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Abstract
A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language
by
Ben Papadopoulos
Doctor of Philosophy in Hispanic Languages and Literatures
with a Designated Emphasis in Gender and Women's Studies
University of California, Berkeley

Professor Justin Davidson, Chair

In the field of linguistics, the terms linguistic or grammatical gender are somewhat of a
misnomer. Instead of placing focus on the complex human quality of gender, they pointto a
particular theory of morphosyntax entitled agreement-based systems of nominal
classification, more commonly referred to as the feature of gender. Any language in which
every noun falls into one of two or more nominal classes, in which there is a semantic basis
for those nominal classes, and in which morphosyntactic agreement is evidenced qualifies
as a language with the feature of gender, while nonqualifying languages are referred to as
"genderless” (Corbett, 1991; Dixon, 1982; Kramer, 2015). While there is evidence to suggest
that (minimally) masculine-feminine languages like Spanish and Greek give this feature its
most commonly-used name (Corbeill, 2015), the concept includes languages whose systems
of nominal classification have no basis on the human quality of gender, and it cannot detect

normatively gender-specific meanings and distinctions in the other languages of the world.

This dissertation presents an alternate definition and theory of the term linguistic gender
(disambiguated here using the reordered term gender in language) that is equipped to
identify normatively gendered meanings and distinctions in the domain of personal
reference. The crux of this theory is that there is probably no such thing as a genderless
language, meaning that every language contains some feature of gender that meaningfully
bears upon the gender of the person being referenced. The theory is supported by a featural
typology with data from a great number of typologically distinct world languages and

presents eight features, some of which are underresearched or unstudied: lexical gender,
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pronominal gender, affixal gender, classifier gender, orthographic gender, sign gender,
particle gender, and (minimally) masculine-feminine morphosyntactic gender. These
features are arranged along a scale of embeddedness, revealing two extremes: the
grammatically unembedded feature of lexical gender and the most highly embedded feature

of (minimally) masculine-feminine morphosyntactic gender.

Throughout the text, special focus is placed on the communities of people who face
challenges expressing their gender identities linguistically, including but not limited to
nonbinary, trans, and other gender nonconforming people. For this reason, the mechanism
behind the use of gender in language is also interrogated and described as a moment of
snap judgment in which speakers make a decision about how to gender the referent in lieu
of the referent’s formal declaration about which gendered linguistic forms they would like to
be addressed with. For this reason, normative masculine and feminine forms are described
in detail along with gender-neutral forms and gender-inclusive forms adopted by members
of the queer and genderqueer communities for the purpose of adequate linguistic gender
self-expression. Relatedly, the consequences of misgendering are described and cited as
being hazardous to gender nonconforming people and access to gender-inclusive language

is defended as a fundamental human right.
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1 Gender

This dissertation covers the topic of gender-inclusive language, or specific words in
any language that may be used by nonbinary, trans, gender nonconforming, or other types of
people to self-identify, as well as to be referred to specifically or neutrally by others. It
traces the issue through theoretical worlds as far back as necessary, including by
identifying the known features of normative masculine and feminine gender in language,
and by interrogating the very definition of gender in formal linguistic theory. Ultimately, it
posits the issue of binary gender in language as hazardous to gender variant people around
the world and establishes the use and acceptance of gender-inclusive language as a
fundamental aspect of gender affirmation that must be defended. It is being filed in a time
and place that make such arguments more timely and consequential than ever, and which
illustrate the necessity of revisiting the most antecedent concepts of “biological sex” and

human or social gender as a starting point.

For the United States, where this dissertation was written, the year 2025 marks the
most widespread institutional attack on the concept of gender in the country’s history. On
January 20, 2025, a new regime entered the White House and immediately penned a number
of executive orders meant to position the gender nonconforming subject as a target of the
administration. The first was Executive Order 14168, entitled "Defending Women From
Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological Truth to the Federal Government.” This
order depicts trans people as "men" who self-identify as “women" in order to gain access to
"single-sex" spaces and attack women. It declared that the United States would recognize
only two sexes, male and female, which are “not changeable and grounded in fundamental
and incontrovertible reality” (Exec. Order No. 14168, 2025). It decreed that in federal
documents, the word gender was to be removed and replaced by the word sex, and that any
language that “promotes gender ideology"” was to be abandoned (ibid). Following the
signing of the order, the words gender and transgender were to be removed from the
national archives, including from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, where

thousands of pages with the word transgender and the acronym LGBT were deleted, as well
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as statistics about HIV within trans and racialized populations, and statistics about health
outcomes for queer people more generally (Mandavilli & Rabin, 2025, Steenhuysen & Hessen,
2025). One week later, trans people in the Armed Forces were deemed not “mentally and
physically fit for duty” and were intended to be dismissed in a second executive order that
also called for the end of “invented and identification-based pronoun usage” (Exec. Order
No. 14183, 2025). This same order implied that individuals with gender dysphoria do not live
an "honorable, truthful, and disciplined lifestyle,” that they do not live up to a “warrior
ethos,” and because they require others to "honor the falsehood"” of their true gender
identity, they are not humble or selfless enough to serve in the military (ibid). The next day, a
third executive order, entitled “Protecting Children From Chemical and Surgical Mutilation,”
intended to halt gender-affirming care for trans children and teenagers, citing a particular
concern about sterilization, as well as the basis of gender transition on "junk science,”
implying that gender dysphoria is a disease that must be cured (Exec. Order No. 14187,
2025). Then, eight days later, a fourth executive order announced the government’s intent to
defund educational programs that allowed trans people, referred to only as "men,” to
participate in "women's sports,” citing the protection of “opportunities for women and girls
to compete in safe and fair sports” (Exec. Order No. 14201, 2025). These executive orders, all
of which were legally challenged, aimed to pathologize gender nonconforming people as
mentally ill predators under the guise of “protecting women."” They focus on a
representation of trans women as predatory "men” whose gender dysphoria is just an
excuse to prey on “women."” Conversely, the concept of a trans man (nor any other queer
gender) is never specifically invoked. Of course, the logic presented in these orders is
scientifically and empirically invalid. Intersex people are proof of the fact that there are not
only two "biological sexes” (Blackless et al., 2000; Fausto-Sterling, 2020), and the
establishment of the concept of gender and its distinction from “biological sex" is
empirically and institutionally recognized as psychological, social, and medical reality.

At the same time as these orders explicitly targeting “gender ideology,” others were
signed that attempted to attack diversity, equity, and inclusion [DEI] programs, which among
other goals promote exposure to and the acceptance of diverse, intersectional human
identities and lived experiences based on gender, sexuality, race, ability, place of origin, and
other factors. The first executive order of this set, entitled "Ending lllegal Discrimination and
Restoring Merit-Based Opportunity,” reframes the issue of racial and gender-based

discrimination as discrimination against white, cisheteronormative people, citing
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"dangerous, demeaning, and immoral race- and sex-based preferences” in education and
public-sector employment that “deny, discredit, and undermine the traditional American
values of hard work, excellence, and individual achievement,” and it instructed any federal
agency that participated in these processes to cease related activity (Exec. Order No. 14173).
It also foreshadowed an assault on public and private education, as well as the private sector
of employment (ibid). Eight days later, another executive order entitled "Ending Radical
Indoctrination in K-12 Schooling” formalized the beginning of this assault and intended to
eliminate federal funding for K-12 programs that educate children and teenagers on racism
and sexism throughout American history (Exec. Order No. 14190). It also defined the concept
of "social transition” as adopting a new gender identity “that differs from a person’s sex,”
seeking counseling in school, changing one’s name or pronouns, identifying as nonbinary, or
using bathrooms or participating in sports “designated for persons of the opposite sex”
(ibid). Any school that "supported” the social transition of a minor, including by having staff
or teachers who would “deliberately [conceal] the minor's social transition from the minor’s
parents,” was to be federally defunded. In the context of these executive orders targeting
DEI programs, a white congressman in favor of abandoning them at the University of Texas
at Austin responded, "l don't even know what that means, ma'am,” to a Black
congresswoman who quizzed him on intersex people in the Texas House of Representatives
(Ruby, 2025). He also insisted that gender and "biological sex" are one and the same, citing
the Bible (ibid). In her rebuttal, the congresswoman replied, “"you want to defund a program
about something that you don't understand,” thereby gently underscoring the necessity of
such education, especially among people who have benefitted from legacies of slavery,
colonialism, genocide, evangelism, and other forms of white supremacy (ibid).

Naturally, other executive orders elaborated this dystopian worldbuilding by
attempting to provide protections for radical Christian groups identified by the FBI as
domestic terrorism threats (Exec. Order No. 14202, 2025), by intending to eliminate the
Department of Education, which among other things, enforces Title IX, the statute that
protects against sex-based discrimination in federally-funded educational programs (Exec.
Order No. 14242, 2025), by seeking to censor representations of racism and sexism
throughout American history in the Smithsonian Museums (Exec. Order No. 14253, 2025),
and by designating English as the one "and only” official language of the United States,
citing that such a move would "reinforce shared national values and create a more cohesive

and efficient society” (Exec. Order No. 14224, 2025). Within these examples about the
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federal attack on all types of social marginality, which also illustrate their intersections,
many recurring themes appear: the barrage of assaults on the rights of gender
nonconforming people, the intended erasure of histories of slavery, genocide, and racial and
sexual discrimination, and the policing of language, including the codification of a national
language and the enactment of an English-only policy. The most frequent site of these
attacks is K-12 education, where children are socialized and minds are developed, as well as
institutions of higher education, the vanguard of resistance and the place where empirical
knowledge is made. For this reason, it is not hard to see the picture of America illustrated in
these orders as a white, cisheteronormative, ignorant, Christian nationalist nation that
systematically targets anyone who does not conform to the teachings of state propaganda.
To take the most socially and institutionally marginalized of all marginalized subjects, the
gender variant and/or racialized person, including children, and to turn them into a
scapegoat for the blockage of the elite from freely torching the Earth and its citizens for
their own personal gain can only be described a crisis. It is fortuitous and terrifying that a
scholar seeking to explain the motivations for their dissertation on gender, its intersections,
and language is delivered those motivations by a regime change in their own country that
threatens to repress the knowledge they have created and to target it only because they
wish to sensitize the public to one aspect of the suffering of multiply marginalized people
around the world.

Ruth Ben-Ghiat (2024) notes that in authoritarian regimes, "meaning is inverted and
hate speech is elevated into state dogma.” The term political propaganda describes the
manipulation of language by fascist and other types of anti-democratic regimes to change
the way that citizens think and feel by linking a web of negative associations to the regime'’s
targets, often relying on the fact that most citizens have never even met a member of the
targeted population, as in the case of highly minoritized and marginalized populations who
are targeted (ibid; 0ddo, 2023). Political propaganda frequently relies on the spread of
disinformation, or the intentional propagation of false or misleading information that serves
to manipulate (Jowett & O'Donnell, 2015, p. 28). These tactics are displayed explicitly in the
executive orders introduced in the paragraphs above. In them, we view an attempt to
eradicate the words gender, transgender, and nonbinary, among others, to redefine and
conflate the term gender with an incorrect definition of “biological sex,” to associate DEI
and the term "“gender ideology"” with radical indoctrination, and to invert the meaning of

"discrimination” by redefining anti-discrimination initiatives as themselves discriminatory
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toward privileged members of society. There is also a revealing deployment of the so-called
"us-versus-them" positionality in the order declaring English as the one and only official
language of the United States, citing the continuous use of English as the governmental
language since the founding of "our Republic,” which clearly delineates white Americans
from Native Americans and enslaved Africans, both of whom were disfranchised and
persecuted to lethal effect by the fledgling Republic (Exec. Order No. 14224, 2025).
Relatedly, the codification of a national language is extremely worrisome because it could be
used to define citizenship, as a reason to deny the right to an interpreter in legal settings, or
to quell support for multilingualism in society in other ways. In all of these examples, it is
plain to see how language, in addition to the gendered and/or racialized subject, is another
target of the administration. Yet language is not just some immaterial, detached object that
bears no connection to reality. Instead, the connection between language and real life can
be seen in cases in which it effectuates adverse outcomes, such as trans and gender
nonconforming people receiving incorrect passports that mark their sex assigned at birth
instead of their previously petitioned marker (ACLU, 2025), or having all hormone therapy
cut off and being given thirty days to socially detransition in a state prison (ACLU, 2024).

It is against the backdrop of this crucible that this dissertation is being filed. It has
the explicit goal of visibilizing and uplifting the nonbinary, trans, intersex, or otherwise
gender nonconforming person, as well as exposing how the challenges they face are
emblematized and exaggerated by language. The remainder of this first chapter briefly
outlines empirical theories about "“biological sex” and gender before introducing the topic of
gender in language that is to be problematized throughout the rest of the dissertation.
Chapter 2 frames the treatment of the concept of gender in formal linguistic theory, arriving
at the conclusion that the current definition of linguistic gender is both too broad and too
narrow in addition to not triangulating the proper issue that would allow for the
contextualization of gender-inclusive language. Chapter 3 intends to fill this gap by
introducing a new definition and theory of gender in language based on the humanistic
meaning of the word gender before enumerating a typology of the known features of gender
found in different languages and proposing a scale of their embeddedness in the grammar.
Finally, Chapter 4 chronicles the topic of gender-inclusive language by compiling the
strategies and innovative forms used by gender nonconforming people around the world to

self-identify in different languages.
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1.0 "Biological Sex"

Even when not from within a quotation, the term "biological sex" appears in
guotation marks throughout this dissertation because although it points to the desired
concept of human sexual differentiation, it is contested for various reasons. The term
"biological sex" entered the American legal system with a static definition in the 1970s in
the context of debates about the right of transgender people to declare a different sex
marker and subvert same-sex marriage bans (Clarke, 2022, p. 1839). The term sex assigned
at birth or assigned sex at birth [ASAB] is preferred because it points to the medical creation
and institutionalization of sexual dimorphism and describes its construction as an agentive
process of manipulation and assignment by medical professionals. It is also preferred
because such an understanding allows for the legal advocacy of intersex, trans, and other
gender variant people, as it critiques the notion that "biological sexes" are discrete, and
because of the argument that gender is also at least part biological, or in other words, no
less natural (Clarke, 2022, p. 1821).

Intersex people are the best proof that sexual dimorphism, or the belief in two
discrete "biological sexes,” male and female, is indeed a construct. Intersex is an umbrella
term for the spectrum of people who do not conform to an expectation of sexual dimorphism
because of chromosomal differences, hormonal deviations, and/or differences in
reproductive and sexual anatomy (OHCHR, 2019). By one estimation, approximately 1.7% of
all live births fall into this category (Blackless et al., 2000). There are at least six
chromosomal deviations—XXY, X0, XYY, XXYY, XX males, and 47, XXX females—from
"normative” XY males and XX females, and a wide variety of contributing factors have been
identified, such as androgen insensitivity syndrome and congenital adrenal hyperplasia
(Blackless et al., 2000; Fausto-Sterling, 2020). In ancient times, intersex people were
recognized by the now-disfavored term hermaphrodite, for instance in the Ancient Greek
myths of Eppagpoditog Ermafrdditos, the son of Hermes and Aphrodite who became fused
with a female naiad (Delcourt, 1961). There is evidence for the legal incorporation of intersex
people into Ancient Jewish society, as evidenced by their inclusion in parameters of
inheritance set forth in the Talmud and the Tosefta (Greenberg, 1999, p. 277). In modern
times, especially because social and legal structures are more rigidly dyadic, intersex babies
who do not fall within the normal range of prototypical maleness or femaleness are

frequently engineered to fit into one category or the other through surgical and hormonal
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interventions before the infant is even two years old (interACT, 2021). These procedures are
viewed as a social, not a medical imperative, following the logic that the child is better off
being made to conform to one "biological sex" or the other rather than potentially being
outcasted and subjected to lifelong discrimination. The interventions cause both profound
psychological damage as well as physical damage described by intersex people themselves
as mutilation, like scarring, the loss of sexual ability, and they can lead to many more
surgical and hormonal interventions over the course of an intersex person'’s life (Fausto-
Sterling, 2020). Because of this, the view held by most intersex rights organizations is that
such interventions should be made only if they are medically necessary, and that the child
should have the choice to make their own decisions later in life, especially because the great
majority of intersex people are perfectly healthy without medical intervention (interACT,
2021; OHCHR, 2019).

Beyond the medical realm, intersex people are pressured to conform to a belief in
sexual dimorphism in order to ensure their own legal rights, beginning with the issuing of
their documents as being legally male or female. Legally, "biological sex,” as well as the
terms male and female are inconsistently defined and often undefined. For instance, the
terms male and female are not defined in the Defense of Marriage Act, which banned the
federal recognition of same-sex marriage from 1996 until 2013, allowing for its occasional
subversion (Greenberg, 1999), nor in Executive Order 14168, where the terms are only
defined as "adult and juvenile males/females,” respectively (Exec. Order No. 14168, 2025).
This is another reason that the framework of assigned sex at birth continues to be invoked
legally; while the binary choice between M and F markers is generally unproblematic for
binary transgender people, providing that there is a mechanism to change them, the X
marker has never been issued in the United States at birth, even for intersex people, and it
was only available for a short window of time for intersex, nonbinary, and other adults to opt
into from 2022 until its discontinuation in 2025 (Lambda Legal, 2025). Thus, in order to exist
legally in the United States, the modern intersex or nonbinary person, for example, must
play into the medical and legal construct of sexual dimorphism against their will.

In addition to the concept of “biological sex"” being itself nonbinary, it is also well-
understood that it is not immutable. Beyond intersex people, many other types of gender
variant people, such as (binary) trans men and trans women may voluntarily undergo
gender-affirming therapies, including hormone replacement therapies, gender-affirming

surgeries, or other feminizing or masculinizing procedures in order to medically transition
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and achieve physiological conformity with bodies of the “opposite sex". Nonbinary people
may use gender-affirming therapies to achieve a hormonal or physiological status that
defies binary expectations, and it is also worth noting that cisgender people frequently avail
themselves of gender-affirming therapies, such as laser hair removal, breast augmentation,
and treatments for hair loss, including many of the most vocal opponents of the right of
gender nonconforming people to exist. In its totality, “"biological sex” can be understood as a
continuum comprised of all human bodies and their hormonal, chromosomal, gonadal, and
other biological differences. The imaginary of sexual dimorphism is a highly prevalent
societal myth that is due in part to medical and legal institutions, and as we will see, it

follows from a centuries-old colonial logic.

11 Gender

Crucially, intersex people, as well as trans and other gender nonconforming people,
provide the basis for the distinction between "biological sex"” and the concept of gender
identity. Within the medical realm, this distinction was popularized by the sexologists John
Money and Anke A. Ehrhardt (1972), who posited gender identity as the private experience of
a gender role influenced by society as well as the biological process of sexual differentiation
(p. 3-4). It is only with these additional realms of psychology and society that the concept of
gender may be fully understood. The many layers of sexual differentiation begin to take
place in the fetal stage and progress throughout adolescence and through the complete
development of the adult brain (Money & Ehrhardt, 1972). This is the strictly biological realm,
and as elucidated in Section 1.0, this process of sexual differentiation cannot successfully
be described as sexual dimorphism. From very early on in life, infants and toddlers that are
beginning their processes of socialization, or their multifaceted introduction into society,
consciously or subconsciously compare themselves to people of all ages around them and
observe their gender roles and gender self-presentation, among other factors. It is within
this process that some children begin to experience gender dysphoria, which is defined as
the distress produced when one's true gender identity differs from their sex assigned at
birth (Mayo Clinic, 2025). Gender identity, or more simply gender, may then be correlated
with the psychological realm, which may be viewed as the intervening layer between the
body and gender roles in society. In this way, the concept of psychosexual differentiation

not only separates the biological and psychological layers, but it nullifies the ideas that
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"biological sex" and gender are one and the same and that they necessarily have a neat one-
to-one correspondence, especially because gender is also not a binary phenomenon. For
binary trans people, these feelings of gender dysphoria may result in people assigned male
at birth identifying as a woman or people assigned female at birth identifying as a man. For
intersex people, this may result in identifying as nonbinary or with a gender that does not
align neatly with their sex assigned (and/or constructed) at birth, and for other gender
variant people, as for each group mentioned above, this may result in identification with any
possible gender, and these identifications can change throughout one’s life, as is the case
with "biological sex.”

It is possible that without society (in other words, if we all were the only person on
Earth), gender would not exist. Bodies acquire a gender when the expectation of a particular
gender role is placed upon them. The idea of a gender role includes a nebulous web of
concepts including reproductive capacity, sexual ability, sexuality, and others' perceptions
of one's "biological sex,” among many others. In a simplistic, pre-feminist sense, two gender
roles could be identified as a mother and a father, each associated with a discrete biological
category and each with particular functions in society. Whereas a mother is normatively
viewed as a child-rearing person assigned to the domestic realm of homemaking, a fatheris
normatively viewed as a non-child-rearing person whose function is to participate in the
economy and protect the nuclear family unit. In the Western imaginary of the binary gender
system, these gender roles are the basis of an understanding of men and women, the gender
identities frequently conflated with the biological constructs male and female, respectively.
The broader purpose of the binary gender system and the belief in sexual dimorphism
(which were not conceptualized as separate for most of human history) was to advance the
human race through procreation, hence the longstanding societal preoccupation with non-
cisheteronormative people of all kinds.

In addition to the understanding of gender identity that originated in the field of
sexology, many scholars worked to proliferate the concept during the latter half of the 20th
century. For instance, psychologists Suzanne Kessler and Wendy McKenna worked to further
an understanding of how exactly the process of gender attribution functions, or in other
words, how different genders are assigned to different bodies. In their influential "overlay”
perception study, Kessler & McKenna (1978) created 96 figures from all possible
combinations of 11 plastic overlays: long hair, short hair, wide hips, narrow hips, breasts, a

flat chest, body hair, a penis, and a vagina, with some figures clothed and others unclothed
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(p. 145). 960 participants (ten for each figure) were then asked if these figures represented
a male or a female. For the clothed figures, almost all of the attributes tested produced a
great deal of variation in participants' attributions, though in the presence of more
stereotypically masculine cues like short hair and a flat chest, participants were more likely
to declare that these figures were male. For the unclothed figures, the presence of a penis
produced near-categorical responses (96%) from participants declaring the figure to be
male, while not even the presence of a vagina produced a categorical response (64%) from
participants declaring the figure to be female (ibid, p. 151). In other words, where genitals
were not exposed, almost all of the correlates tested could be made sense of as more
masculine or feminine in combination, which more clearly points to the concept of gender,
except the presence of more stereotypically masculine traits, which skewed participants
toward responses declaring the figures to be male. In the presence of a penis, not even a
stereotypically feminine combination of the other features tested shook participants from a
deterministic understanding of that body as male. For Kessler & McKenna, ""gender
attribution is, for the most part, genital attribution, and genital attribution is basically penis
attribution” (1978, p. 153). While within this early perceptual study, the terms male and
female are used to isolate the concept of gender, revealing the potency of their conflation
throughout time, its utility exists in its discovery of the fact that most combinations of
stereotypically male or female physiological traits could be understood as belonging to a
woman or a man, but once genitals were revealed, especially a penis, not even all the other
correlates being stereotypically feminine could override participants’ view of the figure as
male, thereby demonstrating how strongly "biological sex” is correlated with stereotypically
gendered associations of the body.

Following the empirical establishment of the entanglement of the concepts of
"biological sex" and gender, Judith Butler's phenomenological theory about the constitution
of the gendered body has been perhaps the most prevalent in the present day. Butler (1988)
argues against the idea that gender is predetermined by "“biological sex" and instead
asserts that gender is created through the repetition of acts against a backdrop of
societally-imposed assumptions and expectations. Butler (ibid) explains that some concepts
believed to be natural, such as sexual dimorphism, are themselves the result of the
repetition of certain acts that have constituted a belief in them as natural over time. Some
of these acts have already been introduced in this chapter, such as the medical and legal

coercion of intersex people to conform to a belief in sexual dimorphism and the constant
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assignment of binary categories to people based on known or perceived information about
their "biological sex.” Another can be conceptualized as the everyday use of language to
reify the belief in binary gender categories with gendered pronouns, gender-specific nouns
(e.g. father/mother, son/daughter), and other linguistic devices, including discourse. Butler
draws on speech act theory and phenomenological theories of constitution to outline the
discursive construction of gender as a performative accomplishment which is reinscribed
habitually through language, culture, and other symbolic acts, and then believed by social
actors to be prediscursive or preexisting. For Butler (1988), “biological sex" is not
antecedent to anything; instead, the genesis of gender is performative and a result of the
repeated "stylization of the body,” for example dressing in particular clothes, applying
makeup, displaying different forms of expressiveness through gesture, modulating the voice
and specific speech styles, constructing the existence of gender in discourse, and
reproducing certain gendered dynamics in interaction (p. 519). The theory of gender as a
performance has proved highly pervasive and it is useful in aiming to completely delink the
layers of "biological sex” and gender. It can also be illustrated to great effect, for instance in
the world of drag performance, where Butler’s theory reverberates in RuPaul’s famous
quote: “We're all born naked and the rest is drag.”

In the 21st century, as knowledge about gender diverse communities continues to be
created around the world, the thought that the binary gender system is found in all societies
and has been continuous throughout human history has been usefully deconstructed,
especially by decolonial scholars who have fruitfully compared colonizer societies,
especially white imperial societies in Europe and the United States, to the Indigenous
societies they have colonized. Just as there is proof that intersex people have been
recognized in some ancient societies, there is also proof that gender variant people have
existed throughout history. For instance, Paula Gunn Allen (1986) describes the acceptance
of homosexuality, nonbinary genders, two-spirit people, and intersex individuals in
numerous Native American tribes without assimilation to binary logics. Oyérdonké Oyéwumi
(1997) recounts the construction of binarily opposed categories of gender in Yoruba society
that did not preexist colonization, as well as the inferiorization of anafemales (a term
Oyéwumi employs to gloss the Yoruba term for anatomically-defined females, which she
does not understand as binarily opposed to anamales) by the imposition of race and gender
differentials in colonization. These and other examples were taken up by the feminist

philosopher Maria Lugones (2007; 2008), for whom these facts negated the assumption that
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binary logics of gender necessarily preexisted colonization as a universal and fundamental
principle of societal organization, and following from that, systems of cisheteropatriarchy
did not necessarily exist, either. Speaking with reference to Latin America, she states that
the acceptance of these elements as "metaphysically prior" to colonization was a
prerequisite for the global Eurocentered capitalist system to be installed, in which the
imposition of binary logics, compulsory heterosexuality, and patriarchal dominance ensured
the reproduction of the coloniality of power and the epistemological implantation of
European modernity/rationality, concepts drawn from the work of Anibal Quijano (Lugones,
2008, p. 3). For Lugones, the binary system of European gender was not simply imposed in
colonized zones; because the colonizers established a human/non-human distinction
between themselves and the colonized, Indigenous peoples could not be gendered
identically to the European system of binary gender, but rather, binary logics were applied to
colonized peoples, who were racially gendered (Lugones, 2010, p. 743-745; Lugones, 2020, p.
26). In this way, gender was a colonial imposition, but the categories of 'men' and 'women'
that were created could not have been the same as they were for the colonizers, an assertion
built on the continuous dehumanization of people of color throughout history.

Within this cursory overview of the recent developments in the empirical theories of
"biological sex" and gender, several recurring themes emerge: the fact that neither are
binary, their interconnectedness, their perception as binary, discrete, and conflated
variables, and their reinforcement in language. It is this latter theme that serves as a
launchpad for this dissertation. Whereas the academic field of gender studies is a vital,
prolific landscape, a robust theory of gender’s integration into the grammar and lexicon of
different languages cannot be said to exist within the field of formal linguistics, nor any
other field. Theorizations about why and in what ways most of the world’s languages are so
rigidly gendered are not in any way central to linguistics, and a robust theory and featural
typology of the many features of gender in language have not emerged. It is to this cause
that this dissertation hopes to contribute. It contains just one caveat: the full complexity of
gender and its embeddedness in language is impossible to explain in one document. This
dissertation makes no attempt to be exhaustive, but rather to offer a typologically informed
theory of gendered distinctions in a well-rounded sample of structurally distinct world
languages. Although it has a descriptive focus on language, it cannot be understood without
an establishment about what exactly is meant by "biological sex” and gender. These

obligatory, humanistic understandings reverberate and prevail throughout the text, and for
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that reason it is necessary to offer a concise definition of gender based on the above
paragraphs that may serve as a basis for the concept of gender in language presented in

this dissertation:

Gender is a complex form of human self-expression, a manner of self-positionality in
society, and the social construction of the nexus of concepts including "biological
sex," sex assigned at birth, gender roles, sexuality, and cisheteronormativity that
originates in the psyche and is expressed through the body, among other sites, and is
reinforced in language. It is not limited to a binary understanding and may change

many times over the course of a lifespan.

1.2 Gender in Language

Within the academic field of formal linguistics, the term linguistic gender has a
number of possible referents. The inception of the subfield of Janguage and gender
coincided with the publication of Robin Lakoff's (1975) influential monograph Language and
Woman'’s Place, which posited the existence of a unique speech style utilized only by women
that for Lakoff was a discursive representation of the subjugation of women and indicative
of hegemonic patriarchy. Based in the context of U.S. English in the 1970s, the features of
"women's language” included the use of tag questions and hedges involved in exaggerated
expressions of politeness and deference, especially towards men, the use of hypercorrect
grammar, and various forms of decorative language used to connote emotionality and
interest, among other features (Lakoff, 1973; 1975). Lakoff's theory was indirectly invoked in
the subsequent decade by sociolinguists seeking to explain gendered patterns of variation
relative to a number of prestige and innovative linguistic variables. One of Labov's (1966)
earliest observations was that women appeared to be the overall leaders of sound change, a
finding not in alignment with Lakoff’'s intuition about women'’s linguistic conservatism. In
1989, Penelope Eckert critiqued Labov’s notion, positing that in fact because women are
subjugated by men economically, what they lack in economic capital, they make up for in
symbolic capital by favoring prestige variants (Eckert, 1989, p. 256). In response, Labov
broke down his original assertion into three principles more compatible with new empirical
findings made before the year 1990, revealing what would later become enshrined as his

gender paradox: "women conform more closely than men to sociolinguistic norms that are
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overtly prescribed, but conform less than men when they are not” (Labov, 2001, p. 293). This
second half of the paradox has never been successfully explained, and both Eckert and
Labov subsequently dropped their deterministic views of the role of gender in
sociolinguistic variation, with Labov finally admitting that the "mechanism of change is not
linked to sex differences in any clear and simple way" (p. 284). However, even though it has
been challenged to various degrees of success, the Labovian gender paradox remains one of
most pervasive views on the role of ""gender” in language variation and change, and is a
remnant of the U.S.-centric, cisheteronormative bias that still prevails in the broader
subfield of sociolinguistics. The portrayal of gender as a binary notion in the history of the
field of sociolinguistics finds its counterpart in the reification of a belief in sexual
dimorphism in sociophonetics. The gendered voice and its supposed acoustic determinants
have been elevated to the level of empirical knowledge (Simpson, 2009) and are ironically
used as a standard by which to explore the correlates of the queer voice (Munson, 2007),
though these essentialist determinations have also been usefully interrogated (e.qg.
Benesch, in press; Zimman, 2017). In all of the above cases, the framework of indexicality
(Eckert, 2008; Silverstein, 2003) is most often used to delink simple, one-on-one
correspondences between linguistic variables and stable human identities, emphasizing
identity as the result of stylistic bricolage taking into consideration multiple interrelated
variables and their dynamic associations within changing, inextricable contexts. Yet in
general, the field of sociolinguistics, as well as the field of linguistics more generally, still
has a lot of unlearning left to undertake with respect to its postulates about "biological sex”
and gender.

As opposed to any of the above concepts, the focus of this dissertation is the
appearance of normatively gendered distinctions and meanings in the grammar and lexicon
of different world languages, or what is meant by the term grammatical gender in a language
like Spanish or German. The reason for this (as revealed in the following chapter) is because
such a definition of the concept cannot be said to exist currently in the field of formal
linguistics. The concept known best as grammatical gender in all actuality places no
particular focus on the concept of social gender, but rather on a particular theory of
morphosyntax that analyzes languages with a particular grammatical structure in which
classes of nouns are formed and evidenced through combinatory effects of agreement with
dependent elements. Such a definition includes languages like French and Greek with a

masculine-feminine(-neuter) system, but also languages like Swahili whose fifteen
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"genders" have no basis on the concept of social gender whatsoever. The current definition
also excludes languages like English, which despite containing some of the most
emblematic features of gender in language, such as gendered distinctions in personal
pronominal forms (e.g. he and she) and normatively gender-specific meanings throughout
the lexicon (e.g. brother and sister), is considered "genderless” and not offered a typological
framework with which to understand its important features of gender. It is this type of
featural, typological, and structural analysis of features of gender in language that is
undertaken by this dissertation. Along the way, it builds an alternative, more humanistic
definition and theory of the concept of linguistic gender that may be used to contextualize
and theorize the rise of gender-inclusive language around the world in the present day.

