  dogDIM.NOM.SG

‘A cute doggyDIM came today.’
	 c.	human
		  Mamčik							      prišёl —			  obradovalas’			  dočka.

momDIM.NOM.SG			   cameM.SG				   cheeredF.SG							       daughterNOM.SG

‘ “MommyDIM came,” — ​cheered up the daughter.’

(9)	 Feminine base gender + inflection -o/e (class IV) = neuter agreement
	 a.	 inanimate
	 	 Krutoe					    mašinišče,			  blestjavoe!

coolN.NOM.SG			  carAUG.NOM.SG			  shinyN.NOM.SG

‘It’s a cool, shiny carAUG!’
	 b.	 animal
		  A					    čto				    eto			   za			  rybišče								       takoe								       interesnoe?

and			   what			   this			   for			  fishAUG.NOM.SG				    suchN.NOM.SG			   intrestingN.NOM.SG

‘And what an interesting fishAUG is this?’
	 c.	 human
		  Roždestvenskaja				   istorija					    pro				  omskoe									       babuško.

ChristmasADJ.F.NOM.SG			   storyNOM.SG			   about			  OmskADJ.N.ACC.SG			  grandmaDIM.ACC.SG

‘A Christmas story about a grandmaDIM from Omsk.’
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We have also found several examples with feminine and neuter mixed cues showing mascu-
line agreement:
(10)	 Feminine base gender + inflection -o/e (class IV) = masculine agreement
	 Očen’			   mn’e			  ponravils’a —			  delovityj,				  uverennyj							      v			   sebe			  sobačiško.

very						     meDAT			   appealedM.SG							      busyM.NOM.SG			  confidentM.NOM.SG			   in			  self				    dogDIM.NOM.SG

‘I liked him very much — ​such a busy, confident doggyDIM.’
To summarize, we found extensive gender variation in expressive nouns. The following fac-

tors may have influence: the base gender, the inflectional class, and animacy. We also observed 
different patterns for the three genders. Masculine base gender is preserved more often than fem-
inine, while neuter nouns just do not attach expressive affixes associated with other genders. In-
flections associated with masculine gender (class I) trigger gender change more often than those 
associated with feminine (class II) or neuter (class IV). To estimate the role of these factors nu-
merically, we conducted an experiment.

2.2. Experimental data

2.2.1. Experiment 1: Method

Thirty native speakers of Russian (17 female and 13 male) volunteered to take part in the 
experiment. Their age ranged from 18 to 45, the mean age being 23.5. They all provided in-
formed consent.

The materials were 40 nouns with diminutive and augmentative affixes (-ok-∅, -ek-∅, -ik-∅, 
-čik-∅, -išk-a/o, -(j)ušk-a/o, -išč-a/e, -in-a, -(j)ug-a, -(j)ar-a). We checked on the internet that 
they all occur naturally. Their properties are listed in Table 3. We did not include neuter base 
gender because, as we noted in the previous section, such nouns almost never attach expressive 
affixes that could trigger gender change. To distract participants’ attention from the goal of the 
study, we also included 40 filler nouns and pseudonouns without expressive affixes (animate 
and inanimate, from different declensions, masculine, feminine, or neuter).

Table 3
Fourty nouns with expressive affixes used as stimuli

Base gender Inflection Animacy

M
-a: class II (F) 5 nouns denoting people and 5 inanimate nouns
-o/e: class IV (N) 5 nouns denoting people and 5 inanimate nouns

F
-∅: class I (M) 5 nouns denoting people and 5 inanimate nouns
-o/e: class IV (N) 5 nouns denoting people and 5 inanimate nouns

To avoid asking participants explicitly about the gender of stimulus nouns, we instructed them 
to select an adjective from the list for every stimulus noun. During the experiment, nouns were 
shown one by one on the computer screen, and participants were asked to say aloud the combi-
nation of the selected adjective and the noun. The list contained seven adjectives with stressed 
inflections (to avoid problems due to unstressed vowel reduction): krutoj ‘cool’, rodnoj ‘native, 
dear’, ploxoj ‘bad’, zloj ‘evil’, bol’šoj ‘big’, nebol’šoj ‘not big, small’, and takoj ‘such’ (we in-
structed to select the last option if the others are not suitable). As a result, participants thought 
that the experiment was about semantic connotations of different nouns, while in fact we were 
interested in gender agreement.
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In the instruction, the adjectives from the list were provided in the three gender forms (in nom-
inative singular) not to prime any gender. Remembering these adjectives during the experiment 
could be difficult, so we printed out a reminder that we gave to the participants while they were 
reading the instruction. The reminder contained only the beginnings of the adjectives: e.g., krut… 
for krutoj ‘cool’, bol’š… for bol’šoj ‘big’, etc. Participants believed that this was done so that 
they could remember the adjectives faster, but the true reason was again not to prime any gen-
der with the inflections.

