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Grammatical Gender: A challenge to 
power

 
 

Abstract 
Knowledge is a matter of gender and in exploring how 
grammatical gender in particular is wielded in 
institutionalized practices we can explore the ways in 
which marginalized and oppressed subaltern groups 
fight for autonomy. This paper outlines an exploratory 
project to examine how grammatical gender in Arabic 
and Hebrew is used by and effects certain marginalized 
populations. I propose tackling this from a culturally 
competent framework. 
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Introduction 
“We are going to begin 
today by going around 
the room and asking 
everyone to state what 
they prefer to be called 
and their preferred 
pronouns.”  

In English we have the 
opportunity to choose 
masculine, feminine, 
neuter, singular or 
plural identifiers. We 
can obscure our gender 

or proclaim it. English grammar can be fluid and 
accommodating even when politics are not. However, in 
languages where there are no gender neutral options 
grammar becomes a much more significant and political  
decision. Grammatical gender markers such as 
gendered endings appended to nouns, verbs and 
adjectives, propose very strict meanings of what is 
masculine and feminine. In many languages it is not an 
option to leave these markers off or somehow “neuter” 
meaning.  

This research proposes an exploration of how 
grammatical gender is used and manipulated by female 
identified and trans* speakers of Arabic and Hebrew 
languages. These communities and languages have 
particular resonance because of the socio-political 
reality which leads to certain grammatical choices. This 
paper briefly lays out the problem area and 
ethical/theoretical framework which will be used to 
structure the research. 

Gendered Language: No Choice 
“There is no privacy in Arabic,” an Arabic language 
instructor in Jerusalem said to me recently. Every noun 
in Arabic must be either masculine or feminine. There is 
no neuter. Of the 14 grammatical endings we have to 
choose from in Arabic only the dual form can be 
considered either masculine or feminine.1 Modern 
Hebrew has similar constraints. A Hebrew speaking 
public health professor in Tel Aviv described a common 
choice she has to make in her classroom,  

Typically my classes are all women so I can 
use the female plural endings, but the way 
Hebrew works, much like Arabic, is if there is 
one male we have to default to male plural 
endings. I have to make a choice, do I erase 
the presence of the women because one male 
is present or do I make a political statement 
regarding the erasure of women and stick with 
female plural endings, and erase the presence 
of a male? 

An activist in Beirut describes the problems of strict 
masculine/feminine language this way:  

Many LGBT movements fall into the trap of 
heteronormativity themselves by categorizing 
people into boxes of “lesbian” or “straight”. 
Queer theory calls for bigger fluidity of sexual 
identities…It is a movement for social justice 
that is all-inclusive…In Arabic, it translates into 

                                                   
1 The dual is an esoteric form used only in Modern Standard 

Arabic (academic oriented style) for you (singular) and they 
(plural). First person dual does not exist. In Modern Hebrew a 
non-gender obvious dual exists but generally not used for 
people or non-natural pairs. 
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“ghareeb al atwar” (which also means 
“strange” or “peculiar”) and also into “shazz” 
([male] deviant)…It is in being deviants that 
we resist all the unfair distribution of power in 
the world today. So yes, ana shazzeh.[1]  

Ana = I, shazzeh = deviant or queer in the feminine 
form. Unlike activists functioning in English where the 
word queer can be gender neutral, this activist is 
compelled to make a choice. These are choices men 
and women have to make everyday where the 
language makes no provision beyond the established 
masculine/feminine duality. For women and trans* 
individuals living in Arabic and Hebrew the imposition of 
a gender is an especially pronounced problem because 
it often forces a choice between oppression and 
argument, between being out and being hidden. 

Cultural Competency: an ethical stance 
The approach I am using to think about these is issues 
is rooted in feminist theoretical approaches. Following 
Nancy Hartsock certain groups experiences are 
subordinated to systems of power. Marginalized, 
oppressed or vanished groups actually do have 
presence in the social fabric, despite the disparities 
imposed upon them. They also have distinctive ways of 
experiencing and producing knowledge. Based on this 
understanding I propose a participatory model of 
engaging in research using a culturally competent 
approach. 

A culturally competent stance is an ethical stance most 
prevalent in the medical community. The foundational 
principles suggest a range of practices which explicitly 
take into account values, tensions, and differences 
which exist on the parts of all stakeholders. 