It is worth noting that this line of inquiry has occasionally been taken up in the fields
of psychoanalysis, feminist philosophy and phenomenology. For example, androcentricity in
language is a recurring theme in the work of feminist psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray (1985a;
1985b; 1993). Throughout her career, she repeatedly invoked the concepts of the erasure of
women in discourse and the positioning of women as the object, not the subject, as well as
the "other.” Referencing her native French, her claims cite the “operation of the grammar,”
such as the rules of masculine generics that stipulate the use of masculine forms in plural
reference and other forms of markedness of women in the language (Irigaray, 1985a, p. 75;
Irigaray, 1993, p. 67-74). Relatedly, the feminist philosopher Monique Wittig elaborated on
this premise in her English-language manifesto entitled “The Mark of Gender" (1985). First
assailing the view of grammatical gender as an accidental, harmless, and fictive
representation of sex, Wittig (1985) faults grammarians who fall short of explaining gender's
significance in language by focusing on form and function alone (p. 3). In contrast, she
denies the separability of linguistic gender from social gender, synthesizing that "gender is
the linguistic index of the political opposition between the sexes and of the domination of
women" (Wittig, 1985, p. 4). Using her native French as an example, Wittig (1985) cites
personal pronouns and the masculine-feminine system in general in order to argue that
women's markedness in language is analogous to their markedness in society (p. 5-7).
Finally, in the second edition of Gender Trouble, Judith Butler (1999) argues that the
linguistic sedimentation of binary gender norms may be challenged: "If gender itself is
naturalized through grammatical norms, as Monique Wittig has argued, then the alteration
of gender at the most fundamental epistemic level will be conducted, in part, through

contesting the grammar in which gender is given" (p. xix). This dissertation can be
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considered a step in this direction, especially where the concept of gender-inclusive

language is invoked.

1.3 Conclusion

Although the concept of human or social gender has been refined and fruitfully
distinguished from the interrelated concept of “biological sex,” the two concepts are too
often viewed as determinants of one another and conflated. Biological, psychological,
phenomenological, and decolonial analyses of the social construction of these concepts
(among others) have resulted in an understanding of gender which is nondeterministic,
nonbinary, and which is situated in a web of other related concepts that contribute to its
fullest understanding. Just as in society, where features of gender in language appear, they
are more often than not rigidly binary and assigned to different human referents based on
an instantaneous judgment that conflates the concepts of “biological sex,” gender, and all
others involved in making this determination. As a result, the expression of nonbinary
gender identities is all but impossible in many of the world’s languages, and just as in
society, gender nonconforming people face discrimination, alienation, and the erasure of
their multifaceted identities. Especially against the current political backdrop in which it is
being filed, this dissertation is dedicated to gender nonconforming people around the world
and is firmly committed to ensuring their canonization into a body of linguistic theory and

the social structure more broadly that has all but totally disenfranchised them.
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2 Genderin Language

This dissertation outlines an alternative definition and theory of linguistic gender
that is based on the complex human attribute described in Chapter 1. Elaborating a more
humanistic understanding of the concept is necessary because in the field of formal
linguistics, the most frequent referent of the terms linguistic, grammatical, and
morphological gender is not gender’s reflection in language, but rather a particular feature
of morphosyntax: agreement-based systems of nominal classification (Corbett, 1991; Dixon,
1982; Kramer, 2015), interchangeably and more commonly referred to as ""gender” systems.
Currently, determining the presence or absence of the feature of “gender” in a given
language is based on the shape of its grammar rather than the identification of any
meaningful reflections of social gender categories found therein. While agreement-based
systems of nominal classification include masculine-feminine languages like Spanish,
Greek, and Arabic (and there is evidence to suggest that this is where the tradition of
naming the feature "gender” comes from), this body of research places no particular focus
on the quality of human gender, and in fact describes many languages whose systems of
nominal classification have nothing to do with gender at all. In addition to causing great
terminological and conceptual confusion, it becomes clear that the other linguistic features
that reflect the human quality of gender have not been identified and unified by any
overarching theory, preventing us from forming a complete picture of how and to what
degree the expression of gender is constrained by different languages. To this end, the goal
of this dissertation is to elaborate a new theory, disambiguated here using the reordered
term gender in language, that describes the embeddedness of socially gendered meanings

and distinctions in the grammar and lexicon.

2.0 Introduction

In popular imagination, perhaps the most common referent of the terms linguistic or
grammatical gender is a language like Spanish, which features two ‘genders’, or noun
classes, explicitly named masculine and feminine. In Spanish, an overwhelming majority of

words describing men fall neatly into the masculine gender, just as the majority of words
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describing women fall neatly into the feminine gender. For inanimate nouns, assignment to
one gender or the other is usually not meaning-based; instead, the morphological form of
the word might explain its gender assignment. For instance, most nouns ending in the suffix
-0 are masculine and most nouns ending in the suffix -a are feminine. Yet when studied in
isolation, the systematic assignment of words for men and women to masculine and
feminine linguistic genders, as well as the names of those genders, lead us to find
usefulness in the use of the term gender to describe the linguistic system: it approximates
the humanistic definition of the term. The logical extension of this line of thought, however,
is that the average person might understand a gendered language to be one just like Spanish
with a rigid masculine-feminine system of nominal classification, and that human and
linguistic gender are perhaps one and the same.

In the case of masculine-feminine languages, the close association of the concepts
of human and linguistic gender (as currently defined) is rational because human gender is
indeed the underlying semantic basis behind the classification systems of these languages.
Yet, as shown in the case of inanimate nouns in Spanish, the two are not one and the same,
leading to various consequences impacting gender-inclusive language movements in the
present day. For instance, psycholinguists have tried to find meaning in the class
assignments of inanimate nouns (e.g. Boroditsky et al., 2003; Kurinski & Sera 2011), which in
some cases is used as "evidence" to deny the proximal relationship between human and
linguistic gender in a language like Spanish, and by extension, to claim that our use of
gender in language is never discriminatory toward human referents (RAE, 2020).
Additionally, the fact that a language may have the feature of gender implies that another
language may lack it, or in other words, be "genderless.” The use of the term "genderless” to
describe a language that lacks a system of agreement-based nominal classification might
lead one to believe that no important features reflecting the human quality of gender may
be found therein, and that people with marginalized gender identities who speak those
languages suffer no societal discrimination or challenge expressing their identities
linguistically. Within this discussion about the conflation of the concepts of human gender
and nominal classification, we are offered a window into the terminological and conceptual
confusion that permeates the study of this topic both inside and outside of the world of
formal linguistic theory.

It is surprising that a body of linguistic theory named for the quality of gender places

no particular focus on the attribute at all, not even within masculine-feminine languages,
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which give the theory its name. Many languages with the feature of “gender” have no
particular basis on the quality, including common-neuter, animate-inanimate, and human-
nonhuman languages, as well as languages with other semantic bases and as many as
twenty or so nominal classes. Lying outside of current definitions of linguistic gender are
classifier languages, another referent of the terms linguistic gender and nominal
classification, as well as all languages that lack a formal system of nominal classification,
including English, a language whose features of gender (e.qg. titles like Mr. and Mrs., the
pronouns he and she) have inspired decades of feminist and queer reform. In fact, the
skyrocketing visibility of the singular pronoun they, used by many nonbinary people (among
others) to self-identify, has made English perhaps the most emblematic language of the
worldwide gender-inclusive language movement.

The example of English makes especially clear that the body of theory entitled
linguistic gender is ironically unable to identify and analyze the linguistic features that
embed gendered meanings and distinctions in the languages of the world beyond one very
particular feature of morphosyntax. Outside of this body of literature, only a modest
bibliography more fully describing the realization of gendered meanings and distinctions in
various languages exists. It is not unified by a common theory or framework of study, and
very few typological studies that compare the realization of gender across languages exist.
Moreover, the individual linguistic features of gender themselves, including pronominal,
morphological, and morphosyntactic gender, have not been fully theorized, or as alluded to
before, they have been analyzed within frameworks unconcerned with the social reality of
gender. The goal of this dissertation, then, is to offer a framework that may be used to
analyze languages of all kinds for the ways in which they reflect the human gquality of
gender, as achieved by the elaboration of a more humanistic theory of gender in language
and a featural typology that both identifies the known features of gender in language and
draws a series of preliminary generalizations about the embeddedness of gender
crosslinguistically (the focus of Chapter 3).

To that end, this chapter presents a literature review with the narrow scope of
identifying the extant threads of research on this topic within the field of formal linguistic
theory. Section 2.1 covers the topic of agreement-based systems of nominal classification,
the feature better known as linguistic "gender,” with additional sections documenting the
terminological and conceptual challenges created by this body of literature (Section 2.1.1)

and the true place of human gender therein (Section 2.1.2). Section 2.2 describes the other
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major referent of the term nominal classification, classifier languages, and similarly
provides a reading that highlights the feature of gender within this concept (Section 2.2.1).
Then, the subfield of formal linguistics entitled language and gender is analyzed and the
origins of modern research on the topic are identified (Section 2.3). Finally, the most
closely-related research to this dissertation, the study entitled structural gender linguistics,
is explored (Section 2.4). The relevant knowledge recovered from these bodies of literature
will be unified by the alternative theory and definition of gender in language established in

the following chapter.

2.1 Agreement-Based Systems of Nominal Classification

Agreement-based systems of nominal classification, also referred to as the feature
morphosyntactic, grammatical, or linguistic gender (or simply gender), are possible
configurations of language's grammar (Corbett, 1991; Dixon, 1982; Greenberg, 1978;
Hockett, 1958, p. 231-233; Kramer, 2015). This morphosyntactic feature describes the
sorting of nouns into different classes (also referred to as genders) and the relationship
between those nouns and certain dependent elements (i.e. other grammatical categories)
which with they must agree. In order for a language to be identified as having such a system,
it must fulfill three basic criteria (Dixon, 1982, p. 160-166; adapted from Kramer, 2015, p. 70):

1. Each noun in the language belongs to one of two or more nominal classes;
2. There is a semantic basis for the assignment of nouns to nominal classes;

3. Class membership is reflected by patterns of morphosyntactic agreement on certain

dependent elements of the noun (e.g. adjectives, articles, etc.).

Put differently, in qualifying cases, every noun is assigned to one of the language’s
morphological classes based on semantic criteria in combination with formal criteria, and
the class assignment of a given noun is revealed in the behavior of certain parts of speech
with which it combines. The general shape of the grammar of a language with an agreement-
based system of nominal classification is visualized in Figure 2.1.1, where the x-axis
represents the number of nominal classes, the left-hand column represents all nouns in the
language, and the right-hand column represents the parts of speech which are agreement

targets, based on idiosyncratic rules of morphosyntactic agreement. Some common
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agreement-based systems of nominal Figure 2.1.1 The general shape of a
classification include masculine- language with an agreement-based system
feminine, masculine-feminine-neuter, of nominal classification

common-neuter, and those found in the

Bantu languages of Africa with ten or

. NOUNS AGREEMENT TARGET #1

more nominal classes (Corbett, 2013a).
1 2 @)... 1 2 3)

More typologically rare arelanguages | [ 1 |7 [ T |
with a strict animate-inanimate,
rational-irrational (a division pertaining | | | | i+ 7
to theology), or human-nonhuman (AG?EEMENZTTARiir#Z)
distinction (see Dixon, 1982, p. 170; A e ;
Kramer, 2015, p. 106). The frequent '

semantic bases of gender, animacy, | — 7 e

humanness, and other distinctions
pertaining to the worldview of speakers
(e.g. animality, terrestriality, celestiality) may be combined in different ways, producing
languages with combined systems (Dixon, 1982, p. 176), like Czech, a masculine-feminine-
neuter language that features an animacy distinction within the masculine class, and
Swahili, a Bantu language with classes partially based on the concepts of humanness,
animality, vegetation, and abstractness, among others (see Figure 2.1.2). In general, these
categories also govern the parts of speech which are targets of morphosyntactic
agreement, structuring all applicable parts of the grammar. The feature of agreement-based
nominal classification is highly combinatory and can interact with number, case, and other
language-specific features of nouns, as well as person, number, tense, aspect, and mood,
where verbal systems are targets of morphosyntactic agreement; of these, number is most
frequent (Corbett, 1991, p. 132; Dixon, 1982, p. 168-169).

Areally, languages with agreement-based systems of nominal classification can be
found on most continents, but they are much more rare in East Asia, where classifier
languages are more prevalent, and in the Indigenous languages of North, Central, and South
America, of which very few feature such a system (Corbett, 1991, p. 2). This distribution is
related to typology; while agglutinating or inflecting languages are able to have this feature,
analytic and isolating languages with no inflectional morphology are generally unable to

employ it (Dixon, 1982, p. 218; Aikhenvald, 2016, p. 16). Most, if not all, Austronesian, Turkic,
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Figure 2.1.2 Example systems of agreement-based nominal classification
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and Uralic languages, as well as most pidgins and creoles, lack the feature entirely
(Aikhenvald, 2016, p. 71). It is most prevalent in the languages of Europe, the Middle East,
South Asia, and Africa (Dixon, 1982, p. 166-167). European colonization has been responsible
for spreading languages with masculine-feminine systems, especially Spanish, Portuguese,
French, and Italian, to geographical zones whose Indigenous languages did not feature such
a system, as exemplified by the spread of Spanish, Portuguese, and French throughout the
Americas and the spread of French and Italian throughout Africa (Stolz et al., 2008).

A language like Spanish fulfills the three criteria for the identification of a language
with an agreement-based system of nominal classification listed above (Dixon, 1982, p.
160-166; Kramer, 2015, p. 70) because all of its nouns, whether animate or inanimate, are
assigned to one of the language’s two nominal classes, explicitly named masculino
‘masculine’ and femenino 'feminine’. The names of these classes, established by
grammarians over the course of several centuries, reveal the semantic basis of the nominal
classification system, observable in the assignment of nouns with personal reference: the
vast majority of nouns normatively referring to men are assigned to the class entitled
masculine, and the vast majority of nouns normatively referring to women are assigned to
the class entitled feminine. Finally, rules of morphosyntactic gender agreement apply to
almost every grammatical category in the language, except for the verbal system, causing
the nominal class assignment of the noun to affect the morphology of its dependent

elements, most often through inflection (see Figure 2.1.3).

Figure 2.1.3 The masculine-feminine system of Spanish

NOUNS [SG.] PERSONAL PRONOUNS
MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE
hermano hermana él ella
'brother’ 'sister’ 'he’ 'she’
hombre mujer nosotros nosotras
'man’ ‘woman’ 'we' 'we'
lobo loba vosotros vosotras
'wolf! 'she-wolf’ 'you all’ 'you all’
. comida ellos ellas
'food’ 'they [PL.]" 'they [PL.]"
paraguas

'umbrella’
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ARTICLES [SG.] ADJECTIVES [SG.]
MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE
el la fantastico fantastica
'the’ 'the’ ‘fantastic’ ‘fantastic’
un una rapido rapida
‘af/an’ ‘a/an’ 'fast’ 'fast’
bueno buena
‘good’ ‘good’
EIM es unM hermanoM fantasticoM. 'He is a fantastic brother.’
EllaF es unaF hermanaF fantdsticaF. ‘She is a fantastic sister.
EIMlednM es muy rapidoM. 'The lion is very fast.’
LaF leonaF es muy répidaF. 'The lioness is very fast.’
NuestroM cocheM es muy buenoM. 'Our car is very good.'
NuestraF musicaF es muy buenaF. 'Our music is very good.’

A language like English, on the other hand, fails at least two of the criteria. While it is
possible to isolate small groups of English nouns according to different semantic bases,
such as gender, all nouns are not assigned a value of class membership that might be
indicated in a prescriptive language resource, like a dictionary. Because there are no
nominal classes that encompass the entire English lexicon, it is disqualified as having an
agreement-based system of nominal classification. As for the third criterion, when different
animate and inanimate nouns in the same grammatical number are replaced in a sentence
containing the same dependent elements, we do not observe any morphological
transformations, and this holds true for all grammatical categories in the language.
However, in some forms of gender-specific personal reference, we do observe agreement
phenomena in nouns, personal pronouns, and to a lesser extent, adjectives (see Figure
2.1.4). Yet, while it has important features of gender, Modern English does not have an
agreement-based system of nominal classification (Dixon, 1982, p. 164-165; 169), even
though Old English was a masculine-feminine-neuter language (Jurczyk, 2017). In contrast
with the case of Spanish, all English nouns cannot be divided into classes, and therefore the

two grammars do not share the same basic shape.
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Figure 2.1.4 Evidence of gender agreement with English personal nouns

The man is tall and strong. HeMis a handsomeM manM that respects himselfM.
The woman is tall and strong. SheF is a prettyF womanF that respects herselfF.
The giraffe is tall and strong. TheyN are a beautifulN personN that respects themselfN.

The flagpole is tall and strong.

The canonical work on agreement-based systems of nominal classification is Greville
G. Corbett’'s Gender (1991), which surveys the feature in more than 200 typologically distinct
languages. A tenet of this work is that there is always a semantic basis, or what Corbett
(1991) terms a "semantic core” (p. 8; Aksenov, 1984, p. 17-18) of the linguistic system,
observable in the class assignments of a subset of the lexicon. Crosslinguistically, the most
common subtypes are systems based on the qualities of gender, animacy, and humanness;
for this reason, the operability of these different semantic cores is often particularly visible
in the subset of animate nouns (Dahl, 2000). Relatedly, Corbett argues that the assignment
system of a given language may be modeled with a series of rules, beginning with semantic
rules, which may operate more strongly or more weakly on the subset of nouns to which they
can apply, in combination with formal rules, which target the morphological or phonological
form of a noun in question. For example, Corbett (1991) offers the following semantic
assignment rules for Russian, a masculine-feminine-neuter language for which semantic

rules are theorized to govern parts of the masculine and feminine classes (p. 34):

1. Sex-differentiable nouns denoting males (humans and higher animals) are

masculine: otey, ‘father’, paga ‘uncle’, nes 'lion’;

2. Sex-differentiable nouns denoting females are feminine: maTb ‘'mother’, Teta ‘aunt’,

noBuua ‘lioness’.

In addition to this and other languages deemed “strictly” or "predominantly” semantic,
where the class assignment of a noun is largely predictable from its meaning relevant to the
assignment system, Corbett (1991) also describes languages with more "formal” systems in
which formal criteria weigh more heavily, though there exists no language with an
agreement-based system of nominal classification that does not have some sort of

observable semantic basis, according to this theory (Corbett, 1991, p. 34; Kramer, 2015, p.
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70). For this reason, agreement-based systems of nominal classification have long captured
the interest of psycholinguists, who have investigated their usefulness and the meanings
and mental associations produced by them, as well as the relative ease and invisibility of the
acquisition process for native speakers and the difficulties faced by adult learners in
acquiring languages with the feature, especially those who do not have such a system in
their native language(s). Left behind by the semantic assignment rules are the subset of
nouns to which the rules do not or can not apply, constituting Corbett’s (1991) concept of
"semantic residue” (p. 13), or those nouns which are assigned a nominal class value in a
manner not governed by positive semantic criteria. There are, additionally, almost always
nouns with unexpected or exceptional nominal class assignments in languages with such a
system.

As established by Hockett (1958, p. 231), morphosyntactic agreement is the defining
criterion for the linguistic feature and is what fundamentally distinguishes agreement-
based systems of nominal classification from classifier languages (another potential
referent of the term nominal classification, described in Section 2.2), which similarly group
nouns into different classes but do not exhibit patterns of morphosyntactic agreement
between the noun and other parts of speech. Possible agreement targets are delimited by
the particular grammatical categories found in a given language (Corbett, 1991, p. 106-115).
In the modern Romance languages, almost all grammatical categories except for the verbal
system are agreement targets, including adjectives, articles, personal pronouns, and even
ordinal numerals, whereas the weakening masculine-feminine system of Modern Irish
evidences agreement only in morphophonological mutations produced when noun phrases
include definite or possessive articles (Colleluori, 2025). In this way, languages may vary in
the number of parts of speech that are targets of morphosyntactic agreement, and not all
lexical items or forms of a lexical item in a given grammatical category must be targets
(Corbett, 1991, p. 123). In addition to defining the linguistic feature, evidence of agreement
also determines the number of nominal classes a given language has (Corbett, 1991, p. 105).
In straightforward cases, morphosyntactic agreement extends the nominal class
identification of the noun, which is theorized to originate the property, to its dependent
elements, ensuring that they share this value, whether or not those dependent elements are
overtly marked, for instance through inflection. As a result, the same class values identified
for nouns are also used to describe the grammatical categories which are targets for

agreement. Devoid of confounding interactions with other grammatical features, itis rare
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for the number of classes to vary between nouns and their agreement targets in a given
language, though it is possible, as in the case of Spanish neuter articles and demonstratives
(e.g. lo, ello, esto, eso), which are a remnant of the masculine-feminine-neuter system of
Latin (Penny, 2002, p. 133). In the presence of an interaction between this linguistic feature
and grammatical number, there can arise disparities between the number of classes of
nouns which take the same agreements, or the sets into which nouns are divided, termed
controller “genders,” and the number of classes of agreement forms, termed target
“genders” (Corbett, 1991, p. 45). For instance, German singular nouns appear with one of
three definite articles depending on their status as masculine (e.g. der Tisch 'the table’),
feminine (e.g. die Nacht 'the night’'), or neuter (e.g. das Fenster 'the window'), but all nouns
in the plural number are preceded by the article die (e.g. die Tische, die Nadchte, die Fenster).
Yet the data from the agreement patterns of singular nouns leads to the identification of
three controller classes, or nominal classes, and for agreement targets, a different number
of target classes for singular and plural nouns.

In general, inanimate nouns present less theoretical complications than animate
nouns, especially those which are distinguished by gender in a given language. Each noun in
an agreement-based system of nominal classification is generally theorized to have one
fixed class value that does not change, with exceptions for poetic usage and dialectal
variation (Hockett, 1958, p. 231). This is enumerated as the canonical case in Corbett &
Fedden's (2018) “Canonical Gender Principle.” Relatedly, the fixed class value is imagined to
be inherent to the noun, or somehow language-internal. These assumptions weaken with
reference to nouns described by Corbett as “sex-differentiable,” or human and zoological
nouns. The classical analysis of a masculine-feminine language like Spanish is that many
words for people and animals have two forms of the same noun which are distinguished by
gender (Hockett, 1958, p. 230). This holds whether the noun features an overt marker of
gender or, put differently, the distinction is formal (morphological and/or phonological) in
addition to semantic (e.g. nifio 'boy’, nifa 'girl'), or whether it is covert and revealed only
through dependent elements (e.g. el estudiante [M.], la estudiante [F.] 'the student’). With
reference to the former case, nouns with inflectional gender morphology in masculine-
feminine languages are almost never described as the source of separate lexical entries,
rather, just as with different number and case forms, these are considered gender-
distinguished forms of the same lexical item. In the latter case, where the two forms are

phonologically identical, it is even harder to argue that they are separate lexical items
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(Kramer, 2015, p. 27). Moreover, the fact that many nouns can change their class values
according to some quality of the person or animal referenced makes it difficult to reconcile
how the property could be static or language-internal in this case. Instead, the nominal class
value is dynamic and inherited from some feature in the outside world. To theoretically
account for the morphological complexities of personal nouns, a number of terms are

introduced in Corbett (1991) under the subheading “Problematic Nouns" (p. 66-68):

e "Hybrid" nouns, described as personal nouns with one prescriptive nominal class
assignment that can take different forms of agreement depending on the meaning of
the noun (Corbett describes the case of the German neuter noun das Madchen ‘girl’,
which can take feminine agreements due to its meaning, in addition to prescriptive

neuter agreements);

e "Double"” and "multiple gender"” nouns, described as the case in which a single noun
form produces different meanings depending on its nominal class assignment. For
personal nouns in masculine-feminine languages, these are often referred to as
"common gender” nouns. This is the case of Spanish estudiante 'student’; when
paired with grammatically masculine agreements, it normatively refers to a male, and
when paired with grammatically feminine agreements, it normatively refers to a

female;

e "Epicene"” nouns, described as the case in which a single noun with a single nominal
class value and expected agreements can be used to refer to any person, as in the
case of the Spanish feminine noun persona ‘person’. Corbett notes that the
invariability of the nominal class assignment distinguishes "epicene” from the term

"common gender,” which is frequently used synonymously.

When these terms are redescribed in a later section, English nouns are provided as
examples; for instance, baby and doctor are "multiple gender” nouns, and "boat nouns,” or
"various expressions denoting ships” are of "hybrid gender,” as they may take either
inanimate or feminine agreements, especially the personal pronoun she (Corbett, 1991, p.
180-184; Malone, 1985). But this data is peculiar: English is not recognized to have an
agreement-based system of nominal classification. And as for the case of Spanish nifio 'boy’
and nina 'girl’, which are among the most canonical gender-distinguished nouns in the

language, these are not treated in the volume at all, only given the label “motion nouns”
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(Corbett, 1991, p. 44; 67), which is introduced but never elaborated?. Ironically, these and
other types of "sex-differentiable" nouns are deeply exceptional to the tenets of this theory:
they do not have one fixed nominal class value whose assignment can be attributed to
language-internal semantic and formal factors. Instead, many inflectional and common
gender nouns with personal or zoological reference adopt different class values depending
on some attribute of the referent, and then this value is reflected linguistically. The
description of these nouns as “problematic,” including “motion nouns” which are so
problematic that they are never described in Corbett (1991), reveals something crucial: this
theory is not well-equipped to describe (human) gender in languages with or without an
agreement-based system of nominal classification, and in many ways, gender itself weakens
the tenets of the theory which takes its name.

As alluded to above, the English language represents another rupture point for the
ability of this theory to describe features of gender crosslinguistically. Throughout the
literature on agreement-based systems of nominal classification, where it is not identified
as a "genderless” language, English is deemed a "pronominal gender language,” defined by
Corbett (1991) as “[a language] in which pronouns present the only evidence for gender” (p.
5). As will be explained in Chapter 3, this is not the case: nouns, pronouns, possessive
articles, adjectives, and honorifics display features of gender (as defined in this
dissertation) in English, though it most certainly does not have an agreement-based system
of nominal classification that encompasses the entire lexicon. Yet Corbett (1991) does
seemingly make this claim about English nouns: "“At the bottom of the scale, with covert
gender, are languages like English, with semantic assignment and with almost no formal
clues” (63). This conjecture is antithetical to the first and second criteria (Dixon, 1982, p.
160-166; Kramer, 2015, p. 70), which state that every noun in a given language must have a
nominal class assignment and that there must be a recognizable semantic basis to the
assignment system. In lieu of a stronger argument about nouns, Corbett’s (1991) claim about
English, then, must revolve around the concept of agreement, which is presumed to have
survived from the masculine-feminine-neuter system of Old English: because English third-
person singular personal pronominal forms (e.g. she, her, hers, herself) change based on the
referent and agree with each other phrase-internally, Corbett argues that English “should be

recognized as having a gender system” (p. 5). This begs the question of how a sentence in

T1n older literature, the concept of “motion” is described as stems shared by multiple nominal classes, and is also
used to describe the prefixal inflection found in Bantu languages (Greenberg, 1978, p. 53).
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any language with no noun, only a personal pronoun, can be said to acquire the property of
"gender"” in languages with or without a system of agreement-based nominal classification

(see Figure 2.1.5):

Figure 2.1.5 Examples sentences with pronominal gender and the absence of a noun

SPANISH (EIM) es dedicadoM y talentosoM. 'He is dedicated and talented.’
GREEK (AuTnF) eival epyatiknf kat e§umvnF. '‘She is hard-working and smart.’
Eﬂ,ﬁmﬁim M ERMEEW, 'He is young and professional.’
ENGLISH Shefis intelligent and well-respected.

It could be argued that the personal pronoun’s antecedent is a noun or a proper name that
supposedly forms part of the lexicon, but in any case, the choice of linguistic gender
representation is language-external and dependent upon some quality of the person being
referenced. These ideas are related to Corbett’s (1979; 1991, p. 225-260) concept of the
agreement hierarchy: when the agreement target is a personal pronoun, the likelihood of
semantic agreement versus syntactic agreement is at its highest. In other words, semantic
and pragmatic considerations, such as the gender identity of a referent, can override rules
of morphosyntactic agreement that stipulate that the target must agree with the class
assignment of the noun, where these two qualities are not aligned. Corbett's claims are
repeated by Audring (2008), who also distinguishes "pronominal gender languages" from
others like Mandarin Chinese that similarly feature gender-distinguished personal pronouns
by delimiting the term to languages descended from a system of agreement-based nominal
classification that have lost their system of agreement morphology, leaving behind only
semantic rules, which supposedly survive in this case (p. 113). In both Corbett's and
Audring'’s literature, there are no sentential examples or other references to the status of
nouns in "pronominal gender languages”, only the confusing assertion that they must
somehow apply to a theory about nominal classification. It is also unclear how English is
different from a language like Mandarin Chinese, which shows similar features of gender

even though it is not descended from a system of agreement-based nominal classification.
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In a more recent volume based firmly in the world of formal morphosyntax, Kramer
(2015) excludes many of these ""gender-related puzzles” from her analysis, including hybrid
nouns, gender resolution (the referent of Corbett's agreement hierarchy), and so-called
"pronominal gender languages” (p. 10; 69). Again, when called upon this body of theory to
address complexities related to gender, it is largely unable to do so, especially within
Chomskyan frameworks of minimalist syntax and distributed morphology which ignore
social context in favor of language-internal analyses. However, Kramer (2015) usefully
dismisses English as having a system of agreement-based nominal classification by
referring back to the concept of agreement in cases of nominal ellipsis like those in Figure
2.1.5 above, stating that these examples "[do] not meet the locality restrictions on Agree” (p.
69), something also corroborated by Audring (2008, p. 95)2. In other words, the antecedent
noun is so far removed from the discourse that we cannot say that any agreement is made
with a noun. Instead, as Kramer (2015) puts it, agreement is made "with the natural gender
of the referent” (p. 69). Here, it becomes clear that any theory describing gender-specific
language must stipulate that agreement is made with some quality of the person being
referenced, and not necessarily a noun, since there is no manner for a gender-variable noun
to acquire a value of gender in the absence of a personal referent.

Within these attempts to fit English into a theory describing a particular feature of
morphosyntax that it does not have, we begin to see the terminological and conceptual
confusion caused by the use of the word ""gender"” to describe this particular linguistic
feature. Ironically, many of the most common forms of direct gendered personal reference
in languages with an agreement-based system of nominal classification are deemed deeply
noncanonical and violate the universally-accepted criteria that define the linguistic feature.
And for languages without such a system, there is an attempt to use the concepts found
within this body of literature to describe their features of gender in ways that make it clear
that there are two distinct referents of the term: the human quality and the morphosyntactic

feature, and while the two do overlap in some meaningful way, they are clearly not the same.

2This view is also shared by Dixon (1982), who notes that the term noun class “does not cover 'gender’ in a
language such as English, which is manifested solely through pronouns that can substitute for, but do not
normally occur with, nouns” (p. 164).
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211 Terminological and Conceptual Challenges for the Study of Gender within

Agreement-Based Systems of Nominal Classification

At this point, it is worth restating that the use of the term gender in this dissertation
is always oversimplistic, no matter if the referent is linguistic or humanistic. The word is
imbued with so much polysemy, and much of that polysemy is due to the historical study of
this particular linguistic feature. In the study of agreement-based systems of nominal
classification, the word gender is used in three senses: to refer to the linguistic feature itself
(e.g. "alanguage with gender"), to refer to one or all of the nominal classes contained by the
system (e.g. "the common gender," "common and neuter genders"), and to refer to the
individual nominal class values assigned to different nouns (e.g. "the gender of a noun”).
These uses of the word gender, most often to the exclusion of more precise descriptors,
have produced a set of unintended consequences that render it difficult to disambiguate the
morphosyntactic feature from the more humanistic definition of the term. In other words, it
can be challenging to research the linguistic features that reflect the complex human
guality of gender because the predominant referent of the term gender within formal
linguistic theory is the theory of agreement-based systems of nominal classification. Yet
many languages with such a system do not feature (human) gender as any sort of semantic
basis for the assignment of nouns to nominal classes, and in languages whose systems are
based on the human quality, many nouns with masculine or feminine nominal class values,
including most inanimates, have meanings unrelated to gender. The disambiguation of
items bearing upon the gender of the referent from all other items in languages with this
linguistic feature is discussed in Section 2.1.2. Moreover, this terminological and conceptual
conflation of gender and nominal classification produces a formulation this dissertation
seeks to combat: if a language does not have the feature of “gender,” then it is said to be
"genderless."” This false descriptor is routinely used to refer to languages like English,
Hungarian, and Tagalog, for example, which do not have an agreement-based system of
nominal classification, but which certainly exhibit important features of gender, including
traces of gender morphology. As this dissertation seeks to demonstrate, no language is
genderless insofar as all languages have the expressive capacity to articulate this
fundamental human distinction; to the contrary, perhaps all languages distinguish gender in
some meaningful way, most simply in the meanings of words, and possibly also in more

embedded ways, like morphosyntactically, pronominally, etc. Precisely because the
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expression of gender in different languages is not just morphosyntactic, a broader theory of
gender in language is required.

