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Abstract:

While some Native Arabic speakers assign a certain grammatical gender to neutral nouns
based on whether they perceive them to be either a male/masculine or female/feminine
like, others assign them a grammatical gender arbitrarily. This research aims to find out
1. whether there is a tendency among Native Arabic speakers to assign neutral nouns
male grammatical gender as a result of the Arabic language’s tendency to assign neutral
nouns male grammatical gender. It also aims to find out 2. what rationale the Native
Arabic speakers have for their grammatical gender assignment of neutral nouns despite
the Arabic language's grammatical gender assignment to nouns being arbitrary, in
addition to 3. whether or not the participants would assign nouns they find feminine-like
a female grammatical gender and nouns that they perceive as masculine-like a male
grammatical gender, or would just assign a grammatical gender arbitrarily. This paper's
findings showed that the majority of participants of both genders (i.e., males and females)
tended to assign male grammatical gender to most of the neutral nouns, as 10 nouns out
of 14 were assigned a male grammatical gender by the majority of both male and female
participants. The participants stated that they did not perceive the nouns they assigned a
male grammatical gender masculine-like but rather assigned them a male grammatical
gender either arbitrarily or by default as the Arabic language tends to assign male
grammatical gender to neutral nouns, whereas the majority stated that they assigned
certain neutral nouns such as my knife and Falafel a female grammatical gender not
because they perceived them as feminine-like, but rather because this is what they
heard/acquired from those surrounding them. Therefore, the grammatical gender
assignment of nouns was not semantic but rather morphological and syntactic and was
done by the addition of affixation either to the noun itself or to its adjective.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Languages & Their Similarities & Differences

According to the latest edition of Ethnologue: Languages of the world (2022) there are
7.151 living (i.e., spoken) languages in the world. One of the major, if not the major use
of languages is communication. According to Boroditsky et al. (2003) “people communicate
with each other using a variety of languages which differ from one another in numerous ways.”
Though languages share similar aspects, (i.e., morphological, semantic, syntactic,
phonological, and phonotactic rules), yet, they differ in many as well. One of the major
differences in languages can be seen in terms of their representation of aspects of reality
in many domains (space, time, number systems, color, and classification of objects &
substances at a lexical & grammatical level & gender).

1.2 Language & Thought

For centuries it has been argued whether there is a relationship between thought &
language due to differences languages have in terms of the representation of aspects of
reality in many areas where speakers of different languages must think differently as they
view & experience the world in different ways. Many German scholars were concerned
with the idea of the existence of a relationship between language & thought (Lucy, 1992).
One of these scholars is the German Philosopher Wilhelm Von Humboldt who fostered
the belief that speakers of different languages have varying views of the world
(Almutrafi, 2015). However, Humboldt perceived this relationship differently as he
viewed language as the thought of the community rather than the individual (Cited from
Almutrafi, 2015). After the Linguistic Relativity LR or Sapir-Whorf theory which is
related to the relationship of languages and how they shape different views of their
speakers was introduced by the American anthropological linguist Edward Sapir (1884-
1936) and one of his students, that being Benjamin Lee Whorf (1897-1941), hence the
name. The main hypothesis contends that the idiosyncrasies of the language/s we speak
influence/s the way we think about the world (Garvin, 1958). The theory was supported
by many linguists such as (Boroditsky et al., 2003; Sera et al., 1994; Brown & Lenneberg,
1954; Lucy, 1997; Kay & Kempton, 1984). However, due to the strong claims it made, it
was rejected by many other “Universalist” linguists such as (Pinker, 1994; Chen, 2007;
Martinez & Shatz, 1996; January & Kako, 2007; Takano, 1989). This resulted in Whorf
putting forward two hypotheses; a strong hypothesis and a weak hypothesis (Whorf,
1956). These two hypotheses were put forward in the summary of Brown (1976: 128)
(Cited from Almutrafi, 2015), namely:

1) Structural differences between language systems will in general be paralleled by
non-linguistic cognitive differences of an unspecified sort, in the native speakers
of the language

2) The structure of anyone’s native language strongly influences or fully determines
the worldview he will acquire as he learns the language.
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Hence, the strong hypothesis (i.e,, Linguistic determinism) suggests that our
language determines how we see the world (shapes our thoughts & decisions) as
linguistic categories limit one’s cognitive as what Ludwig Wittgenstein et al. 1922 stated
“The limits of my language mean the limits of my world”. However, one can speak additional
languages besides his/her mother language, therefore, one’s point of view of the world,
thoughts, knowledge, and decisions will likely become more diverse. Moreover, as a
result of the extreme opposition that the strong hypothesis received from linguists
including Whorf himself, in addition to (Boroditsky, 2001; Levinson, 2003), a weak
hypothesis (i.e., Linguistic relativism) was put forward. It proposed that language (and
its linguistic categories) influences how we see the world. And based on the division of
the linguistic relativity hypothesis into the “strong” and “weak” versions, the weak
version may not be easily rejected (Hakuta, 1986 p.77). Moreover, Slobin (1996) supported
the weak hypothesis (i.e., thinking for speaking) stating that it might allow language to
bias our attention toward the more linguistically describable aspects of what we perceive,
but this does not mean that languages change the underlying conceptional structures.
What Slobin (1996) argues is that language shapes the way individuals perceive reality
and mediates their thinking, at least for the moment of speaking.

