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1. Terms

Gender is arguably the most interesting and
difficult of the grammatical categories for the
lexicologist. A language may be said to have
a gender system when noun phrases headed
by nouns of different types control different
agreements. This approach, based on Zaliz-
njak’s (1964) notion of agreement class, is de-
veloped in detail in Corbett (1991, 145-188).
Two nouns are in the same agreement class
only if they take the same agreements under
all conditions, that is if we control for other
grammatical categories such as case and
number. Conversely, if two nouns differ in
their agreements when factors such as case and
number are held constant, then they belong
to different agreement classes and it will nor-
mally be the case that they belong to different

genders (we return to this point in section 2)..

This approach applies easily to standard
Indo-European examples like German: where
nominative singular forms are syntactically
appropriate, nouns like Vater ‘father’ and
Tisch ‘table’ take the article der ‘the’. Since
this gender includes many nouns denoting
males it is conventionally labelled ‘masculine’,
even though most nouns, like Tisch, do not
denote males. A second agreement class con-
sists of nouns like Murter ‘mother’ and Hand
*hand’, which take die, and make up the femi-
nine gender, Finally nouns like Fenster *win-

dow’, which take das, are called the neuter
gender.

If we consider in the same way certain
Nakh-Daghestanian languages, we would
similarly divide up the nouns into agreement
classes, three in the case of languages like Go-
doberi, arguably four for Archi. Traditionally
these were termed ‘noun classes”: Caucasia-
nists wished to signal their stronger semantic
basis than that of Indo-European genders. Yet
grammatically they are, just as in Indo-Euro-
pean, divisions of the noun inventory required
for the purposes of syntax. On the other hand,
when we look at Dravidian languages we find
divisions based firmly on semantics (as in
Tamil and Kannada), and yet here the term
‘gender’ is widely used. The gender systems
of Godoberi and Tamil are almost identical
in terms of their semantics, yet the first is often
called a noun class system and the second a
gender system. Both can equally well be called
gender systems.

A second source of confusion is the fact that
the Indo-European systems have sex as a fac-
tor, while other languages have systems which
are structurally comparable but happen not
to have sex as a criterion. Examples can be
found in Algonguian (where languages like
Ojibwa have two genders) and in Bantu (with
larger systems, for instance seven genders in
Chichewa, not counting the three locative gen-
ders). Reserving the term ‘gender’ for the
smaller systems, as some suggest, seems odd;
it is as if biologists suggested that insects
should not be said to have legs because they
have more than four. The use of different
terms has tended to obscure the evident struc-
tural affinities between languages from differ-
ent families.
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2, Gender specification in the lexicon

Gender is clearly a property of lexical items.
Speakers of German need to ‘kmow’ that
Mann ‘man’ is masculine, in order to select
the form of the article. It does not follow that
this information must be separately specified
for each noun. Quite the contrary: I claim that
gender is predictable for the great majority of
nouns in any language, from information
which must be stored. The model of the
speaker's ability to allot nouns to genders is
called a gender assignment system. It is easy
to outline an assignment system for languages
like Godoberi and Tamil, and harder for lan-
guages like French and German, though even
here impressive analyses have been offered.
The evidence for assignment systems comes
from experiments (speakers assign nonce
words to genders with high consistency, as
Tucker/Lambert/Rigault (1977) showed for
French), from the treatment of borrowings
(which is a continuously running experiment),
but most importantly from the regularities
which energe when noun inventories are inves-
tigated. '

Before moving on to assignment systems,
we should consider briefly the gender of agree-
ing elements. In languages like German, the
picture is straightforward. The agreement
class approach leads us to establish three
classes of nouns. Then, when we look at de-
terminers, we again find three sets of forms,
like der, die and das, and so on, which it seems
natural to label ‘masculine’, ‘feminine’ and
‘neuter’ (so natural in fact that this step in the
analysis is rarely considered). But there are
languages where the situation is more com-
plex. In Romanian, we find three classes of
nouns (Mallinson 1984, 441; Corbett 1991,
150-152). However, these three classes are in-
duced by agreeing elements with two singular
forms and two plural forms, as in Figure
124.1:

singular plural
g i
III
i o e

Fig. 124.1: The gender system of Romanian

There are three agreement classes:

I: nouns taking the agreement -7 in the singular
and - in the plural, like (hdrbar) ‘man’, the mas-
culine gender.

