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THE SEVElf GEUDERS OF YIDDISH 

~'very beginning student of linguistics learns., among other facts of 
lii'e, that the number of genders in a language is not necess~ zero 
or two. or three. And yet, our J.iilguistic horizon is so strong~ dominated· 
by two- and three-gender noun systems, and the problem of how new genders. 
originate remains so intriguing, that it is somewhat startling to find, 
right under our Germanic lamppost, a nominal system with•gend.ers in excess 
of three. It is rrw purpose here to out.line the structure. of a Yiddish 
dialect which seems to have four noun genders. I am thinking of the lJorth­
eastern variety of Yiddish, current in Lithuania, Latvia, and Belorussia 
until the extermination of the European Jews in World War II, and surviving 
among emigrants from those area£. Attar tma:cyzing the workings of this. • 

· system, I will attempt to ·sug~st same historical and general problems 
which emerge when it is compared with th:ree-gender syst;ems. 

If you refer to the first page 0£ the handouts, you will_ .find listed 
the criteria which serve to establ4sn the .four gender categories. Obvious]3' 
the system is not well defined. In contrast with most dialects ot German, 
for example,.the .form.of the de.finite article in the nmxona+.ive.case.does 
not by itself yield all the categories we are ~r. 

• 'lhe first.distinction is between singular and plural• for it is only 
in the sirlgular that the gender.distiootions are ma,j,ntained: as in German1 

French. or Danish• tll.ey are neutralized in the pl~. The criterion for 
defining the number o.f a noun is. the s~ OP .plural suffix· oi" the 
verb ·that is in concord with • it. \ 1e. will be concerned, then, with· the 
behavio~ of nouns which take a singular verb. 

AI'ilong the singular no~, we ne;,ct -separate a ";r:,..ass gender" f'rotl several 
count·genders. The gramI:1atical criteria for the mass gender ares a zero 
indef'inite article; a definite articcl.e.,,di, uninfiected for case; and the 
plural· form of any possessive adjective wliich .might wodif"y such .a noun. A 
singular noun of the mass gender is thus .very. simil.ar in its behavior to 
arry plural noun: the mass singular~-~ 'D'\Y DX>n&y' looks just like 
the plural,.~! ,J>ft,hei; •rq books 1~toy"t~e crucial number· test­
na.mely, the .form or the concordant VVQ-gelt is singular, not plural. 

rn·the subdivision of the comt genders, I have introduced atend-
nology which might be used tempor~ without direct reference to the 
historical Germanic system. llenqe the nove1 tems • andric • and • gyn:i.c'. 
In all the count genders, the verb JIB well as the modifying possessive 
adjectives are .singular in forms am a is the indefinite article. The 
d.ifferentiation begins with the definite article: the andric nouns take der 
in the nominative and deDl in the obiiquc case., while the gynic and 1nte:=--­
mediate nouns take di °iilthe no~tive and der in the oblique,. But.ii" the 
~icle is irJ111ediate!y preceded by' .a prepositI'on (and if no adjective 
intervenes 'between the article arx1. the .noun). a new split takes place. The 
masculine article ma;y be reduced to ~n and contracted with the preposition: 
•on the table• af dem tish alternatas-.:fl"e~ with a1"n tish. The gynic 
article remains1nvariant as dsr. Dut•.,the 'intermea!ite article, which 
resembles gynic der in its free form. is -~o subject ,~o optional. contract;ons: 
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•on the .foot' ~be!!.!!!£ .f'us., bl1t also!:!!!!!.• Thia 1a not true ·o£ gynic 
nouns. , 

As I said before, the systom 1a 111-detined. That 1a to a,q • not onl3' 
does it lack a single criterion for all the eenden, but there ·are £5 dis­
tinctive :rorms ot mrphomes tor 81\Y one gemer. No vomer that the system 
has been hard to dis~. There vu, ot COUl'Be, little di.tticulty 1n noticing 
that the historical neuter had di8appearedJ you will have observed that there 

···1s no dei'inite ~e dos. correap01xt1ng to the neuter ot the otller Yiddish 
dialects, or to -the ~gender ot Genai'd1alecta. Thia fact led to the pre­
lir.d.nary--conclusion ·"{1i Sapb-• tor QX8mp1e), th~ NE Y:ldd1 sh was .a two-gender 
dialect. In 1926 Reyzen pointed out the peculiari:tq of the mass nouns as a 
quasi-plural. I am now proposing the turther step of splittillg t.ha so-called 
"fer;dnine" into a c;ynic and an intenediate alaaa, depeming OD the reduci-
bility of the article. in certain prepositional constructions. • 