1.3 Different Thoughts Due to Languages' Different Lexical Characteristics in Various
Domains

The question is, can subtle differences between languages make us think differently about
the world? In order to answer such a broad question, we need to consider Whorf’s
argument regarding the ability of a language's lexical characteristics to restrict domain-
general cognitive processes such as shapes, colors, numbers, time, or gendered cognition,
which result in speakers of a language perceiving the world differently than the speakers
of another.

In the case of shapes, when Navaho speakers talk about handling an object, they
have to add a suffix (i.e., classifier) to the verb corresponding to the shape or some
attributes of the object (Almutrafi, 2015). In research conducted by Caroll and Casagrande
(1958) it was hypothesized that this obligatory use of shape classifiers might make the
speakers of the Navaho language group objects” pictures based on shape more than size
or color. The researchers presented children participants with a pair of objects that varied
in size and form e.g., yellow rope and blue stick, then asked: To which of the two objects
should they place a blue rope? The findings were in line with their hypothesis as indeed,
Navaho-dominant Navaho children were more likely (70%) to group objects according
to shape.

When it comes to colors, Russian has two different degrees of the color/word blue,
“Goluboj” (i.e., light blue) & “Siniy” (i.e., dark blue), whereas in English both colors are
referred to as “blue”. This case was investigated by Winawer et al. (2007) who intended
to figure out whether or not this linguistic difference would lead to differences in color
discrimination. The researchers used blue stimuli which spanned the sinny/goluboy
border as they presented English & Russian participants with blue color squares
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positioned in a triangle (a square on the top with two at the bottom) where one of the
bottom squares was of matching blue degree to that of the top square. Participants were
asked to pick out the matching square from the top row. Surprisingly, findings showed
that Russian speakers were faster to discriminate between two colors when they fell into
two different linguistic categories in their language. In the findings it was also stated that
though the different degrees of the color blue are something both languages’ speakers are
aware of, the speakers of a language that has two distinctive terms for the same color
were faster to recognize it for the language made them cognitively faster to pick it up,
suggesting that when it comes to simple perceptual colors tasks, language does indeed
affect cognitive process.

When it comes to numbers, looking at the Munduruku & Pirahad in Amazonia, both
of their languages are numberless. In the case of a numberless language such as the
Piraha, Gordon (2004) examined the mathematical abilities of the Piraha speakers'
counting system (i.e., one-two-many counting system; where the word “many” is used
instead of numerical numbers to refer to any number greater than 3). The researcher
found that indeed, the innumerate counting system the Piraha use limited their speakers’
performance when operating numerical tasks in which numbers greater than 3 were
involved.

When it comes to time, Hopi (i.e,, an American Indian language spoken in
Arizona) is a language in which plurals only apply to physical objects but not to periods
of time. Whorf (1656, p.138) studied the Hopi language and found that the language’s
speakers express the passage of time differently than the speakers of Average Standard
European ASE languages (i.e., English, French & German), as in Western Languages, one
might say, “They worked on it for five days” representing each individual day, whereas in
Hopi language they would instead say “I finished working on it the fifth day”, as they
express the period of time as a whole.

When it comes to gender, a language such as English is a neutral language as it
frequently refers to inanimate objects with the pronoun “it” and has no grammatical
gender, except for the third-person singular pronouns “he” & “she” (Beit-Hallahmi et al.,
19741; Almutrafi, 2015). Other languages such as Hungarian, Finnish & Estonian are
considered neutral languages as well. Moreover, there are two-gendered languages
(nouns are either marked as/assigned a feminine or a masculine pronoun) such as Arabic,
Spanish & French. In addition, there are three-gendered languages (assign feminine,
masculine & neuter pronouns to nouns) such as German and Russian. Not to mention
Zande language which is a four-gendered language (masculine, feminine, animal, and
neuter indicated by class I, II, III, IV) (Corbett, 1991).

However, the non-existence of certain terms for certain objects, time, notions, and
feelings in a certain language does not necessarily mean the inability of that language
speaker to conceive their image, idea, or even concept. This was supported by Whorf
himself when he investigated the “Eskimo” languages (i.e., Yupik and Inupiat). These
languages have multiple words for the English word snow. This however by no means
indicates that English speakers cannot distinguish the difference between these words
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(Cited from Almutrafi, 2015). However, having different terms which slightly or largely
differentiate between two notions in a language, results in that language speakers being
faster to recognize the difference. This was seen in the findings of Winawer et al. (2007)
where Russians were faster to detect the change of degrees in the color blue, due to their
language distinguishing between the color’s subtle degree change. Yet, several research
such as that of (Winawer et al., 2007; Brown & Lenneberg, 1954; Ervin, 1962) suggests that
though cognitive universals exist among humans [and their languages], there may be
remarkable differences in these languages which due to differences in cognition among
their speakers may result as well.