II: nouns taking the agreement -7 in the singular
and -¢ in the plural, like (fard) *girl’. the feminine
gender.

I11. nouns taking the agreement - in the singular
and -¢ in the plural, like (scaun) “chair’, some-
times called the ‘neuter’ gender, sometimes the
nouns are termed ‘ambigeneric’.

The agreement class approach gives us the
number of sets into which nouns are to be
divided (alternatively, the number of values
of the category gender for the lexical entries
of nouns). Clearly bdrbat, scaun and fatd (and

- the hundreds of nouns similar to each of them)

require three different labels. However, the
agreeing forms (targets) are simpler in their
morphology than is implied by saying that
Romanian has three genders. We therefore dif-
ferentiate controller genders, the genders into
which nouns are divided, from rarget genders,
the genders which are marked on adjectives,
verbs and so on. Figure 124.1 shows that
Romanian has two target genders in singular
and plural; it has three controller genders, in-
dicated by the lines. If we said that Romanian
had three genders, this might suggest that it
is like German, or Tamil, or Latin. All of those
have some agreement forms which are unique
to each gender: they each have three target
genders as well as three controller genders.
These languages differ in an interesting way.
German has three target gender forms in the
singular only (in the plural there are no gender
distinctions): Tamil has three target gender
forms in the singular but only two distinct
forms in the plural, while Latin makes the
same three-way distinction in singular and
plural.

We should next ask whether each agreement
class will be a potential label for gender within
lexical entries. We may find more agreement
classes in a given language than the traditional
number of genders, and indeed more than we
should adopt after fuller analysis. The initial
view based on agreement classes may require
modifying for two reasons: it may miss gen-
eralizations; and it may make similar systems
appear more different than they really are. We
shall outline how the number of agreement
classes may be reduced, in principled ways, to
give a lower number of genders (for details
see Corbett 1991, 161-188). More important
than the detail is the point that the analyst's
decisions should be overt. To take a dramatic
example, the Nakh-Daghestanian language
Tsova-Tush is sometimes claimed to have
eight genders. This is a possible analysis; but
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such an analysis would give French three gen-
ders (some of the Tsova-Tush genders are
based on a few exceptions, the types of case
which for French are not considered as induc-
ing a separate gender). These are cases we
would analyse as ‘inguorate’ genders, a con-
cept discussed below.

Let us consider situations where having es-
tablished the agreement classes we would not
treat them all as genders.

Subgenders are agreement classes which
control mimimally different agreements (differ-
ing for at most a small proportion of the mor-
phosyntactic forms of any of the agreement
targets). They are well attested in Slavonic.
Serbo-Croat has three genders, masculine,
feminine and neuter, clearly distinguished by
the agreement of adjectives, participles and
other agreement targets. Now consider these

agreements:

Tah. 124.1: The animate subgender in Serbo-Croat

animate inanimats

(“this student”) (‘this law")
nominative | ovaj student ovaj zakon
accusative | ovog studenta ovaj zakon
genitive ovog studenta ovog zakona

Within the masculine gender only, in the ac-
cusative case only (the other six cases are not
affected) and in the singular only, we find the
distinction shown in table 124.1. For all other
agreements, student ‘student” and zakon ‘law’
behave alike (both are masculine). Nouns
which take agreements like srudenr denote ani-
mates. Nouns which behave like zakon ‘law’
denote inanimates. While studenr and zakon
are in different agreement classes, we hardly
wish to recognise an extra gender here, since
their agreements are identical except for the
accusative singular. Rather the masculine gen-
der is divided into two subgenders, the mas-
culine animate and the masculine inanimate.
This makes better sense for two reasons: the
three-way distinction is reguired for the state-
ment of most agreement rules, while the two
subgenders have a smaller role; and the assign-
ments are different, in that three genders are
rather typical Indo-European genders, similar
to those discussed for Russian below, while the
subgenders are much more semantic in their
basis. (For work on subgenders in the Network
Morphology framework see Brown 1998).