Are wa justitied in oaJJiug these categories •gendsn•? Before ·consider-· 
ing this question, let WI gl~nce u the d1atribut1.on of the ME Y1dd, ah DOlDl 
voca.bular., among the several categor.tea. Please tum to page 2 of the hand-
outs.. .. • 

As you see, the andric gender of HE.Y:.2ddieh contains a number of nouns 
which are semanti~ marked as being designations ot males.. Some o.f' these 
andric nouns are ~tional..q marked 1D a fomal wq, 'b1' means o.f' at.fix~ 
l:lbicb • are automati~ andric. The first tour examples 1n the left-band 
co1umn illustrate this group. other andric names ot malea have no fozmal 
mark-see_the top ot the right-hand column-am 80JD8 that end in unstressed e, 
e.g. ze~ 1grandtather'• even con.fom to the canon1cal shape tqpical of_ ·gyn!c 
nouns.o wever. the semantic feature of' maleness rema:.2_m, 1h~ is also a 
large group of andric nouns without 11rq semantic feature o.f' rnalaness. Some 
are gi"al,JLatical.l,1' defined: ~ pret1z 12!:9• t.he su:tt1x -um, the zero form of 
the bare verb stem in •• ~ place a noun autc:mia calq 1n the andric 
class. Also 1n this d:i ec , alr':lnfinitives when used as muns an amric: 
der esn, der lebn. But then thero is a large residue of nouns which are 
'aiiarrcforno semantic. or formal "reason. Ir • 

The capital letters next to oacb zioun 1Dlicate·1ts· gender in other Yiddish 
dialects. In the overwbalming ~ority of cases. ~ is also· their gender in 
stardard Yiddish (~ literary l.anguage, a )-gender system) am corresponds to 
the gender of their Germanic. liebrew-ArGlaic, and SlaTic etyma. 01'.fbam. there 
rdght be a temptation to identii)' the NE Yiddish andr.lc with the general mas­
culine gender, because :insofar as these noun cl.asses are semanticall,1- correlated 
tfi. th .maleness, th97 do correspond. ('lhe suffix liJOrphology ot adject-ives and 
determinen is also identical.. ) Dut notice that where. there is no semantic 
rJOtivation--and 1n such words.as ldm 'child' and ferd 'horse~ despite the 
semantic motivation-this one-to-one matcbing brea&"aown. 

SimJar comments app]¥ to tho QDic gender. Soma ot the nouns which 
belong to it are semanticallT aarked as names ot £emales; of those, some but 
not~ have cbaracter1$tic sutf'ixea or stem shapes. There are also some 
non--feiuales with VJ)ical gynic tol'DS; and SOJl18 (though not maJV') gynic nouns 
without either semantic or formal characteristiea (although ba;yDl am bord do· 
seem to be examples). 1.he correlation w1 th the historical amstamaiu'!iddish 
.fezr.inin.e is not bad; but it 1s tu tram-being one-to-one, as we will see when 
we turn to the intermediate group. 

'lhi.s 1s a good point for remnrk:lng that llhile the hist,orical and standard 
3-gemer system utUizes the d:!.JiD.nutiw suffix as a sure-fire· ·morphological 
criterion of neuternesa, the NE dialect has adopted a ditf'moent·rule., reminis­
cent ot French and the Slavic J.angmges, according. to which a diminutin 
belongs to the same geoier as the base tozm. In NE Yiddish, the diminutive 
suffix therefore does not count aa a gramr..atical mark ~ gemer. 

nie intermediate gender, shown on page three -or the handout., seems to 
be a residual cl.ass. It has no smantic features, no attixes., no phonemic 
stem shapes nhich are specific to it. Here the lexical correspondences with 
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the categories of the )-gender ;si,-stems r·un particular]¥ wP.d. 
The last class,·which I have ~a:J+ed mass gender., has.the best semantic 

characterization of all. All nouns which belong to it are names 0£ substances, 
or they label entities as il thoy uore substances. In addition, several 
suf.fixes draw nouns to tliis~~- But the correspondence with the historical 
genders is again rather diso~rly •. , .. 

liaey nouns occur both in th~ mass gEmder and in one of the count gem.era. 
Such words as kez, ~, .ei@• when . useq.. ill the mass gender., im~ s~tances: . 
cheese, iron, earth--;-But 11 eri ··lJ3ed in ·the appropriate count eenc1er, they imply 
shaped objects: a loa.f of c}leei,e., a ·.piece of iron, !!!!_ earth ·{in. th~ sense of 
the planet; or the ground under 9ur f~}. If all mass nouns bad a. cc,.unt gender 
as well, there would perhaps have be~ no more reason to set up. a.separate mass 
gender in NE Yiddish than·there is; let.us sq, in English. Thie syntactic 
mass construction would then have· ;~~ . entirely derivative 1'rom the co\Dlt 
~nders.. Dut then are nouns, such as~ •rice' or!!!!, •nour•, tor which 
it would be difficult i£ not. illi)OSSible~determine a count genderJ.thq are 
irreduci~ mass nouns-o • . . .: . 