As a model of practice cultural competency is mostly 
absent from CSCW literature, though it could be a 
natural fit in many research designs. Michael Paaschow-
Orlow, associate professor of medicine at Boston 
University, sums up cultural competency into three 
essential principles: [3] 

• Principle 1: Acknowledgement of the importance of 
culture in people’s lives.  
This principle affirms ‘participant’ centeredness as 
the goal of interaction. However, “...detached 
mastery of particular cultures is never, in and of 
itself, the goal of cultural competence,” because in 
order “to develop tools for insight and improved 
working relationships” researchers must 
acknowledge and attempt to learn how cultural 
factors influence their subjects.[3] 

• Principle 2: Respect for cultural differences:  
This principle asks that researchers develop a 
pluralistic understanding of culture and a respect 
for the autonomy of their participants, witting or 
otherwise. This demands that CSCW and 
information science researchers in general gain an 
explicit self-awareness, and discipline specific 
awareness of their distinct cultures. They must 
have, “security with their own viewpoint to not be 
threatened by alternative points of view.”[3] 

• Principle 3: Minimization of any negative 
consequences of cultural differences:  
Finally, though this principle this can be an 
expensive and complicated one, “this type of 
evaluation should explore the range of corrective 
actions needed, from the removal of frank bias to 
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the discussion of health beliefs and negotiation of a 
shared model of care.”[3] 

Ideally these principles, carefully applied, could be 
especially useful to the field of Computer Supported 
Collaborative Work (CSCW) because of the naturally 
interdisciplinary and cross-cultural community found in 
CSCW, as well as that which is often investigated by 
CSCW researchers. There is a power-dynamic at work 
in the harvesting of data and a culturally competent 
ethical stance requires a recognition of how researchers 
become ‘cultural brokers’ and gatekeepers for certain 
communities [4]. However, cultural competency is not 
a proposal for cultural relativism and it goes beyond 
notions of cultural sensitivity [3]. Culturally competent 
principles encourage researchers to triangulate on more 
than just data points. It also demands that we take into 
consideration cultural influences of the discipline, the 
researcher, the platform, as well as the participants.  
These principles discourage data abuse by minimizing 
the possibility of giving an inaccurate representation of 
the data and populations.  
 
Discussion 
This research proposes an opportunity to use a feminist 
approach in order to understand how grammatical 
gender impacts the struggles subaltern groups in 
communities which are often written about but rarely 
engaged on their own terms, specifically women and 
trans* communities in the Middle East.  

Suggested Reading: 
[1] Konishi, T. (September 01, 1993). The semantics of 
grammatical gender: A cross-cultural study. Journal of 
Psycholinguistic Research, 22, 5, 519-534. 

Although most present-day scholars claim that 
grammatical gender has no meaning correlates, 
anecdotal evidence dating back to the Greeks suggests 
that grammatical gender carries connotative meanings 
of femininity and masculinity. In the present study 
native German speakers (tested in Germany) and 
native Spanish speakers (tested in Mexico) judged 54 
high-frequency translation equivalents on semantic 
differential scales chosen to reflect dimensions of 
evaluation, potency, and activity. 

[2] Vigliocco, G. (May 01, 1999). When Sex and Syntax 
Go Hand in Hand: Gender Agreement in Language 
Production. Journal of Memory and Language, 40, 4, 
455-478. 

Both French and Italian have a nominal gender system 
that includes a distinction between nouns reflecting the 
sex of the referent (conceptual gender) and nouns for 
which the gender does not reflect the sex of the 
referent (grammatical gender). The experiments used a 
constrained sentence completion task (Vigliocco, 
Butterworth, & Semenza, 1995). In Experiments 1 
(Italian) and 2 (French) we found that errors in the 
agreement of gender between the subject and the 
predicate were more common when the subject head 
noun did not have any conceptual correlates.  

[3] Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung Middle East. (2009). Bareed 
mista3jil: True stories. Beirut: Meem 

A collection of 41 true (and personal) stories from 
lesbians, bisexuals, queer and questioning women, and 
transgender persons from all over Lebanon. 
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Review: Dropkin, N. (April 01, 2011). Bareed Mista3jil 
Meem. Journal of Middle East Women's Studies, 7, 2.) 
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