In the literature, a distinction is often made between Indo-European languages and
Bantu languages, which serve as points of typological reference distinguishing traditional
uses of the terms gender and noun class. Scholarly consensus suggests that Proto-Indo-
European had a bipartite animate-inanimate system of nominal classification that later
developed a gender distinction within the animate class to become the masculine-feminine-
neuter system of Ancient Greek, Latin, and Proto-Germanic (Dixon, 1982, p. 171; Luraghi,
2009; 2011). This tripartite system is retained in Modern Greek and German, while it
simplified into the masculine-feminine system of most of the modern Romance languages,
and into the common-neuter system of Dutch, Danish, and Swedish, in which the masculine-
feminine distinction is collapsed into one common gender, but gender survives as a
semantic basis for the system in important ways (Kraaikamp, 2012). For this reason, Indo-
European languages are the most frequent referent of the term ""gender,” especially because
the term appropriately reveals the semantic core of the assignment systems of those
languages. On the contrary, scholarly consensus suggests that Proto-Bantu had around 20
nominal classes, and none of them were based on gender; rather, the first class unit was
reserved for human nouns, and this generalization holds true for the modern descendants of
Proto-Bantu (Denny & Creider, 1986, p. 223; Dingemanse, 2006, p. 15). These languages with
systems unrelated to gender are more likely to be referred to with the term "noun class,”
though in the present day, "gender” remains a superordinate term for all systems of
agreement-based nominal classification. The ambivalence toward this terminological issue

is summarized by Corbett (1991):

"There is little point in trying to maintain a strict distinction between 'gender’ and
'noun class’ since similar systems are described as genders in one language family

and as noun classes in another.” (p. 146)

We may assume that the term gender ultimately won out because of the historical
prioritization of European thought and the ultimate dominance of the Western academic
model in the modern world, the workings of which are carefully chronicled in Edward Said’s
Orientalism (1978). Relatedly, there is also evidence to suggest that following the onset of
European colonial expansion into Sub-Saharan Africa, comparative philologists finally

became interested in African languages, though they used the lack of a "sex-based
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distinction” in the grammar of these languages to deem them irrational and the languages
of savages (Irvine, 1995). For all of these reasons, Indo-European languages, especially
Ancient Greek and Latin, appear to be a focal point for the study of gender within languages
with an agreement-based system of nominal classification, as well as for the study of
gender in language more generally.

The modern polysemy of the English word gender owes a lot to early Ancient Greek
and Roman grammarians, and their "discovery” of nominal classification systems based on
distinctions of gender and animacy. Historically, the Ancient Greek philosopher Protagoras
(c. 490-420 BCE3) is recognized as the first to identify Greek nominal classes as dppeva
‘'male, masculine’, BnAea ‘female, feminine’, and okeln ‘thing’ in the surviving writings of
Aristotle (Aristotle, 4th c. BCE/2020, p. 374-375; see Huitink & Willi, 2021). In Modern Greek,
this terminology is mostly preserved: modern grammarians label the nominal classes
apoeVvLKo 'masculine’, BnAuko ‘feminine’, and oud€tepo ‘neuter’, and the name for the
system as a whole is the same as it was in the ancient language: (YypauuATLKO) YEVOG
'(grammatical) gender, genus'. Protagoras’ description of Greek nominal classes as Td y€vn
'‘genders, genera’, as well as the close association of those "genders” with the complex
human quality, is supposedly an origin point of the polysemy of the word in Modern Greek,
especially because ¢UMo ‘sex, gender' is the term usually reserved for referring to the
human quality without reference to the grammatical system. Etymologically, the word y€vog
is related to the Ancient Greek verb yiyvouat, now yevviepat in Modern Greek, meaning ‘to
be born’. Three centuries later, Roman scholar Marcus Terentius Varro (116-27 BCE4) refers to
the feature as sexus 'sex’ in the oldest known philosophical discussion of Latin, denoting
the nominal classes as virile ‘manly, masculine’, muliebre 'womanly, feminine’, and neutrum
'neuter’ (Varro, 1st c. BCE/1938, p. 406-407). Sexus is believed to be the first known
descriptor for the Latin grammatical system, further evidencing grammarians’ close
association of masculine-feminine linguistic and social genders, but Corbeill (2015) notes
that grammarians later developed a preference for the term genus 'type, kind’, the cognate
that is also used in Greek, related to the verb genero 'give life, procreate’ (p. 5-6). These

terms similarly survive in the Modern Romance languages: to take the example of Spanish,

3 Bonazzi, M. (2024). Protagoras. In E. N. Zalta & U. Nodelman (Eds.), The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2024/entries/protagoras

4 Editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica (2024, April 12). Marcus Terentius Varro. Encyclopedia Britannica.
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Marcus-Terentius-Varro
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nominal classes are entitled masculino 'masculine’, femenino 'feminine’, and for rare neuter
forms, neutro, and the system as a whole is referred to as género (gramatical) '(grammatical)
gender’, the same polysemous word also used to refer to the quality of social gender in
Spanish. Ultimately, the English language inherited the reconstructed Proto-Indo-European
*génh;os, the common ancestor of the Greek and Latin terms, as gender, already imbued
with additional polysemy, through Old French gendre.

The multiple meanings of the word gender, including its prioritization as the
recognized name for the feature of agreement-based nominal classification, and its
resulting antonym genderless, are not the only sources of terminological and conceptual
confusion within the study of gender in language. As the study of this feature has origins at
least as far back as the time of Protagoras, it is logical that some of the terminology found in
the literature is incompatible with the present, especially as the concept of social gender
has been defined over the twentieth century and distinguished from the concept of
"biological sex,” and as the visibility of trans, nonbinary, and other gender non-conforming
people in different societies around the world has bloomed. Corbett’s (1991) set of
"problematic nouns" are those which are described as “sex-differentiable”. In this way,
animals and humans are conflated and both are imagined to be divided cleanly into
masculine and feminine nominal classes based on the concept of "biological sex,” which is
similarly conceptualized as a binary. As mentioned in Chapter 1, neither "biological sex"” nor
social gender are binary, although the claim that “biological sex" is the basis upon which
animals are divided is less problematic because social gender is defined as a strictly human
guality. For humans, however, the basis of masculine and feminine nominal class
assignments is much more complicated. The normative human subject is imagined as either
male or female (a reference to "biological sex"), and if social gender is also considered, as
either a man or awoman, and these two qualities are imagined as being in alignment. The
intersex and/or genderqueer human subject is imagined as lacking this neat alignment in
some way because either "biological sex"” or social gender, or both, push our understanding
of these qualities beyond the binary and often outside of the confines of prescriptive
language. While for Corbett (1991), "biological sex" is the basis of masculine-feminine
systems, Kramer (2020) attempts to broaden this idea to "social gender for humans/
biological sex for animals" (p. 46). However, in many cases of misgendering, a speaker’s
perception of one’s "biological sex" is often tellingly at play (Sevilla Requena, 2024), and

especially in queer community settings, it is common for other qualities like sexuality to
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form part of speakers' decisions about their use of gendered language, as we observe in
many cases of linguistic gender play (Kulick, 2000). Ultimately, as proposed in Section 4.1,
the target of our use of gender in language is not gender nor any aspect of the complex
human quality at all; rather, queer and genderqueer communities inform us that the real
target is desire of the referent—the set of linguistic forms with which the referent wishes to
be addressed—yet it is clear that prescriptive language has been shaped by traditional,
binary notions of “biological sex" that are incompatible with queerness in the present day.
Relatedly, the terms “natural gender” and “semantic gender” are pervasive in extant
literature and are used to describe systems which are referred to as "sex-based” (e.g. Gygax
et al. 2019; McConnell-Ginet 2013; Dixon 1982; Corbett 1991). This idea purports the
assumption that nominal class values in "natural gender languages” can be uncomplicatedly
deduced and read off of the referent, resulting in assignment to one of two animate nominal
classes, masculine or feminine. As alluded to above, queer theory reminds us that social
gender is not apparent from human biology and a consideration of social gender, especially
gueer gender, helps us interrogate the mechanism with which our use of gendered language
operates (Miller, 2022). Queer and trans language activists have disabused us of the notion
that there is always a straightforward pathway from our perception of one’s "biological sex"
or gender to our use of gendered language. Put differently, just because someone uses
normatively masculine linguistic forms does not necessarily mean that they are male or that
they identify as a man, and just because someone appears to be male or a man does not
mean we can predict what gendered forms they use. The mechanism behind the normative
use of gendered language, termed here the moment of snap judgment, is the focus of
Section 4.1. In general, our use of gender in language takes into account many qualities of
the referent—all those that comprise the complex web of gender and related concepts—and
pragmatic considerations, resulting in a lack of neat correspondences and the dynamic

nature of the feature.

2.1.2 Place of Gender within Agreement-Based Systems of Nominal Classification

When considering the role of languages with an agreement-based system of nominal
classification within a more humanistic theory of gender in language, masculine-feminine
languages become an obvious point of focus. By Corbett’s (2013b) own estimation,

approximately 75% of all agreement-based systems are "sex-based.” In these languages
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with (at least) masculine and feminine nominal classes, the semantic core of the system is
the complex human quality of gender, and there is usually a relatively high degree of
correspondence between the normative gendered meanings of personal nouns and their
nominal class assignments as masculine or feminine. Such a system can be helpful in
identifying content with normatively gendered meanings where it reinforces them; for
instance, nouns which may hold either masculine or feminine class values depending on the
referent, including same-stem nouns with inflectional gender morphology (occasionally
termed motion nouns in the literature) and same-form common gender nouns (as defined by
Corbett [1991, p. 66-68]), are likely to be personal nouns distinguished by gender, unless
they are zoological nouns or inanimate nouns exhibiting dialectal or stylistic variation.
However, except for the case of personal nouns that may be either masculine or feminine in
value, all other nouns have just one nominal class value, which may be expected (i.e. in
alignment with the normative meaning of the noun), unexpected, or unrelated to the noun in
guestion. Unlike purely semantic classifier systems (discussed in the following section),
systems of agreement-based nominal classification are usually part semantic and part
formal, meaning that formal factors, such as the morphology and/or phonological shape of
the noun in question may affect its assignment in a way that supersedes semantic
assignment rules, resulting in unexpected assignments (e.g. the Greek neuter noun to
kopitol ‘girl’). This means that even for languages with masculine-feminine systems, only
semantic and pragmatic analyses can correctly identify content with gendered meanings, as
in the case of epicene nouns, which may refer to anyone regardless of gender identity, but
only if they are forms of personal reference.

For all other types of agreement-based systems, the nominal class values of nouns
usually do not reveal their status as normatively masculine or feminine, and only semantics
and pragmatics can accurately discern their normative gender values. These systems may
similarly aid in narrowing down where gendered content may be found; for instance, within
common-neuter and animate-inanimate systems, it is expected that personal nouns are
most likely to be located within common and animate classes, and in Bantu languages, they
might be found in the first class unit, which is reserved for human nouns. Yet, on the whole,
languages with any agreement-based system of nominal classification are the same as all
other languages in that gender is firstly a semantic and pragmatic phenomenon. Corbett’s
ideas about covert gender in English reinforce this notion: where gender is not marked

overtly nor grammaticalized to any degree, it is covert and stored only in the meaning and
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common usage of the word itself. Yet even in languages where gender is not
grammaticalized to a high degree, it is possible to find formal exponents of gender, like
gender morphology, as in the English suffixes -ix (e.g. aviatrix), -ette (e.g. suffragette), and
-ess (e.g. hostess), and distinctions in personal pronominal systems, as in the English
pronouns he, she, and they. In this way, in addition to being a result of semantics and
pragmatics, gender may be embedded in a given language in many more ways than just an

agreement-based morphosyntactic system, as explored in Chapter 3.

2.2 Classifier Languages

While it appears that the majority of systems of agreement-based nominal
classification found in the world’s languages have some basis on the complex human quality
of gender, classifiers, another referent of the term nominal classification, have less to do
with the concept, though they lead to the discovery of classifier gender, one of the many
features of gender in language presented in Chapter 3. Classifier systems are another
referent of the term nominal classification, though they are distinct from agreement-based
systems in several ways. A classifier is a morpheme—either an independent word, affix, or
fusional form—that highlights some salient characteristic of the noun it classifies, like
humanness, animacy, or shape (Aikhenvald, 2000; Corbett, 1991; Croft, 1994; Craig, 2000;
Kilarski, 2013; Kilarski & Allassonniére-Tang, 2021). Crucially, they do not participate in
patterns of morphosyntactic agreement; instead, they are contained to a single clause,
where they mark the noun in question just once (Dixon, 1982; 1986). For most classifier
types, this container is a noun phrase, and in the case of verbal classifiers, the containeris a
verb phrase wherein the classifier categorizes a nominal argument of the verb (Aikhenvald,
2000, p. 13). Craig (2000) designates classifiers as an "intermediate lexico-grammatical
system” falling in-between the highly grammaticalized nominal classes of agreement-based
systems and mere lexical entries; while classifiers are of lexical origin, they go beyond the
noun they classify and constitute separate free or bound morphemes (p. 61; Kilarski, 2013, p.
9). Classifiers are much more numerous than agreement-based nominal classes, and in
some languages and linguistic environments, almost any semantically-appropriate noun
may be used as a classifier in the proper syntactic distribution (Dixon, 1982; 1986). Rather
than structuring a language’s grammar as agreement-based systems do, classifier systems

function based on semantics and pragmatics in a manner akin to lexical selection. A
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simplified depiction of this idea is Figure 2.21 The general function and
presented in Figure 2.2.1. distribution of classifiers

Typologically, classifiers are
more likely to be found in isolating CLASSIFIERS NOUNS
languages, which cannot sustain an

. 1 -> SEMANTIC CLASS 1
agreement-based system due to their
lack of inflectional morphology (Dixon, 2 N SEMANTIC CLASS 2
1982, p. 218-219). Fusional languages S SEMANTIC CLASS 3
are more likely to feature an agreement- IR
based system of nominal classification,
.. IN NOUN PHRASE IN VERB PHRASE
and agglutinating languages may
[CLASSIFIER] [NOUN] [VERB] [CLASSIFIER] [NOUN]

feature one or both systems, or none

(ibid). In some cases, these tendencies

have been contested (Cronhamn, 2025,

p. 33). In most typologies, classifier types are described according to their morphosyntactic
locus, producing four common types—numeral, noun, genitive, and verbal classifiers—and
two typologically rare types— locative and deictic classifiers (Aikhenvald, 2000; Craig,
2000). The semantics of each classifier type vary and range from more general to more
specific; while for verbal and genitive classifiers, general concepts of animacy and
humanness are most prevalent, other types of classifiers tend to be based on more specific
physical or functional properties (Aikhenvald, 2016, p. 15). Crosslinguistically, classifers
differ in obligatoriness and need not exist for all nouns in a given language (Dixon, 1982;
1986). They participate in a range of discursive functions: they may be used in anaphoric
reference, in pronominal reference, be omitted for semantic or pragmatic reasons, and may
mark distinctions of formality (Craig, 2000; Kilarski, 2013).

Within a single language, many forms of nominal classification may be possible. In
some cases, multiple classifier types may coexist (though no language has been found to
feature all types), and a single classifier or set of classifiers may be used in multiple
classificatory environments (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 184-204; Craig, 2000, p. 70). Classifier
systems may coexist with separate systems of agreement-based nominal classification, and
in some ambiguous cases, these systems, as well as individual classifier types, may blend
(Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 204; Craig, 2000, p. 81; Corbett, 1991, p. 136-143). In some cases of

language change, there is minimal evidence that classifiers may be the source of agreement
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markers that may later develop into systems of agreement-based nominal classification
(Corbett, 1991, p. 136-143).

Numeral classifiers, the most common and best described of all the classifier types,
are found in quantifying phrases, where they are contiguous to a numeral or quantifier, and
categorize the noun being quantified according to semantic bases of animacy, shape, size,
and structure (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 98; 2019, p. 15; Kilarski, 2013, p. 33). They may be one of
two types: sortal classifiers, which are usually a closed class of morphemes that classify
count nouns according to some distinctive quality, and mensural classifiers, which are an
open and much more numerous class of morphemes that both classify and specify a
guantity of mass or count nouns (Craig, 2004, p. 1020; Her et al., 2022; Kilarski, 2013, p. 35).
In quantification, the numeral itself acts as a multiplier, and numeral classifiers act as
multiplicands: sortal classifiers hold a value of one, only highlighting some salient
characteristic of the noun and preserving its countability (Her et al., 2022). Sortal classifiers
have no equivalent in English. Their presence is the basis upon which a language is
identified as having numeral classifiers (Her et al., 2022, p. 155). Mensural classifiers, on the
other hand, are measure terms which similarly bear classificatory meaning and also multiply
the numeral by some unit, measuring the mass or count noun according to physical
properties, as in the English phrases "two boxes of cereal” or "three gallons of milk"” (Her et
al., 2022; Kilarski, 2013, p. 25). The presence of numeral classifiers in a given language
signals the absence of obligatory plural marking (Kilarski, 2013, p. 34). Areally, numeral
classifiers are found in many Indigenous languages of East and mainland Southeast Asia,
including Mandarin Chinese and Japanese, as well as some Oceanic and Mesoamerican
languages, and exceptionally, Hungarian and Kana, a Niger-Congo language (Aikhenvald,
2000, p. 101; Craig, 2000, p. 63; Kilarski, 2013, p. 33). Examples of numeral classifiers in
Mandarin Chinese, which are used with both numerals and demonstratives, including the
generic sortal classifier > gé that may be used with almost any noun, are given in Figure

2.2.2.
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Figure 2.2.2 Examples of sortal and mensural numeral classifiers in Mandarin Chinese

SORTAL MENSURAL
™ 5k 1 /N 3 mne
ge zhang ké gongjin ma jialdn
[generic] flat small and round kilogram yard gallon
PN i S B R b
bén liang jia qun kuai di
books vehicles planes group/crowd piece drop
=/1"FFX sangeshdubido FWATESR  lidng gongjin pinggud
NUM.CL:generic.watch NUM.CL:kilogram.apple
'three watches' 'two kilograms of apples’
—EI2E%  yTké zhénzhi —& A qgunrén
DEM.CL:smallround.pearl DEM.CL:groupcrowd.person
'a pearl’ 'a group/crowd of people’

Source: Po-Ching & Rimmington, 2021, p. 20-29

Noun classifiers are found in non-quantifying noun phrases, where they characterize
the noun with which they co-occur. Kilarski (2013) notes that animacy frequently divides the
semantics of noun classifiers; while for animate nouns, they may mark social status and
even gender, for inanimate nouns, they characterize nouns based on functional or physical
properties (p. 37; Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 15). While some languages have only as few as two
noun classifiers, in others, any noun can be used as a classifier in the proper syntactic
distribution (Kilarski, 2013, p. 36). In some languages, multiple noun classifiers are
admissible in a single noun phrase, though their obligatoriness varies (Aikhenvald, 2000, p.
81). Many sources liken noun classifiers to the lexeme berry in English (e.g. strawberry,
blueberry, raspberry), though in requisite classifier languages, they are more
grammaticalized, as evidenced by their range of syntactic functions, for instance in their
use as determiners, pronouns, and in anaphoric reference (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 81; Craig,
2000, p. 65). Areally, noun classifiers are found in some Mesoamerican, Australian, Western
Austronesian, and Amazonian languages (Aihkenvald, 2000, p. 82). Examples of noun
classifiers in Chuj, a Mayan language of Guatemala and Mexico, are provided in Figure 2.2.3.
As explained in Section 3.4.3, Chuj exhibits the crosslinguistically rare feature of classifier

gender, as exemplified by the examples ni unin 'boy’ and uch unin 'girl".
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Figure 2.2.3 Examples of noun classifiers in Chuj (Mayan)

nok’ te’ lum k'en winh ix naj/ni uch
animal wood, tree earth stone, metal male female young male young female
Saksak k'en uj. te’ jukup’ ni unin
white CL:stonemetal moon CL:woodtree bowl CL:youngmale child
'The moon is white.' 'wooden bowl’ 'boy’
Saksak nok’ tz'i". lum jukup’ uch unin
white CL:animal dog CL:earth bowl CL:youngfemale child
'The dog is white.’ ‘ceramic bowl’ ‘girl’

Sources: Hopkins, 2012; Royer, 2019

Genitive classifiers (also referred to as possessive, relational or attributive classifiers)
are found in possessive constructions. They are divided into three more specific types:
possessed classifiers, which characterize the possessed noun, relational classifiers, which
characterize the semantic nature of the relationship between the possessed noun and the
possessor, and possessor classifiers, which characterize the possessor (Aihkenvald, 2000, p.
125-126). Possessed and relational classifiers may co-occur in a single language, either as
one fusional system, or as separate classifier sets (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 140-144). Nouns
with which genitive classifiers co-occur are usually small in number and of high cultural
significance (Craig, 2000, p. 66). The concept of alienable versus inalienable possession is
relevant for the distribution of nouns and genitive classifiers: for instance, relational
classifiers are only used with alienably possessed items, or "optionally” possessed items
which do not require an inherent relationship of possession as do body parts and kinship
terms, which are examples of inalienable possession (Kilarski, 2013, p. 39). Areally,
possessed classifiers are found in some Indigenous languages of the Americas, Hmong-
Mien, and Papuan languages (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 147). Relational classifiers are a
characteristic feature of Oceanic languages, and possessor classifiers, which are rarest of
all, have been attested only in a few Naduhup languages of the Amazon, like the Daw
language (Aihkenvald, 2000, p. 139; Craig, 2000, p. 66; Kilarski, 2013, p. 38). Examples of

possessed classifiers in Ponapean are offered in Figure 2.2.4.



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language

Papadopoulos 43

Figure 2.2.4 Examples of possessed classifiers in Ponapean (Austronesian)

nime
drinkable things

kene
edible things

kene uht
CL:edible banana
'his/her/their/its banana’

kene mahi
CL:edible breadfruit
'his/her/their/its breadfruit’

sapwe imwe were
land buildings vehicles
were pwoht

CL:vehicle boat
'his/her/their boat’

were sidohsa

CL:vehicle car
'his/her/their car’

Sources: Rehg, 1981, p. 179-185

kiseh
relatives

wahwah
nieces, nephews

wahwah serepein
CL:niecenephew girl
'his/her/their niece’

wahwah pwutak
CL:niecenephew boy
'his/her/their nephew’

Verbal classifiers are found in verb phrases, where they classify an argument of the

verb (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 13). They classify subjects and objects mostly based on physical

properties, such as shape, consistency, size, and structure (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 149). They

may be realized in one of two major ways: in what is termed an incorporated classifier

construction, wherein the classifier is recognized as a generic noun incorporated into the

verbal argument that produces an extra-predicative argument, or the verbal classifier may

be affixed to the verb (Aihkenvald, 2000, p. 150; Kilarski, 2013, p. 40). Areally, they are found

in some Indigenous languages of the Americas, Australia, and some Papuan languages

(Aihkenvald, 2000, p. 150-151; Kilarski, 2013, p. 40-43). Examples of verbal classifiers in

Imonda (Papuan) may be seen in Figure 2.2.5.

Figure 2.2.5 Examples of verbal classifiers in Imonda (Papuan)

I- u-
edible greens

iahaf  kam laihu
tulip me CL:ediblegreens.give
'Give me the tulip!’

tébtd  kam uaihu
fish me CL:smallanimals.give
'Give me the (live/uncooked) fish!

small animals

fét-
objects putin fire

tobtd kam
fish me
'Give me the (cooked)

malud kam
clothes me
'Give me the clothes!’

l1ég-
clothing, flat objects

fétaihu
CL:putinfire.give

fish!

légaihu
CL:clothing.give

Sources: Seiler, 1985, p. 119-134; Merlan et al., 1997, p. 93-97
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Most rare of all typologically are locative and deictic classifiers. Locative classifiers
are found in locative noun phrases, where they classify the argument of a locative
adposition (Kilarski, 2013, p. 45). In all known cases, the locative classifiers themselves are
actually fused with these adpositions according to semantic parameters of shape,
dimensionality, and boundedness (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 172). They constitute a small
inventory in the languages in which they are found, which include Palikur and Lokono, two
Indigenous languages of South America (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 172). Deictic classifiers, found
in some Siouxan (North America) and Guaicuruan (South America) languages, as well as
Yuchi (North America) and Eskimo (Aleut; Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 172-176), are used in deictic
constructions with articles and demonstratives, where they classify the noun according to
semantic parameters of shape, orientation, position, and animacy (Kilarski, 2013, p. 44).
Examples of both locative and deictic classifiers may be found in Figures 2.2.6 and 2.2.7,

respectively.

Figure 2.2.6 Examples of locative classifiers in Daw (Naduhup)

ked mi’ faf bit wa?
inside bounded object inside liquid or fire inside mixture underneath above
x00.ked naax.pis.mi’
canoe.CL:insideboundedobject water.small.CL:insideliquid
'in a canoe’ 'in a small river’

Sources: Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 174-175; Martins, 1994, p. 53

Figure 2.2.7 Examples of deictic classifiers in Kadiwéu (Guaicuruan)

-d:a- -n:i- -n:a- -d:i- -jo- -ka-
standing/vertical sitting coming lying/horizontal going away out of sight
i.jo.wa waka i.na waka.li
MASC.CL:goingaway.PL  cow MASC.CL:coming cow.PL
'the cows going’ 'the cows coming’

Source: Sandalo & Michelioudakis (2016)
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2.2.1 Place of Gender within Classifier Languages

As opposed to languages with masculine-feminine agreement-based systems of
nominal classification, languages with classifiers that select for gender have less
irrelevancies; in other words, it is more likely to find nouns unrelated to gender in masculine
and feminine nominal classes than it is in languages with classifiers that select for
normative masculine or feminine gender. This is because classifiers are a purely semantic
device; they do not select for formal characteristics of nouns, only meaning, yet classifiers
themselves represent a formal, grammaticalized linguistic feature. Despite the fact that
classifiers that select for gender appear to be relatively rare crosslinguistically, the feature
of classifier gender depicts a strictly-semantic system that neatly illustrates the process of
identifying gender in language.

In the literature, relatively few languages have been identified as having classifiers
based wholly or partially on the complex human quality of gender. These include four Mayan
languages (Jacaltec, Acatec, Chuj, and Q'anjob’al), six Arawakan languages (Baniwa, Tariana,
Warekena, Bahuana, Achagua, and Yucuna), and Bora, a Witotoan language of Northern Peru
(Aikhenvald, 2000; Aikhenvald, 2016; Craig, 1986a; Craig, 1986b; Cronhamn, 2025; Day, 1967;
Day, 1973; Hopkins, 2012; Thiesen & Weber, 2012; Seifart, 2018). Among these languages, a
mix of noun, verbal, and numeral classifiers that select for gender may be found. Jacaltec
(Craig, 19864, p. 245; 1986b, p. 264) provides a strikingly clear example of noun classifier
gender; of twenty-four noun classifiers in the language’s inventory, distinctions of animacy,
age, respect, kin status, and gender produce 10 noun classifiers that select for normative
gender and may even be used anaphorically (see Figure 2.2.8).

Gender distinctions within classifier systems have not been well researched, perhaps
due to their rarity and the scarcity of documentation available for the languages in which
they are found, which exist in varying stages of vitality. While the classifiers themselves
have been documented to a degree, there do not appear to be specific resources which
compile the nouns to which they may apply, only a few example phrases. A more detailed

look at classifier gender can be found in Section 3.4.3.
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Figure 2.2.8 Jacaltec classifiers

ANIMATE INANIMATE
cumam male deity no? animal
cumi? female deity metx’ dog
ya? respected human te? plant
naj male non-kin ixim corn
ix female non-kin tx'al thread
najni?an | young male non-kin tx'an twine
ix ni?an young female non-kin k'ap cloth
ho? male kin tx'otx’ soil, dirt
xo? female kin ch'en rock
ho? ni?an | young male kin atz'am salt
xo?ni?an | young female kin ha? water
unin infant k'a? fire

xil naj xuwan no? lab’a
saw CL:male non-kin John CL:animal  snake

‘John saw the snake.’

Sources: Craig 19864, p. 245; 1986b, p. 264

2.3 Language and Gender Subfield
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As mentioned before, the study of the embeddedness of socially gendered meanings

and distinctions in the grammar and lexicon is not a flourishing area of research, neither in

the field of formal linguistics generally, nor in its most relevant subfield entitled language

and gender. As echoed by Motschenbacher (2016), it remains a modest, decentralized, and

highly marginalized body of literature (p. 150-151). Though many of the world’s largest

languages have been documented extensively for centuries by lexicographers,

grammarians, linguists, and other scholars, gender is almost never documented in particular

detail. In dictionaries, definitions may be preceded by a label of masculine or feminine, but

for languages with an agreement-based system of nominal classification, these are
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descriptors of the class values of nouns and not always the normative gendered meanings
of those nouns. Discrepancies are almost never indicated. In grammars published by major
universities and language academies of the world, gender-specific features are usually
merited a mention, but not offered a complete description, especially for traditionally open
classes, like nouns, which are a locus of the issueb. In this way, the work of documenting
gender-specific features of language requires sifting through prescriptive language
documents and weaving together relevant points of information found in disparate bodies of
literature. This dissertation seeks to bridge this theoretical gap by locating extant threads of
research on the topic (this chapter), offering the foundations of a more humanistic theory of
gender in language and providing a feature-based, typological description (Chapter 3), and
by theoretically situating the concept of gender-inclusive language as well as its
motivations and the stable gender-inclusive variants that have been attested.

Most scholars consider the origin point of the language and gender tradition to be
Berkeley professor emerita Robin Lakoff's manifesto entitled Language and Woman'’s Place
(1973; 1975), written in the context of the second wave of the women's rights movement in
the United States. Lakoff (1975) proposed the existence of a marked variety of "women'’s
language” for American English defined stylistically by the use of "empty" adjectives,
hedging, hypercorrect grammar, and superpoliteness, among other features (p. 78-81). In
their totality, Lakoff describes these discursive practices as diagnostic of hegemonic
patriarchy, positing that these inequities constitute evidence of women'’s subjugation by
men and reveal the masculine default value of standard language. This concept of a style-
based genderlect, with special focus on discursive practices and pragmatic considerations,
has been studied in many languages, including Japanese, where it is also helpful for
grammatical analysis in highlighting the normative usage of sentence-final particles along
gendered lines (Inoue, 2002). Yet since the inception of the language and gender subfield,
its canon has mostly been based in white feminism and has favored studying the
construction of gender as a function of sociolinguistic style over lexicographic and
grammatical analyses of gender’s embeddedness in language. A foundational text more
relevant to this latter definition of the term gender-specific language is Ann Bodine's (1975)
"Androcentrism in Prescriptive Grammar,” a case study about the historical decline of the

English singular personal pronoun they. Bodine (1975) describes that even though the

5 An interesting exception to this are documents produced by European language academies that list words that
have been feminized over time, meaning that those institutions have legitimated their use in society by adding
them to their dictionaries (e.g. RAE, 2020).
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gender-neutral pronoun’s usage with a singular referent has survived from at least the time
of Chaucer in the 14th century, over time, male grammarians have "corrected” it in favor of
the generic use of the masculine pronoun he. In chronicling how grammarians have
repeatedly declared the masculine gender (both in language and in society) to be superior
and insisted that it is somehow inclusive of women, Bodine (1975) is similarly helpful in
establishing the concept of linguistic sexism and illustrating it as an agentive phenomenon.
It is this latter thread of language and gender research that is more likely to analyze the
grammar and lexicon of a given language.

Linguistic sexism is broadly defined as the set of linguistic practices, forms, and
prescriptive grammatical rules that invisibilize, subjugate, or denigrate women and gender
minorities, such as the use of masculine forms to represent all subjects, the prescriptive
lack of feminine forms of occupational terms, and the disproportionate amount of slurs for
women and gender and sexual minorities, including cases where a given language’s
inventory of profanity is partially or entirely based on the abuse of women (e.g. hija de la
chingada 'daughter of the fucked woman' from the verb chingar 'to fuck’ and the historical
figure La Malinche in Mexican Spanish). Throughout the 1980s, the anti-sexist English
language movement produced a number of anti-sexist writing manuals, including Miller &
Swift's (1980) Handbook of Nonsexist Writing, which contained various proposals like
eliminating the use of masculine generic forms (e.g. the root man [spokesman,
congressman], generic use of the pronoun he) and advocating for the use of singular they
and the title Ms. to collapse a distinction based on marital status within the inventory of
English honorifics. Other important monographs published in the 1980s include Spender’s
(1980) Man Made Language, which reiterated similar themes and theorized the naming
traditions of women in marriage, and Baron's Grammar and Gender (1986), which among
other topics, placed lexicographic focus on traces of feminine gender morphology in
English, for instance the suffixes -ess (e.g. waitress, stewardess) , -ette (e.g. suffragette,
majorette), and -ix (e.g. aviatrix, dominatrix). Beyond English, research on linguistic sexism
is available for Spanish (Bengoechea, 2008; Adolarkey Lomotey, 2011), French (Abbou, 2023),
Italian (Robustelli, 2000), Japanese (Inoue, 2002), Chinese (Farris, 1988), and a handful of
other larger world languages to a lesser extent.