Participants passed the experiment one by one in a quiet room. We used the PsyScope plat-
form (http://psy.ck.sissa.it/) to demonstrate the instruction and stimuli and recorded participants’ 
answers. First the experimenter pressed a key and a fixation point appeared in the center of the 
screen (1000 ms), followed by a stimulus noun (500 ms). Then the blank screen was demon-
strated until the participant pronounced the selected adjective and the noun. After that, the ex-
perimenter pressed a key again, and the next trial started.

The order of stimulus presentation was random. We selected the interval of 500 ms so that 
participants could read stimuli, but could not start thinking about them deeply. The main exper-
iment was preceded by a training session.

2.2.2. Experiment 1: Results and discussion

We collected 1200 answers. In 614 out of them (51 %), expressive derivates did not preserve 
the base gender. The feminine base gender was lost in 461 cases (77 %), while the masculine 
base gender was lost only in 153 cases (26 %). Gender changes were not random and were pre-
dominantly triggered by the inflectional affix, as expected (92 % cases). But in 47 examples, mas-
culine gender was assigned to nouns with feminine base gender and suffixes ending in -o or -e 
(class IV). We will come back to these cases in the discussion section. Table 4 presents the re-
sults in more detail.

Table 4
The results of the Experiment 1

Base gender Inflection Observed base gender change

M
-a: class II (F) in 90 out of 300 answers (30 %) changed to F
-o/e: class IV (N) in 63 out of 300 answers (21 %) changed to N

F
-∅: class I (M) in 282 out of 300 answers (94 %) changed to M

-o/e: class IV (N) in 132 out of 300 answers (44 %) changed to N
in 47 out of 300 answers (16 %) changed to M

The statistical analysis was done in the R programming environment (www.r‑project.org). 
We built mixed effects logistic regressions with random slopes and random intercepts by par-
ticipants and by items. We used the glmer function from the lme4 package [Bates et al. 2015]. 
For post hoc analyses, Tukey’s tests were conducted using the glht function from the multcomp 
package [Bretz et al. 2010]. We used binary factors coded as 1 vs. 0 as fixed effects, namely: 
masculine base gender, feminine base gender, final -o/e, final -a, final C (hard consonant), stress 
position (on the suffix vs. on the stem), animacy, diminutive meaning, augmentative meaning, 
emotive meaning of the adjective, size-related meaning of the adjective. We have built a sepa-
rate model for each factor.

Both the base gender and the inflection appear to be highly relevant: the former is preserved 
in 49 % answers, while the latter triggers changes in 47 % answers (the remaining 4 % cases 
changed to masculine despite feminine and neuter mixed gender cues). We found that mascu-
line base gender is significantly more likely to be preserved than feminine (β = –3.84, SE = 0.68, 
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p < 0.001). The zero inflection (final C, associated with masculine) is significantly more likely 
to trigger gender change than -a (associated with feminine) or -o/e (associated with neuter) 
(β = –5.39, SE = 1.16, p < 0.001; β = –4.69, SE = 0.82, p < 0.001, respectively). The difference 
between -a and -o/e did not reach significance.

49 % animate nouns and 52 % inanimate nouns changed their base gender, and this difference 
was not significant. Combining web-as-a-corpus and experimental data, we can conclude that 
animacy might play an important role in some cases, but on average, its influence is weak. For 
example, С-final expressive nouns may preserve their feminine base gender only when they de-
note people, but, since they change it in the absolute majority of cases, this categorical differ-
ence (possible vs. impossible) gives very small numerical effects.

We also estimated the influence of several other factors, but none of them were significant. 
We checked stress position (on the suffix vs. on the stem), expressive suffix meaning (diminu-
tive vs. augmentative), age and sex of the participants. We compared every suffix to all the oth-
ers and found that none of them showed idiosyncratic behavior.