. These lists demonstrate., I bell~., that no automatic conversion fo:nnula 
can be devised for subsuming the.'bbree-'·and .four-gender patterns into a single 
diasystem. Since the stalldard J.angwige,·as U8ed in the literature am in the 
press~ has rejected the neuterless Im pattern as a provincialism (1dth leew~ 
£or cender nuctuation· only in .. a• .. relati~ sraall number ot nouns)., ever:, 
literate member 0£ the NE dialect COIZnmi tq must., in etf'ect.., develop control 
or both a four- and a three-gemer.-system. Because the sys't;,ems are not re­
ducible to each other., there is.-a sense in which the title·o£ this paper-
the. Seven .Genders or Yiddish-~ be tal(en quite serious~. • . 

'lhe ve17 imper£ect correlat1on·ot the .tour ganders with formal or semantic 
features appears to be typical o.f. most gender systems in the ·vorldo SUch 
survey-a as the one bT Hjelmslev in Travaux de l'lnstitut de Paris (1~6) and. 
by libdor in Lin~ (19.$9) show.th~t.more 11rational" gemer systems. are quite 
exceptional. Imif)lt be objected that the Yiddish noun·. clasaes aa too 
weak:cy' de:f'ined to be called truq·~ers •. But agai.n, they aN ~ct.1¥ what 
we would expect of a young~tem .. How else should a distinction develop, 
except as a specialized distribution which grad~ sprouts a paradigm 0£ 
spec1alized morphological £ormante? , In the Romance languages> the •"ambigen" . 
~zxter of' Ruznanian, the "nond. sovrabbondanti" of Italian appear ·to have emerged 
in a similar w;q, and they too have so far failed to develop tJrt¥ specialized 
morphology. 

Concerning the history of the queer llE system, I can onq i.micate some . 
0£ the problems before us. Among the questions that need to be investigated 
are the £ollowing: • 

!IQW is the loss or the historical neuter related to the energence 0£ the 
new genders, intermediate and mass? 

i·1hat, 1.f any, is the relation of the gender upheaval to the loss of the 
dative-accusative case distinction in the same dialect? 

~hit is the relation between the reorganization of the gemers as a g:ram­
• matical qstem and the changes in gender membership of particular nouns? 

Is the development due to internal cauaes., or baa there been illfiuence 
from other languages? 

It was Sapir who first formulated the parallelism between the loss 0£ the 
old ne11ter in NE Yiddish and the drastic shrinkage of the neuter in the p~ 
co-te~i torial L1 thuanian language by a .shift of neui.r nouns to the masculine. 
This idea was later taken up b;y Jakobson. But it 1a useful to recall that the 
Lit.huanian language has had virtual:q no'phonetic or lexical :1nfluence on 
Yiddish., and it is extremely unlike~., under these ciJ'clDDStances, .that it should 
have e.ftected such a radical change in Yiddish grammar. horeover., this theory 
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would not explain the major shli'td_:of·mascul.irie· nouns to ·the intermediate gender 
or.the development or a mass ~imlovations far more remD.rkable than the 
loss or -the old neuter. • Influence- ·£rem Belorussian has also ·been hinted at 
as a possible cause. Now, it is-true that the merger of unstressed·o and a has 
deprivecf the Belorussian· t~/nout.er opposition or some 0£ its corphopnonemic 
dist:iJlctiveness, but the neuter·as·a ca~~ry in Belorussian, as -far as I c&n 
make out, remains ·safe am s_ouncl •. · In BSl'.18l"al, Slavic or _other co-territorial 
explanations or Yiddish deviations from-German mw,t tultill the same requirements 
of cogency u SrfT other historical argumeDt; thqcannot :t,e·used as a deua ex 