The above-mentioned research not only provides empirical evidence supporting
Sapir-Whorf’s theory, but is also in line with what Dawood, et al. (2020) stated in which
“language-specific terminology may affect behavioral performance through shaping the mental
representation of entities such as objects, numbers, and colors.” In addition, Almutrafi (2015)
stated that the “effect of language on thought varies between different domains.” And “it seems
that if linguistic categorizations have a clear relation to meaning the effect of language on thought
might be stronger and if there is no direct relation between them the effect could be limited and
transitory [e.g., grammatical gender].”

1.4 Arabic & Grammatical Gender

The meaning of term “gender” in this research refers to grammatical gender in language.
That is “classes of nouns within a language which are reflected in the behavior of
associated word” (Hocket, 1958, p.231). And as Almutrafi (2015) noted, “in some
languages, biological and grammatical gender are closely related, and in some others, they are
completely unrelated.” But in general, gender assignment, particularly in animate nouns, is
largely arbitrary and independent of the reference conceptual properties (Hocket, 1958).

Note that the terms male/masculine grammatical gender will be wused
interchangeably in this research, and the terms female/feminine grammatical gender will
be used interchangeably in his research as well.

Now, the question is, could the way we grammatically categorize nouns influence
the way we think of them? For example, do Germans and Arabs think that the sun is
masculine-like while the moon is feminine-like because of the grammatical category they
are assigned in the language?

The answer is, it depends. For example, in Arabic, a beautiful women’s face would
be compared to that of the moon, for both are perceived as feminine. This is in terms of
characteristic attributes. But does that necessarily mean that speakers of Arabic believe
that the moon is feminine in the sense that it has a vagina, uterus, and womb in its
physical body? The answer is absolutely not. And this draws the distinction in Arabic
between what is perceived as feminine (i.e., having what that culture considers feminine
characteristics), separate from what is biologically feminine (i.e., genetically female).
What is interesting, however, is that Arabic does indeed mark all female mammals that
“give life: either by giving birth or laying eggs” with female grammatical gender.
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Note that in Arabic, which is a two-gender system almost all nouns are either
(marked) feminine or default/unmarked) masculine gender (Alkohalani, 2016) (cited in
Dawood et al., 2020).

The above-mentioned examples show that the grammatical category we assign to
animate or inanimate nouns are either 1. decides the characteristics that we will attribute
to or are 2. based on the characteristics they have, and thus affect the grammatical gender
we assign. This shows that people depend on categories introduced in a language in order
to partition reality at the moment of speaking, reading, writing and listening (Slobin,
1996). This is especially for Arabic speakers as the process of thinking for speaking differs
among languages, English speakers do not need to think about the grammatical gender
agreement between the verb and the subject when planning to use a verb, yet, in many
languages with grammatical genders conjugations with the verbs, such as Arabic, the
speakers need to construct and conjugate the verb or noun in a sentence to agree with the
object in terms of gender (Almutrafi, 2015). For this, knowing the grammatical gender of
a noun is crucial in order to construct a grammatically accurate sentence in Arabic. This
gender categorization of nouns in Arabic makes it easier for the speaker and the audience
to recognize which is feminine and which is masculine.

However, because feminine nouns tend to be longer than masculine nouns, for
they are derived from them, the pronunciation of masculine nouns is perceived to be
easier than feminine ones. According to the Markedness Differential Hypothesis,
structures that are simple or common in language are assumed to be unmarked, whereas
those which are complex and less common are assumed to be marked (Archibald, 1998).
This was further explained by Gass and Selinker (2001, p.160) stating that “If we consider
words denoting professions, avocations, or societal roles, we see that male terms are the basic ones
(e.g., actor, poet, host, hero), whereas the female counterparts have suffixes added on to the male
term (actress, poetess, hostess, heroin). The male term is taken to be the basic one (unmarked) and
the female term is the marked derivative.” This is not only in English but in Arabic as well
where female nouns in Arabic not only tend to be longer due to the addition of the suffix
“ah” (i.e., Ta Marbuta), but that such assignment of either a feminine or masculine
grammatical gender in Arabic is semantically arbitrary. This is seen in an example
provided by Almutrafi (2015) in that there are two words in Arabic as the equivalent of
the English word “widow”, where one is masculine “Shobbak”, while the other is
feminine “Nafethah”.

This paper’s findings will answer the question of whether native Arabic
participants’ assignment of grammatical gender to Arabic neutral nouns is
morphologically and syntactically or semantically motivated.