As we noted in the introduction, Steriopolo et al. [2021] claimed that suffixes with emotive 
meaning trigger gender change, while suffixes with size meaning do not. However, we found 
no correlations between adjective choice and gender change, not even a tendency. We also saw 
no evidence of such correlation in our web-as-a-corpus data.

Finally, some suffixes we used are associated with two different inflectional classes, e.g., -išk-
a/o with class II (predominantly feminine) and class IV (neuter) (see also Table 2). Somewhat sur-
prisingly, this does not preclude Russian speakers from deriving words like stjuardessiško ‘female 
flight attendantDIM’ from stjuardessa, although the -išk-a variant could be used, avoiding a gen-
der conflict. Words like stjuardessiško were among our stimuli and showed variable agreement.

We can conclude that two factors are predominantly responsible for gender variation in ex-
pressive nouns: the base gender and the inflection of the derivate. For both factors, masculine 
gender has a special status. It is preserved significantly more often and triggered by the inflec-
tion significantly more often than feminine or neuter. Moreover, all (relatively few) examples 
that cannot be explained by these two factors have masculine gender.

3. Study 2: Gender assignment depending 
on the stem‑final consonant

As we noted in the Introduction, the correlation between gender and declensions is very strong 
in Russian and shows up in different cases, gender assignment in expressive nouns being only 
one of them. The goal of our first study was not to establish this fact as such, but to explore the 
details. In our second study, we focus on a correlation that is much less obvious.

Table 1 shows that while C-final nouns can only be masculine (with the exception of inde-
clinable nouns and nouns with defective paradigms), C’-final nouns can be both masculine and 
feminine. C’-final nouns ending in alveolo-palatal and postalveolar consonants have different 
spelling rules depending on their gender. Feminine nouns have the soft sign ‹ь› at the end (it does 
not affect pronunciation), while masculine nouns do not (cf. rož’ ‹рожь› ‘ryeF’ and muž ‹муж› 
‘husbandM’). No obvious orthographic or phonological cues are available for C’-final nouns end-
ing in a palatalized consonant: their gender cannot be determined from their nominative singu-
lar form (cf. len’ ‹лень› ‘lazinessF’ and den’ ‹день› ‘dayM’).

However, several authors noted that the distribution of С’-final nouns between the two gen-
ders depends on the particular stem-final segment [Vrabie 1992; Nesset 2003]. They did not 
test their observations statistically. We provide a statistical analysis of dictionary data and test 
whether native speakers are sensitive to these correlations in an experiment with nonce words. 
Our results show that gender assignment depends not only on inflections, but also on the pho-
nological properties of the stem.
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3.1. Dictionary data

The distribution of genders in С’-final nouns was investigated by Emil Vrabie [1992] based 
on four Russian dictionaries [BAS 1948–1965; MAS 1981–1985; Ozhegov 1960; Ushakov 
1935–1940] and later by Tore Nesset [2003] based on the Grammatical Dictionary of the Rus-
sian Language [Zaliznyak 1987]. Both authors found that the phonological properties of  the 
stem-final segment are important, but did not provide a statistical analysis, so we do so below. 
In Table 5, we summarize some dictionary and corpus data illustrating that the gender distribu-
tion is indeed not random. For the statistical analysis, we used the dictionary compiled by Ha-
gen [2018], which is based on several popular dictionaries of Russian and extended with novel 
words from web sources.

Table 5
С’-final nouns in the grammatically disambiguated subcorpus of the Russian National 

Corpus (RNC) 7, in the Grammatical Dictionary of the Russian Language (GDRL) 
[Zaliznyak 1987] and in the Hagen dictionary [Hagen 2018]

Final 
consonant

RNC (Nom.Sg forms) GDRL (lemmas) Hagen (lemmas)
M F M F M F

/b’/ 34 (24 %) 110 1 11 — 13
/p’/ 3 (2 %) 8 169 — 19 — 22
/v’/ 13 (1 %) 1448 1 20 1 21
/f’/ 0 2 — 2 — 2
/m’/ 0 16 — 3 — 5
/d’/ 748 (51 %) 707 10 55 5 59
/t’/ 713 (5 %) 13184 17 3414 8 5508
/z’/ 319 (49 %) 327 7 34 3 37
/s’/ 80 (14 %) 491 5 57 1 60
/n’/ 2354 (45 %) 2842 126 112 102 115
/r’/ 2160 (76 %) 677 177 34 63 28
/l’/ 6648 (71 %) 2653 1083 215 681 224