In the present day, the language and gender subfield has largely abandoned studies
of the embeddedness of gender in language in favor of the study of gender as a function of

sociolinguistic style and of discourse. The former research agenda was established by
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Eckert's (2008) "Variation and the Indexical Field,” in which the author argues for the
analysis of sociolinguistic variation as a result of style-shifting rather than a set of stable
one-to-one correspondences indicating simple membership in a particular group. Drawing
on Silverstein’s (2003) framework of indexicality, social constructions of masculinity and
femininity are presumed to be the result of stylistic bricolage, wherein a map of ordered,
non-stable indices gather meaning only in the context of distinct sociolinguistic styles. For
instance, gender differences in Eckert’s (1989) seminal study of “jocks” and “burnouts” in a
Detroit high school and their participation in the Northern Cities Shift only become
meaningful in the context of other variables, like the students’ orientation toward or away
from the school, and their proximity to the city center. Besides its usefulness in encouraging
intersectional analyses that take into account several social factors at once, this work has
been particularly useful in the emerging field of trans sociophonetics, where it has been
used to delink gender identity from perceptions of masculinity or femininity in the trans
voice (Zimman, 2017). However, while its usefulness in the field of sociophonetics has been
well-documented, the study of gender as a function of sociolinguistic style has yet to be
fruitfully applied to the production and perception of normatively gendered meanings in the
grammar and the lexicon, where it could similarly be used to deconstruct the link between
gender identity and the use of particular normatively gendered linguistic forms, like
personal pronouns. In addition to sociophonetic studies, the language and gender subfield
has also relied heavily on discourse analysis to explore the rhetorical conceptualization of
masculinity and femininity, following in the tradition of Judith Butler's (1990) Gender
Trouble. As put by Bucholtz (2003), “the study of language and gender has increasingly
become the study of discourse and gender” (p. 43). Bucholtz (2003) goes so far as to say
that discourse analysis, or the study of the co-constructedness of language and social
reality, including language’s role within categories of power, is a central approach of the
field (p. 43; He, 2017). This body of research seeks to understand how gender dynamics are
continually reinscribed in discourse, though not particularly at the lexicogrammatical level.
Within the subfield of language and gender research, one body of work unifies the
study of gender’'s embeddedness in the grammar and lexicon of different languages. It is
often referred to as structural gender linguistics (the focus of the following section, Section
2.4). Yet in general, it is not an overall focus of the questions that currently underpin the
subfield, with most researchers favoring macro-level approaches that forgo the study of the

building blocks of language. Many scholars draw a distinction between the language and
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gender and queer linguistics subfields because of their overall foci on feminism and queer
and trans rights, respectively. Queer linguistics features many more studies approximating
the work of this dissertation, usually bound by the topic of gender-inclusive language, which
focuses on the prescriptive and nonprescriptive possibilities of expressing nonbinary and
other gender identities as related to the constraints of individual linguistic systems. Many of
these studies will be interpolated in Chapter 4, which describes the many ways that the
topic of gender-inclusive language has been theorized, the forms that have been proposed
or adopted by speakers of different languages, and the connection between gendered

linguistic structures and discrimination and other adverse outcomes in society.

2.4  Structural Gender Linguistics

Perhaps the most relevant body of research to this dissertation are the volumes and
articles that comprise what has been termed structural gender linguistics. The term
"structural” makes clear that the focus of investigation is the actual structure of the
language itself as opposed to the use of its resources in discourse, which is not a study
concerned with the building blocks of language, like morphemes, individual words, and
patterns of gender agreement within phrases. Instead, structural gender linguistics intends
to analyze the grammar and lexicon of different languages for sites where normatively
gendered meanings and grammatical distinctions are made. Many early studies of linguistic
sexism fall under the rubric of structural gender linguistics because of their contributions to
lexicographic, pronominal, and morphological analyses of gender in language, especially
those without a system of agreement-based nominal classification, like English (e.g. Bodine,
1975; Baron, 1986; Miller & Swift, 1980). In the present century, this line of research has been
proliferated in the four volumes entitled Gender Across Languages (Hellinger & BuBmann,
2001; 2002; 2003; Hellinger & Motschenbacher, 2015). These volumes offer language-by-
language analyses of the feature of gender with an articulated focus on "pronouns and
nouns” (Hellinger & BuBmann, 2001, p. 2). Over forty languages are included from all parts of
the world, including an American Indigenous language (Oneida), two creoles (Belizean
Creole, Eastern Maroon Creole) and even one constructed language (Esperanto). Beyond
personal nouns and pronouns, the volumes highlight other phenomena which lie beyond the
rubric of this dissertation, including idiomatic expressions, proverbs, and male- and female-

specific discourse. Instead of identifying and including other linguistic features besides
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nouns and pronouns in order to build a featural typology (as is the goal of this dissertation,
in contrast), the volumes instead propose the existence of five mechanisms responsible for

"the representation of women and men in a language” (Hellinger & BuBmann, 2001, p. 7-11):

1. “Grammatical gender,” or the feature of agreement-based nominal classification

documented most extensively by Corbett (1991);

2. Lexical gender, or items which carry the semantic property [male] or [female]
because they reflect the “property of extra-linguistic [i.e. ‘natural’ or 'biological’]

femaleness or maleness and which “may or may not be marked morphologically;"

3. Referential gender, the mechanism which "relates linguistic expressions to the non-
linguistic reality,” as in cases where the normative gender reference of a particular

noun and its nominal class value are misaligned;

4. False generics, or the use of a certain set of normatively gendered linguistic forms
(often normatively masculine forms) to represent or refer to all people, including in

supposedly generic or gender-neutral reference, and when one’'s identity is unknown;

5. Social gender, which is the mechanism that explains the case in which “the behavior
of associated words can neither be explained by grammatical nor by social gender,”
as in the association of the word nurse with women and the personal pronoun she,

producing the item male nurse.

The five above mechanisms explored in each volume of Gender Across Languages differ
greatly from the typology elaborated in this dissertation. Because the typology presented in
Chapter 3 is featural, only what are termed “grammatical gender” and "lexical gender”
above remain, albeit with definitions that more fully capture linguistic and extralinguistic
realities and create space for theorizations of gender-expansiveness. The final three
features are not linguistic features, and are largely incompatible with this dissertation and
also with the other enumerated features. Firstly, "referential gender” and “social gender," at
minimum, are subsumed by this dissertation’s definition of lexical gender. The proposed
feature of "referential gender"” intervenes for masculine-feminine gender languages in
cases when the nominal class value of a given personal noun is not aligned with its meaning,

as in the provided example of the German neuter das Madchen 'the girl'. Yet the mechanism
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used to derive the normative gender value of the noun as feminine is the same as it is for
lexical gender items: lexical semantics, or the imbued meaning of a word constructed by its
reiteration with a stable meaning over time. Similarly, the effect of gender stereotypes that
the proposed feature of "social gender” speaks to can be tracked to lexical semantics as
well as pragmatics, especially when the use of certain terms in context is considered and
compared against its normative gender value (or lack thereof). This, too, is subsumed by this
dissertation’s definition of lexical semantics, though it is useful in reminding us that
although the normative gender values produced in language are a product of long histories,
we also observe a level of instability and sociolinguistic variation that give way to change
over time. Finally, “false generics" are not themselves a linguistic feature, but rather the use
of normatively masculine or feminine linguistic features to intend to subsume people of all
genders in personal reference.

It is worth noting that within the modest field of structural gender linguistics, there is
an attempt to incorporate poststructuralist and discursive approaches for the purpose of
de-essentializing identities, destabilizing meanings and the correlation between gender
identity and linguistic gender values, and understanding meaning in context (e.g.
Motschenbacher, 2016). This line of thought is by no means incompatible with the study
presented in this dissertation; although the two diverge in their focus on the use of
language to construct and reinforce ideologies and the documentation of normatively
gendered linguistic forms, respectively, they also converge on a consideration included
throughout this dissertation: pragmatics, or the study of appropriate language use in
context. For example, pragmatic considerations play a substantial role in the violation of
misgendering, i.e. when extralinguistic information is assumed or weaponized in one's use
of gendered language. Yet, as is the point of this chapter to demonstrate, the base task of
documenting the normatively gendered features of language is not complete, and in many
respects, for most of the world’s languages, it has not been explored, even after fifty years

of language and gender research.

2.5 Conclusion

The study of socially gendered distinctions and meanings in linguistic systems can
be located in the field of formal linguistics, though it is a small topic, both historically and in

the present day. As described in this chapter, the concept most often referred to as
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linguistic gender is not the target of the present study, but rather it refers generally to
nominal classification, both agreement-based morphosyntactic systems as well as classifier
languages. Within agreement-based systems of nominal classification, masculine-feminine
languages are an obvious point of focus, especially because their nominal classes are
named for the normative gender reference of personal forms, for which most fall neatly into
either masculine or feminine grammatical categories. Yet even within these languages, as
well as in all other types of agreement-based nominal classification, only semantic and
pragmatic analyses of individual lexical items allow us to fully compile all normatively
gendered sites within the grammar and lexicon of a given language. Similarly, gender may
be located within the topic of classifier languages; while we have uncovered evidence that at
least eleven languages have classifiers that select for normative gender, they are relatively
small and underresourced languages which on the whole are not extensively documented.
Ultimately, the review of extant work on the concept of linguistic gender has found that
while the study of gender in language gives the body of literature its name, gender is overall
a misleading descriptor, especially because it places no particular focus on the concept of
human gender and identifies a number of linguistic systems that have nothing to do with the
topic. As discussed in the following chapter, a goal of this dissertation is to provide a more
humanistic framework that will facilitate the study of normatively gender-specific linguistic
features, and to aid in growing that body of literature to the point where it is central within
the field of formal linguistics.

Relatedly, the investigation presented in this dissertation is not even popular within
the next most related body of literature, the subfield of formal linguistics entitled language
and gender. While research on normatively gendered linguistic features and the topic of
linguistic sexism are the origins of the subfield (e.g. Bodine, 1975; Baron, 1986), these topics
are nowhere near as vital and have been relegated to a subtopic within a subfield, the body
of research most often identified as structural gender linguistics. It lives on, however in the
work of many researchers in the subfield of queer linguistics, which will be analyzed in detail
in Chapter 4 to finalize our picture of gender-inclusive language.

From this background, we bring forth several useful concepts, including pronominal,
morphological and morphosyntactic gender in language, the feature of classifier gender, the
concept of linguistic sexism, and the realization that gender in language is firstly a semantic
and pragmatic phenomenon which may also be formalized to varying degrees in the

languages of the world. Chapter 3 uses these concepts to provide a humanistically-oriented
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theory and definition of linguistic gender which will be used to build a representative

crosslinguistic typology uncovering the known features of gender in language.
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3 A Humanistic Theory of Gender in
Language

Figure 3.0 Scale of embeddedness of gender in language

| | | | .

*genderless unembedded embedded highly embedded
(no features of gender) lexicosemantic pronominal morphosyntactic
free content morphemes system morphemes

(affixal, classifier,
orthographic, sign,
particle)

3.0 Introduction

This chapter intends to unify the threads of research presented in Chapter 2 by
establishing an alternative definition of linguistic gender that targets normatively gendered
meanings and embedded grammatical distinctions in the languages of the world. Departing
from an understanding of linguistic gender as agreement-based systems of nominal
classification, the foundations of a new theory based on the complex human quality
described in Chapter 1 are explained with the aid of a feature-based typology of the known
forms of gender in language. The most major tenet of this more humanistic theory is that
there is probably no such thing as a “genderless" language. To the contrary, while not every
language of the world has been documented, we know that every language has the capacity
to express gendered meanings, and given the relevance of social gender around the world, it
is most likely that all of them, or at least an overwhelming majority of them, do so. The
typology presented in this chapter sketches a lexicogrammatical continuum representing
different degrees of embeddedness correlated with different linguistic features (see Figure
3.0), beginning with what is posited by this dissertation to be the most basic and frequent

crosslinguistic realization of gender in language: lexical semantics. While gendered
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meanings are frequently embedded in individual words due to their patterns of usage over
time, individual lexical entries (whose gender distinctions are not morphological) are not an
embedded grammatical feature, but rather component parts of the lexicon. Lexicosemantic
gender, therefore, correlates with the category entitled ‘unembedded’. As we advance along
the scale of embeddedness, pronominal gender is investigated in particular detail because
of its prevalence in typologically distinct languages, many of which exhibit few other
features of gender, and its status as a highly frequent and embedded grammatical category.
Next, different morphemic expressions of gender are analyzed, including affixal gender
morphology, classifiers which select for gender, the encoding of gendered meanings in
different writing systems, the gender-specific distribution of sentence-final discourse
particles, and inflection for normative gender in signed languages. Finally, the most
embedded form of gender in language posited by this dissertation, (minimally) masculine
and/or feminine morphosyntactic gender, will be investigated because of their ability to
transfer the mark of gender onto several other grammatical categories, including almost all
of them in languages like Modern Romance. Morphosyntactic gender is thus correlated with
the category entitled 'highly embedded,’ also because requisite languages necessarily
contain morphemic expressions of gender, usually in much higher numbers, and often
exhibit many other of the aforementioned features of gender in language.

A corollary of the theory that no language lacks the feature of gender is that it may be
possible to roughly quantify the embeddedness of gender crosslinguistically. This task,
however, faces several challenges, as not all grammars are easily comparable. A grammar'’s
basic configuration is governed by the broad morphological type of the language in question
as either analytic, meaning that it lacks inflectional processes and grammatical relations are
expressed by the syntactic position of separate words, or synthetic, meaning that single
words can express grammatical relations through processes of affixing or fusing
morphemes to a root. These types of languages may feature very different grammatical
categories, and in the case of analytic languages, the same words may perform a variety of
different grammatical functions. For this reason, this dissertation does not seek to perform
complicated mathematics with the goal of calculating how gendered a given language is,
especially because this is dependent upon how we use language, but rather it offers a series
of generalizations. For instance, a masculine-feminine language like Spanish in which

multiple grammatical categories must share the value of gender by being repeatedly marked
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with overt or covert gender morphology implies that gender is much more presentin
Spanish than it is in English, wherein features of gender are contained to fewer grammatical
categories. A humanistic reading of this linguistic conjecture would be that self-expression
for gender-nonconforming speakers of Spanish is much more challenging than it is in
English. In order to aid in the process of drawing generalizations, points along the scale of
embeddedness total four in number—'genderless’, ‘'unembedded’, 'embedded’, and 'highly
embedded’'—and are not attached to a numeric value. This allows for a study which is as
typologically sensitive as possible. To this same end, other measures have been put in place,
for instance by drawing a distinction between content and system morphemes. Whereas
content morphemes ""convey the core semantic/pragmatic content of language” and may
themselves be morphologically uncomplex lexical items (e.g. boy, girl), system morphemes
are productive, functional forms (e.g. hostess, waitress), and evidence a degree of
grammatical embeddedness (Myers-Scotton & Jake, 2000, p. 1054).

The crux of the humanistic theory of gender in language presented in this
dissertation is the role of people and their identities. Whereas the traditional
conceptualization of gender agreement is described in language-internal terms, whereby
agreement is achieved by matching the gender values of different building blocks of
language to the gender value of a noun (theorized to be the originator of the property of
gender), this dissertation considers the personal referent to be the originator of the property
of gender which is then reflected linguistically, often against a constrained set of
prescriptive values indicative of legacies of cisheterosexuality and colonialism. By
delimiting the definition of gender in language to the domain of personal reference, the
prescriptive mechanism that operates in language may be captured (i.e. agreement is made
with some quality of the referent, not simply with a noun), and the expanding tension
between nonbinary gender identities and prescriptive, mostly binary forms of language may
be theorized (i.e. agreement is made with the set of linguistic forms desired by the referent).
Relatedly, it enables us to deal with the reality of misgendering and assert the right of
language users to self-determine the representation of their gender identity with linguistic
resources, even if non-prescriptive, as they see fit.

The idea that people self-determine the representation of their own gender identity
in language, and that they may do so in every language, provides us with a paradox: if

perhaps every language has some feature(s) of gender, then perhaps all languages also
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exhibit gender agreement in some meaningful way. Given that agreement is the defining
criterion for agreement-based systems of nominal classification, this conjecture implies
that every language might have such a system. This is not true, but when gender agreement
is alternatively defined as the mechanism by which we match normatively gendered
linguistic forms to some quality of the referent, we observe that perhaps every language
participates in this process. Therefore, this dissertation posits that perhaps every language
has at least a pseudo-system of gender agreement (as defined herein) whereby despite the
morphological type of the language in question, we can observe sites where linguistic forms
change depending on the referent’s gender or their own intended self-expression of their
gender, including by using gender-neutral forms. Framing gender agreement as an agentive
process whose target is the desire of the referent allows us to separate the many flattened
layers of this mechanism. On the one hand, its historical realization as a mostly invisible,
unconscious process based on a snap judgment of the sex and/or gender of our
interlocutors may be interrogated, and on the other hand, we can maintain separate the
concepts of gender identity and linguistic gender self-representation, disabusing us of the
notion that one necessarily equals the other while still positing some sort of important

relationship between the two.

3.1 A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language

Following from the definition of the complex human quality of gender established in

Chapter 1, whereby:

"Gender is a complex form of human self-expression, a manner of self-positionality
in society, and the social construction of the nexus of concepts including 'biological
sex’, sex assigned at birth, gender roles, sexuality, and cisheteronormativity that
originates in the psyche and is expressed through the body, among other sites, and is
reinforced in language. It is not limited to a binary understanding and may change

many times over the course of a lifespan.” (p. 13)

the concept of linguistic gender (termed here gender in language), may be defined as the
appearance of normatively gender-specific meanings and embedded grammatical

distinctions based on the complex human quality of gender. As opposed to an
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understanding of linguistic gender as agreement-based systems of nominal classification,
this alternate definition reassigns the concept to the domain of personal reference, or
wherever people are directly invoked in language. Linguistically, gender appears as a
semantic, pragmatic, and/or formal distinction made to differentiate human referents along
the basis of gender. Prescriptive gender values in language are largely based on global
legacies of cisheteropatriarchy, and throughout time, both extant and innovative linguistic
resources have been used to expand the capacity for gender self-representation in language

for people of all genders.

The humanistic theory of gender in language includes the following disprovable tenets:

A. There does not exist a truly "genderless” language, per the above definition. Insofar
as any given language has the capacity to express the concept of gender with words,
every language contains some meaningful distinction based on gender. This is most
often revealed in the set of gender-specific personhood (e.g. man, woman, boy, girl)

and kinship terms (e.g. father, mother, brother, sister) in a given language.

B. Gender-specific meanings may be embedded in language to varying degrees which
correlate with different linguistic features. The most basic and frequent
crosslinguistic realization of gender in language is in the semantics and pragmatics
of unembedded, gender-specific lexical entries. Embedded expressions of linguistic
gender are primarily morphemic and can be found in discrete grammatical categories
(e.g. personal pronouns). The most highly embedded form of gender in language
known by this dissertation is morphosyntactic, namely masculine-feminine
agreement-based systems of nominal classification that transfer the feature of

gender onto several other grammatical categories.

r. Human gender identities and linguistic gender values have historically shared a
mutually co-constructive relationship, producing the two linguistic gender values
most often found crosslinguistically—masculine and feminine—that are based on the
European, binary model of gender. These values may be ranked in terms of
markedness: in most languages of the world, the masculine linguistic gender is

historically considered unmarked and used generically, often subsuming human
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referents of other genders. The feminine gender is usually marked, as evidenced by
the use of masculine generics to invisibilize women and the ongoing process of
linguistic feminization, which produces feminine forms of words, like occupational
terms, that did not exist prescriptively before. In the present day, gender identity is
maintained separate from linguistic gender self-expression, however language
operates on a mostly binary set of gender values that are historically produced.
Because of this, one should not assume a person’s gender identity based on the
forms of gender in language they adopt, especially because prescriptive linguistic
gender values are much less numerous than human gender identities. When
masculine and feminine linguistic forms are deemed inadequate for linguistic gender
self-expression, gender-neutral forms, which exist to varying degrees, may be
employed, or innovative (invented) forms may be developed. These linguistic gender
values are likely to be the most marked, especially if these forms and usages are

considered “new" and lack institutional legitimacy.

A. For every language that exhibits some feature of gender, the choice of which
normatively gender-specific form to employ is based on the referent in question,
whether that be the judgment of the speaker about how to represent the referent’s
gender linguistically based on known or perceived information, or the desire of the
referent to adopt and be addressed with a certain set of linguistic forms. This
concept of gender agreement that focuses on adequate linguistic gender self-
expression describes people as the originator of the property of gender that is then
expressed (or not) with linguistic resources. Successful gender agreement matches
gender-specific or gender-neutral linguistic forms to the desire of the referent to be

addressed with those forms.

E. The availability of adequate forms of linguistic gender self-expression is a basic
human right that must be defended. The people who need these forms of self-
expression most will create and employ them, but since language and grammar are
social phenomena, their acceptance is dependent upon conferrences of societal and/
or institutional legitimacy. While it is true that gender affirmation with language is
important for all people, those with non-normative gender identities are

disproportionately affected by a perceived lack of adequate forms of linguistic
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gender self-expression and must confront the psychologically and materially violent
process of misgendering (when one's use of gender in language does not match the
desire of the referent). Language is in a constant state of change and all forms of

linguistic gender self-expression, whether prescriptive or non-prescriptive, are valid.

3.2 About the Typology

The corpus of data found in this dissertation includes a representative sample of
typologically and geographically distant languages. Linguistic diversity is intended to be
captured in other ways, for instance by the inclusion of some of the world’s largest and
smallest languages, languages in different states of vitality, languages which have changed
dramatically over time as a result of colonization and globalization, and signed languages
are also considered (e.g. American Sign Language). It is by no means an exhaustive survey,
but instead designed to illustrate the known features of gender in language using a highly
diversified sample.

Where possible, linguistic data comes from a variety of prescriptive language
documents (e.g. grammars, dictionaries, language manuals) published by universities, large
publishing houses, and language academies. These governmental and non-governmental
bodies (among other institutions) participate in the standardization of language and confer
the highest possible degree of institutional legitimacy onto the linguistic forms they
document. That this data comes from sources that are considered official or national allows
us to investigate language as a category of hegemonic power and make sociological
arguments about the relationship between language and interrelated systems of power such
as colonialism, sexism, and transphobia. For languages which are less well-documented, the
highest quality information has been sought, for instance dissertations producing
grammars resulting from fieldwork and/or archival research, or scholarly articles that
compile comparative information on understudied language families. All of these sources
will be supplemented with different empirical and community-based publications focused
on the concept of gender-inclusive language in Chapter 4 to explore the many ways that the
prescriptive constraints of language have been reimagined to include people of other
gender identities and to create more room for gender-neutrality.

This remainder of this chapter, however, reports the features of gender in language
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according to their prescriptive, traditional, and normative values in order to provide a
starting point that outlines the constraints of standard language that exist currently. Those
values come down to three: masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral. As per the theory
above, when gendered meanings and distinctions appear in language, it is almost always
normative binary gender that is distinguished. Gender-neutral options exist prescriptively to
varying degrees, but as revealed in this chapter, the availability of extant gender-neutral
forms decreases with higher and higher degrees of gender embeddedness. The descriptors
prescriptive, traditional, and normative are helpful in describing masculine and feminine
linguistic values as a product of shared global histories and forms of power. The term
prescriptive refers to the institutional standardization of language; a sample referent is any
source that compiles "correct” linguistic forms and usages or prescribes a set of rules about
how a given language is to be used. When this dissertation makes a distinction between
prescriptive and non-prescriptive forms, this refers to the fact of certain linguistic forms
being legitimated by and included in documents produced by institutions of prescriptive
language, and other forms being denied this institutional legitimacy, either because the
form is extant but used in an innovative way (e.g. the -e morpheme in Spanish; amigue
'friend’) or because the form itself is innovative (e.g. the -x morpheme in Spanish; English
neopronouns), contributing to their markedness in society. The term traditional refers to the
historical production of standard language and the outdated model of binary gender that
has been reinforced by and embedded in language to varying degrees over the course of
several centuries. Finally, the term normative allows us to contrast the worlds of
cisheteronormativity and queerness/genderqueerness. Although queerness has always
existed throughout history, this dissertation considers standard language to be a largely
cisheteronormative object. In domain of personal reference, masculine and feminine
linguistic values have historically shared as referents the cisheteronormative male and
female, respectively. Contrasting normative and non-normative subjects and usages of
language allows us to define cisheteronormativity as the overall crosslinguistic default and
any challenge to that system as a form of queer and genderqueer resistance. For this
reason, the qualifiers "normatively masculine" and “normatively feminine'" are employed
throughout this dissertation to repeatedly invoke a broader understanding of gender laid

against a backdrop of traditional binary thought.
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Figure 3.2 Values of gender in featural typology

(normatively) (normatively) (gender-)
MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL

Figures included in this typology thus organize linguistic forms into three categories
entitled masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral (not to be confused with neuter), except for
cases in which figures are intended to describe a given language in terms of its extant
nominal class values (see Figure 3.2). In the final chapter of this dissertation, different
gender-inclusive forms (which may or may not overlap with extant gender-neutral forms)
will be considered and will often demand a reconceptualization of these categories on a
language-by-language basis. The labels masculine, feminine, and neutral, which refer to the
complex human quality of gender, may be totally irrelevant to the grammatical system of the
language in question; for instance, the Greek neuter noun (to) ayopt ‘(the) boy' is classified
here as masculine because of its gender-specific meaning referring to a normative male
child. Linguistic forms documented include those which bear gender-specific meanings or
distinctions on their own (e.g. nouns, personal pronouns) or which are used in gender-
specific personal reference because they are agreement targets (e.g. articles, prepositions).
Items in the same row have no distinction in meaning other than the reference of normative
gender, unless otherwise noted. Using this logic, the figures presented in this dissertation
reorganize prescriptive grammars that describe linguistic forms according to their values
within systems of agreement-based nominal classification and transform them into a matrix
based on normative gender values. Figure 3.2.1 illustrates this process by comparing the

formal gender values of nouns in Modern Greek to their semantics.
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Figure 3.2.1 Transformation of grammar based on nominal class

values into grammar of normative gender values (Greek)

Nominal Class Value

MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTER
adepdog yuvaika ayopt
'brother’ 'woman’ 'boy’

Beiog adespodn Kopitol
‘uncle’ 'sister’ ‘girl’
avtpag Bela Tadt
‘man’ ‘aunt’ ‘child’
AvBpwTtog adepdL
‘person, human’ 'sibling’

Normative Gender Value

MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL

adepdog adspon adepodL
'brother’ 'sister’ 'sibling’
Belog Bela
‘uncle’ ‘aunt’

avtpag yuvaika (o) AvBpwTOg
'man’ ‘woman’ 'person, human'’

(to) ayopt (to) Kopltal (to) Ttatdt
'boy’ ‘girl’ ‘child’

For languages without such a system, forms used in personal reference are isolated and

described according to their normative gender values. Figure 3.2.2 illustrates this process

for English.

Figure 3.2.2 Creation of grammar of normative gender values (English)

lady husband
man
b woman
oy girl
spouse
wife baby
person
child gentleman

MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL

man woman person
boy girl child

husband wife spouse

gentleman lady —

— — baby
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Throughout the typology, a series of analyses will be performed that compare the
embeddedness of gender in different languages with the goal of creating a preliminary

picture of the crosslinguistic scale of gender in language.
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Figure 3.2.3 Typology of the features of gender in language

LEXICAL

housewife. NOUN.
‘haus- wif  plural
housewives. 1 : a married
woman in charge of a

household

PRONOMINAL
ENGLISH ITALIAN
(he/him) (lui, -0)
(she/her) (lei, -a)
(they/them) (loi, -9)
(ze/zir) (Isi, -9)
(he/they) (lui/1ai)
(any pronouns) (qualunque)

ORTHOGRAPHIC

EGYPTIAN HIEROGLYPHS

iU

CHINESE

Al & B

M.] [F.]

AFFIXAL

SPANISH
latino amigo
latina amiga
latino/a amigo, -a
latin@ amig@
latinx amigx
latine amigue

PARTICLE

STANDARD JAPANESE

T € T bHbh bk
ENE ANOLANOERORY 02>

THAI
ASHN Az Az 8 gz Iz 2T
AsU T2 3¢ Iz 8He By 1

MORPHOSYNTACTIC

GREEK

CLASSIFIER
JACALTEC
cumam cumi? —_
— — ya?
naj ix —

najni?an ix ni?an —
ho? xo? —
ho?ni?an xo? ni?an —

— — unin

SIGN

AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE

'father’

O AAEEaVEpOC elvol MOULSLATPLKOC VOGOKOHOG IOV SOVAEVEL O VX VOGOKONELD

otn Beveloveda. Avtog eival €vag moAy afLoceBaoTtoC cuvadepPog Kol €vag

eEaPETIKOC PpovTLoTNC TwV acBevwdv Tov. MOALG amodoitnoe e To mTvyio

LXTPLKNG TOV TIPLV EEKLVTOEL QLLTH) T SOVAELA.
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3.3 Lexicosemantic Gender and the Myth of the "Genderless”" Language

As described in Section 2.1.1, the term ""genderless” is commonly used to describe
languages which lack an agreement-based system of nominal classification. Consequently,
the use of the term invokes the idea that no features of gender are found in those languages.
Four common referents of the term “genderless language” are English, Hungarian, Farsi, and
Vietnamese. While indeed none of these languages feature an agreement-based system of
nominal classification, at minimum, all of them contain the feature of lexicosemantic
gender, wherein normatively gender-specific meanings are found in the semantics of
different words in a given language, especially nouns. A diagnostic that may be used to
detect the feature of lexicosemantic gender is termed here the simple gender test. The goal
of the test is to locate sets of basic, frequent, gender-paired terms of personal reference in a
given language using another language or a set of basic concepts as a point of comparison.
Crosslinguistically, gender-specific lexical items are frequently found in the following sets

of nouns with personal reference, among others:

e Basic personhood terms (e.g. man, woman), which may also encode other
distinctions like age (e.g. boy, girl), formality and/or social status (e.g. gentleman,

lady), etc.;

e Kinship terms (e.g. mother, father), which describe relationships between people and
in some languages may have the effect of encoding gender information about all
parties involved in the relation, as well as other distinctions, like generation (e.g.
grandmother, granddaughter), marital status (e.g. husband, wife), relation through

marriage (e.g. brother-in-law, sister-in-law), paternality/maternality, etc.;

e Occupational terms (e.g. actor, actress), which are the focus of linguistic
feminization in many languages, including titles for royalty (e.g. king, queen) and

governmental and military ranks.

To illustrate the simple gender test, Figure 3.3 displays an abbreviated matrix of
kinship terms in English. As can be seen in the figure, a small sample based only on the
distinctions of gender and generation reveals a few lexical gaps, namely for the pairs uncle/

aunt and nephew/niece, for which there exist no prescriptive gender-neutral forms. Because
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of this, a dash indicating the
prescriptive nonexistence of a certain
formis placed in the cell, and we might
expect those sites to become the
targets of gender-inclusive innovation.
Besides exposing lexical gaps within a
single language, the utility of the
simple gender test is its ability to use
one language to analyze another for
basic, gender-specific terms of
personal reference. To take the
example of the three other
"genderless"” languages listed above,
each deviate from the forms of
expression of kinship relations in
English in different ways, sometimes in
ways that make it impossible to
provide adequate translational
equivalents.

In Hungarian (see Figure 3.3.1),
we see similar lexical gaps as in
English, namely for the pairs nagybacsi
‘uncle’ and nagynéni 'aunt’ as well as
unokadccs ‘nephew’ and unokahug
'niece’, for which there exist no
prescriptive gender-neutral
alternatives. One difference is that in
Hungarian, it is possible to express the
concept of an older or younger brother
or sister using additional kinship terms
that are morphologically distinct at the

root and not a result of compounding:
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Figure 3.3 Abbreviated matrix of

English kinship terms

MASCULINE
grandfather
father
uncle
brother
son
nephew

grandson

Figure 3.3.1

FEMININE

grandmother

mother
aunt
sister
daughter

niece

granddaughter

NEUTRAL

grandparent

parent

sibling

child

grandchild

Abbreviated matrix of

Hungarian kinship terms

MASCULINE

nagypapa
‘grandfather’

apa
‘father’

nagybacsi

‘uncle’

filtestvér

'brother’

baty

‘older brother’

ocs
‘younger brother’

‘son’

unokadccs

'nephew’

fidunoka

‘grandson’

FEMININE

nagyanya
‘grandmother’

anya
‘mother’

nagynéni

‘aunt’

lanytestvér
'sister’
névér
‘older sister’
hug
'younger sister’
lany
‘daughter’
unokahtg

niece’

lanyunoka
‘granddaughter’

NEUTRAL

nagyszUlé
‘grandparent’

szulé

'parent’

testvér
'sibling’

gyerek
‘child’

unoka
‘grandchild’
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baty 'older brother’, névér 'older sister’, cs ‘'younger brother’, and hig ‘older sister’. These

terms are used largely to the exclusion of the items filtestvér '‘brother’ and lanytestvér

'sister’. Overall, while Hungarian features a similar amount of gender-neutral basic kinship

terms as English, it seems to contain more kinship terms that are distinguished by

normative gendered reference, disqualifying it as a "genderless” language.