1.5 Research Questions
1) Is there a tendency among Native Arabic speakers to assign neutral nouns male
grammatical gender?
2) Does Native Arabs' perception of nouns as either feminine-like or masculine-like
affect the way they grammatically categorize these objects in?
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1.6 Hypotheses
There are three hypotheses, namely:

H1: A high tendency to categorize neutral nouns male grammatical gender will be
found among Native speakers of the Arabic language, as a result of the Arabic language’s
tendency to assign male grammatical genders to neutral nouns/objects.

H2: There will be a tendency among Arabic speakers to assign a male grammatical
gender to neutral nouns they perceive as masculine-like and a tendency to assign female
grammatical gender to nouns they perceive as feminine-like.

H3: A tendency within the participants to provide a rationale behind their
grammatical gender assignments to nouns will be found, despite the Arabic language
assigning grammatical gender to nouns being arbitrary.

1.7 The Aim of This Research

This paper aims to investigate 1. whether there is a tendency among Native Arabic
speakers to assign neutral nouns male grammatical gender as a result of the Arabic
language’s tendency to assign neutral nouns male grammatical gender, 2. what rationale
the Native Arabic speakers have for their grammatical gender assignment of neutral
nouns despite the Arabic language's grammatical gender assignment to nouns being
arbitrary, & 3. whether or not the participants would assign nouns they find feminine-
like a female grammatical gender and nouns that they perceive as masculine-like a male
grammatical gender, or would just assign a grammatical gender arbitrarily.

2. Literature Review

Much empirical evidence has been provided to support the Linguistic Relativity
hypothesis of the influence language has on the way we perceive the world, especially
regarding the way different language speakers grammatically categorize items in.

Research by Dawood et al. (2020) examined the potential effects of the Arabic
grammatical gender GG system on object categorization using online VAT (i.e., voice
attribution task). In their research, they demonstrated GG effects on object categorization
in native Arabic speakers, in addition to corroborating previous findings of linguistic
relativity studies on Indo-European languages. The findings showed a tendency within
Arabic & English speakers to associate male voices with both natural and artificial objects
regardless of the GG in Arabic, which resulted in inconsistency with the natural-
feminine/artificial-masculine. The researchers also found a tendency within native Arabic
& English speakers to assign male attributions to objects that have no associative
stereotypical gender “neutral”.

The findings of a thesis by Almutrafi (2015) which investigated the grammatical
gender in the categorization of objects by assigning participants (bilingual & monolingual
Arabic & English speakers) 2 tasks (a categorization & a similarity rating task), were in
line with the findings of (Pavlidou & Alvanoudi, 2014) in which English and Arabic
speakers assigned a man’s voice to artificial items that were grammatically masculine
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more often than to artificial items that were grammatically feminine. These findings
suggest a non-arbitrary relationship between grammatical gender and conceptually
masculine items and show that both languages’ speakers were sensitive to feminine-
natural & masculine-artificial distinction in their VAT, which confirmed the researcher’s
second hypothesis in that both Arabic and English speakers will follow the
feminine/natural & masculine/artificial distinction in VAT when assigning voices to
inanimate objects, proving that both grammatical gender and conceptual category
influenced the decisions of Arabic and English monolingual speakers.

Furthermore, research by Pavlidou and Alvanoudi (2014) investigated possible
factors affecting peoples” assignment of grammatical genders to objects. One of these
factors was whether the language itself would affect the results of GG and item
categorization. The participants were speakers of modern Greek, a three-gendered
language, that being modern Greek, who were asked to assign either a male or female
sex to objects/animals/persons according to the grammatical gender of the noun denoting
those items. One of their findings was in line with the findings of Almutrafi (2015) in
which they found a tendency among participants to associate natural objects with the
female GG and to frequently associate artifacts with the male GG.

A previous study by Sera et al. (2002) supports the above-mentioned findings of
Finely (2003) in which the cognitive influence of grammatical gender varies depending
on the properties of a gender system in a language. Sera et al. (2002) compared the
grammatical gender categorization tendency by conducting a series of comparative
studies of sex attribution in Spanish, French, German & English), where the speakers of
these 4 languages were asked to assign either a female or a male voice to different items
(e.g., artificial natural objects, animals, humans). This resulted in Spanish & French
speakers making grammatically consistent gender assignments, whereas (5-9-year-olds)
German speakers did not. On the other hand, English speakers tended to classify natural
objects as “female” and artificial objects as “male”, which is in line with the findings of
(Almutrafi, 2015; Pavlidou & Alvanoudi, 2014).

3. Data Collection Methodology & Procedures

3.1 Methodology

The research followed a mixed research method, where the qualitative method was used
to collect, describe and analyze data, whereas the quantitative data method was used in
providing statistical data (graphs) and percentages for the data collected.