Inguorate genders are agreement classes
which comprise a small number of nouns,
whose agreements can be specified as an un-
usnal combination of forms available for
agreement with nouns in the normal genders.
{(‘Inquorate’ by analogy with inquorate meet-
ings, which have insufficient appropriate per-
soms present to take decisions). In the Nakh-
Daghestanian language Lak there are four
genders. But there is one noun which does not
fit, namely Jata *house’, which takes gender
IIT agreements in the singular and gender IV
in the plural. We treat it as an individual ex-
ception, an inquorate gender rather than a
fifth gender. Other languages have similar
situations, and in these cases the nouns should
be marked as exceptional. This is quite differ-
ent from Romanian, where the neuter/ambi-
generic nouns are counted in hundreds. While
cases like Lak appear uncontroversila, it is
worth repeating that if the first published
analysis takes a different approach, the sug-
gestion of a larger number of genders can be
perpetuated through the literature. The deci-
sion as to whether to treat a particular group
of nouns as a full gender, or to mark them as
exceptional (an inquorate gender) is less im-
portant than the need for explicitness. It is
misleading to record that a language has a par-
ticular number of genders if some contain
thousands of nouns and others have a handful.
Solong as this situation is made clear, the label
is secondary. An agreement class with a small
number of members is not necessarily inquo-
rate; if the small classes require unique agree-
ment forms they must be recognised as full
genders, as in the interesting case of Lelemi
(see Heine 1968, 114-15; 1982, 197-198 and
Corbett 1991, 173-175).

So far we have assumed that nouns take the
agreements of a consistent agreement pattern
{Corbett 1991, 176—181), that is, they take a
single set of agreements which can be defined
for each agreement target. Some types of noun
do not behave in this fasion and complicate
the specification of gender in interesting ways.

First there are nouns which can take all the
agreements of more than one gender. For
example, the noun /o ‘child’ in Archi can take
gender I agreements (as for male persons)
when a boy is denoted, gender II (as for female
humans) for a girl, and gender IV (when sin-
gular only, gender IV being primarily for in-
animates) when the sex of the referent is un-
known or unimportant. While lo seems to be-
long to more than one gender, some would
call it a noun of common gender, this is a re-



124, Systems of nominal classification I: Gender oppositions 989

flection of a difference in meaning; we might
say therefore that we are dealing with closely
related lexical items. While nouns which can
be masculine or feminine according to the sex
of the referent are widely attested, some lan-
guages allow nouns to take two genders ac-
cording to the size and shape of the referent
{one such is Manambu, a Ndu language of
Papua New Guinea, Aikhenvald f.c., section
3.5). It is possible too for certain nouns to
be of different genders according to the sex of
the speaker; this is found in Garifuna, a mem-
ber of the Arawak family (Munro 1998). This
raises interesting questions about the shape of
lexical entries.

Second, there are nouns for which the agree-
ment form used depends in part on the type
of target involved. These are termed fiybrid
nouns. One case is the Russian noun wraé in
the meaning ‘female doctor’, which can occur
in the following construction among others:

(1) vrai rabotal [rabotal-a
doctor worked-MASC /worked-FEM
‘the (woman) doctor was working'

In the predicate, both masculine and feminine
agreements can be found, while in attributive
position, the masculine is strongly preferred.
Thus the agreement required is variable and
depends in part on the type of the target (de-
tails in Corbett 1991, 183-184, 231-232).
Frad denoting a female is a *hybrid’ noun since
it does not take consistently feminine agree-
ments, nor consistently masculine agreements
nor both. The possible patterns of agreement
with such nouns are constrained by the Agree-
ment Hierarchy, which consists of four posi-
tions: attributive modifier, predicate, relative
pronoun and personal pronoun (Corbett
1991, 225-260). It requires that for a given
controller, as one moves rightwards along the
hierarchy, the likelihood of semantically jus-
tified agreement will increase monotonically.
It is an open issue how such variable possi-
bilities should be represented in the lexicon.
While there are many hybrid nouns in Russian
they do not take identical agreements; they
follow the constraints of the Agreement Hier-
archy but the likelihood of a particular agree-
ment at a given position on the hierarchy va-
ries somewhat from noun to noun.

& Semantic assignment

We have seen how genders are established
from the analytical point of view of the lin-
guist. We now consider how nouns are disiri-

buted over the genders of a given language;
we are asking how a native speaker ‘knows’
what gender a noun is. As noted earlier,
models of the mechanisms by which nouns are
alloted to genders are called ‘assignment sys-
tems’. Assignment may involve two sorts of
information about the noun: its meaning and
its form. We shall consider semantic assign-
ment systems first.