Figure 3.3.2 Abbreviated matrix of

Farsi (Persian) kinship terms

MASCULINE

So5%
‘grandfather’
o
‘father’

Sac
‘paternal uncle’

@2l
‘maternal uncle’

BELY
'brother’

'son’

‘nephew’

‘grandson’

FEMININE

Somole
‘grandmother’
X1
‘mother’
dac
‘paternal aunt’
dia
'maternal aunt’
SAlsa
'sister’

BYEw|
‘daughter’

'niece’

‘granddaughter’

NEUTRAL

‘grandparent’

'parent’

Lipa
'sibling’
iy 56
‘child’
sulyyaly
'brother’s child’
salyyaled
'sister’s child’
858
‘grandchild’

In Farsi (Persian), we find other
deviations from the English-language
model (see Figure 3.3.2). In some parts
of the kinship terminology paradigm,
Farsi is more rigidly gendered; for
instance, there exist no translational
equivalents for the gender-neutral
concepts of a grandparent or parent,
only the gender-distinguished pairs
S5, 'grandfather’ and &5 50k
‘grandmother’ as well as 4, 'father’ and
ke 'mother’. The concepts of an uncle or
aunt must be double-gender-marked in
Farsi, encoding a distinction of
normative gender both for the relative
themself as well as their positioning in
the patrilineal or matrilineal line,
producing four terms instead of two: sec
'paternal uncle’, «.c ‘paternal aunt’, xls
'maternal uncle' and 4l 'maternal aunt’.
For the concepts nephew and niece, we

find just two terms whose description of

the referent is gender-neutral, but which simultaneously encode a reference of normative

gender for the parent of that child: sal;,4l,: 'brother’s child' and sal;alsa 'sister’s child’.

Finally, there are no gender-distinguished forms akin to grandson and granddaughter in

English, only the gender-neutral term a4 ‘grandchild’.

Kinship terms in Vietnamese are similarly distinct from those of English (see Figure
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Figure 3.3.3 Abbreviated matrix of Vietnamese kinship terms

MASCULINE

ong
'‘grandfather’

b6, cha, ba
'father’

‘father’s older brother’

cau
'mother’s older brother’

'parent’s older brother’

chua
‘father’s younger brother’

cau
'mother’s younger brother’

'parent’s younger brother’

‘brother’

anh
‘older brother’

‘younger brother’

'son’

'nephew’

'grandson’

FEMININE

ba

'grandmother’

me, ma
‘mother’
co, 0
‘father’s older sister’
di
'mother’s older sister’

'parent’s older sister’

co

‘father’s younger sister’
di

'mother’s younger sister’

‘parent’s younger sister’

'sister’

chi

‘older sister’

'younger sister’

‘daughter’

'niece’

‘granddaughter’

NEUTRAL

‘grandparent’

'parent’

‘father’s older sibling’

'mother’s older sibling’
bac
'parent’s older sibling’

‘father’s younger sibling’

'mother’s younger sibling’

'parent’s younger sibling’

'sibling’

‘older sibling’

em
‘younger sibling’

con
‘child’

chau

chau
‘grandchild’
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3.3.3). Forinstance, there are no translational equivalents for the the general concepts of a
brother, sister, or sibling. If the sibling is older, forms are forcibly gender-distinguished (anh
‘older brother’ and chj 'older sister’) but if the sibling is younger, only one gender-neutral

term is prescriptively available: em 'younger sibling’. This distinction of relative age carries
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through to the concepts of uncle and aunt, which are triple-marked, twice for gender and
once for relative age, producing eighteen possible forms for which eight exist prescriptively.
If the parent’s sibling is older than the parent in question, a gender-neutral term is
prescriptively available: bac ‘parent’s older sibling'. If the parent’s sibling is younger,
however, prescriptively-available forms of expression are forcibly double-gender marked:
chu 'father’s younger brother’, cé ‘father’s younger sister’, cdu 'mother’s younger brother’,
and di ‘mother’s younger sister'. While the forms em, con, and chau are themselves gender-
neutral, a mark of gender may still be applied, as in con trai 'son’ and con gai ‘daughter’.

In this way, by using just a small number of English words, the simple gender test
reveals that like English, each of the above “genderless” languages minimally contain the
feature of lexicosemantic gender. Crucially, the normative gender-specific value of these
lexical items is due only to their socially-constructed meanings as opposed to some sort of
formal (morphological and/or phonological) mark of normative masculine or feminine
gender. For this reason, most gender-paired lexical items that are distinguished
lexicosemantically differ at the root. In languages with morphemic expressions of gender, it
is possible to find gender-paired lexical items with different roots whose distinction of
normative gender value is reinforced formally, for instance in the Spanish pair yerno 'son-in-
law’ and nuera 'daughter-in-law’, which feature canonical -o/-a masculine-feminine
morphology, although in languages with inflectional gender morphology, it is more usual
that gender-paired items share the same root. Morphological gender itself falls outside of
the definition of lexicosemantic gender as the most basic feature of gender in language,
however, because it is embedded, as evidenced by its systematicity and productivity in
different parts of the grammar.

The simple gender test includes a crucial caveat: kinship terms and other basic terms
of personal reference may differ greatly from one language to another, and not every society
shares the same kinship structure and/or conceptualizations of personhood (Lévi-Strauss,
1971). For this reason, translational equivalencies should be monitored closely, especially as
they may not be available from one language to another. This lesson is repeatedly invoked in
comparisons between Indigenous and imperial languages. In translation, the use of
European languages to attempt to understand aspects of colonized societies involves the
installation of a binary logic that reinforces the idea of cisheteropatriarchy and the Western

construction of the nuclear family unit. The decolonial feminist philosopher Maria Lugones



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language Papadopoulos 72

(2020) gives the example of the Aymara word warmi, usually glossed as mujer in Spanish or
‘'woman’ in English. She writes that the true meaning of warmi "is decidedly not woman" as
the organization of Aymara communities is based on cosmological and not biological terms
(Lugones, 2020, p. 42). Her argument is not just that the words themselves are not
equivalent; she contends that the two sets of identities are produced in totally distinct
power structures and cannot be understood within the confines of the Western
epistemological tradition.

Scholarly research produced in the Western university claims that male and female
are the basic gender categories in Aymara society and that chachawarmi (glossed as ‘'man-
woman') is the cultural concept representing the ideal balance between the “two genders,”
which is said to structure households in Aymara culture (e.g. Mitchell, 2003, p. 275). Many
sources uncritically use Western gender categories to gloss basic Aymara personhood
terms, as in yuqalla *'boy' and imilla *'girl'. While both Indigenous and non-Indigenous
authors claim that gender (or something meant by the term gender in English) is indeed a
fundamental organizing principle of Aymara society (Rivera Cusicanqui, 2004), other
distinctions not found in the Western gender system also define Aymara personhood
categories. When translated using Western terms, many aspects of the meaning of the
Aymara words are lost. In Aymara, personhood terms are distinguished according to Andean
beliefs about personhood and the cycle of life, which are related to broader cosmologies
distinct from those that produced the Western categories. Carrasco Gutiérrez & Gavilan
Vega (2014) provide an analysis of basic Aymara personhood terms that relates them to a
binary division of “sex,” but that distinguishes them further based on other meaningful
distinctions, including stage of life (pre-birth, alive, deceased), linear age, and reproductive
capacity (see Figure 3.3.4). It is worth noting that Aymara personhood terms do not
distinguish what the authors call “sex" in prenatal or early stages of life, nor after death. In
combination, these dimensions produce more basic personhood terms than are found in
Western languages. Glossing them using basic European personhood terms betrays the true
meaning of the Indigenous terms and provides an inadequate framework of knowledge with
which to attempt to understand them.

Furthermore, what are understood as the most basic gender categories in Aymara,
chacha and warmi, are defined by the locally-specific practice of jagichasifna (glossed as

'marriage’), which defines personhood in Aymara culture, yet the definition cannot be



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language Papadopoulos 73

Figure 3.3.4 Basic personhood terms in Aymara

MASCULINE FEMININE STAGE

Fetal

sullu From gestation until before birth.

asu wawa First six months (sometimes until less months).

Between six months and when they lower from the mother’s

wawa shoulder and begin to walk.
wawa yugalla wawa imilla From when they begin to walk until 3 or 4 years.
jisk'a jisk'a
yuqualla imilla Between 4 and 14 years (the age limits can vary).
jach'a jach'a
. Preadolescence, between 11 and 14 years (only in some high
majta maldaya .
plain sectors).
Adolescence, approximately after 14 years until the moment of
wayna tawaqu .
marrying.
chacha warmi Adult. After marrying.

- takya (or mama) Adult, now in reproductive stage.

jach'a awki jach'a tayka
jach'a tata jach'a mama Elders. About 50 years old. Non-reproducing woman.
achachi apachi
Jiwata Individual after death.
amaya

Source: Adapted and translated from Carrasco Gutiérrez & Gavilan Vega, 2014, p. 172

restricted to just people (Medrano Valdez, 2019, p. 107). The Andean notion of chachawarmi
describes a balance that includes not only human beings, but also nature and the entire
universe (Burman, 2011), so in this way it cannot be defined by basic Western terms, which
are restricted in meaning to the distinct beliefs about personhood that produced them. For
this reason, describing chachawarmi as the Andean notion of gender is insufficient, as the

traditional Western understanding of gender is restricted to the realm of the human, and it
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also ignores distinctions that define personhood in local context, like jagichasifa.
Chachawarmi is said to describe a relationality, complementarity, reciprocity, and duality
(among other terms) that does not subscribe to the binary logic implied by the Western
gender system (Layme Pairumani, 2016; Medrano Valdez, 2019).

With this caveat in mind (and recalling that gender is always a locally-specific
sociological category), lexicosemantic gender is assumed to be crosslinguistically universal,
as words can be found in presumably every language that encode meanings based on local
conceptualizations of human gender. This finding offers us the tenet of the present theory
that states that no language is genderless (as would be implied by current definitions of
linguistic gender). Instead, in basic sets of terms describing personhood, kinship, and
occupations (among other things), lexical gender items with normatively gendered

meanings may be found.

3.4 Embedded Features of Gender in Language

Whereas the only unembedded (and presumed to be crosslinguistically universal)
feature of gender in language posited by this dissertation is lexical gender, embedded
features of gender are not found in every language, and their distribution is highly
dependent on the type, modality, and other unique characteristics of the language in
guestion. As implied by the title “embedded,” these features comprise the grammatical
structure of the language in some way, for instance by forming distinctions for normative
gender in traditionally "closed” grammatical categories, as in the case of pronominal
gender, or by being an exponent of gender inflection, including cases of affixation.
Pronominal gender is treated separately here because of its unique status as an embedded
and highly frequent feature that may or may not rely on morphemic distinctions (e.g. er/sie
in German v. ele/ela in Portuguese). All other features presented in this section (affixal,
classifier, orthographic, particle, and sign) are manifestly morphemic. While affixation is the
most common inflectional process found crosslinguistically, and this appears to hold true
for the features of gender identified by this dissertation (Brown, 2010, p. 492), this result is
mostly local to synthetic (agglutinative and fusional) languages. We must also take into
consideration the two extremes of morphological typology which are excluded from this

discussion. Polysynthetic languages are the most morphologically dense as they permit the
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composition of words through long stretches of concatenating morphemes, yet because the
loci of these morphemes are usually verbal forms, and because polysynthetic languages
usually lack agreement-based systems from which gender morphemes might originate, they
are not presumed to be the focus of this study, though examples may exist (Fortescue,
2016). Affixation is not present at all in purely isolating languages which rely on syntax to
establish grammatical relations, yet a look at isolating languages allows us to expand our
conceptualization of embedded features of gender to classifiers, which function as a non-
agreement-based system of nominal classification relevant to the syntax and may rarely
select for normative gender in some languages. Beyond morphological typology, other
unigue characteristics may allude to more features not commonly recognized; for instance,
Japanese and Thai exhibit a more nebulous feature entitled particle gender, whereby
obligatory sentence-final particles expressing social status may be wholly or partially
gender-specific, or may drastically change in meaning depending on the identity of the
speaker. The scripts employed by different world languages also play a role. Logosyllabic
writing systems which are capable of embedding morphological information lead to the
discovery of orthographic gender, whereby normatively gender-specific meanings may be
encoded in graphemes comprising characters or words in languages like Mandarin Chinese.
Finally, turning our focus to languages of other modalities besides speech allow us to
conceptually expand our idea of gender inflection, as in the case of sign gender, where
changes in the spatial position of signs or variations of the same hand shape may be used to
encode normative gender distinctions in signed languages.

What distinguishes unembedded and embedded features of gender is the concept of
word formation. Some words like boy and girl are themselves morphologically uncomplex
lexemes, which are essentially the functional or meaning-bearing components of associated
forms to which different morphemes are added, as in the case of boy = boys and girl = girls
(Stump, 2001, p. 13). We have now isolated -s as a suffix indicating plurality, therefore
separating this system morpheme from meaning-bearing content morphemes, since -s does
not bear lexical meaning. Inflection is defined as the process by which some kind of
linguistic value or morphosyntactic property is expressed (Spencer, 2016, p. 30), as in this
case of an affix combining with a base. The forms girl and girls, for example, are not two
different words, but rather two different inflectional forms of the same word, the former

inflected for singular grammatical number and the latter for plural grammatical number. In
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lieu of creating new words, inflectional processes create inflectional paradigms of related
forms for a single word within a single grammatical category (Spencer, 2016, p. 27). The
content morphemes boy and girl share categorization as free content morphemes (as
opposed to bound content morphemes like rasp- as in raspberry), morphologically
uncomplex words, and lexemes. For this reason, this dissertation subsumes free content
morphemes (which are recognized as words) under its definition of /exical gender. An
example of a word formation process that is not inflectional is compounding, which is
defined as the combination of separate lexemes to create new lexemes (which could also be
words) with meanings related or unrelated to their component parts (Spencer, 2016, p. 28).
For instance, cowboy and cowgirl are different words than cow, boy, and girl, and this is
evident in the distinct meanings of the compounds. This distinction between words and
inflectional forms of the same word is what motivates the categories entitled unembedded
and embedded features of gender in language, the latter of which are described in the

following sections.

3.41 Affixal Gender

Affixation is just one method of gender inflection, but it is presumed to be the most
crosslinguistically prevalent of all, especially suffixation (Brown, 2010, p. 488; van Goethem,
2020, p. 1), and it provides some of the most emblematic examples of morphological gender
in language, including the canonical -o/-a gender inflection found in Spanish and
Portuguese. The general term affixation betrays a number of linguistic devices which are
used to perform morphological inflection, such as prefixes, suffixes, infixes, and
circumfixes, though inflection can also be effectuated using other processes, like
reduplication, ablaut, consonant gradations, the modification or stress or tone, or
subtraction (Spencer, 2001; Stump, 2001). Yet for only one of these above phenomena do we
have abundant evidence of inflection for normative gender. The suffixal morphology found
in Indo-European and many other languages is apparently the strongest evidence of
affixation marking normatively gendered distinctions, as canonical morphemes are
intrinsically linked to masculine-feminine agreement-based systems, which inflect many
words used in personal reference (e.g. filho 'son’ and filha 'daughter’ in Portuguese). For

this reason, suffixation is the focus of this section, as we lack strong evidence for normative
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masculine and feminine gender marking in prefixation and the other possible types of
inflection listed above. For instance, prefixal morphology is found in Swahili and is a
characteristic trait of Bantu languages, but nominal classes in Bantu do not distinguish
binary gender, and thus this type of "gender” inflection does not meet the more humanistic
definition of gender set forth in this dissertation. There is evidence of infixal gender
inflection in the form of ablaut in Marind, an endangered Papuan language of Indonesia (e.g.
anem 'man’, anum ‘woman’; Olsson, 2018, p. 125-127), and a case where gender is
distinguished phonologically in the suprasegmental feature of lexical stress in Afar, a
language of Djibouti and Ethiopia (e.g. baxa ‘son’, baxa ‘daughter’; Corbett, 1991, p. 51-52;
Hayward, 2001, p. 626).

As alluded to previously, morphological gender inflection is a logical consequence of
agreement-based systems of nominal classification, wherein all agreement targets of a
given noun must be inflected for the nominal class value of that noun. This results in the
mark of gender repeating itself, often many times in a single clause. Yet gender marking via
affixation is found in typologically distinct languages, and thus not having a formal system
of nominal classification does not disqualify the possibility of locating gender morphology
within those languages. In some cases, traces of gender morphology remain in languages
that are descended from, that have lost, or are otherwise influenced by agreement-based
systems of nominal classification. This is especially true in instances of European
colonialism, wherein Indigenous and imperial languages are in situations of heavy language
contact, and we routinely observe cases in which Indigenous languages inherit gender
morphology or are otherwise influenced by the binary bias of imperial languages.

Figure 3.4.1 displays four examples of canonical gender inflection in Portuguese,
Italian, Greek, and Ukrainian. Among these examples, Portuguese is the least
morphologically complex, as nouns are not inflected for case and pluralization is realized by
a separate suffix, akin to the process of pluralizing English nouns. Italian, on the other hand,
illustrates the difference between fusional and non-fusional morphology. Fusional
morphology is defined as the ability for a language to encode multiple grammatical features
in single affixes, and is distinct from agglutinative morphology, in which there is a one-to-
one correspondence between morphemes and inflectional values, as well as a linear order to
their attachment to noun forms (Bybee, 1985, p. 45). Typologically speaking, both

Portuguese and Italian are defined as fusional languages (as opposed to agglutinative
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Figure 3.4.1 Affixal inflection for normative gender
Portuguese Italian
MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE
dancarino dancarina bambino bambina
'dancer’ 'dancer’ 'boy, child’ 'girl’
bambini bambine
'boys, children’ 'girls’
Greek
MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTER MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTER
NOM adepd0og adspdn adepdt adepool adepPeQ adepdpLa
) 'brother’ 'sister’ 'sibling’ 'brothers’ 'sisters’ 'siblings’
AcCC. adepdo adepdn adepdt adepdolC adepdpeg adepodLa
GEN. adeppol  adepdng adepodlol adepdwv  adepdwv  adepdLwv
vocC. adepdpe adspopn adepdt adeppol  adepdpeg  adEpodla
Ukrainian (inflection of npogécop 'professor’)
MASCULINE SG. FEMININE SG. MASCULINE PL. FEMININE PL.
NOM. npogeécop npogécopka npogpécopu npodecopkmu
GEN. npogécopa npopecopku npogécopis npogpécopok
DAT. npogécopy, -oBi  npodécopui npogécopam npodécopkam
ACC. npogécopa npopEécopky npogécopis npogpeécopok
INST. npodécopom npodécopkoto npodécopaMm  npodpécopkaMm
LocC. npogeécopi, -oBi npogeécopui npogpécopax npogpécopkax
voc. npogécope npogeécopko npodécopm npogécopku
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languages) because they have this ability, as can be seen in their inventories of verbal
morphology which simultaneously encode person, number, tense, aspect, and mood. Yet
though Italian nouns do not inflect for case, as is the case in Portuguese, pluralization is
handled differently: gender and number is handled by fusional morphology, where both
values are simultaneously encoded in one suffix. As a result, as opposed to an inventory of
two canonical gender morphemes, Italian contains four: -o for the masculine singular, -a for
the feminine singular, -i for the masculine plural, and -e for the feminine plural. As will be
discussed in Section 4.2.2, the fact that four of Italian’s five vowels double as gender and
number morphemes creates a challenge for achieving gender-inclusivity that has been
overcome by multiple thoughtful proposals by ltalian-speaking members and allies of the
gueer community.

The cases of Greek and Ukrainian display higher degrees of fusion in their gender
morphology. In the example of Greek, we can observe that the agreement-based system of
nominal classification interacts with both grammatical number and case. These distinct
suffixes are generally not neat sequences of individual and adjacent gender, number, and
case markers, but rather fusional morphemes that encode multiple inflectional values at
once. To isolate just one class, the feminine morphemes -n, -£¢, -ng, and wv encode
different combinations of grammatical number and case. While it is arguable that the
minimal marker of genitive case within the feminine singular is -g, this observation is not
generalizable to other parts of the paradigm, where it is clear that this is an inventory of
fusional morphemes, many of which occupy multiple cells. The same interaction of nominal
class, number, and case can be found in Ukrainian, though with many more inflectional
forms in a single nominal paradigm. While some neuter Ukrainian nouns refer to humans, as
in oMTUHYa and man4 'baby, infant’, this distribution appears more exceptional in Ukrainian
than it is in Greek, and most nouns that may be inflected either for masculine or feminine
normative gender do not have counterparts in the neuter (Pugh & Press, 1999, p. 47). For this
reason, Figure 3.4.1 displays only masculine and feminine classes for the noun npogécop
'‘professor’, but Ukrainian has many more cases than Greek, totaling seven: nominative,
genitive, dative, accusative, instrumental, locative, and vocative (Pugh & Press, 1999, p. 58).
As a result, the inflectional paradigm for a single Ukrainian noun is larger than that of a
Greek noun, and much larger than that of a Portuguese or Italian noun. As will be explored in

Chapter 4, gender-inclusive strategies must take into account the multiplication of forms
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within inflectional paradigms engendered by multiple interacting inflectional categories, yet
the unigue morphemic inventories of different languages may provide preexisting solutions,
as in the case of morphemes which are not canonically masculine or feminine exclusively

and are found on common gender nouns, like -e in Spanish and Portuguese.

Figure 3.4.1.1 Traces of morphological gender in English

MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE
heir heiress Latino Latina
bachelor bachelorette — diva
masseur masseuse fiancé fiancée
aviator aviatrix — ballerina
hero heroine alumnus alumna
comedian comedienne alumni alumnae

Beyond languages with an agreement-based system of nominal classification,
gender morphology may still be found. In addition to the unembedded feature of lexical
gender, English also contains the embedded feature of morphological gender, which is
mostly due to influence from other languages, French perhaps being the most predominant
among them (Baron, 1986). Figure 3.4.1.1 displays a number of feminizing suffixes that
produce gender-inflected forms in the language. For instance, the words diva and ballerina
are borrowed from Italian. We even find some paired morphology borrowed from other
languages, as in the case of Latino and Latina, which preserve canonical Spanish masculine
and feminine gender morphology, and the Latin noun alumnus, from which we inherit three
associated inflectional forms, all of which retain fusional Latin morphology encoding both
gender and number. There is even at least one example of a more complex etymology:
Filipino and Filipina, a Spanish imposition on the Phillipines, which Spain colonized over
more than three centuries. English therefore inherited this Spanish-originated marker of

Philippine identity via Tagalog/Filipino.
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Relatedly, colonialism has historically played a major role in the transferring of binary
gender distinctions to Indigenous languages, as well as the globalization of binary gender
ideology in general. Focusing on the spread of Spanish in Latin America, which has had a
ruinous effect on the diversity and vitality on Indigenous languages throughout the
Americas (Escobar, 2012, p. 67), European colonization has influenced the structure of
Native languages since the onset of the conquest, as exemplified by the evangelizing
missions that manipulated Indigenous languages by introducing foreign writing systems for
them (Mignolo, 1995). Overall, Indigenous languages of the Americas lack masculine-
feminine systems of agreement-based nominal classification, though they encode locally-
specific distinctions of gender in meaningful ways, including lexically. It is more rare that
they contain morphological features of gender, though multiple examples do exist, as in
some cases of classifier gender discussed in Section 3.4.3 and the case of Yucatec Maya,
which contains masculine (h-) and feminine (x-) "gender prefixes"” that commonly precede
names and different categories of nouns (Lois, 1998). A clear example of the transfer of
gendered features can be found in Nahuatl, in which the Spanish diminutive suffixes -ito
and -ita are used frequently; though Nahuatl natively has diminutive forms (-tsi, -tzin) that
do not distinguish gender, Spanish diminutives are used with names and nouns of Spanish
origin in the language, and are distinguished for normative gender just as they are in
Spanish (Chamoreau, 2012). An extreme example can be found in Tagalog. Due to the legacy
of Spanish colonialism in the Philippines, Tagalog has inherited hundreds of gendered pairs
of Spanish origin that include some of the most basic terms in the language (e.g. iho 'son’
and iha 'daughter’), including the terms of national identification filipino and filipina, and
has also inherited a system of masculine-feminine morphosyntactic agreement that has
been integrated into the native lexicon and grammatical structure of the language (Blazado
& Papadopoulos, 2025; Oficina de Educacion Iberoamericana, 1972; Schachter & Otanes,
1972, p. 197).

Suffixal masculine-feminine gender marking can thus be present in different
languages regardless of their morphological type, save for the case of purely isolating
languages, many of which employ classifier systems instead. Notwithstanding, affixal
gender is a highly frequent embedded feature of gender crosslinguistically and a logical
consequence of agreement-based systems of nominal classification, which can even

influence languages without such a system. As previously stated, this dissertation makes no
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attempt to be exhaustive, especially because the morphological complexity of the world’s
languages cannot possibly be captured here, though it is meant to be representative and to
enumerate several known types of gender in language. In all, affixal gender is an emblematic
feature of gender in language and a productive inflectional process that may be
successfully utilized to feminize and neutralize gender-specific forms for the purpose of

adequate self-identification. This topic is a focus of the following chapter.

3.4.2 Pronominal Gender

Personal pronouns are frequently gendered in many languages of the world,
regardless of their genealogy. The gendered distinctions which distinguish them are either
morphological, or else they are viewed as component members of a ‘closed’ category,
further evidencing their embeddedness in the grammar. One such crosslinguistic feature is
pronominal gender, or the appearance of normatively gendered distinctions in the paradigm
of personal pronouns in a given language. Personal pronouns are an embedded and highly
frequent grammatical category and often contain a substantive set of related forms, such as
different case forms, reflexive forms, possessive forms, etc. They are also an interesting
counterpoint to the observed tendency that embedded features of gender are at minimum
inflectional. In languages with morphological expressions of gender, it is possible to find
examples where distinctions of normative gender in personal pronominal paradigms are
based on morphological gender inflection, for instance in the Greek personal pronouns
autog ‘he’ and avtn ‘she’, which feature canonical, suffixal masculine-feminine gender
morphology. In other languages, personal pronouns may share compositional similarities,
for instance the English pronouns he and she, although taking a look at the lexicon and
grammar more broadly, we cannot make the claim that s- or he are productive; s- cannot be
said to be a feminine gender morpheme because we lack evidence of its systematicity in
distinguishing masculine-feminine paired items, and similarly, there is minimal evidence to
suggest the productivity of the root he (e.g. he-wolf, she-wolf), even within the lexicon.

As in the case of English, some distinctions of normative gender found within
personal pronominal paradigms are potentially non-reoccurring and may not even be
manifestly morphemic. Because they can lack the productive system morphology that

encodes normative gender values, pronominal gender is maintained separate from the types
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of morphological gender found in this dissertation, though it is possible for both features to
appear at once, as in the example of Greek above. Relatedly, it is difficult to order these two
categories of features. In English, although morphemic expressions of gender can be found
throughout the lexicon (e.g. actress, comedienne, majorette), they are much less frequent in
everyday use than gender-distinguished personal pronouns, which are obligatory. In
Spanish, subject pronouns are not obligatory because grammatical person and number are
marked in verbal conjugation, yet the gender morphology that permeates the language is
much more frequent than gender-distinguished pronominal forms, even if they were
obligatory, precisely because the morphological system of gender is also morphosyntactic.
In general, we can say that a language featuring both pronominal and morphological gender
has a higher degree of embeddedness than a language with just one of the two features, but
separately, the two features are hard to rank in crosslinguistic terms.

The feature of pronominal gender has been enumerated in the literature since at least
the time of Corbett's Gender (1991), in which it serves as a complication to several tenants of
the theory of agreement-based systems of nominal classification, in particular because this
theory does not consider the role of the personal referent in linguistic outcomes of “gender”
agreement. In reality, personal pronouns are the best evidence for the fact that people
themselves originate the property of gender that is reflected linguistically somehow, and
that the basic mechanism of gender in language is primarily semantic and pragmatic rather
than it is morphosyntactic, though these two concepts intersect in the reimagined concept
of gender agreement provided in this dissertation.

Above all others, pronominal gender is perhaps the most emblematic feature of
gender in language, especially in the context of gender-inclusive language reforms (the
focus of Chapter 4). Some of the earliest known anti-sexist language reforms in English
focused on the generic use of the masculine personal pronoun he to refer to people of all
genders (Bodine, 1975). As an alternative, the use of the extant gender-neutral personal
pronoun they for both singular and plural referents has been revitalized and even supported
institutionally to a high degree within the English-language context. In addition to its
prescriptive gender-neutral status, it has also been embraced as a gender-inclusive pronoun
that many nonbinary speakers have adopted because they believe it has the capacity to
represent their gender-identity specifically in addition to neutrally. The pronoun they [SG.]

as well as pronoun culture, which refers to the practice of leaving space for people to declare
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their pronouns in community settings, are now emblematic features of the gender-inclusive
English-language movement.

Locating extant gender-neutral pronouns in languages with gendered distinctions in
their personal pronominal paradigms varies per the constraints of the language in question.
For instance, several Spanish personal pronouns are distinguished by gender (e.g. él 'he’,
ella 'she’), yet partially because the language is strictly masculine-feminine, there are no
prescriptive gender-neutral alternatives. Masculine-feminine-neuter languages like German
and Greek serve as an interesting point of comparison. In many languages, neuter genders
are largely reserved for inanimate objects. This observation is more valid for German than it
is for Greek; while German contains very few terms of personal reference that are
grammatically neuter (e.g. das Mddchen 'the girl’), more basic words for people are neuter in
Greek, for instance to ayopt ‘'the boy’, To kopitaol ‘the girl’, and to dtopo ‘the person’. In both
languages, neuter pronouns are not used prescriptively to refer to people, though perhaps
because the Greek neuter gender is less strictly inanimate, some nonbinary speakers have
adopted its resources, including the pronoun autd (as compared with the pronouns autog
'he’ and autr) ‘'she’). Here it becomes clear that neuter does not equal gender-neutral. This is
also clear in the case of English with reference to the concept of animacy; the pronoun it (as
well as the German pronoun es) is not prescriptively used in personal reference because it is
strictly reserved for inanimates. By contrast, in English, the gender-neutral pronoun they
has historically occupied both singular and plural as well as animate and inanimate
positions.

Figure 3.4.2 displays the canonical, third-person singular personal pronouns found in
the top twenty most-spoken languages of the world, according to Ethnologue (Eberhard et
al., 2025). Crosslinguistically, personal pronouns reveal a tendency to exhibit the feature of
gender most frequently in the third person, yet it must be stated that languages with
pronominal gender can exhibit distinctions in particular grammatical persons, numbers, and
cases, etc., including in combination. From this sample, we may observe two general
tendencies. Firstly, it appears more likely than not for a given language to have the feature of
pronominal gender in some part of their pronominal paradigms. Of the twenty languages
included in the figure, only five lack the feature of pronominal gender, meaning that gender

distinctions are found nowhere in the personal pronominal paradigm. Those languages
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Figure 3.4.2 Third-person singular personal pronouns in the

top twenty most spoken languages of the world

RANK LANGUAGE MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL
1 English he she they
2 Mandarin Chinese* ftt 4t —

3 Hindi — — g8 /I8
4 Spanish él ella —

5 Modern Standard Arabic Y- - —

6 French il elle —

7 Bengali — = qQ/3/ T
8 Portuguese ele ela —

9 Russian OH OHa —
10 Urdu — — ~1 8y
11 Indonesian — — dia, ia
12 German er sie —
13 Japanese 54 ;854 HDA
14 Nigerian Pidgint — shi 1,1Im
15 Egyptian Arabic o - —
16 Marathi ar il —
17 Telugu DD [ D QAR [ & B
18 Turkish — — 0
19 Hausa sht ita —
20 Tamil SN6u6tT | Qleuest SN6u6TT [ Qeu6iT —

Note: Forms conjoined by a comma are alternates, whereas forms conjoined by a slash encode a

proximal/distal distinction.

* The masculine-feminine distinction between the forms ftfl *he’ and it ‘she’ is found only in

writing; both are pronounced identically as ta.

t Faraclas (1996) notes that the mesolectal feminine form shi is attested in varieties of Nigerian

Pidgin in close proximity with the local acrolect of Nigerian Standard English.
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include Hindi, Bengali, Urdu, Indonesian, and Turkish; of them, two contain the feature of
agreement-based morphosyntactic gender (Hindi, Urdu). Secondly, based on this sample, it
appears equally likely to find or to not find extant gender-neutral personal pronouns
throughout crosslinguistic paradigms. Of the twenty languages displayed in Figure 3.4.2,
nine have extant, gender-neutral, third-person singular pronouns. In addition to the five
languages listed above, these include English, Japanese, Nigerian Pidgin, and Telugu. It must
be kept in mind that the twenty languages displayed here are not extrapolable to all the
languages of the world in general, but they are useful in highlighting one principle:
pronominal gender may be found despite the morphological type of the language in
guestion, including languages with or without the feature of agreement-based nominal

classification.