3.2 Procedures

Participants were asked to talk about 14 nouns, each for a minute. The participants
performed the verbal task individually to ensure that they do not become conformists
and provide similar answers to that of their peers despite having different answers. The
task requirements were stated to the participants verbally and in English only. Despite
that, they were asked to describe the nouns in Arabic, using their Bahraini dialect. The
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participants were not told anything regarding the research purpose and the assignment
of grammatical gender to nouns either directly or indirectly before or during the test. It
was only after each participant finished their test that they were asked about the rationale
of their grammatical gender assignment. Following the advice of Almutrafi (2015) in
which “using purely linguistic stimulate the study the effects of language mission might be
argued only measure participants knowledge of grammatical gender of the languages rather than
its effects on the recognition.” Therefore, the tool used for data collection in this research is
Natural Speech Recording NSR which will eliminate the participants' awareness of the
research/task purpose and therefore will 1. Minimize to a large extent the possibility that
the participants would consciously use their knowledge of grammatical gender
assignment to perform the task, 2. Ensure that the participants will not try to answer with
what is generally perceived as right, 3. Ensure that the participants will subconsciously
rather than consciously assign a certain grammatical gender to nouns when answering
the task, which will prove whether the Arabic language’s tendency to grammatically
assign male grammatical gender to neutral nouns does indeed make Native Arabic
speakers more prone toward assigning male grammatical gender to neutral nouns.

Note: All of the participants consented that the researcher records their natural
speech test.

3.3 Sample

Participants in this research were 50 DELL students (i.e., students of the Department of
English Language & Literature), at the University of Bahrain. All of the participants are
Native Arabic speakers, who speak the Bahraini/Bahrani dialect. 25 of the participants
were females, and 25 were males. Participants aged from 18 to 26 years old and ranged
from students in their first academic year to students in their seventh academic year in
university.

4. Findings

Note that in the participants’ column 1. G stands for the participant’s gender and the
letter following it, that being either F or M, indicates the participant’s gender. 2. A stands
for the participants’ age, and the number following it indicates the participant’s age. 3. Y
stands for the participant’s academic year in university (i.e., 1%, 2nd, 3rd, 4th 5t 6th and 7t)
indicated by the number following it. As for the numbers each participant is assigned,
they refer to the order which the participants' natural speech was recorded in. In addition,
the headings of the horizontal row are the words the participants were recorded speaking
of.
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Table 1: Findings of Natural Speech Transcribed Data
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Note that in the 2 below-attached tables the numbers in the participants' column are disorganized as they were originally ordered

according to the order in which the participants were tested/recorded (see Table 1), then female participants” data were separated from
male participants’ data which caused this disorganization in their order. The headings of the horizontal row are the words the
participants were recorded speaking of and the F/M letters refer to whether the participants assigned the word a female or male

grammatical gender.

Natural speech analyzed data (2 tables):

Table 2: (Only includes female participants” data “illustrated in Figure 1”)

My My My My My My My My My My The Nail
. . . Falafel | Balaleet . . . .

Participants | finger | shoulder | tummy legs head | teeth O | Ll olive knife cup slipper road clipper

el | Sz | G | demftas | ol | T sl | i | @SS | bl | ik | i e/l e
1
GF
A20 M M M M M F F F F F M F F M
Y2
2
GF M F M F M F M M F F M F M M
A18Y1
4
GF M M F F M F F M F F M M F M
A25Y7
5
GF
A2 M M M M M M M F M F M M M M
Y3
6
GF M M M F M F M M M M M M F M
A21Y3
7 M M M F M F F F M F M F M F
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GF

A21Y5

8

GF F M M F M F F M M F M
A23Y5

9

GF F M M F M F F M M F M
A26Y3

10

GF F M M F M F F M M F M
A21Y4

11

GF M F M F M M F F M F M
A22Y4

12

GF F M M F M F F F M M M
A21Y4

13

GF M M F F M M M M M F M
A20Y4

14

GF M M M F M M M M M F M
A20Y3

15

GF M M M M F M F M M F F
A20Y3

16

GF F M M F M M F M M F F
A22Y4

17

GF

A1 M M M F F M M M M F M
Y3

20

GF F M M M F F F F F M M
A21Y4

22

GF M M M M M M F M M F M
A21Y3

24 F M M F M F M M M F M
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GF
A20Y4

26
GF
A20Y3

27
GF
A18Y1

32
GF
A21Y4

48
GF
A19
Y1

49
GF
A22
Y3

50
GF
A23
Y4

Table 3: (Only includes male participants” data “illustrated in Figure 2”)

Participants

My
finger

My
shoulder

d

My
tummy

ik

My legs
I STRIES)

My
head
=

My
teeth
it

Falafel
Jasall

Balaleet
LaaIul)