The Hagen dictionary contains 8552 С’-final nouns. For the statistical analysis, we excluded 
all nouns with two highly frequent suffixes: -tel’ associated with the masculine (940 nouns) 
and -ost’ associated with the feminine (5333 nouns). This left us with 2272 nouns, 1750 inani-
mate and 522 animate. The influence of animacy on gender is not always straightforward, there-
fore we calculated statistics on two sets: with animate nouns and without them. The results were 
very similar, so below, statistics on the full set are provided.

The statistical analysis was done in the R programming environment (www.r-project.org). 
We used general logistic regressions.

We found that the place of articulation and sonority of the stem-final segment significantly 
affect the gender distribution. There are only two masculine nouns with labial or labiodental 
stem-final segments: golub’ ‘pigeonM’ and červ’ ‘wormM’, so in this group, conducting a statisti-
cal analysis does not make any sense. Nouns ending in coronal obstruents are significantly more 
often feminine than masculine (β = –3.64, SD = 0.25, p < 0.001), while nouns ending in sonorants 

	 7	The counts are based on [Slioussar, Samoilova 2015].
	 8	These three forms are rup’ (a reduced form of the noun rubl’ ‘ruble’).
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are significantly more often masculine (β = 0.53, SD = 0.09, p < 0.001). Nouns ending in alveo-
lo-palatal and postalveolar consonants, in which the gender is signaled orthographically, by the 
presence or absence of the soft sign, are significantly more often masculine (β = 2.08, SD = 0.14, 
p < 0,001). In general, feminine nouns occur in all groups, while masculine nouns tend to con-
centrate in groups with strident and sonorant stem-final segments.

3.2. Experimental data

We conducted two experiments to test whether native speakers of Russian are sensitive to the 
generalizations concerning the stem-final segment. The first one was a pilot study that was in-
cluded in the Experiment 1 on gender assignment to expressive nouns described above. The sec-
ond one (Experiment 2) was an independent study in which we used more stimuli and a differ-
ent method to facilitate data collection.

3.2.1. Pilot study

When describing Experiment 1, we mentioned that apart from expressive nouns, we used 40 
real and nonce nouns without diminutive or augmentative suffixes as fillers. Among them, there 
were 12 real and 12 nonce nouns ending in palatalized consonants, on which we focus in this 
section. The design of the experiment was presented above, so here we will only discuss the 
stimuli and the results.

In the real group, six nouns were masculine and six feminine. They had the following stem-fi-
nal consonants: /b’/, /d’/, /n’/, /l’/. We collected 360 answers and found only seven errors in gen-
der assignment: three errors with žen’šen’ ‘ginsengM’, two errors with stupen’ ‘stepF’, one er-
ror with kisel’ ‘starch drinkM’ and with prorub’ ‘ice-holeF’. Obviously, with such a low number 
of errors no interesting conclusions can be made — ​only that the participants paid enough at-
tention to the task. The high accuracy is not surprising because native Russian speakers in gen-
eral do not have problems with determining the gender of a noun unless there is variation — ​see, 
e.g., [Rusakova 2013]. 9

As for the 12 nonce nouns, we had two examples with each of the following stem-final seg-
ments: /b’/, /d’/, /s’/, /n’/, /l’/, /r’/. The results for them are presented in Table 6 (p. 21). The 
share of masculine answers changes depending on the final consonant.

For the statistical analysis, we used mixed effects logistic regression with random slopes 
and random intercepts by participants and by items, like in Experiment 1. We found that nonce 
nouns ending in -l’ and -r’ were assigned masculine significantly more often than nonce nouns 
in the other groups (β = 2.48, SE = 1.15, p = 0.03; β = 4.00, SE = 1.54, p < 0.01, respectively), 
while other differences were not significant. This indicates that native Russian speakers are in-
deed sensitive to the properties of the stem-final consonant because, unlike all other palatalized 
consonants, /r’/ and /l’/ are more characteristic for masculine nouns than for feminine nouns.