Figure 3.4.2.1 Third-person pronouns in Modern Greek

MASCULINE  FEMININE NEUTER MASCULINE  FEMININE NEUTER
NOM. auTtog autn auto avtoi AUTEG auvta
AcC. auTtov avti(v) auto autoug QUTEQ avta
GEN. autou autng avtool auTwv auvTwv auvTwv

The different grammatical shapes of the languages presented in the prior figure
compel us to consider the interactive role of different grammatical features in personal
pronominal paradigms, such as person, number, and case. Figure 3.4.2.1 displays part of the
pronominal inventory of Modern Greek, wherein pronouns are neatly divided along
normatively gendered lines and also interact with case (nominative, accusative, and
genitive) in addition to number (singular and plural). The difference between English and
Greek is stark; whereas only one cell in the English paradigm is distinguished for normative
gender (he and she), there are at least 12 pronominal forms in Greek that evidence gender-
marking due to the additional constraint of case in the language. Grammatically neuter
pronouns are attested in use by some nonbinary speakers of Greek, and when these
additional forms are considered, the number expands to 18, as compared to the two found in

English. However, while English and Greek contain normatively gendered distinctions in the
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third person alone, other languages feature gendered distinctions in the second person (e.g.
Hebrew, Arabic), as well as the first person (e.g. Japanese, Spanish), possibly in combination
with other grammatical persons. This multiplication of gendered forms within a paradigm

based on the constraints of a given language is an overarching theme of Chapter 4, as is the

emblematic feature of pronominal gender more generally.

3.4.3 Classifier Gender

As observed in Section 2.2, classifier languages (the other referent of the term
nominal classification) can exhibit a rare and understudied feature titled here classifier
gender, whereby individual classifiers in a given language select for normatively gender-
specific nouns. A classifier is a free or bound morpheme that marks a noun once or multiple
times within a phrase, highlighting one of its salient qualities (Aikhenvald, 2000; Corbett,
1991; Croft, 1994; Craig, 2000; Dixon, 1982; 1986; Kilarski, 2013; Kilarski & Tang, 2021).
Because of their status as system morphemes (which on the whole originate from the
lexicon), classifiers are considered here an embedded feature of gender in language, as they
are used in systematic ways throughout the grammar. However, unlike agreement-based
systems, agreement cannot be said to be made apart from the condition that a semantically-
appropriate noun is selected; instead, the classifier precedes or follows nouns and does not
have agreement targets within the morphosyntax. This is what distinguishes the degree of
embeddedness of the two systems, but in classifier languages, the same classifier can also
repeat itself for the purpose of reference tracking within a single phrase, a sentence, or
across long stretches of speech.

Whereas in agreement-based systems the nominal class value of a noun is revealed
on its dependent elements which are targets of morphosyntactic agreement (e.g. il primo
sindaco 'the first mayor' in Italian), nominal classes are revealed in classifier languages by
observing the distribution of nouns with different classifiers, which are most often adjacent
to them (e.g. uch unin [CL:YOUNG.FEMALE child] ‘girl’ in Chuj [Mayan]; Hopkins, 2012; Royer,
2019). In the cases of classifier gender known by this dissertation, these classifiers are
characterized as strictly "male"” or “female” in the literature and select only for personal
nouns with normative masculine or feminine reference. In this way, they resemble the

behavior of most personal nouns in masculine-feminine agreement-based systems, but
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classifier gender is much more restrictive because it is based purely on semantics, unlike
agreement-based systems which may also consider formal properties of the noun and
whose nominal classes are usually far less numerous.

Classifier gender appears to be extremely rare crosslinguistically. This dissertation is
aware of only eleven languages that have the feature: four Mayan languages (Jacaltec,
Acatec, Chuj, and Q'anjob’al), six Arawakan languages (Baniwa, Tariana, Warekena, Bahuana,
Achagua, and Yucuna), and Bora, a Witotoan language of Northern Peru (Aikhenvald, 2000;
Aikhenvald, 2019; Craig, 19864a; Craig, 1986b; Cronhamn, 2025; Day, 1967; Day, 1973;
Hopkins, 2012; Thiesen & Weber, 2012; Seifart, 2018). Of these, perhaps Jacaltec and Baniwa
are the most well-documented, and these languages are presented in this section. In almost
no case are extensive wordlists available for any of these languages, especially because
most are endangered and decreasing in vitality (Catalogue of Endangered Languages, 2025),
however scholarly research on each reveals the set of classifiers found therein and
occasionally offers a modicum of examples that illustrate the feature of classifier gender in
action.

Section 2.2.1 introduced Jacaltec, a language of Northern Guatemala with around
33,000 speakers (Eberhard et al., 2025). Jacaltec features a set of 24 noun classifiers, 12 of
which are used in personal reference (see Figure 3.4.3). These human classifiers mark
distinctions of divinity (status as a deity), kinship, respect, age, and “sex" (Day, 1967). Only
two of these 12 classifiers are gender-neutral: ya?, the classifier used to introduce a
respected person, and unin, the classifier used to introduce an infant. Craig (1986b) notes
the crosslinguistic rarity of observing a language whose inventory of classifiersis sorichin
the domain of social interaction (p. 250). The use of these noun classifiers is "semantically
transparent”; in noun phrases, they precede the noun they classify and are even used
anaphorically in what would amount to pronominal reference in other languages
(Aikhenvald, 2000; Craig, 19864a; Craig, 1986b; Day, 1967; Day, 1973). An example of this can
be seen in Figure 3.4.3 in the example xil ndj no? lab’a '‘He saw the snake’, wherein the
classifier naj CL.MALE.NON-KIN is used to refer anaphorically to the antecedent, in this case
to a male named John. Many Jacaltec classifiers are themselves full or reduced noun forms,
as in the case of unin 'infant’ and its same-form classifier unin CL.INFANT, or the noun winaj
'man’ and its related classifier naj CL.MALE.NON-KIN (Craig, 1986b, p. 253). Relatedly, there is

a system of lexical gender in the language in which kinship terms can have normatively-
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Figure 3.4.3 Classifier gender in Jacaltec

MASCULINE

cumam
male deity

naj
male non-kin

naj ni?an
young male non-kin

ho?
male kin

ho? ni?an
young male kin

xil naj xuwan no?

saw CL.MALE.NK John CL.ANIMAL
‘John saw the snake’

xil naj no? lab’a

saw CL.MALE.NK CL.ANIMAL snake

'He (John) saw the snake.’

FEMININE

cumi?
female deity

ix
female non-kin

ix ni?an
young female non-kin

xo?
female kin

xo? ni?an
young female kin

lab’a

snake

NEUTRAL

ya?
respected human

unin
infant

cawan heb’ ix

two PL CL.FEMALE.NK

'the two of them [F.])’

pa

tet ix

2 e

Xi naj

saw CL.MALE.NK to CL.FEMALE.NK

'he said to her'’

Sources: Craig, 1986a; Craig, 1986b

gendered distinctions that mark the referent, and many of these terms are even normatively

gender-specific in use depending on the gender of the speaker (Day, 1973, p. 125-127). We

are not offered, however, extensive evidence of the use of different classifiers with these or

other personal nouns in the literature. Apart from Jacaltec, classifier gender is minimally

attested in the related Mayan languages Acatec, Chuj, and Q'anjob’al (Hopkins, 2012).

Perhaps an even more interesting example is Baniwa (also referred to as Baniwa-

Koripako), a group of mutually intelligible dialects spoken along the Icana River in the
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borderlands of Brazil, Colombia, and Venezuela (Cronhamn, 2025, p. 4). It is an endangered
Arawakan language with an estimated speaker population of a few thousand to up to about
19,000 (Aikhenvald, 2007; Cronhamn, 2025; Catalogue of Endangered Languages, 2025). It
provides a particularly unique example as it contains the feature of classifier gender in
addition to an agreement-based system of nominal classification. Another aspect of its
rarity is that this latter system is feminine-non-feminine, distinct from more common
masculine-feminine(-neuter) systems (Aikhenvald, 2007; Cronhamn, 2025). The feminine
class in Baniwa houses nouns normatively referring to women, while the non-feminine class
contains nouns normatively referring to men, as well as all other nouns, meaning that the
guality of femininity comprises the only semantic assignment rule, and all remaining nouns
are the semantic residue in the language (Cronhamn, 2025, p. 83-84; 117; Corbett, 1991, p.
13). Simultaneously, the language features a system of 53 classifiers which can appear
suffixally on the numerals apa- ‘one’, dzama- 'two’ and madali- 'three’ and have many more
morphosyntactic loci (Cronhamn, 2025, p. 97-99; 114). Four of these 53 classifiers are used

in personal reference (see Figure 3.4.3.1):

Figure 3.4.3.1 Baniwa classifiers used in personal reference

CLASSIFIER LABEL EXAMPLES

-dana CLF.GROUP Groups (e.g. of people, animals, objects)
-hipa CLF.MALE Male humans

-iita CLF.HUMAN Humans, some fish, insects, knives, paddles
-da CLF.CHILD Preadolescent children

-ma?2 CLF.FEMALE Female humans

Source: Cronhamn, 2025, p. 100

Of the five classifiers above, two are used only with nouns normatively referring to
men and women: -hipa CLF.MALE and -ma2 CLF.FEMALE, respectively. In the case of -ma2, it is
distinguished morphophonologically from a phonologically identical classifier used for pairs

of objects: unlike -ma?’ CLF.PAIR, -maZ2 causes vowel lengthening on the initial syllable of the
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numeral apa ‘one’ (Cronhamn, 2025, p. 99; 113). While these classifiers are identified and
delimited based on their ability to attach to the numerals 1-3, they have more
morphosyntactic loci than canonical numeral classifiers, including attributive adjectives,
free and bound nouns (including deverbal nouns), demonstratives, and interrogatives
(Cronhamn, 2025, p. 115). Given this fact, it is clear that Baniwa classifiers also qualify as
numeral classifiers, though their multiple morphosyntactic loci plus the high degree of
interaction between classifiers and agreement-based nominal classes makes Baniwa a more
complicated case (Aikhenvald, 2000, p. 234-235; Aikhenvald, 2007).

Pursuant to this theme, each classifier in Baniwa has what are termed both a simplex
and a complex form; complex forms are featured on adjectives and interrogatives and
contain an additional nominalizing (derivational) suffix, which in the case of the feminine
(-ma2-ro) and masculine (-hipa-li) complex classifiers are the canonical suffixes of the
feminine (-ro) and non-feminine (-/i) nominal classes, respectively (Cronhamn, 2025).
Except for this example, gendered classifiers and nominal class markers do not cooccur, as
numerals are a morphosyntactic locus of classifiers but are not targets of morphosyntactic
agreement in the language. A related phenomenon, however, occurs with demonstratives,
whose bare forms are specific to the two nominal classes in their singular forms, and the
feminine classifier may attach when the demonstratives are used contrastively, as in rhda-
ma2 DEM1.FSG-CLF.FEMALE 'this (one)’ [contrastive, about a woman] (Cronhamn, 2025, p. 106).
Figure 3.4.3.2 displays the simplex and complex forms of gendered classifiers in Baniwa,
their combination with the numerals 1-3, examples of their use with different nouns, and
examples of other nouns that they classify.

In contrast with most masculine-feminine systems of agreement-based nominal
classification, the semantics of classifier gender in Baniwa (and in most languages with the
feature) are more straightforward and less likely to contain irrelevancies (i.e. cases in which
nouns in the class do not actually have normatively masculine or feminine, or even personal,
referents). Cronhamn (2025) notes that the male classifier -hipa is used exclusively with
reference to men and the female classifier -ma2is similarly restricted to use with women to
the exclusion of animals and all other nouns in the language (p. 168; 173). It is worth noting,
however, that the more generic human classifier -iita may be used in many cases to avoid
gender marking, for example with the gender-neutral noun nawiki ‘person’ (p. 170). Besides

providing an example of straightforward, gender-based lexical selection, Baniwa presents a
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Figure 3.4.3.2 Classifier gender in Baniwa

S. FORM C. FORM LABEL 'ONE’ 'TWO'
-hipa -hipa-li CLF.MALE aphépa dzamhépa
-ma2 -ma2-ro CLF.FEMALE aapama dzamama
kadalhipa atsianli? aapama
kadali-hipa atsianli apa-ma?2
how.many-CLF.MALE man one-CLF.FEMALE
'How many men?’ ‘one woman'
kadalima finaro? dzamama
kadali-maz2 finaro dzama-ma?2
how.many-CLF.FEMALE woman two-CLF.FEMALE woman
'How many women?’ 'two women'
CLASSIFIER NOUNS USED WITH CLASSIFIER
-hipa atsianli -eenipe walhipali
CLF.MALE ‘'man’ 'son’ 'young man’
-maz? iinaro iokokama ideenhikama
CLF.FEMALE 'woman’ 'seamstress’ 'female worker’

Source: Cronhamn, 2025, p. 100; 118; 122; 168; 173
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'THREE'
madalhipa

madalima

ifinaro
iinaro

woman

finaro

finaro

pedalia
‘elder’
pedalia

‘elder’

number of unique features of gender, including both classifier gender and an agreement-

based system of nominal classification based on gender, as well as a rare

morphophonological effect involving the feminine classifier -ma2. The classifier -ma is also

found in the neighboring Arawakan language of Tariana (Aikhenvald, 1994, p. 453;

Aikhenvald, 2019, p. 115). Moreover, there is minimal evidence of classifier gender in the

related Arawakan languages of Warekena, Bahuana, Achagua, and Yucuna (Aikhenvald, 2019,

p. 115).

In addition to the ten languages mentioned in the preceding paragraphs, there is

evidence for the presence of classifier gender in Bora (Thiesen & Weber, 2012; Seifart, 2018),
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an endangered Witotoan language spoken in the Loreto region of Peru along the Colombia-
Peru border (Eberhard et al., 2025). Yet in crosslinguistic terms, the feature of classifier
gender is highly infrequent, even and especially when compared to estimates of the total
number of classifier languages in the world (Allassonniere-Tang et al., 2021; Gil, 2013; Her et
al., 2022). It is an underresearched phenomenon for which not a lot of attestations are
available, although rare and valuable examples of works that pay careful attention to the
feature exist (e.g. Day, 1973; Craig, 1986b; Cronhamn, 2025). Though infrequent
crosslinguistically, within the languages in which it appears, it may be assumed to be a

highly repetitive feature of gender.

3.4.4 Orthographic Gender

Perhaps an even more rare feature of gender in language is titled here orthographic
gender. At first blush, it may be difficult to think of a language in which it is even possible to
encode normatively gendered meanings in the orthography. This is due to the fact that most
of the world’s writing systems are unable to encode semantic information in individual
characters, as in the case of alphabets, in which each character represents a consonant or
vowel sound, and syllabaries, in which each character represents a syllable, most usually of
CV structure (Daniels, 1996, p. 4; Daniels, 2017). One type of writing system, however, is
indeed able to encode semantic information, namely logosyllabic systems, in which
characters denote words or content morphemes as well as syllables (Daniels, 1996, p. 4).
Perhaps the optimal example of a modern logosyllabic script is Chinese, in which each
character equates to one syllabic morpheme, though not always necessarily a full word, as in
the case of compounded characters (Boltz, 1996, p. 191). Related are some prominent
writing systems of the ancient world, including cuneiform and Egyptian and Mayan
hieroglyphics. Hieroglyphic writing systems, broadly speaking, are of pictographic origin
and contain a combination of phonograms, which encode phonetic information, and
semograms, which encode semantic information (Macri, 1996, p. 175; Ritner, 1996, p. 73).
This is similarly the case in cuneiform, the world’s oldest known writing system dating back
to at least around 3200 BCE, which was used to represent Sumerian, an isolate language of
southern Mesopotamia (Cooper, 1996, p. 36). While Sumerian cuneiform is often

phonologically reconstructed with reference to Akkadian, a younger Semitic language that
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similarly adopted cuneiform as its writing system and later replaced Sumerian, it is
understood that some cuneiform characters were purely symbolic (Cooper, 1996, p. 37-38).
In each of the above cases, we find examples of gender marking in the orthography, as each

system allows for the encoding of semantic information in addition to phonetic information.

Figure 3.4.4 Orthographic gender in scripts of the ancient world

Cuneiform Egyptian Hieroglyphs Mayan Hieroglyphs
MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE MASCULINE FEMININE
7 A
(]
S b iy A ]
‘person, man’ 'woman'’ 'person, man’ ‘woman’ 'person, man’ 'woman'’
s>df B=b S Bl
'mankind’ 'daughter’ 'soldier’ 'to nurse’ 'father’ 'mother’

Sources: Gardiner, 1957; Montgomery, 2002; Parpola, 1997

Cuneiform, the writing system of the world’s earliest known civilization of Sumer, was
produced by impressing a reed stylus on wet clay (Cooper, 1996, p. 38). This technique was
used to produce the Epic of Giglamesh, which chronicles the life of Giglamesh, an ancient
Mesopotamian mythological figure and presumed to be an early Sumerian city-state king
(Parpola, 1997). This text, in which cuneiform script documents the Sumerian language,
exhibits consistent usage of gendered characters, as in the case of &= ‘person, man’ and §
'woman' (see Figure 3.4.4). This phenomenon is represented pictographically in two other
writing systems of the ancient world: Egyptian and Mayan hieroglyphs. As seen in the figure,
Egyptian hieroglyphs, whose invention can be traced back to the First Dynasty of Egypt (c.
3100 BCE), featured a number of gendered personal depictions, typified into two sets by
Alan Gardiner (1957) as "man” and "woman and her occupations,” and in Mayan writing,
which originates from at least 250 CE, we see different conceptualizations of personhood;

for characters denoting women, many are depictions of human heads (Macri, 1996;
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Montgomery, 2002). It is important to note that in each of these three cases, these writing
systems were not simply logographic; though they are considered mixed systems
combining both phonograms and semograms, each system conveyed phonological
information that was available to interpreters of each script, and that has been
reconstructed partially or fully in the present day (Cooper, 1996, p. 37; Macri, 1996, p. 175;
Ritner, 1996, p. 73).

That binary gender is encoded in the scripts of some of the world’s oldest known
civilizations provides us with a striking conclusion: since at least the time of the Sumer
people of Mesopotamia, gender has been (and remains to be) a fundamental organizing
principle of society and one important enough to become embedded and distinguished in
language. This means that since the first known written records of language, we have found
different forms of gender distinction. While the use of these scripts does not survive in the
present day, another ancient script containing gender distinctions is still used and is the
basis of the writing systems of other languages spoken in the present day: Chinese. What is
identified as the purely Chinese system of writing dates back to at least 1200 BCE during the
Shang dynasty, when inscriptions were found on ox scapulas and turtle plastrons (Boltz,
1996, p. 191). While similarly of pictographic origin, Chinese writing is more strictly
logosyllabic than cuneiform and Egyptian and Mayan hieroglyphs; each character denotes a
syllabic morpheme, often amounting to words in isolation or when compounded with
another character (Mair, 1996, p. 201). These morphosyllables can be comprised of two
component parts: a semantic radical that contributes meaning, and a phonetic component
that contributes information used in pronunciation (Mair, 1996, p. 201). The name radical is
usually reserved in the literature for these semantic components. In the Shang writing
system, we find two unit characters (comprised of one component alone) which betray a
gender distinction. These unit characters are the ancient precursors for two semantic
radicals used in the modern Chinese writing system: A ‘person’ (with its allograph {1 when
at the left side of a character) and & 'woman, female' (Boltz, 1996, p. 192). This latter
radical is frequently termed the female radical. An analysis of modern Mandarin Chinese
dictionaries reveals that around 250 characters that utilize the female radical are still in use;
of them, one figure states that around 20% are semantically derogatory towards women
(Ettner, 2002, p. 34). In Mandarin Chinese, many normatively feminine kinship terms

featuring the female radical do not have derogatory meanings, but in other semantic
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categories, use of the female radical produces pejorative meanings such as ‘slave’,
‘concubine’, 'prostitute’, etc. (see Figure 3.4.4.1). This pattern of semantic pejorationis a
frequently cited interaction produced by the female radical (Chin & Burridge, 1993; Ettner,
2002; Hara, 2024; Li, 2019; Tang, 1988).

Figure 3.4.4.1 Chinese words with the ‘female radical' &

KINSHIP TERMS TERMS WITH DEROGATORY MEANINGS
45 ¢ /7S 4 = i
‘'mother’ 'daughter’ 'younger sister’ 'slave’ ‘concubine’ 'prostitute’
%8 £ Z 7S o 9T
‘older sister’ 'wife' 'mother-in-law’ 'demon’ 'mistress’ 'to rape’

Sources: Ettner, 2002; Li, 2019

The female radical is involved in another peculiarity found in the personal pronominal
system of Mandarin Chinese. In the present day, normatively masculine and feminine third-
person pronouns are distinguished, though this distinction is purely orthographic and not
phonological: ftf 'he' and it ‘she’. The feminine pronoun & was perhaps attested as early as
1870 but gained traction in the context of the New Culture and May Fourth movements in
mainland China (Hara, 2024, p. 3-4). This feminist innovation created a gender distinction
that did not exist previously within the paradigm; the pronoun ftf ‘he’, which contains the
allograph of the ‘person’ radical A, was previously gender-neutral, and its reanalysis as a
masculine personal pronoun demonstrates the conflation of the concepts of person and
man evidenced in many of the world's languages and scripts.

The Chinese writing system has influenced the scripts of other languages through
borrowing or adaptation, including both Korean and Japanese. The modern Japanese writing
system is a mix of three scripts: kanji, a logographic script that is mostly Chinese in origin,
as well as hiragana and katakana, two syllabaries (Shibamoto Smith, 1996). The Chinese
female radical & can also be found in the inventory of Japanese kanji, where it can similarly

produce the same effect of semantic derogation (see Figure 3.4.4.2).
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Figure 3.4.4.2 Japanese words with the ‘female radical' &

TERMS WITH NO CONNOTATION TERMS WITH DEROGATORY MEANINGS
I iR gk £ 143} 73
'marriage’ 'daughter’ 'younger sister’ 'to dislike’ 'to obstruct’ ‘jealous’
4 b5 i TR
‘older sister’ 'wife' 'pregnancy’ 'prostitute’

Source: Yoshida & Nakamura, 1999

Overall, in modern languages, orthographic gender appears to be restricted to
languages which use Chinese script (e.g. Cantonese), as well as the inventory of Japanese
kanji. While it was prevalent in several logosyllabic scripts of ancient times, alphabets and
syllabaries are more commonly-used writing systems in the present day, and in these
languages, the feature of orthographic gender cannot possibly be realized. Yet the feature is
important in establishing the practice of gender marking in written language, as well as in

language in general, as continuous throughout time.

3.4.5 Particle Gender

Particles are a more nebulous feature of different languages that may be loosely
defined as content or function words with grammatical roles (Cook, 1999). The English
words on, up, and off are considered particles when used in phrasal verbs like come on, come
up, and jump off, yet they are also function words in the language, as exemplified by their
status as prepositions when used individually. Scholarly consensus informs us that certain
functional particles deserve status as part of the grammar (see Zwicky, 1985), and therefore
they are included in this chapter as a fifth embedded feature of gender in language. In
particular, what are termed discourse or pragmatic particles that mark the speaker’s
"epistemic and/or affective stance” are the focus of this section (Cook, 1999, p. 181). Many
languages like Japanese, Thai, and Chinese feature an inventory of sentence-final particles
that have no referential meaning but may have the effect of instantiating speech acts and in

some cases may be associated with different gender identities, though perhaps not through
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direct indexation (Morita, 2018). For instance, in Japanese, a certain subset of sentence-
final particles are regularly cited as an emblematic feature of ZZ|4:E joseigo ‘'women'’s
language' and B %3E& dansiego 'men’s language' (Hiramoto, 2010; Inoue, 2025; Okamoto,
2018). However, rather than directly indexing normative gender identity, the basis of this
distinction is the idealized image of Japanese womanhood and manhood; while masculine
particles are associated with assertiveness or forcefulness, feminine particles are
associated with softness and politeness. These affective and epistemic stances that are
conveyed in conversational dynamics are the correllate to sounding normatively masculine
or feminine as the particles themselves cannot be said to have any lexical meaning. Instead,
they are a function of pragmatics within the discourse. Multiple typologies exist that divide
Japanese sentence-final particles into masculine, feminine, and gender-neutral categories
and include detailed notes about in which syntactic constructions gendered associations
may be produced, in addition to other notes about the role of intonation, etc. (e.g. McGloin,
1990; Mizutani & Mizutani, 1987; Okamoto & Sato, 1992; Shibamoto, 1985). But while their
normative gender values are reified in use by speakers, sometimes to a high degree, very
few of them relative to the entire inventory have stable gendered associations. It is also
well-documented that the use of particles is correllated with many other social factors
besides gender, including age and class (Morita, 2018; Wang, 2023), that dialect plays a role
and can offer other gendered forms (Inoue, 2025), and that queer gender and sexuality must
be considered, as particles are resources for identity construction (Okamoto, 2018).

Figure 3.4.5 displays some of the particles and variants associated with normative
masculinity and femininity in Standard Japanese. The use of the particles Z zo and 1 ze
illustrates the connection between epistemic and affective stances and gendered
stereotypes: in the literature, an utterance introducing information into the conversational
domain that ends with Z zo and 1’ ze is said to project epistemic authority and
assertiveness and is thus registered as highly masculine (Okamoto, 2018). The particle 1> wa
(with rising intonation), on the other hand (as well as its variants 113 wa ne and 1> & wa yo),
is commonly said to project softness and emotionality and is considered a principal
characteristic of Japanese women's speech (Cook, 1999, p. 182; Okamoto, 1995). While
particles like 13 ne and &K yo are generally considered gender-neutral, plain forms of verbs
followed by & yo (e.g. 17T < &K iku yo 'l am going') form part of stereotypical masculine

speech (Kawasaki & McDougall, 2003, p. 44). In this way, while it is difficult to offer stable
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Figure 3.4.5 Particle gender in Japanese

MASCULINE FEMININE
Z0 ze sa wa wa ne wayo
7 ES DR DK HUL
na yo no ne noyo ka shira
I< & /¥, 7<b,
ikuyo [ ze iku wa
'l am going.’ ' am going.’
P3E! ERR7&DH ?
yaru zo ashita na no ne
'I'm gonna do it!' (threatening) 'It's tomorrow, isn't it?’

Sources: Kawasaki & McDougall (2003), Okamoto (1995), Okamoto & Sato (1992)

meanings offered by these particles, it is clear that they are building blocks of identity used
by different speakers to self-position themselves in society. While their use is more stable
among some populations of middle-aged or older, educated women who attempt to achieve
higher degrees of hierarchical status, younger speakers challenge these norms in different
ways (Hiramoto, 2010; Kiriko Robinson, 2025). For instance, in contemporary society, young
women are now much more likely to use forms associated with normative masculinity,
although young men outside of the queer community are not more likely to use forms
associated with normative femininity (Kiriko Robinson, 2025). Relatedly, the reversal or
manipulation of normatively masculine and feminine forms among lesbian and trans
communities has been studied as a manner of queer identity construction (Okamoto, 2018,
p. 687). Overall, the confounds of age, social status, and politeness enable us to frame the
bricolage of gender identity as the purpose of particle use rather than positing them as
direct indexes of stable gender identities in Japanese.

Another example that demonstrates the nebulous usage of pragmatic particlesin

gender identity construction is the Thai language. Thai contains an extensive inventory of
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particles belonging to three general types: question, mood, and formal particles
(Attaviriyanupap, 2015; Cooke, 1989; lwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005; Smyth, 2014). It is the
latter category in which normatively gendered distinctions and associations may be found.
These sentence-final particles are used as building blocks of a formal (or informal) speech
context, as affirmative or negative responses to questions, and may also be used after a
person’s name to attract their attention (Smyth, 2014, p. 113). The most commonly attested
formal particles repeatedly described as “gender-specific” in the literature are listed in
Figure 3.4.5.1. This inventory is well-defined along a scale of formality ranging from most
deferential to informal. They have associated forms in which gender and formality can be
indexed phonologically through tone and vowel lengthening, which for instance “can signal
the speaker’s closeness or desired closeness to the person [they are] addressing” (Smyth,
2014, p. 113). In many cases, falling tone (") is reported as female-specific, and in at least the

case of the particle &z ha 7, association as normatively masculine is produced by the

Figure 3.4.5.1 Particle genderin Thai

MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL
HIGHEST NITNN
FORMALITY khrép-phdm
HIGH AU Az / Az
FORMALITY khrép kha? / kha?
MIDDLE A g g
FORMALITY h4? ha ha
v [2'4
MID-LOW /e
FORMALITY A
ca/ca
1 1 v
INFORMAL/ gl [ 8z Ww/e/ I’)ﬂ
INSULTING ja?/ja? WA? / Wa? [ wé:j

Sources: Attaviriyanupap, 2015; Cooke, 1989; Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005;
Siengyen, 2025; Smyth, 2014
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presence of a final glottal stop, as evidenced by the use of the high tone (") particle & ha by
both men and women (Cooke, 1989, p. 83; Siengyen, 2025; Smyth, 2014, p. 114). Tone also
specifies which particles are used in statements and which are used in questions; in
general, interrogative particles are marked by high tone () while particles used in
declarative utterances are generally marked by falling tone (Cooke, 1989, p. 7-28).

Items in the informal category are generally considered casual among friends,
though aggressive and insulting toward strangers (Attaviriyanupap, 2015, p. 394). Cooke
(1989) refers to the particles iz / 8¢ (ja) and 3¢ / 3¢ (wa) as "unrestrained,” a style performed
in their usage with both known and unknown interlocutors (p. 83-84). Informality may also
be conveyed through the presence or absence of a sentence-final particle; in casual speech,
omission is common and different particles may be mixed in conversation to express
affection, playfulness, or teasing, for instance (Iwasaki & Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 182).

While the degrees of formality are relatively well-delineated in the Thai formal
particle inventory, their use in the construction of normative gender identity is more
enigmatic. We may draw the conclusion that formality and gender are highly correllated in
Thai, firstly because most of the particles used in contexts that are formal to any degree
have dynamic gendered associations in use. Additionally, there exist forms for every level of
formality that are repeatedly described as markedly female-specific (which is not the case
with normatively masculine items), and it also seems that the highest level of deference, the
particle nszWN khrap-phom, is reserved for normative males (Attaviriyanupap, 2015, p. 393).
Focusing on gender alone, we witness a high degree of sociolinguistic variation among
speakers of different normative gender identities. For instance, the generally female-
specific particles 9% / 92 (ca) which are described as “intimate and affectionate” are used by
males in certain contexts, but not in all-male settings (Cooke, 1989, p. 83; lwasaki &
Ingkaphirom, 2005, p. 181). Similarly, the informal particle 138 wé:j is described as more
present in male speech, but can be used by females (Smyth, 2014, p. 115). The gender of the
addressee can also influence the choice of normatively gendered particles, especially when
speaking to children, to whom older speakers may refer using particles that align with their
interlocutors’ gender identity (Attaviriyanupap, 2015, p. 394). Queer gender and sexuality is
again an important factor in Thai particle use; Attaviriyanupap (2015) notes that the falling-
tone variant gz ha? with glottal stop is "reserved for feminine males" (p. 393).

As captured in the paragraphs above, particle gender is a highly complicated feature
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of gender in language, especially because of its interactions with locally-specific pragmatic,
contextual considerations such as politeness and formality. While it is clear that pragmatic/
discourse particles form part of the grammar of some languages, and that they produce
associations with normative gender, they are not usually rigidly separated into categories
depending on the gender of the speaker. Rather, the context and intention of the message
can affect their usage, as well as the known or perceived gender of the interlocutor, among
other considerations. There is also evidence for gender-specific differences in the use of
sentence-final particles in Cantonese (Winterstein et al., 2024, p. 167), possibly among other
languages, and as in the above cases, it appears that the role of normative gender
stereotypes, epistemic authority, and softness (minimally) interplay in the expression of

gender identity through particle use.

3.4.6 Sign Gender

In addition to the spoken languages analyzed in the prior sections above, it is
imperative to incorporate natural languages of other modalities into the present argument
about the realization of gender crosslinguistically. This section brings into focus different
signed languages used by members of the global Deaf community. Though the signed
languages with the most users in the present day are relatively young—by most estimations,
American Sign Language (ASL) is around 300 years old—they are just as linguistically rich
and complex as spoken languages (Aronoff, Meir & Sandler, 2005; Pfau & Steinbach, 2023).
The pioneering work on the linguistics of signed languages was authored in 1960 by William
Stokoe, a longtime professor at Gallaudet University in Washington, D.C., the nation’s first
university for deaf education (Gallaudet University, 2025). The work that Stokoe performed
at Gallaudet led to a series of landmark publications that have expanded our definition of
language itself and validated the systematicity found in signed languages as the same
characteristic morphological complexity found in spoken languages (Stokoe, 2005/1960, p.
1). It is important to note that while signed languages may be said to have some of the same
features of gender as spoken languages (e.g. lexical and morphological gender), they are
treated separately in this dissertation because they contain a level of linguistic analysis that
spoken languages do not: cherology (coined by Stokoe from the Ancient Greek xeip ‘hand’),

the signed language equivalent of phonology, or the study of the structure of the sign
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(Stokoe, 2005/1960, p. 16). The spatiotemporal dimension of signs has no true correlate to
speech besides gesture, and it is how the feature termed here sign gender is defined.