My olive
PSS

My knife

My cup
TR

My
slipper
Hla/ e

The
road

ok

Nail clipper
(shal_jaaf ol jie

3
GM
Al19Y 2

M

M

M

M

F

M

M

M

18
GM
A20Y3

19
GM
A24Y4

21
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GM

A22Y5

23

GM M M M M F M F F M F M
A18Y1

25

GM M M M F M M M M M F M
A21Y4

28

GM F M M F M F F F M F F
A22Y4

29

GM F F M F M M M F M F M
A23Y5

30

GM M M M M M M M M M F M
A21Y3

31

GM M M M F M M F F M M M
A19Y3

33

GM M M M M M M F F M M M
A21Y4

34

GM F M M F M F F M F F M
A20Y3

35

GM F M M F M M M M M F M
A20Y3

36

GM F M M F M M F M M M M
A21Y4

37

GM F M M F M M F M M F M
A22Y3

38

GM

A23 F M M M M M M M M M M
Y2

39 F M M M M F F M M F F
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GM
A19Y2
40

GM M M M F M M M M M F M M M M
A20Y4
41

GM M M M F M F F F M M M M M M
A21Y4
42

GM F M M F M F M M M M M M M F
A19Y3
43

GM M M M M M M M M F F M M M M
A19Y3
44

GM F M M M M M F M M F F M F F
A20Y3
45

GM F M M F M F F F M F M M M F
A22Y4
46

GM
A20
Y2

47

GM
A20
Y2

The findings of the 3 above-attached tables are presented in the 2 graphs attached below. The first graph represents male participants’
grammatical gender attribution to nouns, and the second graph represents female participants” grammatical gender attribution to nouns.
(See Tables 2 & 3).
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Figure 1: Female participants’ grammatical gender attribution to nouns (see Table 2)
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Figure 2: Male participants’ grammatical gender attribution to nouns (see Table 3)

Looking at the 2 above-attached graphs, in the case of the 1t word “my finger”,
the majority of males (68%) assigned it a female grammatical gender, while the majority
of females (68%) assigned it a male grammatical gender.

In the case of the 2" word “my shoulder” the majority of both males (92%) and
females (92%) assigned it a male grammatical gender.

In the case of the 3" word “my tummy”, the majority of both males (92%) and
females (84%) assigned it a male grammatical gender.

In the case of the 4" word “my legs” the majority of males (56%) and females (64%)
assigned it a female grammatical gender. Yet, the males female grammatical gender
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assignment was relatively close to the male grammatical gender assignment of the same
word.

In the case of the 5" word “my head” the majority of males (68%) and females
(84%) assigned it a male grammatical gender.

In the case of the 6" word “my teeth” the majority of males (68%) assigned it a
male grammatical gender, while the majority of females (52%) assigned it a female
grammatical gender. Yet, the females female grammatical gender assignment was
relatively close to the male grammatical gender assignment of the same word.

In the case of the 7" word “falafel” the majority of both males (64%) and females
(60%) assigned it a female grammatical gender, whereas the majority of both males (56%)
and females (68%) assigned the 8" word “Balaleet” a male grammatical gender.

In the case of the 9" word “my olives” the majority of both males (84%) and
females (76%) assigned it a male grammatical gender, whereas the majority of both males
(72%) and females (88%) assigned the 10" word “my knife” a female grammatical gender.

The majority of females (see graph 1) assigned a male grammatical gender to the
11* word “my cup” (92%), the 12* word “my slipper” (76%), the 13" word “my road”
(64%), and the 14" word “my nail clipper” (64%). Whereas, the majority of males (see
graph 2) assigned a male grammatical gender to the 11* word “my cup” (84%), the 12t
word “my slipper” (84%), the 13" word “my road” (64%), and the 14" word “my nail
clipper” (56%).

It is worth noting that in the 6" word “my teeth” the majority of participants
assigned is a grammatical gender consistent with theirs, as the majority of male
participants assigned it a male grammatical gender, whereas the majority of female
participants assigned it a female grammatical gender. What is interesting is that in the
word “my finger” the opposite occurred as the majority of the participants assigned it a
grammatical gender inconsistent with their own gender. The majority of both
participating groups assigned a female grammatical gender to the words “my legs”,
“Falafel”, and “my knife”.

Other than that, and besides the 4 words (my finger, my legs, Falafel, and my
knife) which the majority of male participants assigned a female grammatical gender, the
majority of male participants assigned all other 10 words (i.e., my shoulder, my tummy,
my head, my teeth, Balaleet, my olives, my cup, my slipper, my road, my nail clipper) a
male grammatical gender.

In addition, the majority of female participants assigned the 4 words (my legs, my
teeth, Falafel, and my knife) female grammatical gender, and assigned all the other 10
words (i.e., my finger, my shoulder, my tummy, my head, Balaleet, my olives, my cup,
my slipper, my road, my nail clipper) male grammatical gender.

All in all, the majority of participants of both genders (i.e.,, males and females)
tended to assign most of the Arabic neutral nouns (10 out of 14) a male grammatical
gender. This is in line with Dawood et al. (2020) who also found a tendency among both

Arabic & English Native speakers to assign male attributions to objects that have
no associative stereotypical gender “neutral”. A few of the Native participants said that
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they assigned the neutral nouns a grammatical gender arbitrarily, whereas the majority
of the participants of both genders said that assigned the majority of words a male
grammatical gender due to the Arabic language’s tendency to assign male grammatical
gender to neutral words. The participants were also consistent with their grammatical
gender attribution to the nouns as for example when they assigned a noun a male
grammatical gender, they continued assigning a male grammatical gender to the noun
during their whole speech (and vice versa in the case of female grammatical gender).

