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Introduction: Arabic is a gendered language with a binary grammatical gender system—
masculine and feminine. The masculine grammatical gender is used not only to refer 
specifically to men but also generically to refer to people of any gender, a usage referred to as 
Masculine Generics. In contrast, the feminine grammatical gender is used solely to refer to 
women. This asymmetrical use of grammatical gender has been widely criticized by feminist 
linguists across various languages as reflecting patriarchal structures (e.g., Lakoff, 1973; 
Spender, 1990). Beyond its socio-historical roots, empirical research across languages has 
shown that Masculine Generics tend to evoke predominantly male-biased mental 
representations rather than inclusive ones (e.g., Brauer & Landry, 2008; Strickland & 
Peperkamp, 2023; Braun et al., 2005; Gastil, 1990; Hamilton, 1988; Kaufmann & Bohner, 
2014; Heise, 2000). However, no empirical study has yet tested this effect in Arabic. The 
present experiment seeks to fill this gap by investigating whether job advertisements written 
using Masculine Generics versus inclusive language affect the cognitive inclusion of women. 
This study is an adaptation of Brauer and Landry’s (2008) experiment conducted in the French 
language. 

Theoretical Framework: This experiment draws on Rosch’s Prototype Theory (1978), which 

posits that certain members of a category are more cognitively salient or “typical” than others. 

We hypothesize that encountering Masculine Generics activates the prototypical referents of 

the masculine category—namely, men—leading to predominantly male mental images. The 

study also builds on the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (Whorf, 1956), which suggests that language 

influences thought. 

Method 

Participants: 176 students from Emmanuel High School in Lebanon (mean age = 16.42 years) 

took part in the experiment.  

Materials: Five job advertisements were selected from various Arabic job websites. The ads 

represented non-gender-stereotypical professional categories: journalist, Arabic literature 

teacher, pharmacist, TV presenter, and chief translator. 

Procedure: Participants were randomly assigned to one of two groups. One group read job 

advertisements written using Masculine Generics, while the other group read equivalent 

advertisements rewritten using inclusive feminine–masculine word pairs. Each participant was 

exposed to a single advertisement from one of the aforementioned professional categories. 

They were then asked to imagine a person suitable for the role and describe them in terms of 

name, age, physical appearance, personality traits, and hobbies. This indirect approach aimed 

to conceal the study’s purpose and assess whether Masculine Generics prompt gender-

balanced descriptions. 

Results: The findings revealed a statistically significant difference between the two groups in 

the imagined gender of the candidate. In the group exposed to Masculine Generics, 83% of 

participants imagined a man, while only 17% imagined a woman. By contrast, in the inclusive 

language group, 47% pictured a woman and 53% a man. 

Conclusion: The use of Masculine Generics biased mental representations toward men, 

highlighting the importance of adopting inclusive alternatives in Arabic.  



2 

 

 

References  

Brauer, M., & Landry, M. (2008). Un ministre peut-il tomber enceinte ? L’impact du générique 
masculin sur les représentations mentales [Could a minister get pregnant ? The impact of 
masculine generics on mental représentations]. L’Année Psychologique, 108(2), 175–195. 
https://doi.org/10.4074/S0003503308002030 
 

Braun, F., Sczesny, S., & Stahlberg, D. (2005). Cognitive effects of masculine generics in 
German: An overview of empirical findings. Communications, 30(1), 1–21. 
https://doi.org/10.1515/comm.2005.30.1.1 

 

Brohmer, H., Hofer, G., Bauch, S. A., Beitner, J., Berkessel, J. B., Corcoran, K., Garcia, D., 
Gruber, F. M., Giuliani, F., Jauk, E., Krammer, G., Malkoc, S., Metzler, H., Muees, H. M., Otto, 
K., Rahal, R.-M., Salwender, M., Sczesny, S., Stahlberg, D., Athenstaedt, U. (2024). Effects 
of the generic masculine and its alternatives in Germanophone countries: A multi-lab 
replication and extension of Stahlberg, Sczesny, and Braun (2001) [Effets du masculin 
générique et de ses alternatives dans les pays germanophones : une réplication multi-
laboratoires et une extension de l’étude de Stahlberg, Sczesny et Braun (2001)]. International 
Review of Social Psychology, 37(1), Article 17. https://doi.org/10.5334/irsp.522 
 
Kaufmann, C., & Bohner, G. (2014). Masculine generics and gender-aware alternatives in 
Spanish. IFFOnZeit, 3(1), 8–17. https://doi.org/10.4119/izgonzeit-1310 

Gastil, J. (1990). Generic pronouns and sexist language: The oxymoronic character of 
masculine generics. Sex Roles, 23(11–12), 629–643. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF002 

 

Hamilton, M. C. (1988). Using masculine generics : Does generic he increase male bias in the 
user’s imagery? Sex Roles, 19(11–12), 785–799. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00288993 

 
Heise, E. (2000). Sind Frauen mitgemeint? Eine empirische Untersuchung zum Verständnis 
des generischen Maskulinums und seiner Alternativen [Are women included? An empirical 
investigation of the understanding of the generic masculine and its alternatives]. Sprache & 
Kognition, 19(1–2), 3–13. https://doi.org/10.1024/0253-4533.19.12.3 
 
Lakoff, R. (1973). Language and woman’s place. Language in Society, 2(1), 45-79. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404500000051 

 

Rosch, E. (1978). Principles of categorization. In E. Rosch & B. B. Lloyd (Eds.), Cognition and 
categorization (pp. 27–48). Lawrence Erlbaum. 
 
Spender, D. (1990). Man made language (2nd ed.). Pandora Press. 
 

Whorf, B. L. (1956). Language, thought, and reality: Selected writings (J. B. Carroll, Ed.). MIT 
Press. 
 
Xiao, H., Strickland, B., & Peperkamp, S. (2023). How fair is gender-fair language? Insights 
from gender ratio estimations in French. Journal of Language and Social Psychology, 42(1), 
82–106. https://doi.org/10.1177/0261927X221084643 

https://doi.org/10.4074/S0003503308002030
https://doi.org/10.1515/comm.2005.30.1.1
https://doi.org/10.5334/irsp.522
https://doi.org/10.4119/izgonzeit-1310
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF002
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00288993
https://doi.org/10.1024/0253-4533.19.12.3
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047404500000051
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1177/0261927X221084643

