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Preface

Every language has some means of categorizing objects into humans, or animates, or 
by their shape, form, size, and function. The most wide-spread are linguistic genders—
grammatical classes of nouns based on core semantic properties such as sex (female 
and male), animacy, humanness, and also shape and size. Classifiers of several types 
also serve to categorize entities. Numeral classifiers occur with number words, pos-
sessive classifiers appear in the expressions of possession, and verbal classifiers are 
used on a verb, categorizing its argument. Genders and classifiers of varied types can 
occur together. Their meanings reflect beliefs and traditions, and in many respects 
mirror the ways in which speakers view the ever-changing reality. This volume elab-
orates on the expression, usage, history, and meanings of noun categorization devices 
of different kinds, exploring their various facets across the languages of South 
America and Asia, known for the diversity of their noun categorization.

The volume starts with a typological introduction outlining the types of noun cat-
egorization devices, their expression, scope, and functions, in addition to the socio-
cultural aspects of their use, and their development. It is followed by revised versions 
of papers originally presented at the International Workshop ‘Genders and classifiers 
in Amazonia and beyond’ organized by the editors and held at the Language and 
Culture Research Centre, James Cook University, 9–10 August 2017. An earlier ver-
sion of Chapter 1 was circulated to the contributors, with a list of issues to be addressed, 
so as to ensure that the studies of individual languages within this volume were cast 
in terms of a common set of parameters. This is the ninth monograph in the series 
Explorations in Linguistic Typology, devoted to volumes from International Workshops 
organized by the Language and Culture Research Centre and its predecessors.

The Workshop, and subsequent discussions between the editors and the authors, 
were intellectually stimulating, with cross-fertilization of ideas and scholarly debates. 
Each author has undertaken intensive fieldwork and has firsthand in-depth  knowledge 
of their languages, in addition to experience of working on linguistic typology, 
 historical and comparative linguistics, and language contact and areal diffusion. The 
analysis is uniformly cast in terms of basic linguistic theory—the cumulative typo-
logical framework which provides the foundation for sound empirically-based 
descriptive and analytic works. We avoid formalisms (which provide reinterpreta-
tions rather than explanations, and come and go with such frequency that any state-
ment made in terms of them is likely to soon become inaccessible).

It is our hope that this volume will further contribute to a consolidated conceptual 
and analytic framework, primarily established in the previous work by Aikhenvald. 
Our aim is to cover, and explain, the newly established parameters of variation in 
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noun categorization devices in a synchronic and in a diachronic perspective, opening 
new perspectives on classifiers of different kinds.

We are grateful to all the participants in the Workshop and colleagues who took 
part in the discussion, providing feedback on presentations at various stages, particu-
larly R. M. W. Dixon, Pema Wangdi, and Sihong Zhang. We owe a special debt of 
gratitude to Jolene Overall and Brigitta Flick, for helping us organize the Workshop 
in a most efficient manner. Brigitta and Jolene’s support and editorial assistance in 
preparing the volume were invaluable.

The Workshop was made possible through the Australian Research Council 
Laureate Fellowship Project ‘How gender shapes the world: a linguistic perspective’ 
(to Alexandra Aikhenvald). We gratefully acknowledge the financial assistance from 
the Division of Research and Innovation at James Cook University.
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