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ABSTRACT
This present empirical study aims to describe how an Arabic woman uses language
and body language in academic institutions and everyday communication besides
Arabic men and how language use changes from one generation to the other. To
fulfil the objectives and aims of the study, the experimental method (questionnaire)
is used to collect the data in this study. The research sample includes (70) college
instructors of both genders from different academic fields at Diyala University, Iraq.
Thus, the analysis of data will take quantitative form. The obtained data is analysed
statistically by using the SPSS program to obtain results. The results show that the
Arabic society is still a highly masculine society and still suffers from the dominance
of men in the Arabic language as well as in the main fields of life, even academic
institutions, despite the desire among academics to change this fact.
Keywords: Gender, Arabic woman, Arabic language, Social duties, Grammatical
gender, Arabic culture, Academics.
Introduction
The terms ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ are still very challenging concepts for the sociolinguists because these
terms can be culturally vague and understood in different manners from one society to the other. Coates,
2007 (as cited in Alkadi, 2012, p. 4) points out that “in (1970) researchers did not distinguish between the two
words as they signify the same meaning of sex differentiation in both the biological and cultural position.”
At the end of the twentieth century, researchers re-examined the inaccurate linking ‘of biological sex
and social behaviour’ (Coates, 2007; Shapiro, 1981) argue that “sex” refers to the biological differences
between males and females and the use of “gender” refers to the social, cultural, and psychological constructs
that are imposed upon these biological differences. Fatima Sadiqi (2006) states that “the term ‘gender’ was
first used by grammarians and it is only in the mid-seventies that feminists took up the term and used it as an
analytical tool to deconstruct the power relation between men and women in given societies and cultures ”.
In some conservative societies like the Arabic society, there is no precise difference between the term
“sex” and “gender” because they both refer to biological differences and are very sensitive topics to talk
about. Thus, we will use the term “gender” in this study, as it is more grammatically and culturally acceptable
to sociolinguists than the term “sex”. “The interaction of Arabic and gender may be attested at two levels: the
formal (grammatical) level and the sociolinguistic (relational) level and at the formal level” (Fatima Sadiqi,
2006, p. 2). Hence, this study will examine the language usages by Arabic woman at a linguistic level as well as
on a sociolinguistic level.
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Objectives of study
There have been few gender linguistic studies conducted in the Arabic language as the Arabic society
is conservative. It still lacks deep and practical studies regarding Gender language. The present study aims to
find answers to the following questions:
1-

How is the Arabic language used differently by both genders in academic institutions?

2-

What is the linguistic and social difference between an Arabic man and woman in the academic field?

3-

What kind of changes occurred in the language used by old Arabic woman and Arabic young woman?