3.1. Strictly semantic

Clear examples of this type are found in
Dravidian languages like Kannada, spoken in
the state of Karnataka, southern India. As-
signment is straightforward (Sridhar 1990,
198): nouns denoting male humans are mas-
culine, those denoting female humans are
feminine. There are also deities, demons and
heavenly bodies in these genders. All other
nouns, including those denoting infants and
animals, are neuter. Thus appa ‘father’, and
candra ‘moon’ are masculine, amma ‘mother’
is feminine, and na-yi *dog’ is neuter.

Some other Dravidian languages like
Kolami have two genders: mouns denoting
male humans are masculine and all others fall
into the non-masculine gender (Emeneau
1955, 73). This situation may be reversed. In
Diyari (South Australia), there is a gender for
nouns denoting females (such as women, girls,
doe kangaroos), and another for all remaining
nouns (Austin 1981). In Dizi, an Omotic lan-
guage of south-west Ethiopia, there is one gen-
der for nouns denoting females (humans and
animals) and for diminutives; all remaining
nouns are in the second (masculine) gender
(Allan 1976). In Alamblak, a Sepik Hill lan-
guage of Papua New Guinea, the masculine
gender includes nouns denoting males and
those denoting things which are long and thin,
like crocodiles, pythons and arrows, while the
feminine is for nouns denoting females or
short, squat items like turtles, frogs and chairs
{Bruce 1984, 96—98; Foley 1986, 80-81). An
interesting system with some similar features
is found in Taiap (Kulick/Stroud 1992).

3 Predominantly semantic

We find many languages which have semantic
assignment rules, but with less full coverage
than those of Kannada. An example of what
we shall call predominantly semantic assign-
ment is found in Tsakhur (MNakh-Daghes-
tanian). There are four genders (Table 124.2).
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Tab. 124.2: Gender assignment in Tsakhur

criterion gender examples glosses
male rational I (masculine) dak; father
gade boy
female rational II (feminine) jed; mother
508 bride
| animate III (animate) balkan horse
(also some dadal rooster
inanimates (gow) (nose)
other IV (neuter) t'et’ flower
(including a few nise cheese
animates) (kabaj) (butterfly)

Gender I is for male humans (but also gods,
angels and so on) while IT is for female humans
(and female mythical beings). The other two
genders are more difficult. Most of the remain-
ing animates are assigned to gender III, but
a few are in gender I'V, along with some mythi-
cal beings. Inanimates are found in genders
III and in gender IV (Mel'nikov/Kurbanov
1964; Ibragimov 1990, 54—58).

Languages of this general type are scattered
across the world. For some it has been sug-
gested that usual semantic criteria are inap-
propriate, and that once we understand the
world view of the speakers, we can better
understand the assignment system. These lan-
guages are important for our view of what is
legitimate information to include in lexical en-
tries. The most celebrated case is Dyirbal, a
language of North Queensland (Dixon 1972),
which has four genders, primarily for: male
humans and non-human animates (I), female
humans (IT), non-flesh food (I1T) and the resi-
due (IV). There are many apparent exceptions:
the moon is in the masculine gender (I) and
the sun is in the feminine (II). The reason is
that in Dyirbal mythology, as indeed in much
of Australia, the moon is the husband of the
sun; the mythological significance of referents
15 a key factor. Dixon’s data and analysis con-
tinue to excite interest, as shown by the recent
paper by Polinsky (1998). World view also
plays a part in assignment in Ojibwa (and
other Algonquian languages).

These then are all languages in which the
meaning of the noun determines gender. In
some cases, the strict assignment sysiems, the
rules are immediately obvious. In the pre-

dominantly semantic systems, there are excep-
tions, but these may be explicable in some lan-
guages, once the cultural setting is taken into
account.

4. Formal assignment

In many languages gender assignment by se-
mantic rules leaves many nouns unaccounted
for. Whereas in languages like Kannada nouns
in the semantic residue (those not covered by
the semantic rules) are assigned to a single gen-
der, in others they are spread over more than
one. In such languages we find formal assign-
ment rules. There is an interesting asymmetry
here: lanpuages may use semantic rules, or
semantic and formal rules, but not just formal
rules. There is no language where nouns are
assigned to genders by formal rules alone.