4. Discussion

H1: The first hypothesis was proven to be true, as indeed the majority of participants of
both genders (i.e., males and females) tended to assign most (10 out of 14) of the Arabic
neutral nouns a male grammatical gender, which all the participants said was 1. arbitrary
which is the opposite of the findings of Almutrafi, 2015 where a non-arbitrary
relationship between grammatical gender and conceptually masculine nouns/items was
found, or 2. As Native speakers of Arabic, they did it by default due to the Arabic
language’s tendency to assign a male grammatical gender to neutral nouns, which
Pavlidou and Alvanoudi (2014) considered as a factor that affects the grammatical gender
assignment of the speakers of a language. The findings were in line with the view of
Boroditsky et al. (2003) in that the speakers of gendered languages begin to assign male
and female properties to neutral objects as a result of acquiring the gender systems of
their languages.

H2: The second hypothesis was proven to be wrong, as the majority of participants did
not tend to perceive the neutral nouns as masculine or feminine-like, where they mainly
assigned them a male grammatical gender solely on the basis that the Arabic language
tends to assign neutral nouns a male grammatical gender as well. This is in line with what
Almutrafi (2015) stated in which that “it seems that if linguistic categorizations have a clear
relation to meaning the effect of language on thought might be stronger and if there is no direct
relation between them the effect could be limited and transitory (e.g., Grammatical Gender GG).”
And in this research participants’ case, the relation between thought and linguistic
gender categorization proved to be weak for the GG assignment was either arbitrary or
by default.

H3: The third hypothesis was proven to be true. And though a few participants stated
that they assigned the nouns a GG arbitrarily, the majority of the Native participants had
a rationale behind their GG assignment and stated that they did it (assigned the majority
of the neutral nouns a male grammatical gender) by default due to the Arabic language
tendency to assign a male grammatical gender to neutral nouns, which is in line with the
view of Boroditsky et al. (2003) in that the speakers of gendered languages begin to assign
male and female properties to neutral objects as a result of acquiring the gender systems
of their languages.
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5. Conclusion

This research aimed to investigate whether the GG Native Arabic speakers assign to
nouns affects the way they perceive them and whether Native Arabic speakers would
tend to assign a male GG to neutral nouns as a result of the Arabic language's tendency
to assign male GG to neutral nouns. This was done by recording the natural speech of 50
Native Arabic speakers when asked to talk about 14 neutral nouns. While other
researchers such as (Almutrafi, 2015; Pavlidou & Alvanoudi, 2014) concluded in their
research that the majority of their participants assigned a male GG to artificial items and
female GG to natural items, and that the participants perceived the noun/item as a male-
like if it was assigned a male GG, and perceived female items/nouns as female-like when
it was assigned a female GG. This paper's findings however show that the participants
did not perceive the nouns they assigned male GG to be male-like, or the nouns they
assigned a female GG to be female-like, and did not assign a female GG to a noun because
it is natural or assigns a male GG because a noun/item is artificial. The only reason the
participants assigned a female GG to neutral nouns was that this is what they
heard/acquired from their surroundings, while the only 2 reasons they assigned a neutral
noun a male GG was either arbitrarily or by default as the Arabic language tend to assign
a male GG to neutral nouns. Furthermore, these findings were in line with the view of
Boroditsky et al. (2003) in that the speakers of gendered languages begin to assign male
and female properties to neutral objects as a result of acquiring the gender systems of
their languages. Furthermore, the male GG was the unmarked form, whereas the female
GG was the marked (i.e., derived) one, which was marked by the addition of affixation
which is the most common strategy for marking nouns” genders (Chelliah et al., 2011).
The use of affixation by this research participants to mark a noun with female GG was
not because of its semantic properties, but rather to produce sentences that are
morphologically and syntactically acceptable. Moreover, while a few nouns such as the
2 A Jad  dawwwere marked with a female GG by the addition of the affix < as in
ol e o Allad (A or the addition of the suffix (slas in to the plural unmarked noun
520 becoming (AUs). The majority of participants however, tended to frequently add
affixation to mark a noun’s adjective rather than the noun itself. This was seen in the use
of the prefix < as in (158, (Aallior the suffix 3 as dish 358 Aigia dS jla B gl

All in all, the Whorf-Sapir theory effects proved to be weak within this research
participants’” cognitive process and speech and hence not present in the findings. This
suggests that indeed the theory’s effects might not only be limited to certain [gendered]
languages such as Spanish, Arabic and German, but also limited to certain morphemic
and syntactic structures, as in previous research conducted by (Dawood et al., 2020;
Almutrafi, 2015; Pavlidou & Alvanoudi, 2014) the participants perceived the nouns as
temale or male-like because the nouns they were given were either given a male or a
female GG from the start. However, this research participants were given neutral nouns
that they could have assigned any grammatical gender, and whatever GG they would
have assigned would not have caused a conflict syntactically, morphologically, or even
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cognitively, which resulted in showing weak to no effect on the participants’ cognitive
perception. Therefore, the effect of grammatical gender and language on cognition is only
limited to nouns that are pre-gendered, not neutral nouns. Hence, the theory of LR is
weak in the case of neutral nouns, as they do not evoke any ideas in the mind of the
speakers of a gendered language.