Let us also note that in total, participants selected masculine gender in 59 % answers, while 
real С’-final Russian nouns are more often feminine than masculine. As many other findings 
in our paper, this points to a special status of masculine gender. The validity of conclusions from 
this pilot study may be compromised by the low number of stimuli, so we conducted Experi-
ment 2 to check them on a larger stimulus set.

	 9	Some C’-final nouns show gender variation, usually because of a diachronic gender and declension 
change from class III feminine to class I masculine [Savchuk 2011], but we did not include such words 
in the experiment.
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Table 6
The results of the pilot experiment and Experiment 2: 

The number and percentage of masculine answers

Final consonant Pilot experiment Experiment 2

/b’/ 22 (37 %) 69 (70 %)
/p’/ — 68 (69 %)
/v’/ — 68 (69 %)
/f’/ — 68 (69 %)
/m’/ — 70 (71 %)
/d’/ 26 (43 %) 65 (66 %)
/t’/ — 71 (72 %)
/z’/ — 76 (77 %)
/s’/ 38 (63 %) 70 (71 %)
/n’/ 30 (50 %) 66 (67 %)
/l’/ 51 (85 %) 83 (84 %)
/r’/ 44 (73 %) 93 (94 %)

3.2.2. Experiment 2: Method

Thirty-three native speakers of Russian (15 female and 18 male) volunteered to take part 
in the experiment. Their age ranged from 18 to 55, the mean age being 25.1. They all provided 
informed consent.

The pilot study showed that it made sense to focus on nonce nouns. Therefore, we created 
36 nonce nouns with the following stem-final consonants: /b’/, /p’/, /v’/, /f’/, /m’/, /d’/, /t’/, /z’/, 
/s’/, /n’/, /l’/, and /r’/ (three stimuli for each consonant). We also created 36 filler nonce nouns, 
18 ending in a non-palatalized consonant and 18 ending in -a, to distract participants’ attention 
from the main goal of the study.

In Experiment 1, we opted for oral production because we wanted our participants to answer 
as fast as possible, to avoid any metalinguistic considerations on their side (what is normative 
and what is not, etc.). In case of nonce nouns, the prescriptive norm and other similar consider-
ations cannot affect the answers, so we opted for a written version of the task. It is less imme-
diate, but the experiment was easier to conduct and to analyze.

We presented nonce nouns on the screen as a list and asked participants to come up with 
an adjective that seemed associated with this word and to type it in the blank provided. The or-
der of stimulus presentation was random. Like in Experiment 1, participants believed that we 
were interested in semantic connotations of nonce nouns, while we analyzed the gender of the 
adjectives. We used Google Forms to implement this design.

3.2.3. Experiment 2: Results and discussion

We collected 1188 answers to target nonce nouns. The share of masculine adjectives depending 
on the stem-final consonant is shown in Table 6. The statistical analysis was the same as in Ex-
periment 1 and in the pilot study: we used mixed effects logistic regression with random slopes 
and random intercepts by participants and by items.
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The results of the pilot study were confirmed on a more representative stimulus set. Nonce 
nouns ending in -l’ and -r’ were again considered masculine significantly more often than other 
nonce nouns (β = 1.92, SE = 0.84, p = 0.03; β = 2.95, SE = 0.62, p < 0.001, respectively), while 
other differences were not significant. The overall percentage of masculine gender was even 
higher in Experiment 2 than in the pilot study. 10 Although Russian has only one or no mascu-
line nouns in every labial group (ending in /b’/, /p’/, /v’/, /f’/, /m’/), most answers to such nonce 
words were masculine. I.e., masculine gender is readily overgeneralized — ​if the stimulus has 
the right inflection (the majority of nonce nouns ending in -a were classified as feminine).

4. Discussion

Our data may be interesting not only by themselves, but also because they are more easily 
compatible with some theoretical approaches than with the others. We demonstrate this briefly 
in this section. Then, we turn to the problem of gender markedness.