Literature review
Many scholars basically use the term “gender” to refer to usage of language by each sex in order to
focus on the relationship between sex and language. Arabic is the official language that is used in formal
education and literary works in the Arabic world. It is one of the languages that has fully gendered grammatical
forms to the degree that each noun is either masculine or feminine. Therefore, learning Arabic grammar
becomes more complex because of its use of grammatical genders (Benmamoun, 1996; Harrell, 2004). Since
Arabic women and men are brought up separately in the Arabic society, their use of language would be
determined by their gender (Tannen, 1994).The social power of a male means that the masculine or the male
is the controlling gender in the language as well as in the society. "Men are defined in terms of what they do in
the world, women in terms of the men with whom they are associated’' (Lakoff 1973: p.64). There are many
reasons that contribute to the control of male over the female in the Arabic society. 
All nouns in Arabic are originally masculine, unless it is feminine by nature, such as the name of a
female in the Arabic language. For example, there are thousands of male words in the Arabic that express a
female state, and there are thousands of female words that express a male state. In the past, women were
not allowed to have job and take their role besides men in the society, as a result, most of the jobs’ names can
only be described and known as masculine words; but, in recent times, we can find some jobs with feminine
words after a woman was allowed to have a job alongside males. According to Fatima Sadiqi (2006), the
symbolic and social power of masculinity has been passed on to the world of grammar by establishing some
hierarchies between words that reflect the same situation as a society.
Second, Arabic woman did not go to school in the past. Thus, her role in education and literary works
became weak. We see that most of the literary and linguistic works have more of a strong masculine power
and thinking than female. Third, the language usages and the words themselves represent the culture. Most of
the words that refer to power, strength, control or violence have a masculine state in the Arabic language,
whereas words that represent cities, calmness, or beauty have a feminine state. This feature makes the Arabic
spoken by a male different from that spoken by a female in the society, where the male belongs to “public”
and denotes “male power”, and a female belongs to “private” that denotes the “women’s realm” (El-Saadawi,
1980; Mernissi, 1994; Sadiqi & Ennaji, 2006).
Next reason is the religion. Islam is the religion of Arab countries. It uses the Arabic language, which is
a masculine language in most cases. Most of religious rituals are performed by the men of the population.
Thus, ''the religious space for women is more restricted as compared to men’s and never coincides with the
latter, as it is very different from it" ( Buitelaar ,1993 as cited in Fatima Sadiqi, 2006 ,P.13). This is reflected in
the religious masculine language in all its forms. Next, even in politics, Arab women have been excluded from
taking up political roles for centuries before the independence of the Arab nations in the 20th century.
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That strongly affected the language too, as the political vocabulary tended to be more masculine than
feminine. The words such as president, ruler ,judge, and chief have a masculine state, and there is no feminine
counterpart. Females are prohibited to work as a judge in Islam, and this word used to be classified as
unfamiliar in the Arabic language until just recently, when it entered into use in the Arab countries through the
translations of the work of some foreign women. This kind of language made it difficult for the women,
especially the illiterate ones, to understand their rights as per the constitutions.
''Concerning Arabic women and their role in the linguistic change in Arabic society, there are two
clearly different situations. On the one hand, the innovative role of female discourse in urban contexts has
been demonstrated. On the other hand, in other circumstances, such as in rural contexts, women preserve
more local productions and keep away from prestigious and generalized form at a national level, which are
then linked to the male world. Their linguistic practices are conservative '' (Vicente, 2009, p.14).
Arabic Woman and Social Roles
Another example of the masculinity of the Arabic language and culture is exhibited Arabic when there
are two words – one male and the second female – the masculine word should precede and come before the
feminine word, which is not surprising for anyone who has visited Arab countries and Gulf Arab countries in
particular, where the man should walk ahead, and the woman should walk behind him or some steps behind.
Thus, the language is a representation of the nature and culture of the society itself.
Through the past, the Arabic woman has proved that she could play a more social role than a man. As
she can play the role of a mother who is able to take care of the children without any help from her husband,
following the traditional view that the taking care of the children is only the responsibility of Arabic woman in
addition to her duty as a wife and sister in a big family. In the present times, her role has become more
complex, since she has the ability to have a job alongside men to add to her various roles (Marco, 1997).
Research Methodology
The quantitative method is followed in this study, as it is suitable for this type of data. The descriptive
method of the study is in the form of a questionnaire in order to obtain the results. The sample includes 70
college instructors from different scientific areas of both genders teaching at Diyala University. The
questionnaire includes 12 questions with four options, namely 1 – agree, 2 – strongly agree, 3 – disagree, 4 –
strongly disagree. The obtained data is analysed by using the SPSS program, as it is the optimal procedure to
follow in order to analyse the answers to the questionnaire and obtain the results (Cohen et al., 2000); further,
the results were represented in the tables to be discussed and drawn conclusions from.
Results discussion
To discuss the obtained results in clear and comprehensive way, the researcher divides the results
into two tables. The first table includes the answers of the female respondents of the questionnaire, whose
total number was 35, and the second table shows the answers of the male respondents, whose total number
was 35 as well.
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Table 1: The responses of the female participants. They constitute of 35 out of 70 participants, coming from
different academic fields.
Q.

Agree

Disagree

Strongly agree

Total

8

Strongly
Disagree
1

1

21

5

2

9

15

5

6

35

3

14

6

13

2

35

4

13

3

15

4

35

5

13

4

16

2

35

6

15

7

10

3

35

7

17

3

12

3

35

8

13

11

9

2

35

9

12

4

16

3

35

10

22

5

8

0

35

11

19

11

4

1

35

12

21

3

10

1

35

35

As we can see from the above table, more than 50% of the female participants believe that the Arabic
language is gendered in most of its grammatical and morphological forms. This is extremely noticeable to any
person who learns or uses the language. But, most of them disagree that academic institutions consist of more
men than women at present, as this can also be concluded from the negative responses to (Q.2). With higher
number of positive responses to (Q.3), most of Arabic women think that they are still not allowed to interact
with strangers. According to the responses of (Q.4) and (Q.5), more than 70% of the participants emphasise
that Arabic women use a higher intonation and longer speeches than men in academic and daily
communications. The dominance of men as well as that of masculine terms in most areas of general life as well
as in academic institutions can be seen clearly by the high number of positive responses to (Q.6), while most of
the Arabic women agree that they have the ability to take on more social duties than the men in the same
society as seen by their high average of positive responses to (Q.7). 50% of the female participants expressed
that there are still gaps between women and men in communication in the academic fields as well through
their responses to (Q.8). Moreover, Arabic women can use a higher amount of body language as compared to
Arabic men in any form of communication (Q.9). Finally, most of participants responded high positively to
(Q.11) and (Q.12), confirming that there are differences between the language usage of young people and old
people, mostly for the females – participants thought that young people, irrespective of their gender, use
more foreign words and technological terms in their speeches in the present times as compared to the old
generations.
Table 2: The Responses of Male –participants. They constitute 35 out of the 70 Participants from Different
Academic Fields.
Q.
1
2

