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When gender is mentioned, linguists may think of the system of German or French. Yet while
they come readily to mind, these are systems which are typologically strange. We need to pull
apart the components of these and other gender systems, and use them as criteria to construct a
large typological space. Doing this brings us to the notion of canonical gender (Corbett &
Fedden 2017[2015]), which we compare and contrast with the other morphosyntactic features.
This is part of the wider Canonical Typology approach which, while still found most widely for
tackling morphological and syntactic issues (as in Brown, Chumakina and Corbett 2013), has
been taken up in phonology (Hyman 2012), sign language (Cormier, Schembri & Woll 2013),
and beyond.
Given the yardstick of the canonical gender system, we can appreciate more of the exotism of
parts of the gender systems of languages like Miraña (Seifart 2005) and Dutch (Audring 2009).
A specific motivation for this approach is to reach a better understanding of the varied
phenomena often labeled ‘classifiers’, which share properties with gender, but differ from it to
greater or lesser extents. Particularly interesting here are languages, like Mian (Fedden 2011),
which have been claimed to have more than one system of classification. These require
especially careful analysis, since the issue of whether complex phenomena justify an account
requiring two systems/features (rather than a single more involved feature) has been little
discussed. Here again, I argue, a canonical approach proves helpful (see Fedden & Corbett f.c.).
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