. machina. In a Low German ~~ct. cast·_ ot Hamburg, the rise . of ·a tJaSS vs. count 
paradigm on the remains ot the coll~- mascullne-teminine distinction was 
also once a1;tributed -to Slavic inf'l.uence,· mid although it·waa demOllS~ted in 
1939 ·that this explanation was_ OOJaplet~ baseless, references to··this supposed 
example of Sorbian innuence on·_-~ can still be encountered in $cientific 
journals. : _ ·_ . ., • . _ _ . . . • 

It there is a Sl~vic factor:iii ·the history of NE Y1ddish gemer,--its 
mechanism ruust be very dif'i'erent from~ that haa been suggested to date. 
Lat us cons:b:ler the hierarchical structure ot. the genders in Yi4d1 sh.- • The 
presentation so far, baaed on :tJia morpht,phoneL1ic& of the artic:le., implied the 
following systems • 

~---
mass • ~) 

~.(~) 

.·•/~ --

~-- _. . intemediate 

But b)r semantic criteria (vhich· Iijelrnsln has shown to. be ot much. greater 
general-linguistic interest) w:e ._have .a, ~erent tree: • -

------mass . .-
(flill¥ marked) (paz-tq marked)· 

- /"' _. .. Qnio. . andric 

intmllediaie 
(uninarked.) 

Anot.her wq or looJd.ne at the •intemediate"·gender would be to consider it 
~ characterized semanti~ as iDanimate. But 1n either vi,ew, it appear:; 
th~t the &8118J'.ltic features of ti. l~ . 1ntermediate· correspond ezact1¥· to those 
of the biatorical neuter. . .... 

; _- I, . . 

l·Jbat. sequence. ot nenta C$1. • • postulate in explanation or_ the 'llE gender 
system? . II; there _bu been ~- ~uenoe at ~, it must have bean 
ditte:rent, .. and subtler 1D 1 ts Maber,1•m> than ~ • alleged exposure or ¥iddish 
to neuterless J.aDgaagea. The. nr,t- ~ue, I belieft., must be sought ~ the 
fact that just u -~·?jdd11b tbe 1QiAn111ate feminines and masculines developed 
a syncretism 1D prepoa1Uonal ~tractions without adjectives .·(•intemediate 
gender"), so 1n Poliah am Belor1¥1eian,. masculine ·anc1• .feminine paradigms are 
syncretized; 1D tho locatin cue .. (the prepositional case par a:cell.ence) when 
used witbo-.m adJectivea. 1n Pollah,-.,tor,ex.ample, the £eminine czarn-a pilia 

• 'black head' and the Jna8c\ll1DD ~ ol6w·baYe clistinct.ift sul'hies-iri -
cases, except that in the locau,.--ortliinoun alone, giow-ie and~"'.".!! 
appear alike. To put it another wqa The ·PoJ.ish prepoiiiional phrase na oiow-ie 
• on the head I can. be derived . not onl.v 1'rom . the actual .f~ nominative~- -
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g3:ot-1-a, but also from a theoretical LiaScullne, grw. Siii:d.larly, the Yiddish 
prepositional phrase afn ~ 'on the head.1_ can II ead" not only to the historical 
masculine, der k(t, butalso, by the rules of the new UE eonder system, to 
a .fer,1inine-me ntermediate) di ~• 

A second clue, I believe,. 'E tobe found in the peculiar and widespread 
shi.f.'ting in NE Yiddish of -inan1J!ll.\te feminines to the andric and of inanimate 
masculines to the f'e1ilinine-like 11intemediate." As Reyzen alreactv suggested, 
maz\Y of these shi£ts have brought the gender of NE Yiddish nouns into agreement 
with the gender of their Slavic equivalent. Cf. the £allowing examples: 

HistoricaJ.l¥ NE Yid. Polish 

brik 'bridge I F A most M 
inoYe'r •wall, etc.• F A - M mur 
nos *nose' F A - l1 nos 
cord 'beard' M I 6roda F 
~ 1head 1 M I @#a F 

•leg, foot' M I noga F -
~Jhat we see, then, is a drmfillg-off' of inanicate femfnines into the andric 

and of animate masculines into tha intermediate by a cal.quing mchanism on a 
Slavic model. In ad.di tion, the ~~ority 0£ inanimate f'erd n1nee were included 
in tho intermediate. This gave r:I.De to a well-filled ne-.., gender, the inter­
medinte, with the same-semantic features (inanimateness) as the old neuter. 

·._This• deprived the old ·neuter of .. i te. raison· d'etre and doomed it to extinction., 
• Uhat has previousl,y b~en treated as the most.-interesting and inexplicable 

• innovation of HE Yiddish •· gender . ~'18 • becomes . but the last step in a etructural 
~~gernent., the earliest stages of· 'Hhich had perfect~ plausible· Slavic 
roots" • . 