Stokoe's foundational text “Sign Language Structure: An Outline of the Visual
Communication Systems of the American Deaf” (2005/1960) proposed different levels of
linguistic analysis for signed languages, including morphemic, cheremic, morphocheremic,
and syntactic levels. As in spoken languages, the morpheme (sign) is the smallest unit of
meaning in signed languages. Yet signed languages feature an even more microscopic unit
of morphemic analysis, the chereme. The three dimensions of a sign are its configuration,
position or location, and motion, which correlate with the three cheremes that comprise a
single sign (a single morpheme): the tablua chereme, which correlates with position, the
designator chereme, which correlates with the configuration of the hand or hands, and the
signation chereme, which correlates with motion, including when the motion involved is a
change in the configuration of the hand(s) (Stokoe, 2005/1960, p. 20-21). Stokoe offers an
extensive inventory of cheremes; for instance, tabula (position) cheremes include six points
above the shoulders: the whole face or head, the upper part of the face or brow, mid-face,
the lower part of the face, the cheek or the side of the face, and the neck; designator
(configuration) cheremes are different hand shapes that correlate with the manual alphabet,
and signation (movement) cheremes include vertical and lateral movements, wiggling of the
fingers, rotation of the forearm, and convergent and divergent movements of both hands
(Stokoe, 2005/1960, p. 21-25). In different combinations, these contrastive components
comprise the minimal unit of meaning: the morpheme, or the sign.

To be more precise, the simultaneous (as opposed to sequential) morpheme, or sign,
is the smallest unit of meaning in signed languages. Whereas affixal morphology (e.g.
negation) is usually achieved sequentially, the great majority of inflectional processes are
simultaneous and do not lie outside the three cheremic dimensions of a single sign (Aronoff,
Meir, Padden & Sandler, 2005, p. 22-23; Pfau & Steinbach, 2023, p. 3). What is sometimes
termed the sign (mono)syllable frequently follows an LML (location-movement-location)
sequence involving starting and ending points as well as a motion connecting them (Aronoff,
Meir & Sandler, 2005, p. 309-310). Many cases of sign gender known by this dissertation fall
into this identification, including the inflection for normative gender in American Sign
Language (see Figure 3.4.6).

In ASL, one observed pattern is that many signs referring to normative men are
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articulated above the level of the nose, and the same signs may be inflected via the tabula

(position) chereme and articulated below the level of the nose to refer to normative women.

Figure 3.4.6 Normative gender inflection in American Sign Language
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Source: C. Valli (Ed., 2005), The Gallaudet Dictionary of American Sign Language

Images adapted from Amanda Goehlert

The signs visualized in Figure 3.4.6 feature this effect: whereas the signs father and brother
are articulated at the level of the forehead or brow, their gender-paired counterparts, mother
and sister, are the same signs that simply originate at a different point, the chin. As
discussed in Chapter 4, many signers have neutralized these signs by articulating them
precisely at the level of the nose (Vicars, n.d.). While there exists great sociolinguistic
variation within the inventory of signs, and some signs may realized in compounded or
contracted manners, Stokoe (2005/1960) notes that “the contrast between brow and lower
cheek, tabs [tabulas] for so many signs which have ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as part of their
semantic content, is enough to make two distinct signs for ‘cousin’ in the language” (p. 29).

In this way, when the meaningful distinction between two sign forms is the position of the
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hand(s) above or below the level of the nose (and logically, the designator or signation
cheremes, or both, remain static), this is recognized in this dissertation as a case of gender
inflection in signed languages, akin to the -o/-a morphological gender inflection found in
Spanish and Portuguese. For this reason, while Stokoe states that the two forms of the sign
cousin are two different signs, this dissertation theorizes them as one item existing within a
normatively gendered pair in order to distinguish them from the signed language equivalent
of lexical gender, where the signs are distinct and perhaps do not share any cheremic
properties. This is the case of the signs boy and girl visualized in Figure 3.4.6.1, wherein all

three dimensions of the sign (position or location, configuration, and motion) are distinct.

Figure 3.4.6.1 The lexical gender

equivalent in American Sign Language
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Source: Valli (2005)

Images adapted from Amanda Goehlert

The realization of gender marking varies in other signed languages. While Jamaican
Sign Language features the same above- and below-the-nose normative gender inflection as
ASL (Cumberbatch, 2015, p. 520), other languages have a manner of gender marking that is
akin to the use of classifiers in classifier languages. In Japanese Sign Language (JSL) , as
well as Korean and Taiwanese Sign Language, two hand shapes are normative masculine and
feminine gender markers: the thumb or the pinky finger (respectively) raised from a fist
configuration (see Figure 3.4.6.2). These signs distinguish many kinship terms by following
them, as the case of the sign father, which is the sign for parent followed by the normative

masculine hand shape, and the two may even be used in combination as in the sign for
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Figure 3.4.6.2 Normative gender hand

shapes in Japanese Sign Language
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Source: Fischer & Gong (2010)

Images adapted from Amanda Goehlert

parents, which is the sign for parent followed by a combination of the two gender markers, or
a fist with both the thumb and pinky finger extended (Fischer & Gong, 2010, p. 513). These
markers are also used for subject and object marking in verbal agreement, as well as in
pronominal and honorific reference (Fischer & Gong, 2010, p. 511-513). The use of individual
fingers to mark normatively masculine and feminine signs appears in other signed
languages: the same hand shapes found in JSL can be found in Chinese Sign Language (Yang
& Fischer, 2002) and British Sign Language (Sutton-Spence & Woll, 1999), where use of the
normatively feminine hand shape produces negative connotations, including the signs for
hearing and deaf. In Eritrean Sign Language, there is a slight alteration: normative masculine
and feminine gender marking is realized with the index and pinky fingers, respectively
(Moges, 2015, p. 249).

Apart from the languages described above, there is also evidence for different forms
of gender marking in Hausa Sign Language (Schmaling, 2015, p. 376) and Greek Sign
Language (Sapountzaki, 2015, p. 322). Although the feature of sign gender is virtually
unstudied, it is an incredibly valuable and unique feature of gender crosslinguistically as it
proves the ability of languages of different modalities to encode normative gender values.
As exemplified by the data presented in this section, the unique spatiotemporal/
physiological dimension of signs is versatile enough to create and resolve gender

distinctions that require other strategies in spoken languages. Because there is evidence to
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support the realization of gender as an inflectional morphological process in signed
languages, sign gender is identified in this dissertation as the final embedded (though not

highly embedded) feature of gender in language.

3.5 Masculine-Feminine Morphosyntactic Gender, the Most Highly Embedded Feature

It may come as no surprise that masculine-feminine agreement-based systems of
nominal classification are the most highly embedded feature of gender in language posited
by this dissertation. The reason for this is simple: when the mark of gender is reinforced
formally in most of a given language’s nouns that refer to people, this mark of masculinity or
femininity is required to be extended to all elements that must agree with that noun for as
long as it is the immediate referent of the conversation. The title “masculine-feminine” is
intended to include all languages that minimally have masculine and/or feminine
agreement-based nominal classes (as evidenced by the operability of their semantic
assignment rules), possibly in addition to other nominal classes. By this delimitation, the
masculine-feminine-neuter systems of Greek and German qualify, as does the feminine-
non-feminine system of Baniwa. Languages like Swedish, whose masculine-feminine-neuter
system has collapsed into a common-neuter system, and Swahili, which contains no
masculine or feminine nominal classes, are disqualified.

By a rough estimate based on a representative sample, masculine-feminine
agreement-based systems of nominal classification are found in just under a quarter of the
world’'s languages (Corbett, 2013b). While we can establish a general principle about them—
that they generally multiply the mark of gender—there is quite a bit of variation to be found
within them. This is mainly due to the fact that rules of morphosyntactic agreement in each
gualifying language are idiosyncratic. Whereas the Romance languages do not mark gender
on verbal forms (save for verbal participles), gender agreement with verbs is present in
Hindi, Arabic, and Hebrew. Yet throughout the verbal systems of these latter three
languages, gender is not marked on every verbal form when distinctions of person, number,
tense, aspect, and mood are considered. In Hebrew, verbal gender can be marked in the first,
second, and third persons (Glinert, 2005). In Arabic, there are three grammatical numbers
(singular, dual, and plural), and verbal gender distinctions may be found in each (Abu-

Chacra, 2018). In Hindi, verbal gender is marked on past tense auxiliaries but not present
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tense auxiliaries, and in the presumptive mood, but not the subjunctive mood (Agnihotri,
2023). As these facts reveal, not only is it difficult to measure the degree of gender marking
required within grammatical categories, it is just as difficult to compare languages which
may differ in which of their categories contain gendered distinctions, and two languages in
comparison may have completely different grammatical structures. For instance, Hindi does
not have definite articles at all, nor does it distinguish gender in personal pronouns
(Agnihotri, 2023). In Greek, names must be preceded by a definite article, whereas this is not
the case in all of Romance. Modern Irish’s deteriorating system of masculine-feminine
gender is present in nouns and personal pronouns, but only evidences itself throughout the
rest of the grammar through word-initial morphophonological mutations when nouns of
certain genders combine with definite and possessive articles (Colleluori, 2025).

The reconceptualized definition and theory of gender in language presented in this
dissertation also requires us to reconsider the mechanism of gender agreement. A language
like English that has no agreement-based system of nominal classification can still be said
to require gender agreement, especially from a humanistic perspective; a referent’s desired
set of linguistically gendered forms exists in different grammatical categories (nouns,
pronouns, honorifics, etc.), and these elements must be tracked throughout texts and
conversations in order to avoid misgendering that referent (Papadopoulos et al., 2025). This
insight, as well as the data presented in the prior sections, leaves us with the conclusion that
gender and gender agreement are probably present in all languages when an alternate
definition of linguistic gender is considered. Yet it is also true that not all languages contain
a formal system of gender agreement engendered by agreement-based systems of nominal
classification. Beyond nouns and pronouns, which are seemingly gendered in most of the
world’'s languages, agreement-based systems deliver the mark of gender to categories not
normally gender-distinguished in languages lacking such a system, as in the examples of
verbal forms and articles provided above.

In all, while quantifying the amount of normative gender marking that is possible in a
given language is a seemingly impossible task, we may shift focus to how people use
languages and the gendered lexical and grammatical structures they might contain. While
there are ways to avoid gender marking in some languages, this section presents languages
in which it is far more difficult or even impossible to do so. Figure 3.5 presents the same

sentence describing a person named Alexander in five different languages: Palestinian
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Figure 3.5 Sentence in English, Palestinian Arabic, Spanish, Greek, and Hebrew

with gendered forms in bold

Alexander is a pediatric nurse that works in a Venezuelan hospital. He is a very respected
colleague in his workplace and an excellent caretaker of his patients. He just graduated with

his medical degree before beginning this job.
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Arabic, Spanish, Greek, and Hebrew, and serving as a point of comparison, English. Each site
where Alexander is marked for normative gender is bolded in each of the three texts. As seen
in the figure, the first difference between these languages is the manner in which they
handle proper names. In all five languages, the name Alexander is distinguished
morphologically, as revealed by their feminine counterparts: Alexandra, 4.3l Alejandra,
AAe&avépa, and NN TIDD7N. Yet in Greek, the definite article that must precede the name is
also present, thereby adding an additional mark of gender. In Spanish and Greek, the
descriptors “pediatric nurse,” “respected,” and “caretaker” are gendered, although it is
possible that these sites would be more gendered if other descriptors were chosen, as the
title "colleague” is coincidentally gender-neutral in both, just as the form excelente
‘excellent’ is gender-neutral in Spanish. While personal pronouns can never be dropped in
English, they may be in Spanish and Greek, which explains their absence in the final
sentence of the text. Possessives are not gendered in Spanish, but they are in Greek.
Palestinian Arabic and Hebrew contain an agreement target that none of the other three
languages have: verbal forms. In the Palestinian Arabic sentence, five verb forms bear
masculine gender: J=iio 'he works’, jids ‘he begins’, 1hdl>u 'he maintains’, galsw jlo oS 'he
had finished’, and g5 'he graduated'. In the Hebrew sentence, four verb forms bear
masculine gender: TaIVW ‘[that] works [M.]', TAIV 'he works’, 0"O 'he finished’, and 7'nNnw
‘that started [M.]". The result of this exercise is that the Palestinian Arabic text contains the
most markers of normative gender of the five languages, but as mentioned before, this
result is partially dependent upon how the gendered structures of languages are used. In
each language, there is a degree of avoidance that may be achieved—for instance by using
descriptors which are epicene or of common gender, but each also contains sites where a
mark of gender is required, as in the first mention of a name in Greek or the obligatory use of
personal pronouns with verbs in English.

Because masculine-feminine agreement-based systems of nominal classification
extend the mark of gender to many other grammatical categories at once, and because
these systems imply the presence of affixal gender in addition to lexical gender and
potentially other features of gender, they are reserved for the far end of the scale of
embeddedness of gender in language (see Figure 3.0). Chapter 4 focuses on the concept of
gender-inclusive language, which is the complement to the structures of normative gender

identified in this chapter. Gender-inclusive language includes strategies of avoidance, the
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promotion of the use of extant gender-neutral resources, and the creation of gender-
inclusive forms of expression in cases where none are available prescriptively. By placing
focus on how people, especially queer and genderqueer people, use language, we may more
fully understand the ways in which we are confronted with normative gender in language
and the ways in which we may overcome it in order to achieve adequate forms of linguistic

gender self-expression.

3.6 Conclusion

This chapter began by offering a more humanistic definition of gender in language
that placed focus on people and the expression of their gender identities in language. The
humanistic theory of gender in language stipulates that no language is truly genderless
insofar as every language has the ability to describe locally-specific concepts of gender in
words. This tenet was illustrated by means of a featural typology that introduced eight
features of gender in language that challenged the all-or-nothing association of the term
linguistic gender with agreement-based systems of nominal classification. These eight
features were grouped into three categories describing different degrees of embeddedness
in the grammar and lexicon. The first feature, lexical gender, describes words with
normatively-gendered meanings and no formal markers of gender, and is the only feature
belonging to the category entitled unembedded. Then, several embedded features of gender
in language were described, including many that have evaded extant typologies: pronominal,
affixal, classifier, orthographic, particle, and sign gender. In each of these cases, we observe
the mark of gender entering the structure of the language in different ways. Finally, the
highly embedded feature of (minimally) masculine-feminine morphosyntactic gender was
described and used as a manner in which to summon the question of how we use gendered
language structures, which is a focus of Chapter 4. In conclusion, the research presented in
this chapter leaves us with two main themes to bring forth into the next: 1) that all
languages may feature gender-specific forms of personal reference to varying degrees (and
that these forms are mostly binary) and 2) that the presence of gender in language as it has
been shaped by millennia of human history creates problems for nonbinary, trans, and other
gueer people in the present day. With these findings enumerated, we now leave the world of

normative gender behind.
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4 Gender-Inclusive Language

As observed throughout the featural typology presented in Chapter 3, where gender
is distinguished in language, it is almost always categorically binary and reflective of the
simplified understanding of “biological sex" that prevailed prior to the delineation of the
concept of gender in the late twentieth century. Crosslinguistically, normatively masculine
and feminine terms of personal reference are perhaps more readily available than gender-
neutral alternatives, and in instances where those alternatives do not exist prescriptively, we
might predict those lexical gaps to be the target of gender-inclusive innovation. Gender-
inclusive language can be defined as the cohort of terms of personal reference in a given
language which may be used by nonbinary, trans, gender nonconforming, and other types of
people to self-identify and to be identified by others. Under this rubric falls gender-neutral
language, a term used in this dissertation to separate extant prescriptive forms that do not
carry a mark of gender or have a normatively gendered meaning from innovative (invented)
forms which add to the inventory of a given language and expand its ability to refer to
people neutrally or with specifically nonbinary reference. In its totality, access to gender-
inclusive language for gender nonconforming people, as well as for other members of
society who should be aware of its existence and how to employ it, is one of the most central
issues in the world of queer and trans advocacy. The main reason for this is the
psychologically violent phenomenon of misgendering, or the use of incorrect linguistic
gender markers to refer to someone, which may trigger intense feelings of gender
dysphoria. This dissertation theorizes that for languages in which normative gender is
highly embedded (i.e. languages with a minimally masculine-feminine system of nominal
classification), the possible sites of misgendering are multiplied, and thus these languages
become of higher concern to queer and trans communities. Because this dissertation
understands no language to be truly genderless, misgendering is therefore possible in every
language, and the particular constraints of each language will provide more or less
opportunities for it to be avoided. In this way, how the features of gender in a given language
are used is the complement to which features that language has and how embedded in the
grammar they are, complicating the ability to quantify exactly just how gendered a given

language is. This chapter offers a report of the gender-inclusive proposals that have been
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popularized in different languages of the world. Then, a series of patterns observed within
them are synthesized into a set of preliminary principles about the development of gender-
inclusive language. Finally, the dissertation concludes by contextualizing the fight for
access to gender-inclusive language in terms of broader societal structures, such as the rise

of fascism in the United States described in the introduction to this text.

4.0 Introduction

The goal of gender-inclusive language is to include nonbinary, trans, intersex, gender
nonconforming, and other types of people who wish to represent themselves outside of the
binary in personal reference against a backdrop of predominantly masculine and feminine
forms. For mixed-gender groups, this includes the avoidance of masculine generic forms, for
instance in masculine-feminine languages in which the masculine is the default gender (e.g.
jHola a todos! 'Hello, everyone!’ and jBienvenidos! 'Welcome!' in Spanish), and in languages
of all types which have popular forms of personal reference that are manifestly binary (e.g.
damas y caballeros 'ladies and gentlemen’ in Spanish). This is also the case for individuals,
and in both cases, it is all too frequent that individual languages do not have a large capacity
to refer to people gender-neutrally. For instance, in Spanish, a modicum of strategies of
inclusivity may be employed within the prescriptive constraints of the language, such as
pro-drop, or the exclusion of subject pronouns before verbs in languages with enough
morphological complexity to mark person and number distinctions without them, or the use
of epicene forms such as la persona 'person’ in Spanish, which have just one nominal class
value but may be used to refer to all people regardless of gender identity. Beyond these
strategies, a language like Spanish offers almost no other resources for the expression of
gender-neutrality. In most cases of adjectival attribution, for instance, a mark of gender
must forcibly be applied per the constraints of the system (e.g. simpatico/simpatica 'nice’),
and even common gender nouns whose forms do not change from one linguistic gender to
another must forcibly mark their dependent elements (e.g. los estudiantes 'the students’).
This contrast between the size of the inventory of normatively gendered forms and the size
of the inventory of extant gender-neutral forms in a given language is all too familiar, and in
cases where they are not equal, it is logical that gender nonconforming speakers of those
languages will create innovative ways to adequately represent their unique identities. Thus,

it is crucial to understand which prescriptively extant forms in a given language rise above
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the threshold of gender inclusivity and which do not.

Normatively gender-specific forms in English are contained to the grammatical
categories of personal pronouns, reflexive pronouns, possessive articles and pronouns,
nouns of different types (lexical gender nouns, compounds, and morphological gender
nouns), and honorifics. Logically, any forms within these categories that are not normatively
gender-specific may be used in reference to anyone, and thus these prescriptively extant
gender-neutral forms are gender-inclusive resources. In English, all grammatical persons
and numbers besides the third-person singular do not distinguish gender (with the
exception of the second-person plural pronominal form you guys, which is frequently used
in a supposedly gender-neutral manner, but which may be proven as linguistically masculine
when guys is compared to its feminine counterpart, gals). In the third-person singular,
personal pronouns, their unique case forms, and possessive articles and pronouns form a
cohort of five related forms for each normative gender (see Figure 4.0). Yet English is
crosslinguistically rare in its retention of the gender-neutral personal pronoun they, which is

used along with its related forms to refer to an individual in a gender-inclusive manner.

Figure 4.0 Related case and article forms of English personal pronouns

MASCULINE FEMININE NEUTRAL
SUBJECT PRONOUN he she they
OBJECT PRONOUN him her them
POSSESSIVE PRONOUN his hers theirs

REFLEXIVE PRONOUN himself herself themself
POSSESSIVE ARTICLE his her their

Lexical gender nouns may or may not have extant gender-neutral alternatives (e.g. sibling
instead of brother or sister), and morphologically gendered nouns are all normatively
gendered, though some masculine forms are occasionally used by people of all gender
identities (e.g. actor), and some have gender-neutral counterparts that may be used (e.qg.
flight attendant instead of steward or stewardess). For compound nouns with the roots man
and woman (e.g. salesman/saleswoman, mailman/mailwoman) some alternatives with the

root person exist (e.g. salesperson), or other gender-neutral terms may be available (e.g.
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mail carrier, firefighter). Nouns for which no prescriptively extant gender-neutral
alternatives exist are likely to be the targets of gender-inclusive innovation, for instance the
innovative term nibling, which has been proposed and adopted as an alternative to the
gendered terms nephew and niece (Merriam-Webster, 2025a). This is similarly the case with
the honorifics Mr. and Mrs./Miss/Ms., for which the gender inclusive innovation Mx.
(pronounced mix) has been popularized (Merriam-Webster, 2025b).

For a language like Spanish in which almost every form of personal reference is
forcibly masculine or feminine linguistically, it is necessary to first use a semantic analysis
to determine which of these nominal class values are intended to align with the gender
identity of the referent and which are not. It is possible to use morphological parameters to
aid in this semantic analysis. For instance, for most nouns with personal reference that have
both masculine and feminine forms (e.g. campedn/campeona ‘champion’), the use of one
form over the other is a direct attribution of normative masculine or feminine gender to a
particular referent. Common gender nouns (e.g. estudiante 'student’, artista 'artist') whose
forms do not change from one gender to another may also be used in gender-inclusive
reference, though their dependent elements must be watched (e.g. los/las cantantes 'the
singers'). Epicene nouns, on the other hand, are nouns which have only one form with one
particular nominal class value that may be used to refer to people of all genders, such as Ja
persona 'person’ or el (ser) humano 'human (being)'. The totality of truly gender-neutral
extant forms in Spanish is simply not adequate or sustainable enough to be used to refer to
a single nonbinary person throughout long stretches of speech, and for this reason, gender-
inclusive systems have been developed, namely through the adoption of an inclusive gender
morpheme which may collapse morphological distinctions and an inclusive personal
pronoun. Two popular systems throughout the Spanish-speaking world are the -x morpheme
(e.g. ellx, latinx, amigx) and the -e morpheme (e.g. elle, latine, amigue). While one of these
morphemes is innovative (-x), meaning that it does not come from within the prescriptive
morphemic inventory of the language, the other (-e) is an extant resource found within the
morphemic inventory that is found in many common gender nouns. As compared to extant
gender-neutral forms in a given language, innovative forms, as well as extant resources
whose capacities are expanded, are much more marked and scrutinized against a network of
metrics, such as their “correctness” and the aesthetics of their form and phonology.

The societal markedness and judgment that often results from the use of gender-

inclusive language or debates about it is not dissimilar from the discrimination faced by
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gender nonconforming people in society. While it is imperative that people who do not
identify as normative men or women have access to neutral and/or inclusive forms of
speech, their manners of referring to themselves, including the adoption of a certain set of
pronouns, is very often a double whammy in the presence of transphobic interlocutors, who
understand the use of gender-inclusive language to be a revelation of some queer gender
identity, and/or interlocutors who are linguistic purists. In the same way that some
conservatives reject empirical fact in claiming that sexual dimorphism is an established
truth, linguistic purists reject the natural physics of language, all of which change over time,
especially to develop the capacity to express things that they could not express previously.
In the case of gender-inclusive language, this particular form of linguistic evolution is
necessitated by the invisibilization and suffering of people who do not have adequate forms
of personal reference in the languages they speak. Ultimately, just as there is no single
correct way to be a gender nonconforming person, there is no single right way to develop
gender-inclusive language, and all forms used for the purpose of adequate linguistic gender

self-expression, as well as all lived gender identities, are valid.

41 Misgendering and Linguistic Gender Affirmation

One double-sided goal of gender-inclusive language, especially for nonbinary
speakers of different languages, is to provide adequate forms of linguistic gender self-
identification as well as to reduce the possibility of gender nonconforming subjects being
misgendered. As introduced in the preamble to this chapter, misgendering can be defined as
the use of particular linguistic gender markers (e.g. pronouns, lexically and morphologically
gendered forms) to refer to someone that do not align with their gender identity and/or their
desire to be referred to using those particular forms. In lieu of a person declaring the set of
gendered linguistic forms they'd like to be addressed with, the task of surmising how to
refer to that person is left to their interlocutor. Because linguistic and social gender
categories are so often conflated, this process of linguistic gender attribution most often
manifests itself as the process of gender attribution more simply. It is also for this reason
that declaring a certain set of gendered linguistic forms is viewed as tantamount to
declaring a certain gender identity, when in actuality this is not the case. Pino & Edmonds
(2024) view the process of gender attribution to be correlated with one’'s “visual and aural

appearance” in nonsexual social interactions (p. 1250), referencing Kessler & McKenna's



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language Papadopoulos 117

(1978) overlay study in which almost any combination of visual determinants could be
explained as masculine or feminine where information about "biological sex” was
concealed. For gender conforming people whose "biological sex,” gender identity, and
preference for a certain set of gendered linguistic forms are all in alignment, this moment of
snap judgment in which perhaps all three values are determined at once is usually invisible
and unproblematic. Yet especially for gender nonconforming people and others whose
linguistic gender preferences defy other’s expectations of them, this moment of snap
judgment can result in an intentional or unintentional invalidation of their identity. Trans-
affirming psychiatrists offer a range of effects that can be produced when gender
nonconforming people are misgendered, including feelings of misrecognition, invalidation,
invisibility, unintelligibility, and dysphoria possibly leading to anxiety, post-traumatic stress,
depression, and even suicidality (Jacobsen et al., 2024; Langer, 2011).

In 2011, psychotherapist S.J. Langer called for a “linguistic clinical intervention” and
areflection on the impact of gendered language on gender-diverse populations in clinical
settings (Langer, 2011, p. 306). Noting that language is the basic instrument of
psychotherapy, Langer cites the importance of mutual recognition between therapists and
their clients, a task for which gendered language is an obvious obstacle (ibid; Benjamin,
1988). The consequences of misrecognition or feeling unintelligible can be so
psychologically traumatic that some gender nonconforming people may strive to avoid
detection and retreat from visibility, exacerbating feelings of ostracization and putting them
more at risk for negative mental health outcomes (Langer, 2011, p. 303). Gender-inclusive
language, for this reason, is a tool that must be at psychotherapists' disposal in order to
validate patients, offering them a safe space to access and employ terms of linguistic
gender self-identification that they find adequate and gender-affirming. Relatedly, in a
Canadian study conducted with 1,091 participants who identified as “nonbinary,
genderqueer, agender, or a similar identity,” 59% reported being misgendered daily
(Jacobsen et al., 2024, p. 819). Rates of misgendering were heightened for visibly disabled
participants, younger participants, AFAB participants, and racialized AMAB participants
(ibid, p. 824). While very few quantitative findings on the correlation between misgendering
and depression, anxiety, and stress exist, this and other studies have found various patterns
empirically supporting the idea that constant misgendering is detrimental to nonbinary
people, and this violence may be more prevalent for nonbinary people than for binary trans

people. The intervention that the person being misgendered must make often puts themin a
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perilous situation; if they correct their interlocutors, this is most often taken to be a
revelation of a certain gender identity, exposing them to potential violence. By the same
token, not making the intervention in order to not make this revelation subjects them to
further misgendering, which is much more of a problem in languages with highly embedded
features of gender that multiply the sites of possible misgendering for nonbinary people.

The referent of the concept of misgendering is linguistic content which is formally or
semantically marked as normatively masculine or feminine (Conrod, 2020). In order to avoid
misgendering, an interlocutor must know which set of linguistic forms the referent would
like to be addressed with. Queer rights organizations promote fostering a sort of pronoun
culture in which it is normalized for interlocutors to offer their set of preferred pronouns
while introducing themselves, as in the phrase "My name is Ben and | use he/they pronouns”
(HRC, 2025). Relatedly, asking for one's pronouns, for instance with the phrases "What are
your pronouns?” or "What pronouns do you use?" is becoming more and more normalized in
the American context, especially in queer and trans community settings and in university
settings. The purpose of pronoun culture is to promote the visibility of the issue of
misgendering and to offer others space to declare their preferred pronouns before
continuing on with a conversation in order to avoid misgendering. And while gendered
linguistic forms are not necessarily indicative of someone’s gender identity (e.g. a
nonbinary person may choose to use normatively masculine or feminine pronouns), pronoun
culture is a central part of gender self-determination, which Eric A. Stanley (2014) defines as
"becoming liberated as we speak” (p. 91).

Once the desire of the referent is made clear, their interlocutor knows which set of
linguistic forms to refer to them with. Similarly to how linguistic content is organized into
classes in agreement-based systems of nominal classification, gendered and gender-
inclusive language may be thought of as existing in different sets. For instance, in English,
the normatively masculine personal pronoun he and its related case forms can be imagined
to exist in a set with their "agreement targets,” which include all other normatively
masculine words in the language. This is also the case for the set of normatively feminine
items, headed by the pronoun she and its related case forms, as well as gender-neutral
forms, which are similarly identified by performing a semantic analysis of the lexicon. Any
prescriptively extant gender-neutral terms in a language, including the English pronoun they
and its related case forms, as well as semantically gender-neutral nouns like sibling and

partner, are elevated to the domain of gender-inclusive language, where they may be used to
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refer to anyone in a manner that does not mark their gender. Any non-prescriptively extant
innovations, such as the multiple classes of English neopronouns (e.g. ze/hir), may also form
additional sets that within the domain of gender-inclusive language may have associations
with specific nonbinary gender identities. In this way, gender-inclusive language includes
both gender-neutral language, as well as language intended to mark specific nonbinary
identities. These linguistic sets are often represented by their pronoun heads in
parenthesis, such as (he), (she/her/hers), and (they/them), which may or may not include
one or more related case forms. In a language like Spanish with a masculine-feminine
system of nominal classification, a semantic analysis must similarly be conducted in order
to identify the sets that are normatively gendered and gender-neutral. Epicene forms like /a
persona, which may be used to refer to all people, even with feminine morphosyntactic
agreements, are elevated to the domain of gender-inclusive language, yet masculine-
feminine linguistic systems reveal a tendency to not have a large inventory of extant
gender-neutral forms, leaving gaps that must be filled. Artemis Lépez (2019) formalizes this
distinction as direct and indirect nonbinary language. Whereas indirect nonbinary language
is devoid of all distinctions that bear upon the gender of the referent and employs epicene
and invariant forms, direct nonbinary language is inclusive of innovative gender-inclusive
forms like the pronouns elle and ellx and the morphemes -e and -x in Spanish (Lépez, 2019).
These inclusive forms are the additional sets of gender-inclusive and/or specifically
nonbinary pronouns, morphemes, and lexical items that fill holes in the language's
paradigms in order to endow it with the capacity for neutrality and specifically nonbinary
reference. In Spanish, these sets are represented by their pronoun heads as well as the
canonical gender morpheme of masculine, feminine, or inclusive genders, as in (él, -0),
(ella, -a), and (elle, -¢e).

In their totality, prescriptively extant gender-neutral forms and non-prescriptive,
innovative gender-inclusive forms comprise the inventory of gender-inclusive language. The
explicit purpose of gender-inclusive language is to visibilize and affirm people of nonbinary
gender identities, as well as anyone who does not identify with normatively masculine and/
or feminine forms, and to create space for gender-neutrality where none exists
prescriptively. The recognition and affirmation of gender nonconforming people in language
is a human right that must be defended given the detrimental psychological consequences
of misgendering and feeling illegible due to a lack of adequate terms of self-identification.

Gender-inclusive language itself, too, must be defended as legitimate and valid. All
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languages change over time, especially to express realities that they could not express
before. For this and other reasons, this dissertation asserts that any forms of language with
which nonbinary and other gender nonconforming people identify are already legitimate,
though their public view as legitimate is dependent on conferrences of validity from
institutions of prescriptive language like language academies and major publishers of
language materials, as well as institutions of hegemonic power that uphold standard

language, like governments and international organizations.

4.2 Gender-Inclusive Language

The following sections introduce the gender-inclusive forms that have been
proposed and/or popularized in different world languages. As with all other parts of this
dissertation, this report does not aim to be exhaustive, but rather to provide a
representative sample including all of the gender-inclusive forms about which the author is
aware as of the year 2025. Rather than being organized featurally, the following sections are
organized by language family or individual language as dictated by the particularities of the
data set. While this dissertation is not aware of any extant gender-inclusive proposals for
the features of classifier gender and particle gender, for the other six features identified in
Chapter 3—lexicosemantic, pronominal, affixal, orthographic, sign, and masculine-feminine
morphosyntactic gender—each have been neutralized in different ways and sometimes
even unified as cohesive systems in certain languages. In order to illustrate this latter
phenomenon, two language families are described first (Germanic and Romance) before a
number of typologically distinct world languages that have developed gender-inclusive

innovations are presented.