4.1. Theoretical approaches

Distributed Morphology, or DM, is the most widespread formal framework in theoretical 
morphology. It offers a syntax-based approach to morphological structure with gender being 
a feature on the n-head. This framework also argues for late vocabulary insertion: the syntac-
tic tree is built from universal heads and features, while actual morphemes are inserted only 
at a very late stage, at the interface with the phonological component. In case of gender agree-
ment, a gender feature of the highest n-head of the tree is retrieved. Therefore, expressive suf-
fixes may be expected to assign gender in case they are represented as n-heads and carry a gen-
der feature [Kramer 2015]. Accordingly, Steriopolo, who argued that certain expressive suffixes 
or suffixes with certain meanings always change the base gender in Russian, while the others 
never do, represented the former as syntactic heads and the latter as modifiers [Steriopolo 2008; 
2015; 2017; Steriopolo et al. 2021].

What is not expected in this framework is the variation that we observed in our first study — ​
expressive suffixes sometimes change the gender of the base noun and sometimes do not, and 
this is not defined by the animacy of the noun or the meaning of the suffix. This would require 
two sets of identical expressive affixes that would differ only in one respect: one suffix in a pair 
must be a head and the otherwise identical twin must be a modifier. Moreover, even this inele-
gant solution would not account for the asymmetries between the three genders. It could be com-
patible with random variation, while we observed that masculine base gender is preserved more 
often and affixes trigger gender change to masculine more often than to feminine or to neuter.

Another question in formal approaches is whether inflectional class defines gender or vice 
versa (see, e.g., [Asarina 2009; Kramer 2015; Privizentseva, to appear]). Our first study shows 
that none of the two categorical answers may be correct. Matushansky [2015] suggests building 
a more complex system in which lexical gender and inflectional class are among other factors 
that contribute to the gender assignment, but it has not been developed so far.

Our second study of nouns with palatalized stem-final segments was based on nonce nouns, 
for which no gender information is stored. Therefore, it is not surprising that native speakers may 
rely on various analogies with real nouns when they decide on their gender. Still, analogies based 
on the phonological properties of the final segment are more difficult to encode in DM because 

	 10	This might have happened because the pilot study had a more heterogeneous set of stimuli, both real 
and nonce.
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in this framework, phonological properties of the root are not available at the stage of gender 
assignment. 11 It is even more difficult to encode how these properties interact with the special 
status of masculine gender, which is chosen more often in nonce nouns than we would expect 
based on the distribution of real nouns.

Distributed Morphology and most structural theories assume a separate storage of elements 
and an abstract structure where these elements are inserted. Relational and constructional ap-
proaches to morphology suggest that there is no separate storage: all words are stored in the form 
of constructions or relational schemes — ​see, e.g., [Booij 2010; Masini, Audring 2019; Jackendoff, 
Audring 2019]. Although these theories may have problems accounting for purely syntactic pro-
cesses, our data on morphological variation are more readily compatible with these approaches.

According to this group of theories, the variation in gender assignment is due to different 
schemas available in the lexicon. The fact that in Experiment 1, masculine gender was assigned 
to almost all С-final expressive nouns ignoring their non-masculine lexical gender may be ex-
plained by the distribution of С-final nouns in Russian. This group is very numerous and con-
tains only masculine nouns (apart from some indeclinable nouns, nouns with defective paradigms 
and expressive nouns under discussion). Therefore, schemas with a С-final stem and feminine 
or neuter gender are either unavailable or extremely rare. The correlation between the stem-fi-
nal segment and gender in С’-final nouns may be explained in the same way: e.g., schemas with 
a stem-final sonorant C’ and masculine gender are more frequent than analogous schemas with 
feminine gender, and this influences gender assignment to nonce nouns.

A model of Russian gender developed by Doleschal [2000] is similar in the spirit to Rela-
tional Morphology. Doleshal even takes variation into account. She analyzes some expressive 
examples making important observations, but does not aim to draw a wider picture, identifying 
the relative importance of different factors that affect variation in this group.

Finally, competition-based approaches, like Optimality Theory (OT), are especially well-
suited to account for our data. In OT, different types of information (phonological, syntactic, 
semantic) may be available at once and different cues may compete during gender assignment. 
In the classic version of OT, one variant is selected as a result, but OT-based probabilistic theo-
ries, like Harmonic Grammars and Maximum Entropy models (e.g., [Boersma, Pater 2016; Gold-
water, Johnson 2003; Hayes, Wilson 2008]) were developed to account for variation. If we focus 
on gender assignment, there is an influential Optimal Gender Assignment Theory built by Rice 
[2006] on German, French, and Russian data and substantially modified by Corteen [2019] to im-
prove the predictions for German nouns, the model suggested by Galbreath [2010] for Russian, 
and some others. Importantly, none of these models included gender variation. In [Chuprinko 
et al. to appear, b], we offer an optimality-theoretic account of gender variation in Russian in-
declinable nouns, where an interplay of different factors can also be detected.

