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Languages are often assumed to be economical, disfavoring true redundancy where two distinct
forms serve an identical function. The complementizers oti and pos in Modern Greek (MG) present
a prima facie challenge to this assumption, as they are analyzed as being in free variation. This
paper contests this view, and challenges existing accounts of why oti but not pu can combine with
a definite article.

MG has the complementizers oti, pos and pu, where the first two are allegedly in free variation,
and in complementary distribution with the factive complementizer pu (e.g., Christidis 1982, 1986;
Roussou 1992, 1994, 2010; Varlokosta 1994; Angelopoulos 2019 a.o.):

(1) ipe
said.PST.3SG

oti/pos/*pu. . . .
that

‘said that. . . ’

Oti and pos have been treated as semantically identical, since they combine with the same kind of
verbs and nouns (Angelopoulos, 2019). Although they are often interchangeable, we show that, in
fact, they are not in free variation. A previously unnoticed fact about pos is that it patterns with pu
in being incompatible with the definite article to. This is shown in clausal subjects as in (2), which
contrasts with (3), and in complements of prepositions as in (4).

(2) (*To)
DET

pos/pu
that

kerDise
won.PST.3SG

o
DET

PanaTinaikos
Panathinaikos

stenaXorise
saddened.PST.3SG

ton
DET

Jani.
Yanis.ACC

‘That Panathinaikos won saddened Yanis.’

(3) To
DET

oti
that

kerDise
won.PST.3SG

o
DET

PanaTinaikos
Panathinaikos

stenaXorise
saddened.PST.3SG

ton
DET

Jani.
Yanis.ACC

‘That Panathinaikos won saddened Yanis.’

(4) Ine
is.PRS.3SG

protaTlitis
champion.NOM

ektos
apart

tu
DET

oti/*pos/*pu
that

ine
is.PRS.3SG

fititis.
student.NOM

‘He is a champion apart from being a student.’

What pos and pu have in common is that they are also wh-items when stressed (how and where
respectively). However, when they are wh-items, they can be nominalized, as well as be comple-
ments of prepositions.

*While working on this paper, Nikos Angelopoulos received financial support from the Marie Sk!odowska-Curie
fellowship ‘Form-Meaning Mappings in Language’ (Project ID: 101147196). We thank Sabine Iatridou and David
Pesetsky for their feedback. Both authors contributed equally.
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So, there are environments where we can use oti but not pos. Thus, they are not in free variation.
But pos is not a more restrictive oti either; Pasquereau (2018) shows that oti as opposed to pos is
dispreferred when a polar response particle is embedded in the complement clause:

(5) Someone asked if Thomas is coming to the party. Someone else answers:
O
DET

aDerfos
brother

tu
his.GEN

mu
me.DAT

ipe
said.PST.3SG

pos/??oti
that

ne/oXi.
yes/no

‘His brother told me that he will (not) come.’ (Pasquereau 2018, fn.10, p.36)

It has been argued that pu is not compatible with the definite article, because pu itself carries a
[+definite] feature (Roussou, 1994). This was meant to explain both the factivity of pu-complements
as well as the incompatibility of pu with the definite article.

However, under the same analysis, pos lacks the [+definite] feature, as it is not necessarily fac-
tive. So, it cannot account for the newly observed incompatibility between the definite article and
pos. Additionally, pu lacks the [+definite] feature in many dialects, such as Northern Greek, Thra-
cian, Western Macedonian, Tsakonian, Corfiot, Livisiot, and Italiot (Nicholas, 1998, 2001, 2005;
Christidis, 1982; Roussou, 2010), as it’s not factive in them; in fact, Tsilia (to appear) argues it is
anti-factive. In all these dialects, despite not having a [+definite] feature, pu is still incompatible
with the definite article. This as well as the incompatibility between the definite article and pos
suggest that it is not the [+definite] feature that is driving the ungrammaticality of *to pos/pu.

We showed that oti and pos are not in free variation, and are in fact distinct, and we suggested
that, given these data, we should re-think where the incompatibility between the definite article
and pu stems from.
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