4.21 Germanic

The Germanic language family is comprised of a number of modern languages
descended from Proto-Germanic, which featured a masculine-feminine-neuter system of
agreement-based nominal classification. Some of the modern descendants of Proto-
Germanic have retained this system, like German, while others have simplified it in different
ways, as in the common-neuter system of Swedish, and in English, the system of agreement-

based nominal classification has been dissolved altogether. Yet, as echoed throughout this
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dissertation, English, while widely understood to be a “genderless"” language, prescriptively
retains a number of features of gender that are remnants of this system or a result of other
influences, like French, resulting in the features of lexicosemantic, pronominal, and affixal
gender. In their totality, the proposals that have been made to improve upon these three
features comprise the inventory of gender-inclusive English (see Figure 4.2.1). Firstly,
gender-inclusive English is emblematized by the extant gender-neutral personal pronoun
they, which has survived from at least the time of Chaucer and was promoted during the
English-language anti-sexist language movement as a neutral alternative to masculine
generic forms (Bodine, 1975). In the present day, it has been popularized as a gender-
inclusive pronoun that many nonbinary and other types of people self-identify with, and it
has also been legitimated both institutionally (e.g. Merriam-Webster, 2025c) and
theoretically (e.g. Conrod, 2019) as a valid part of the structure of the global English
language. Additionally, many classes of neopronouns, or neologistic pronouns, have been
attested that were created by different communities either to represent specific gender
identities or to add to the cohort of neutral alternatives (Kiriko Robinson et al., 2025). One
early example of a neopronominal system are the forms ze/hir, which were used throughout
the first edition of My Gender Workbook by Kate Bornstein (1997), and the second edition
published in 2013 introduces an additional set: sie/hir (Bornstein, 2013, p. xii). In addition to
pronouns, the other two remaining features—lexical and affixal gender—have also been
considered. While English is crosslinguistically fortuitous because of its ample inventory of
extant gender-neutral lexical items, it also contains a couple of lexical gaps, as in the cases
of nephew and niece as well as uncle and aunt, pairs with no prescriptive gender-neutral
alternatives. For the former pair, the term nibling (from nephew/niece and sibling) has been
proposed and promoted in context, for instance by Jennifer Lopez, who spoke of her nibling
Brendon Scholl while promoting the 2020 movie about them entitled Draw With Me (Lopez,
2020). For the pair uncle and aunt, the form pibling (from parent and sibling) has similarly
been proposed, for instance by Neville Goodman in the British Journal of General Practice in
2005. Fortunately, most compound words in English (e.g. mailman, fireman, policeman) may
be neutralized using the extant inventory, as in the gender-inclusive forms mail carrier,
firefighter, and police officer. Finally, affixal gender is perhaps the feature that has been

least interrogated, though because its presence is mostly due to the influence of other
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Figure 4.2.1
MASCULINE
SUBJECT PRONOUN he
OBJECT PRONOUN him
POSSESSIVE PRONOUN his
REFLEXIVE PRONOUN himself
POSSESSIVE ARTICLE his

Morphological Gender Nouns

MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
god goddess —
bachelor bachelorette —
Latino Latina Latinx
Filipino Filipina Filipinx
— diva —
Honorifics
MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
Mr. Mrs., Ms., Miss MX.
mister missus, —, miss mix
) Ma'am
Sir —
madam

Source: Papadopoulos et al., 2025a
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Partial grammar of gender-inclusive English

FEMININE NEUTRAL INCLUSIVE
she they ze
her them hir
hers theirs hirs
herself themself hirself
her their hir
Lexical Gender Nouns
MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
man woman person
father mother parent
brother sister sibling
nephew niece nibling
uncle aunt pibling
Compound Nouns
MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
salesman saleswoman salesperson
mailman mailwoman mail carrier
fireman firewoman firefighter
househusband  housewife —
— primadonna —
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languages, gender-inclusive forms found in those languages have occasionally made their
way into English, for instance the borrowed term Latinx which has been used to describe
voting populations in the United States (d'Urso & Roman, 2024).

In other modern Germanic languages, inventories of personal pronouns have been
interrogated in many cases, though the particular morphological and morphosyntactic
complexities of each have offered challenges to proposing and implementing logical
systems of gender-inclusivity. Drawing on analogy from the Finnish personal pronoun hén,
which is prescriptively gender-neutral, Swedish officially adopted the gender-inclusive
pronoun hen as a counterpart to normatively masculine (han 'he') and feminine (hon ‘she’)
pronouns in the glossary of the Swedish Academy in 2015 (Sendén et al., 2015). The pronoun
hen had originally been proposed by linguists in the 1960s and made a resurgence from the
2000s on, leading to its popularization and ultimate acceptance by the Swedish Academy
(ibid). In 2022, the Language Council of Norway also announced their acceptance of the
pronoun hen as a gender-neutral alternative to the normatively masculine pronoun han 'he’
and the normatively feminine pronoun hun 'she’ in Norwegian (Riedel, 2022). In Danish, hen
is similarly an alternative to the normatively masculine pronoun han 'he' and the
normatively feminine pronoun hun 'she’, but Danish speakers also use a lowercase version of
the second-person singular pronoun, de, as well as the third-person singular common
gender pronoun den (Hjorth-Nebel Miltersen et al., 2025). In German, a system similar to
écriture inclusive 'inclusive writing' in French (described in Section 4.2.2) has been
introduced and popularized in university contexts and other settings: the "gender star,” or
the use of an asterisk, underscore, or other symbol to break up masculine and feminine
forms of a word, as in Freund*in 'friend, partner’, which is pronounced with a glottal stop
before the feminine morpheme. While it is the topic of much debate, the “gender star” has

proliferated in German society to a considerable degree (Mller-Spitzer, 2022).

4.2.2 Romance

The modern Romance languages provide a remarkable example of multiple cohesive
systems—all of which were proposed independently—that converge upon a set of linguistic
principles operable in most of them, and which in many cases share recurring gender-
inclusive forms. With the exception of Romanian, most of the major modern Romance

languages, including Spanish, Portuguese, Catalan, French, and Italian, have coalesced



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language Papadopoulos 124

around systems amounting to new, inclusive nominal classes in each, emblematized by a
gender-inclusive personal pronoun and a vocalic gender-inclusive morpheme used to
collapse binary morphological distinctions throughout the grammar. These languages, while
among the most gendered in the world due to their masculine-feminine morphosyntactic
systems of nominal classification, provide optimal examples of the capacity of even an
extremely gendered language to develop a logical system of gender-inclusivity.

Perhaps the modern Romance language with the most storied history of anti-sexist
and gender-inclusive proposals is Spanish (Papadopoulos, 2022; see Figure 4.2.2). In 1976,
the Spanish engineer Alvaro Garcia Meseguer proposed the -e morpheme as an anti-sexist
proposal to create an additional common gender within the language. There is little evidence
to suggest that this proposal was adopted widely around the time that it was made, but in
the present day, whether due to his proposal or others that arose independently of it, the -e
gender is the most commonly attested gender-inclusive system in the language around the
Spanish-speaking world. Garcia Meseguer'’s (1976) original proposal is partially written in
this -e gender, where it is used identically to present-day attestations (e.g. Duarte et al.,
2025). For instance, only sites of direct gendered personal reference are transformed
(following from Lépez's [2019] distinction), the articles le and une are introduced to collapse
the pairs el/la and un/una, respectively, and orthographic changes preserving the original
sound of certain words are evidenced (e.g. "querides amigues,” “les politigues"). Seemingly
the only component lacking in Garcia Meseguer'’s proposal is the personal pronoun elle,
which was proposed by Sophia Gubb in 2013 and which then appeared in a change.org
petition directed at the Real Academia Espanol [RAE] 'Royal Spanish Academy' in 2015.
Following this, the unified -e gender appeared in grammars that began circulating among
different queer communities (e.g. Gdmez, 2016). While the -e gender and other proposed
gender-inclusive innovations have been roundly rejected by the RAE, they have received
various levels of support from global Spanish-speaking institutions, though this support
remains in flux and is being diminished by the rise of conservatism in certain countries such
as Argentina (AP, 2024). In queer community settings, however, use of the pronoun elle and
the rest of the inclusive -e gender has been popularized to a degree that reveals the
existence of one "standard” variety or mode of implementation. Beyond the -e morpheme,
the -x morpheme is the other that has gained traction, especially in certain words such as
latinx and chicanx. The origins of -x have been placed in the early 2000s among online queer

communities, and its use in writing is highly attested. Because it is not a vocalic morpheme,
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Figure 4.2.2 Partial grammar of gender-inclusive Spanish

Personal Pronouns

MASCULINE

s

el
lhel

nosotros
lwel

vosotros
'you all'

ellos
'they [PL.]’

MASCULINE

padre
'father’

marido
'husband’

hombre
'man’

yerno

'son-in-law’

FEMININE

ella
'she’

nosotras
lwel

vosotras
'you all’

ellas
'they [PL.]'

INCLUSIVE

elle
'they [SG.]'

nosotres
Iwel

vosotres
'you all’

elles
'they [PL.]'

Lexical Gender Nouns

FEMININE

madre

'mother’

esposa
'wife'

mujer
'woman

nuera
'daughter-in

INCLUSIVE

'spouse’

persona
'person’

-law’

'parent’

‘child-in-law’

Morphological Gender Nouns

MASCULINE FEMININE
amigo amiga
'friend’ friend’
chico chica

'boy’ 'girl’
bombero bombera

'firefighter' ‘firefighter’

hijo hija
'son’ 'daughter’
Articles
MASCULINE  FEMININE
el la
'the’ 'the’
los las
'the’ 'the’
un una
'‘afan’ '‘afan’
unos unas
'some’ 'some’

Source: Duarte et al., 2025

INCLUSIVE

amigue
'friend’

chigue
'kid'

bombere
'firefighter’

hije
‘child’

INCLUSIVE

le
'the’

les
'the’

une
'afan’

unes
'some’

and because there are lively debates about whether the -x is a colonial imposition from

English or a decolonial tool from Indigenous languages, among other reasons, the -x is
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undoubtedly the most polarizing gender-inclusive Spanish form (see Papadopoulos, 2022).
However, just like the -g, its use in speech has been attested, where it is mostly realized as
the cluster [eks] to fit with the phonological patterns of the language (Papadopoulos, 2024).

In Portuguese, especially Brazilian Portuguese, the -e gender is similarly attested in
the domain of gender-inclusivity (Clendenning-Jiménez & Kiriko Robinson, 2025). For all
grammatical categories besides personal pronouns, the -e is implemented in a similarly
straightforward manner, where it collapses morphological distinctions of gender throughout
the grammar. As is the case with Spanish, it is not able to collapse lexical gender distinctions
in which the normative masculine and feminine forms feature different roots, and these
pairs at times constitute remaining lexical gaps. For personal pronouns, because the
normatively masculine form ele already features the -e morpheme, a number of gender-
inclusive personal pronouns have been attested, including elu, ilu, and ile (ibid). Gender-
inclusive Portuguese has been proposed and popularized by queer community members in
the Lusophone community, for instance in grammars of gender and social media videos, as
well as in various queer and trans community wiki pages (ibid). This is also the case in
Catalan, where gender-inclusive proposals upheld by trans-focused organizations and queer
scholars, among others, have converged upon the -i morpheme and the pronoun elli (Duarte,
2025).

Italian is perhaps the most distinct case to the above examples of Spanish,
Portuguese, and Catalan (see Figure 4.2.2.1). Italian gender morphology is fusional and
encodes both normative gender and grammatical number, resulting in an inventory of
canonical morphemes that utilize four of the five extant vowels in the language. The final
remaining vowel in the language’s inventory, [u], is anecdotally believed not to be employed
as a gender-inclusive resource because in some dialects, such as Sicilian, it is how the
masculine singular morpheme -o is pronounced. For this reason, gender-inclusive proposals
have introduced a new vowel and vocalic morpheme into the inventory of Italian, the schwa:
-8. The schwa proposal is generally attributed to Luca Boschetto, creator of the website
Italiano inclusivo. In 2015, they posted the first proposal for the use of the schwa as a
gender-inclusive morpheme. Since then, Boschetto, the sociolinguist and activist Vera
Gheno, the editorial house effequ, and many others have popularized and expanded on this
proposal. There are now enough attestations of the schwa throughout the Italian grammar to

describe it as an additional gender (Papadopoulos et al., 2025b). Boschetto's (2015) original
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Figure 4.2.2.1 Partial grammar of gender-inclusive Italian

Personal Pronouns Morphological Gender Nouns
MASCULINE  FEMININE INCLUSIVE MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
lui lei lai, loi bambino bambina bambina
'he’ 'she’ 'they [SG.]' 'boy’ 'girl’ ‘child’
bambini bambine bambina/3
'boys’ ‘girls’ ‘children’
Adjectives
_ _ ) amico amica amica
piccolo piccolo piccols 'friend’ 'friend’ 'friend’
'small’ 'small’ 'small’
) ) ) amici amice amica/3
piccoli piccole piccola/3 friends'’ friends’ friends’
'small’ 'small’ 'small’

o o o professore professoressa professora
italiano italiana italiana

) ) ) ‘professor’ ‘professor’ ‘professor’
‘Italian’ ‘Italian’ ‘Italian’
o o o professori  professoresse professors/s
|taI|.an| |tallfane |taI|a.na/3 'professors’ 'professors’ ‘professors’
‘Italian’ ‘Italian’ ‘Italian’

Source: Papadopoulos et al., 2025b

proposal introduces two canonical morphemes, inclusive singular -a [3] (lo schwa) and
inclusive plural -3[3] (lo schwa lungo), and the personal pronoun /aj 'they [SG.]". The original
proposal puts forth a set of principles for the schwa's usage. For instance, inclusive forms of
noncanonical nouns are based on the masculine singular, and invariant forms undergo no
transformation. Other texts, like "Cos'é quella «e» rovesciata?" by Cavallo et. al (2021) and
"L'avventura dello schwa" (2022) by Vera Gheno propose use of the schwa (-8) in both the
singular and the plural, to the exclusion of the long schwa (-3). While within this system the
inclusive personal pronoun /ai has been proposed to collapse the distinction between
normatively masculine (lui 'he') and feminine (lei 'she') personal pronouns, others have been
proposed, including the inclusive pronoun /oi, which was introduced by students at Colorado

College under the supervision of Amanda Minervini in 2022 (Minervini et al., 2022).
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For the modern Romance languages that have popularized gender-inclusive systems,
arecurring motif has emerged. Related to the fact that most canonical masculine and
feminine gender morphemes are vocalic in Romance, it is perhaps not unsurprising that
Spanish, Portuguese, Catalan, and Italian have converged upon different inclusive gender
morphemes which are vocalic: -e in Spanish and Portuguese, -i in Catalan, and -a in Italian.
Yet as seen in Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian, these vocalic morphemes are situated at
some phonetic midpoint between canonical masculine and feminine gender morphemes
(Kaplan & Papadopoulos, 2023). Additionally, these same vocalic morphemes are featured on
the canonical personal pronouns of the inclusive gender in each language, and in the case of
Spanish and Portuguese, the -e morpheme forms part of the extant inventory of the
language, where it is forcibly masculine or feminine linguistically, though used on common
gender nouns, whose forms are invariant (e.g. estudante 'student’ in Portuguese).

Perhaps the most difficult case within Romance for which no cohesive system has
emerged is French. While the inclusive pronoun jel, a portmanteau of the canonical
masculine (il) and feminine (elle) personal pronouns, is commonly attested and has been
adopted by different nonbinary communities to varying degrees, the extreme morphological
complexity of French (especially as compared to the other modern Romance languages) has
provided considerable challenges even within individual proposals (see Kaplan, 2022). For
canonical masculine-feminine noun pairs in which the masculine morpheme is phonetically
null (-2) and the feminine morpheme is -e, the system of écriture inclusive ‘inclusive writing’
is commonly used, which introduces a midpoint dot before the canonical feminine
morpheme, producing the inclusive morpheme --e, and has varying phonological
representations, including a brief pause between the base and the morpheme (ibid).
Romanian is distinct from the other modern Romance languages in that it maintains the
masculine-feminine-neuter system of Latin, and this dissertation is not aware of any known

gender-inclusive proposals for Romanian as of the year 2025.

4.2.3 Other Languages

Outside of the Romance and Germanic language families, a handful of other
languages have attested gender-inclusive forms. While only having emerged within the past
few years, Greek provides an interesting lesson on the use of extant resources within a given

language. Greek, like German and Latin, is a masculine-feminine-neuter language, yet in
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comparison, its neuter gender contains more words for people. The words ayopt ‘boy’,
Kopitol ‘girl’, atouo ‘person’, and mtaldi ‘child’ are all grammatically neuter and logically take
neuter agreements (e.g. auto to ayopl ‘this boy'). Perhaps because of this capacity to
represent human subjects in the neuter gender in a way that is not derogatory, as opposed
to the English pronoun it or the German pronoun es, the neuter gender has been attested for
use in gender-neutral collective reference (e.g. lela og 6Aoug, OAeg kat 6Aa! ‘Hello to
everybody!), as well as in specifically nonbinary reference. Relatedly, as foreign words, even
names, are commonly borrowed into the neuter gender in Greek, the intersection of these
two ideas can be seen in Greek-language reporting about the Swiss singer Nemo, who won
the 2024 Eurovision Song Contest representing Switzerland. In Greek, names are preceded
by articles, and therefore Nemo is introduced as “to Nemo,” where Tto is the neuter definite
article, and neuter agreements are occasionally attested (Kodonas, 2024).

In Irish, personal pronouns in the third-person singular nominative (sé ‘he’ and s/
'she’) and accusative (€ ‘him’ and i 'her’) have been associated with the forms siad and iad,
which draws on analogy from English in employing the prescriptive third-person plural
pronominal forms (Colleluori, 2025). The gendered effects of the morphosyntactic, word-
initial phonological mutation caused by definite and possessive articles preceding nouns,
however, is not known to have been considered in gender-inclusive proposals.

In Tagalog, because hundreds of Spanish loanwords with Spanish gender morphology
were borrowed into the language during the more than three hundred-year period of
Spanish colonization of the Philippines, there is minimal evidence for the use of the -x
morpheme in Tagalog, as evidenced in the words filipinx/pilipinx and pinxy (from pinoy and
pinay), all of which are markers of Filipino identity (Blazado & Papadopoulos, 2025).

In Hebrew, the niqqid sign segol ( _ IPA: [e]) has been used to phonologically distance
nonbinary personal pronouns (X1 heh) from masculine (X111 hu 'he’) and feminine (X7 hi
'she’) personal pronouns (Nonbinary Hebrew Project, 2025). This system, introduced by Lior
Gross and Eyal Rivlin, is proposed for all gender-inclusive personal pronominal forms, nouns
like NT'M5N talmide 'student’ (as compared with its normatively masculine T™n%n talmid and
feminine NTM5n talmida forms), adjectives, possessive suffixes, and verb forms which are
marked for gender, for instance as in NTN1> lomede 'I/you/they [SG.] learn’, as compared to
the forms TR5 lomed 'l/you/he learns’ and NTNY lomedet ‘l/you/she learns’ (ibid). Another

proposal introduces a series of twelve new Hebrew characters to resolve problems arising
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from morphological gender distinctions in the language (Shomer, n.d.), though both systems
face opposition from prescriptivist institutions (Gafter & Mor, 2023).

While all of the above examples deal with the features of lexicosemantic, pronominal,
affixal, and morphosyntactic gender, Chinese and American Sign Language provide two
valuable and unique examples of the improvement of other crosslinguistic features of
gender. As described in Section 3.4.4, the Chinese language features a radical in its
inventory of characters frequently referred to as the woman radical, &, which at times
simply distinguishes normatively masculine and feminine pairs, and which at other times
creates a derogatory meaning when replacing the masculine radical, whose allographs are
1 and A (Tang et al., 2025). There are at least three attested proposals which aim to collapse
this distinction of orthographic gender, all of which revolve around the personal pronouns !
'he’ and it ‘'she’ (see Figure 4.2.3). In Mandarin Chinese, both of these pronouns are
pronounced identically as ta, and thus their distinction is only encoded in writing. For this
reason, the pinyin or Romanization ta or TA is occasionally attested in the news and other
media. X2 is an innovative form created by the intersex community The Missing Gender
0.972in 2015. Just as it has been employed for the purposes of gender-inclusivity in English,
Spanish, and Tagalog, the -x appears here as a foreign radical introduced into the extant
Chinese inventory, supposedly with the symbolic meaning of crossing out any marker of
gender. A third innovation utilizes an extant radical meaning ‘none, not any’: the pronoun
Jott created by graphic designer Zipeng Zhu in 2021. While this proposal cannot currently
be rendered by computers as a single character as in ftf} ‘he’ and #it ‘'she’, they are crucial

examples of gender-inclusive language in a character-based writing system.

Figure 4.2.3 Third-person singular personal pronouns in Mandarin Chinese

MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE INCLUSIVE INCLUSIVE
fi1 it TA Xt Tt
ta ta ta ta ta
'he’ 'she’ 'they [SG.]! 'they [SG.]' 'they [SG.]!

Source: Tang et al., 2025



A Humanistic Theory of Gender in Language Papadopoulos 131

Figure 4.2.3.1 Inclusive sign gender in American Sign Language

MASCULINE FEMININE INCLUSIVE
>
o
) -
'father’
Ve
) A 4 4
Y VvV \ ¥ VvV \ Y VvV \
'‘grandfather’ ‘grandmother’ '‘grandparent’

Source: Vicars, n.d.

Finally, American Sign Language evidences the only known gender-inclusive proposal
for the sixth feature of gender identified in this chapter, sign gender. Following from the
establishment made in Section 3.4.6 that many kinship terms in American Sign Language
are distinguished by the starting position of the signs being above or below the level of the
nose, which under Stokoe's (2005/1960) theory of cherology correlates with the tabula or
position chereme, many signs based on this distinction may be articulated precisely at the
level of the nose in order to make them gender-neutral (see Figure 4.2.3.1). This instance of
the tabula chereme producing normatively gendered associations, whereby the normatively
masculine form is articulated at the level of the forehead and the normatively feminine form
is articulated at the level of the chin, mirrors a pattern found within the systems of gender-
inclusivity used in Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian, whereby the correlate of gender-
inclusivity in ASL, the level of the nose, is situated at some sort of midpoint between
normatively masculine and feminine forms, similar to how the gender-inclusive vocalic
morphemes popularized in Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian are all situated at some sort of

phonetic midpoint between canonical masculine and feminine morphemes.
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4.3 Analysis of Extant Gender-Inclusive Forms

While attestations of gender-inclusive forms have only been documented in a
handful of the world's languages, the systems that have been popularized manifest a few
patterns that may be described as a series of preliminary generalizations. Firstly, any extant,
gender-neutral forms found within a given language are elevated to the domain of gender-
inclusive language because of their ability to refer to all people without applying a mark of
normative gender. Where gender-neutral forms of a given concept cannot be found and only
normatively masculine and feminine forms exist, this lexical gap is expected to become a
target of gender-inclusive language. In English, this was illustrated by the pairs nephew/
niece and uncle/aunt for which there are no prescriptively extant gender-neutral forms.
Using idiosyncratic processes of linguistic innovation, queer- and trans-focused reform
proposals generated innovative forms meant to fill these lexical gaps: nibling and pibling,
respectively, both based on the extant gender-neutral term sibling. This type of linguistic
innovation promoted by the proliferation of gender-inclusive language can perhaps be
predicted by the simple gender test (introduced in Section 3.3), which in fact revealed the
two lexical gaps described above. By assessing the extant inventory of normatively
gendered forms in a given language as compared to the extant inventory of gender-neutral
forms, these lexical gaps can be identified and offered as a point of consideration to
nonbinary, trans, gender nonconforming, and other concerned speakers of different
languages. Gender-inclusive forms are adopted, proliferated, and popularized by speakers in
a way not dissimilar from processes of language variation and change more generally.

Relatedly, another observed pattern is the extrapolation of any embedded forms (e.g.
affixal morphemes, pronouns, etc.) that are prescriptively gender-neutral or are found on
invariant forms. In English, one referent of this idea was the extant gender-neutral personal
pronoun they, which was promoted by feminists as an alternative to masculine generic
forms and then later promoted by queer and trans activists as a gender-inclusive pronoun
used by many nonbinary and other types of speakers to self-identify. In Spanish and
Portuguese, this pattern was observed in the expansion of the function of the gender
morpheme -e, which although it must be forcibly masculine or feminine prescriptively (e.g.
el/la cantante 'singer’), it is found on many invariant common gender forms which
themselves are not distinguished for normative gender. Where this type of extrapolation of

the use of an extant resource for the purpose of gender-inclusivity is not possible, creative
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forms are innovated, for instance in Italian, as evidenced with the introduction of a new
vowel and vocalic morpheme, the schwa: -a.

In many cases including gender-inclusive Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, French,
American Sign Language, and even some of the gender-inclusive pronominal forms adopted
in the modern Germanic languages, another pattern may be observed: normative masculine
and feminine forms are frequently neutralized by finding some middle ground between
them. The gender-inclusive French pronoun iel 'they [SG.]' is an obvious example of this
phenomenon, as it is a portmanteau of the normative masculine (il 'he’) and feminine (elle
'she’) forms. In Spanish, Portuguese, and Italian, where canonical masculine and feminine
morphemes are -0 and -a, respectively, the vocalic morpheme that is chosen (in addition to
being extant in the cases of Spanish and Portuguese) is situated at some phonetic midpoint
between the two canonical forms (Kaplan & Papadopoulos, 2023). For Spanish and
Portuguese, this is the -e morpheme, which within the vowel space is basically equidistant
from canonical masculine and feminine morphemes in both languages. In Italian, where
canonical gender morphemes are -o for the masculine and -a for the feminine, the inclusive
morpheme that is being popularized is the vowel in the exact center of the space, the schwa
(-8), which is nonnative to the language's morphemic inventory.

Finally, while it is not entirely provable whether or not the above factors contribute to
the acceptance or the legitimation of gender-inclusive forms in society, it is clear that
institutions of prescriptive language, such as publishing houses that produce dictionaries
and grammars, language academies, and governments, are extremely influential in this
regard. Many people believe that language is controlled by these institutions, even though in
reality language change over time and among different populations is somewhat a law of
nature within the field of sociolinguistics. For this reason, when the institutions of
prescriptive language most intertwined with dominant institutions of hegemonic power
(such as a language academy that is a function of a government) accept gender-inclusive
language and include it in their publications and other communications, its societal view as
legitimate is almost ensured. Yet while these institutions play a large role in society's
acceptance of innovative forms of language, it must be restated that any and all forms of
language with which queer and trans people identify and feel identified by are already

legitimate.
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4.4  Conclusion: Gender-Inclusive Language as a Form of Resistance

In order to arrive at this final chapter describing the gender-inclusive forms that have
been proposed, attested, or popularized in different languages around the world, it was first
necessary to build a theory and definition of the concept of gender in language that wove
together the existing threads of research on the topic, both within the field of formal
linguistics and outside of it. The conclusion to this dissertation ends where it began in order
to discuss gender-inclusive language as a form of resistance. Chapter 1 began with a
discussion about the weaponization of the concepts of gender and language in society more
broadly. Inspired by a backdrop of rising authoritarianism in the United States in the year
2025, several executive orders that targeted trans people, the concept of nonbinary gender,
diversity, equity, and inclusion initiatives, as well as forms of language and individual
languages themselves were described and used as a jumping-off point from which to
approach an empirically and theoretically informed description of the concepts of
"biological sex” and gender. These understandings were then used to synthesize a
definition of gender in language that could adequately identify what was meant by the term:
the appearance of normatively gender-specific meanings and embedded grammatical
distinctions based on the complex human quality of gender. As revealed in Chapter 2,
formulating such a definition was necessary because in the field of formal linguistics, no
extant theory is motivated by this goal. The term linguistic or grammatical gender points to
the theory of agreement-based nominal classification, and to a lesser degree, to the concept
of classifiers, and neither of these concepts have any explicit basis on the concept of
(human) gender. After revealing the weaknesses of these theories in identifying and
accounting for the various features of gender observed crosslinguistically, including
languages with a system of masculine-feminine morphosyntactic gender, a new, more
humanistic theory of gender in language was elaborated in Chapter 3. The basic tenets of
this theory were that there is no such thing as a genderless language (as all languages have
the feature of lexicosemantic gender, minimally), that gender may be embedded to different
degrees in the language of the world, that gender values in language and in society are not
necessarily the same but share a tight historical correlation, that our goal in using gender in
language is to match the desire of the referent, and that access to gender-inclusive
language is a basic human right that must be defended. Then, a featural typology

introducing eight realizations of gender in language was introduced and related to a scale
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ranging from least to most embedded—Ilexicosemantic, pronominal, affixal, classifier,
orthographic, particle, sign, and masculine-feminine morphosyntactic gender. Finally, this
chapter explored how typologically distinct languages have improved upon these features of
gender in language in order to expand their capacity to refer to nonbinary, trans, gender
nonconforming, and other types of people who wish to be referred to neutrally and outside
of the binary. It culminates in a message related to the introduction to this dissertation: the
takedown of gender diversity and gender-inclusive language desired by authoritarian
regimes like the United States in the year 2025 will never happen.

Throughout the history of anti-sexist and gender-inclusive language reform, we have
been offered a number of examples of both resistance to and the acceptance of new forms
of language meant to visibilize people of marginalized gender identities. In some cases,
institutions of prescriptive language have accepted innovative gender-inclusive forms,
having recognized their necessity as tools of gender affirmation for nonbinary and other
gender nonconforming people. This was largely the case throughout Scandinavia, where
inclusive Swedish and Norwegian personal pronouns were accepted by their respective
language academies or councils. Yet there are perhaps more examples of the rejection of
gender-inclusive language by institutions of prescriptive language. For instance, the Real
Academia Espanola [RAE] 'Royal Spanish Academy' has continually refused to accept any
innovative form of gender-inclusive Spanish (and, in fact, many feminist anti-sexist
proposals) after more than a decade of petitioning by intersex, nonbinary, and other queer
and trans Spanish speakers around the world, claiming that they are unnecessary and that
masculine and feminine forms are capable of representing all human subjects (RAE, 2020).
Here, the guise behind the RAE's rejections is the concept of linguistic economy. Prior to the
year 2025, the Académie Francgaise [AF] 'French Academy’ spewed perhaps the most vitriol
toward gender-inclusive language that had been observed prior by any institution of
prescriptive language, calling gender-inclusive French forms "aberrations” and "true
barbarisms,” and by signaling that they place the French language in "mortal danger"” (AF,
2014; 2017). Here, their logic is supposedly related to aesthetics, as well as to the concepts
of linguistic and cultural purity. But no institution of prescriptive language has done what
the Real Academia Espafiola and the Académie Francaise have tried to disguise: to explicitly
preface an assault on language with an attack on all kinds of gender nonconforming people.
This move was accomplished on the first day of the 47th presidential administration of the

United States by the signing of Executive Order 14168. It reads:
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It is the policy of the United States to recognize two sexes, male and female. These

sexes are not changeable and are grounded in fundamental and incontrovertible

reality. Under my direction, the Executive Branch will enforce all sex-protective laws

to promote this reality, and the following definitions shall govern all Executive

interpretation of and application of Federal law and administration policy:

(a)

"Sex" shall refer to an individual's immutable biological classification as either
male or female. "Sex" is not a synonym for and does not include the concept of
"gender identity.”

"Women" or "woman' and "“girls” or "girl” shall mean adult and juvenile human
females, respectively.

"Men” or "man" and "boys" or "boy" shall mean adult and juvenile human males,
respectively.

"Female” means a person belonging, at conception, to the sex that produces the
large reproductive cell.

"Male" means a person belonging, at conception, to the sex that produces the
small reproductive cell.

"Gender ideology"” replaces the biological category of sex with an ever-shifting
concept of self-assessed gender identity, permitting the false claim that males
can identify as and thus become women and vice versa, and requiring all
institutions of society to regard this false claim as true. Gender ideology includes
the idea that there is a vast spectrum of genders that are disconnected from
one's sex. Gender ideology is internally inconsistent, in that it diminishes sex as
an identifiable or useful category but nevertheless maintains that it is possible
for a person to be born in the wrong sexed body.

"Gender identity” reflects a fully internal and subjective sense of self,
disconnected from biological reality and sex and existing on an infinite
continuum, that does not provide a meaningful basis for identification and cannot

be recognized as a replacement for sex.

In this way, the multiple executive orders related to language that followed this initial

pronouncement were explicitly prefaced by a call to eradicate gender diversity in society
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and the concept of human or social gender more generally. Yet while institutions of
prescriptive language, like the United States government, have the power to enact
widespread societal acceptance and the proliferation of various forms of language, they
demonstrably do not have the power to override various laws of nature, such as the
nonbinary empirical realities of "biological sex” and gender, or language change in progress.
Despite the highest possible level of institutional assailment, gender-inclusive forms will
continue to gain popularity because they are necessary for queer and trans people to live
and thrive. Despite the highest possible degree of marginalization and stigmatization, queer
and trans people will never stop existing nor finding new forms of resistance to fascism and
other kinds of conservative ideological attacks that threaten their existence. And despite
the extreme levels of ignorance that currently occupy the United States government, no law
or ideology could stop the publication of the empirical knowledge contained in this
dissertation, enshrining and defending the concept of gender-inclusive language with
dedication to intersex, nonbinary, trans, gender nonconforming, and other types of queer

and genderqueer people in countries around the world.
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