At the same time, as we show in the next section, we also need some insights from structural 
approaches, namely, the concept of representational markedness.

4.2. Gender markedness

Now let us come back to the problem of gender markedness. As we noted in the Introduction, 
structural approaches assume that neuter is unmarked in Russian, while competition-based and 
functional approaches view masculine as unmarked. The question is not trivial because both gen-
ders may demonstrate some special behavior in different tasks and different contexts.

In the two studies reported in this paper, the special status of masculine could be observed. 
Masculine base gender was preserved more often, masculine was assigned more often in case 

	 11	Unlike most other DM models, Borer [2003; 2013] suggests that the phonological form of roots and 
at least some other morphemes must be available for morphosyntactic processes.
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of conflicting gender cues. Special properties of the neuter gender did not have a chance to re-
veal themselves in these studies. However, we know independently that neuter is used in imper-
sonal sentences and is the most frequent gender in indeclinable nouns [Corbett 1982; Muchnik 
1971; Murphy 2000; Chuprinko et al., to appear, a; b].

How to reconcile these prima facie conflicting observations? We suggest the following solu-
tion. We assume that neuter is representationally unmarked, as  it is claimed in structural ap-
proaches, and therefore tends to be chosen when no gender cues are present. This is the case 
in impersonal sentences and in indeclinable nouns. As for the special properties of masculine, 
we believe that they can be explained by its high frequency and productivity. Masculine is also 
the most diverse gender in terms of the final segments. 12 As a result, if any cues point to mas-
culine, it is more likely to be chosen than any other gender. We would call it a ‘greedy gender’, 
using an analogy to greedy operators in regular expressions in programming. 13

A group of examples does not readily fit this picture: in Experiment 1, there were 47 answers 
in which masculine gender was chosen for the nouns with feminine base gender and suffixes 
ending in -o or -e (class IV, associated with neuter). We also found such examples on the inter-
net — ​one of them was given in (10). One might assume that masculine not only has the stron-
gest cues, but may also be chosen as a last resort option when the system is stuck in case of con-
flicting cues. However, this solution would be difficult to reconcile with the choice of neuter 
in impersonal sentences or with its prevalence in indeclinable nouns.

The 47 examples in question ended in -išče and -iško. We analyzed all nouns with these af-
fixes in the Grammatical Dictionary of the Russian Language [Zaliznyak 1987] and found that 
nouns classified as masculine were more numerous than those classified as neuter. 14 Of course, 
the dictionary mostly ignores variation observed in real usage, but this still means that many 
-išče and -iško nouns with masculine agreement can be found. We argue that these affixes be-
come associated not only with neuter, but also with masculine as a result. This can explain why 
masculine was used in the 47 answers under discussion without assuming that masculine is cho-
sen as a last resort option in some cases and neuter in the others.

Our approach may also be used to account for discrepancies in the previous experimental 
findings. As we discussed in the introduction, Slioussar and Malko [2016], who studied gender 

	 12	Many patterns found in the nominative singular in feminine and neuter can also be found in mascu-
line: there are masculine nouns ending in -a like papa ‘dad’; masculine nouns ending in -o and -e like 
domiško ‘houseDIM’ and many other expressive derivates that preserved their base gender; masculine 
nouns with zero inflections ending in all possible consonants. Feminine nouns with zero inflections can 
only end in alveolo-palatal, postalveolar and palatalized consonants, while neuter nouns always end 
in vowels. There are also indeclinable masculine nouns with endings not typical for nominative singu-
lar forms, like -i in viski ‘whiskey’ or -u in kenguru ‘kangaroo’.