41. Phonological

The information available to formal assign-
ment rules is phonological and morphological.
A clear example of phonological assignment
is provided by Qafar, an East Cushitic lan-
guage (Parker/Hayward 1985). Nouns whose
citation form ends in an accented vowel are
feminine (karma ‘autumn’) while all others are
masculine (gilal ‘winter’ and rdmu ‘taste’),
There are few exceptions and, interestingly,
nouns denoting males and females typically
fit these rules too (bdgla ‘husband’ and barrd
‘woman, wife”). It might appear that we do
not need semantic rules. However, while the
phonological rule works almost always, we
find the crucial example abbd ‘father’, which
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is masculine, even though it ends in an ac-
cented vowel, normally an indicator of femi-
nine gender. Conversely, gabbixeéra ‘slender-
waisted female’ is feminine, though the accent
is non-final. Thus Qafar has unremarkable
semantic assignment rules, namely that nouns
denoting males are masculine and those de-

991

Searching for additional semantic criteria is
not promising, as the data in Table 124.3 sug-
gest.

Tab. 124.3;: Examples from the semantic residue in
Russian

noting females are feminine. For the residue, masculine ferminine neuter
the phonological rules apply. Qafar is remark- Gl bR [asetd mespNEer | ks o Trtier
able for the simplicity of its formal assignment : ——
rules, and for the fact that the semantic and dom ‘house’ izba “hut’ zdanie “building’
phonological mEES, where both are applicable, Zaj “tea’ vole b T
almost always give the same result. However,
when they conflict, it is the semantic rules vjaz ‘elm’ sosna ‘pine’ derevo ‘tree’
which take precedence (as is generally the case e e pet! ‘stove’ plamja ‘Aame’
for gender assignment systems). : e
Other examples can be found in various avtomobil’ ‘car’ | matina ‘car’ taksi ‘taxi’
parts of the world. French has been shown to den’ ‘day’ not ‘night’ e
have a phonological system, though it is much
more complex than that of Qafar. For nerv ‘nerve’ kost’ ‘bone’ serdce ‘heart’
example, of 938 nouns ending in £, 99 per cent R l TR R
L ; 7 o : glaz "eye ruka "hand uxo ‘ear
are masculine, like le pain [pg] ‘the bread’. And
of 1,453 nouns in 3/, 94.2 per cent are mas- lokot' ‘elbow’  |lodyZka ‘zakle’ | koleno ‘knee’
culine, like le ménage [mena:3] ‘the household’. flag flag’ Saiiblisin eS| i DAL
(For details see Tucker/Lambert/Rigault
19??}, Ezakon Taw’ glasnost’ “openess’ | doverie ‘trust’
: However, if we look at morphology, there is
4.2.  Morphological PANEY,

In Russian, which is typical of many Indo-
European languages, sex-differentiable nouns
denoting males are masculine and those de-
noting females are feminine. The remaining
nouns are shared between the three genders.

Tab. 124.4: Inflectional classes in Russian

a clear way forward. Russian has four main
inflectional classes, each with several thou-
sands of nouns (this view is not uncontrover-
sial; see Corbett 1982, 202-211). There are six
cases and two numbers. To save space we give
Just the singular forms:

I i II 111 v

NOMINATIVE Furnal gazeta kost’ pis'mo
ACCUSATIVE #urnal | gazet kost' pis'mo
GENITIVE Furnala | gazety kosti pis'ma

DATIVE Furnalu | gazele kosti pis'mu
INSTRUMENTAL Furnalom gazeto] kostju pis'mom
LOCATIVE furnale pazete kosti pis'me .
gloss ‘magazine’ ‘newspaper’ ‘bone’ ‘letter” |

The speaker needs to know how a noun in-
flects, in order to produce grammatical ut-
terances. Given that information, the assign-
ment rules are straightforward. For those not
assigned by the semantic rules, nouns in class

I are masculine, those in classes [ and III are
feminine, and those in I'V are neuter. (Further
rules are required for indeclinable nouns). It
might seem that this is all that is required, since
mal'éik ‘boy’ 13 in class I, while devuska *girl’
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is in class II, and mar’ ‘mother’ is in class [IL
In other words, for many sex-differentiable
nouns, the morphological assigment rule
would assign the gender matching the sex of
the referent. But this does not always hold,
for instance, dfadja ‘uncle’, while denotes a
male but is in class II, a typically feminine
class. Djadfa ‘uncle’ is masculine. Such nouns
show again that we do not find languages
where formal assignments rules are sufficient.