Agree
22
11

Disagree
3
14

Strongly agree
10
8

Strongly Disagree
0
2

Total
35
35

3

10

6

15

4

35

4

14

3

14

4

35
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5

18

3

13

1

35

6

16

10

7

2

35

7

9

10

10

6

35

8

18

9

8

0

35

9

14

3

17

1

35

10
11
12

19
19
19

6
9
6

8
5
9

2
2
1

35
35
35

The above table includes the responses of 35 college male- participants from different academic
areas. As we can see from the above table, more than 90% of the male participants believe that Arabic is a
gendered language. The high number of positive response to (Q.2) proves that male-participants agree that
most of the academic institutions are constituted of more male teachers than female ones, even in the present
times. With the high number of positive responses for (Q.3), most of Arabic men are of the traditional view
that Arabic women belong in private spaces like the family house. Thus, most participants from both genders
believe this traditional idea is still in found in Arabic society. More than 89% of men emphasize that women
have the ability to use higher intonation and longer speeches than men do in daily communications or
academic speeches according to their responses of (Q.4) and (Q.5). While 50% of Arabic men disagree that
Arabic women have the ability to complete more social duties than Arabic men do in the same society, this can
also be seen with their low positive average (Q.7). Most male participants still believe that there should be a
boundary between women and men in communication in the academic settings as well as daily
communication; this is very notable in the responses to (Q.8). Additionally, they strongly agree that Arabic
women are able to use more body language than Arabic men in communication (Q.9). Finally, the high average
responses to (Q.11) and (Q.12) show that male participants think that young people, whether girls or boys, use
more foreign words and technological terms in their speeches in the present time than the previous
generation from male and female as well as more able to be free in the speech than old generation do.
Comparing these two tables, we can see that most of the participants from both genders express their
agreement that Arabic is a gendered language;on the other hand, they believe that women are able to make
longer speeches and use higher intonation than men. However, they have a different idea concerning the
dominance of Arabic men in academic institutions instead of women.
Conclusion
The obtained results show that the Arabic society has still suffered from the dominance of men in the
main fields of life, even academic institutions, despite strong desire among academics to change this cultural
fact. Arabic is a “gender” and “solid” language where women’s voices are still not as strong as men’s. The
communicative strategies are still not changing between men and women in academic institutions or daily
communication; this social fact needs a long time to change. Some non-linguistics factors have a great
influence on the language behaviour and language usages by Arabic women like work, development of life,
technology, law, and education. Finally, the controlling of masculine terms over the language gradually begins
to lose its terminology when a woman takes her role in getting the same opportunity in education and
employment.
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Questionnaire
1- Arabic language has gendered grammatical forms in all aspects of linguistic, grammatical, and morphological
systems.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree□
2- The academic sphere of Arabic men is better than Arabic women, and generally, most academies and higher
scientific institutions are made up of Arabic men than women.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
3- An Arabic women is not allowed to speak with strange man because she is culturally and linguistically
associated with the domestic space like a house, while a man belongs to the public space, which is associated
with jobs and talking to strangers.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
4- Arabic women use higher intonation and stress in talking than Arabic men when communicating with a man
at work.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
5- Arabic women make longer speeches in business and daily communication than Arabic men.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
6- Most of the terms used in business and daily life communication are strong masculine states in the Arabic
community.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
7- Arabic women are more able at adapting to multiple social duties than Arabic men.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □

ALHAM FADHL MUSLAH

14

©KY PUBLICATIONS

RESEARCH ARTICLE

International Journal of ELT, Linguistics and Comparative Literature
(Old Title-Journal of ELT & Poetry)
http://journalofelt.kypublications.com

Vol.7.Issue.2. 2019(Mar-Apr)

ISSN:2455-0302

8- There is boundary in language usages between Arabic women and men in any communication in jobs and
higher scientific institutions.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □4- strongly disagree □
9- Arabic women use more body language than men when communicating with Arabic men.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
10- Arabic women have been excluded from the political and legal area for centuries. Hence, most of the
political and legal vocabulary tends to be more masculine than feminine.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
11- Most young people from both genders (girls and boys) use more foreign terms and technological terms in
their communication with each other than the old generation does.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree □
12- The language of young girls has become bolder so they can discuss sexual issues and are more able to
express their opinions and feelings to others.
1- agree □ 2- strongly agree □ 3- disagree □ 4- strongly disagree□
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