7. Limitations & Delimitations

7.1 Limitations

1.

This sample consisted of 50 participants, considered relatively small, especially for
making a strong claim regarding language and thoughts. Therefore, the results
cannot be generalized.

The number of object/noun words the participants were tested in was limited to
14 neutral noun words, as it was quite difficult to find neutral words that people
are in conflict with regarding their GG assignment in Arabic.

Only native Arabic speakers speaking the Bahraini dialect were tested, which
limited the analysis in that the possibility for a comparison of native Arabs’
perceptions and GG assignment of nouns as either grammatically feminine or
masculine with the perceptions and GG assignment of other Native language/s
speakers (e.g., English, German. Spanish) or other Arabic dialects speakers (Saudi,
Lebanese, Kuwaiti) made making comparisons inapplicable.

The sample consisted of adults (aged 18-26) only. Where kids were not included
in the sample. This might have even further limited the analysis where no
comparison was made between adults’ and kids" different perceptions and
therefore different categorizations of neutral nouns - if there are any.

7.2 Delimitation

D)
2)

3)
4)

5)

Only Bahraini Native Arabs were chosen as participants.

The participants are only students (of both genders) enrolled in the DELL at the
University of Bahrain.

The participants were students aged (18 to 26) only.

The participants were not be told anything regarding grammatical gender and its
role in the assignment of nouns as either grammatically masculine or feminine
until they finished the test, which ensured that the participants did not consciously
use GG as a tool to perform the test.

The participants were individually tested to eliminate the possibility of the
participants becoming conformists, where they were unable to hear other
participants' answers which if hearing might have led them to alter their answers,
and by that making them similar to that of their peers, even when they have
another opinion/answer.
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Appendix

Natural Speech Recording Material:

The grammatically neutral words/nouns that the participants were recorded using

in their natural speech are the following:

Body parts:

D)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)

Food:

D)
2)
3)

My finger <!
My shoulder &/
My tummy sk
My legs (Jsa/Hay
My head /0

My teeth (st

Falafe] J&al
Balaleet JaSl)
My olives (U s/ 585

General nouns:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

My knife A/ pa

My cup ¢es8/ens8

My slipper (sllad/ Mas

My road (&b

My nail clipper ) e/ o2l s

The Natural speech recording requirements that were verbally asked of the

participants are as follows:

Talk in your Bahraini/Bahrani Arabic dialect, for a minute, about each of the

following;:

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)

Describe a finger of yours.

Tell me, how does your shoulder feel or look like?

When does your tummy hurt you?

When do your legs start hurting you?

Tell me when does your head start hurting you?

When do your teeth hurt you?

May you describe Falafel for me?

May you describe Balaleet for me?

Imagine that you have olives, how would you describe your olives?

10) Describe a knife of yours for a blind person.
11) Describe a favorite cup of yours.
12) Describe a slipper of yours.
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13) Describe your daily road to the university.
14) Describe a nail clipper of yours.

After each participant provided their verbal answers, they were asked why they
attributed certain nouns masculine grammatical gender, and why they attributed other
nouns feminine grammatical gender. (Providing an answer was optional).

1) Why did you consider this noun/object grammatically feminine?
2) Why did you consider this noun/object grammatically masculine?

Creative Commons licensing terms

Author(s) will retain the copyright of their published articles agreeing that a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0) terms
will be applied to their work. Under the terms of this license, no permission is required from the author(s) or publisher for members of the community
to copy, distribute, transmit or adapt the article content, providing a proper, prominent and unambiguous attribution to the authors in @ manner that
makes clear that the materials are being reused under permission of a Creative Commons License. Views, opinions, and conclusions expressed in this
research article are views, opinions, and conclusions of the author(s). Open Access Publishing Group and European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching
shall not be responsible or answerable for any loss, damage, or liability caused in relation to/arising out of conflicts of interest, copyright violations, and
inappropriate or inaccurate use of any kind content related or integrated into the research work. All the published works are meeting the Open Access
Publishing requirements and can be freely accessed, shared, modified, distributed, and used in educational, commercial, and non-commercial purposes
under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY 4.0).

European Journal of Foreign Language Teaching - Volume 7 | Issue 1 | 2023 97


http://oapub.org/edu/index.php/ejfl
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