	 13	Most structural approaches assume that the absence of any features is the least marked option: e.g., for 
Kramer [2015], feminine is [+FEM], masculine is [−FEM], and neuter corresponds to no gender fea-
ture in Russian. Adamson and Šereikaitė [2019] develop a different account for Lithuanian. Lithuanian 
has three genders, like Russian, but nouns may be only masculine or feminine. Neuter agreement can 
be found only in impersonal constructions, with pronouns meaning ‘nothing’ or ‘nobody’, etc. For this 
reason, Adamson and Šereikaitė encode neuter as the absence of gender features, but do not see this op-
tion as a part of the markedness hierarchy, as it is not realized on any noun. In their system, masculine 
(encoded as [−FEM]) is regarded as the least marked option. Adamson and Šereikaitė’s approach can-
not be applied to our data because Russian does have neuter nouns, while our approach has a potential 
to be extended to their data, providing an alternative explanation why both neuter and masculine show 
special properties in Lithuanian and getting rid of the uncommon assumption that the absence of any 
features is not the least marked option. We leave this question for further research.

	 14	In general, masculine nouns are dramatically more frequent than neuter nouns in Russian (especially 
if we do not take into account abstract neuter nouns formed with several productive suffixes), so, even 
though they attach a great variety of expressive affixes, while neuter nouns strongly prefer class IV af-
fixes, masculine nouns turn out to be more numerous even in the class IV affix group.
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agreement attraction in Russian, found that in production, neuter showed special properties usu-
ally associated with the unmarked feature value, while in comprehension, masculine was dif-
ferent from the two other genders. We believe that neuter attractors are the least disruptive for 
gender agreement in production because the neuter feature is the least marked representationally 
and thus the least noticeable. At the same time, gender agreement errors with masculine sub-
jects are the most noticeable in comprehension — ​probably, because masculine as the most fre-
quent gender with the strongest cues projects the strongest expectations about the gender of the 
upcoming predicate (see also [Slioussar 2018] and [Akhutina et al. 1999, 2001; Romanova, Gor 
2017] on attributive agreement).

5. Conclusions

In this paper, we demonstrated that Russian nouns with diminutive and augmentative affixes 
exhibit gender variation and estimated the role of different factors affecting this variation using 
web-as-a-corpus and experimental data. Two factors were identified as crucial: the gender of the 
base noun and the inflection associated with the expressive suffix. Animacy is also relevant be-
cause it excludes certain options (expressive nouns ending in a non-palatalized consonant with 
non-masculine base gender may preserve their base gender only when they denote people), but 
numerically, its influence is small because the options it excludes are not frequent anyway. The 
meaning of the suffixes (diminutive vs. augmentative, emotive vs. size-related) did not play any 
role, although the latter distinction was argued to be crucial by Steriopolo et al. [2021].

We also focused on the observation made by [Vrabie 1992; Nesset 2003] that the gender 
of nouns with a zero inflection in nominative singular and a palatalized, alveolo-palatal or post-
alveolar consonant at the end of the stem depends on the phonological properties of this con-
sonant. We supported this observation with more data and a statistical analysis. In an experi-
mental study, we demonstrated that native Russian speakers are sensitive to this generalization.

We explored the implications of our findings for different approaches in theoretical morphol-
ogy and for the problem of gender markedness. Our data are not readily compatible with struc-
tural frameworks like Distributed Morphology, but can be modelled in optimality-theoretic, re-
lational, or constructional approaches, in which different types of information (phonological, 
syntactic, semantic) may be available at once and different cues may compete during gender 
assignment. At the same time, our data support the validity of the concept of representational 
markedness that is introduced in structural approaches.

Different authors disagreed upon which gender is unmarked in Russian: masculine or neuter. 
We argue that neuter is the least marked representationally, so it is used in impersonal sentences 
and is the most frequent gender in indeclinable nouns — ​when gender assignment cues are ab-
sent or very weak (see [Chuprinko et al., to appear, a; b] for a detailed analysis). Masculine is 
a greedy class due to its highest productivity, frequency, and diversity of surface forms. Therefore, 
it has the strongest cues and tends to be chosen more often than other genders in case of conflict. 
This approach explains the observations we made in this study, as well as other reported findings.

ABBREVIATIONS

acc — ​accusative
adj — ​adjective
aug — ​augmentative
dat — ​dative
dim — ​diminutive
DM — ​Distributed Morphology

f — ​feminine
gen — ​genitive
inf — ​infinitive
ins — ​instrumental
loc — ​locative (“preposition-

al case”)

m — ​masculine
n — ​neuter
nom — ​nominative
OT — ​Optimality Theory
pl — ​plural
sg — ​singular
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