This analysis differs from the traditional
one which recognises only three main inflec-
tional classes; classes [ and I'V are then treated
as variants, and the differences are predicted
on the basis of gender, which has to be stored.
For arguments against this view, see Corbent
(1982), or the briefer account in Corbett (1991,
34-43). While the assignment systems of Kan-
nada and Qafar arouse little controversy, it is
this morphological type which is sometimes
questioned, particularly when the number of
genders is close to the number of inflectional
classes and the logical directionality of the sys-
tem is less obvious.

The arguments for the approach taken
above are twofold; first, and primarily, it is
claimed that in languages like Russian the in-
ternal evidence shows that the gender from in-
flectional class approach is preferable (it
proves impossible to predict inflectional class
from gender but it is possible to predict gender
from inflectional class); and second, there is
the typological claim that one or other of the
possible types of assignment system (or some
combination) will always be in play in a gender
language such that gender is predictable for
the vast majority of nouns — if the Russian
type system were treated differently this would
create an anomaly. There is a further step we
can take. Since the Russian type languages are
crucial, it is worth investing time in clarifying
them. Hence in Fraser/Corbett (1995) we give
an account of the Russian gender and inflec-
tional class relations in the Network Morpho-
logy framework. The analysis is implemented
in the lexical knowledge representation lan-
guage DATR (Evans/Gazdar 1996; Gazdar
f.c.), which means that the analyses can be
verified by computer. From minimal lexical
entries our account successfully predicts cor-
rect genders for a range of nouns. An account
like this which is explicit and testable is not
available for the alternative approach.

Morphological assignment systems are
found in various other Indo-European lan-
guages, and similarly in Arabic, gender is as-
signable in the main according to morphology

(Cowell 1964, 372-375). A more complex type
is that in which gender is assigned according
to morphological class, but where the mor-
phological class is itself predictable. One case
is Arapesh, a language of the Toricelli family
of Papua New Guinea. Genders and mor-
phological classes form a substantial part of
Fortune’s (1942) grammar, which led to work
by Aronoff (1992; 1994, 89-114; 1998). Once
again, there are semantic assignment rules
based on sex. But then there are morphologi-
cal assignment rules, which determine thirteen
genders on the basis of twenty-two mor-
phological classes, and these are in turn largely
predictable from phonological information.
We have demonstrated how this system too
can be analysed within the Network Morpho-
logy framework and have provided an imple-
mentation to demonstrate that our claims are
valid (Fraser/Corbett 1997).

The different types of criteria may overlap
so that it is difficult to establish their relative
weight. There may be small clusters of nouns
covered by semantic criteria (apart from the
main semantic rules) even within systems
where formal rules have a major role (as in
German, see Zubin/Kopcke 1936; Kopcke/
Zubin 1996). The rules may be complex, but
whenever the analysis is sufficiently detailed
the gender of the vast majority of nouns turns
out to be predictable.

¥ Prospects

Gender continues to attract researchers of
various backgrounds, as shown by recent col-
lections (Harvey/Reid 1997; Unterbeck/Ris-
sanen 1999; Senft 2000). An important current
issue is the way in which different systems of
classification (including combined gender sys-
tems) can coexist (for Mba see Pasch 1985,
69-71; 1986; Corbett 1991, 184-188; for
Michif see Bakker 1997; Bakker/Papen 1997,
315-316, for Tariana see Aikhenvald 1994).
For lexicologists, deepening our understand-
ing of assignment systems will be a major goal,
and here German is a particularly inviting re-
search area because of the many overlapping
rules involved. A natural recent development
has been to model systems with overlapping
rules in terms of defaults (Corbett/Fraser
1999). Similarly complex is the issue of parallel
assignment to gender and to morphological
class (as in Mayali, Evans/Brown/Corbett
2002). Research into first language acquisition
of assignment systems has a good tradition
(Mills 1986; Miiller f.c.; Polinsky/Jackson






