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1. Gender in Nakh-Daghestanian



Gender: A definition
“Genders are classes of nouns reflected in 

the behavior of associated words.” 

e.g. le chat noir-Ø chasse la souris grise

(Hockett, 1958: 231, cited in Corbett, 1991:1). 





Gender in Nakh-Daghestanian (1)
● Pervasive grammatical category

● Present in all languages except Aghul, Lezgian, Udi

● Between two and six gender classes

● Marked on certain verbs, adverbs  (agreeing with the 

nominative argument), some adjectives, numerals and 

quantifiers (agreeing with their head)



Gender in Nakh-Daghestanian (2)
● Systems comprise: 

○ Male humans: M

○ Female humans: F

○ 1-3 ‘neuter’ genders used for animals and inanimates, named for 

their agreement markers: B, D, J

○ Assignment principles are language-specific for each language, 

but are primarily based on semantic factors, with phonology a 

secondary influence

■ More fine-grained sub-divisions, e.g. animals third class and 

liquids in fourth (Klimov 1978: 67; Corbett 1991: 25ff)





Examples
(1a) Sanzhi Dargwa (Forker, 2020)

r-uqna aba le-r=de di-la
F-old mother(F) exist-F=PST 1SG-GEN

‘My old mother was alive.’

(1b) Tsova-Tush (Hauk & Harris, forthc.)

tišiⁿ c’a daħ d-ox-d-Ø-o-t ve 
old house(D) PV D-destroy-D-TR-PRS-PL 1PL.INCL

‘We are tearing down the old house’.



Gender stability (1)
● A noun’s gender is not necessarily constant. It can differ between 

languages of the same family/branch (van Epps et al., forthc.), both:

○ Within one concept set, e.g.:  ‘moon’ 

■ Masc. in Germanic languages, viz. der Mond in German.

■ Fem. in Romance languages, e.g. la luna in Spanish & Italian 

(Matasović, 2014).

○ Within one cognate set:

■ e.g. Sanskrit cakrás (masc.) vs. Proto-Germanic *hweγwlán 

(neut.) < same root ‘wheel’. 



Gender stability (2)
● Motivations for these changes are still poorly understood 

● Are they connected to: 

○ A specific gender class?

○ Particular semantic domains or words? 

○ Frequency and therefore usage? 

○ Loanword status?

○ Or a combination of the above?

       (e.g. Carling, 2020)



2. The present study



Aim 

To investigate the distribution and stability of gender classes 

across 18 Nakh-Daghestanian languages, in both inherited 

and borrowed lexemes, using a predefined list of cultural 

vocabulary items.



Research questions
● How are the gender classes distributed in Nakh-Daghestanian 

languages? 

○ Are certain semantic domains over-/underrepresented in 

particular gender classes?

○ What is the relationship between the gender of a concept 

with semantic categories such as animacy, abstractness, 

naturalness?

○ How stable are cognate sets in the different gender 

classes?



Method 
● Collect wordlists of 95 vocabulary items from dictionaries for 

18 N-D languages.

● Transliterate into Latin script where necessary.

● Classify lexemes for semantic domain according to 

colexification and meaning change within the 104-lexeme 

culture list of the Mouton Atlas of Languages and Cultures 

(Carling, 2019).

● Coded for gender, improved cognate coding



Domains and concepts used





Standardisation process 
● Gender class standardised across the languages, based on 

historical development of gender markers in N-D.

● Removed languages that have just one gender for all 

non-human nouns

ID Language Word Word Gender Gender Gender

 Name Transcription Meaning Normalised Language specific Markers

91732 Andi berkʰa snake B III b/j

91655 Andi beli spade B IV b/b

91716 Andi ribu spring D V r/r

5763 Tsova-Tush pʰħu dog D D d/d



Cognacy and borrowings
● Majority of lexemes also coded either for cognacy or as 

loanwords, with the provenance of the latter indicated where 

known.

● Some lexemes do not have known cognates within the dataset.

● Result: about half of the lexemes have both cognacy and gender 

coding (however, many cognate sets have only two lexemes).



3. Results



The data in raw numbers (1)

Removal of Aghul, Lezgian and Udi (no gender) and Avar, Dargwa (with M/F/B system)



The data in raw numbers (2)

Removal of X (no gender available), ? (gender not known) and M (masculine)



Gender/semantic domain (1)



Gender/semantic domain (2)



Gender/concept (1): Animacy



Gender/concept (2): Abstractness



Gender/concept (3): Nature vs culture



Inherited vs. borrowed lexemes 



Cognacy

Gender distribution of change (N) versus stable cognates (Y) (in absolute numbers)



4. Discussion and next steps



Main findings (1)
● B is most represented gender (c. 67% of lexemes), even with languages that 

have B as only ‘neuter’ gender removed.

○ Nonetheless, some languages have B+D or B+J (or B+D+J), so B is still 

over-represented.

● All genders can mark animate and inanimate concepts, but there are 

internal differences.

○ B is over-represented in animate groups, e.g. cattle, domestic animals.

○ D is over-represented in inanimates, with metals especially being an 

interesting case for further research.



Main findings (2)
● Within inanimates, B gender correlated with concreteness, D 

(not B) is over-represented in abstract nouns (notably, seasons)

○ Falls in line with established hierarchy:

Masculine > Feminine > Animal > Concrete object > Abstract notion

● No correlation between gender and:

○ Nature vs. culture

○ Borrowedness

○ Stability in cognate set



Next steps
● Complete cognate coding

● Expand number of languages

● Expand number of concepts

● Possible avenues:

○ Comparison between languages with precisely the same 

gender system

○ Comparison with Indo-European

○ Stability of loanwords
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