. To be sure., this theory does-.. not'~yet throw aey light on the rise of the 
new mass gender as~ ·quasi-plural. Dut, in contrast_ to the Sapir-Jakobson 
Lithuanian eypothe~is., it ~ts well·with other·indications that-the NE dial.ect, 
of.aJ.l the varieties·of Yiddish., ear:cy-underwent a max:il:n.ul:of Slavization 

. (speci.fi~., Polonization). ·For;example., it is '1lso-the ?JE dialect of 
• . liddish which was i.ni'ected ·by the, .Polish confusion between· hissing and hushing 
· sibilants. • 
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THE FOUR GENDERS OF NE YIDDISH 

I (0 i !I 
:2: -~ 

'Ci f 0 

~g ij g· ij j:;! ~ !.s-
(I> ... ~·[ f! si, tj -g .... ti 

~ A~ ~, £'j ~i" ~- ~ p. 

ti gi g- ~ r,: ~ ~ 0 .... 

~ ct OI 
,.. g g""ji ... 

~~ ~ .... 
a. ~ * '1 ft (ti Cl) ~ 

I s-

Plural pl. plo di di di 

Singular: 

Nass gender sg., plo di di di 

f.i) Andric sgo Sgo a der de."ll (dem 
f-t 
(ti t-n 
13 
11) 

Cg-nic di der cl.el' b.JJ sgo Sgo a 

~ 
0 Intermediate sg. Sgo a di dor 

{
'der 0 

-n 

* Without an adjective intervening between article and noun~ 



SFJ1l.ANTIC AND GRAI·lvlATICAL CORRELATE.S OF NE GENDER, AND CORRESPO.NDENCES 

HITH STANDARD YIDDISH M(asouline), F(eminine), AND N(ente-r) 

1 .. A.ndric --
SEMANTICALLY 
MARKED 

SEYiAfff ICALI;r 
UNM.ARKED 

2. Qynic 

SEJ.iAN1' IC.ALIX 
MftJUIBD 

SEMANTICALLY 
UNMARKED 

FORMALLY 
MARKED 

bek-er 9baker' 
ruidv=ii 'donor 1 

nud.:n!k 'bore' 
'tsion-iat 'Zionist' 

~-shleg I fight' 

M 
M 
M 
M 

N 

.fanat-~ •.ranaticism' M 

shprung 'leap• !-1 
i2! 4pouring' . M 

es-n •eating' N 
leb'=n • li£e living• U -- , 

neyter-~ •seamstress' F 
'iiiaII«r•queen' F 
khlverte 1 (£. ) .friend 1 }' 

nya.nye •nurse I F 

libe 'love' 
iiie!ukhe •state' 
kome§e .•comed1'' 

F 
F 
F 

• sheyn-laliYt 'be~ut:, t F /N 
kr<>l!!-"fin'a.ft I kinship t F /N 
TmeF~ 'teaching• F /N 'fw~ 'knocking' F/N F!z I carpentry• F/N 

;,.·oru1ALLY 
UNUARKED-)$,, 

g~mef 'thief 1 .M 
slrozh 'concierge ~ ~ 
slrve;- 8 f'ather-in""l.r::\w 1 H --
ktnd • (me ) child t 

li,sra 'horse' N --
zeyde 'grandf a the:r 1 M 
mumkhe dexpertt M 
l<all'lce 1 {rna) cripple' 

tish 'table• .. 
vollcn •cloud' H 
khoycfesh 'month 1 n 
slug 'po e' M 

brik •bridge • F 
~ 1r.ose' F 
iiio;-ei: •stone house 1 

grenets 'border• F 

2..ikl 'grandchild' N 
~r 1ear• ~ 
j,O!'es s exile 1 N 

ahvester 'sister• 
E,hnur 'daughter-in-law 1 F 
1·ac ' li'o ) cat 1 11' 

:··sig '(f., ) goat r F 

~ • (.f II ) child' N 

~o~~ 'home• 
'beard' -

* In contrast to the three-gender syster.is, the diminutive of a noun in NE 
Yiddish belongs to the same gende1· as the base £om. Thus, ferd-l, 'br:J.k-~,J.~ 
ner,i-1 are all andric,; shvester-1, kec-1 are g.,nic etc.~; wherias l tJ-if'=-. t.; , ,~ 
gend'.ar Ui/St.ems the con~ponct'Zn~g o::nms'""' a.~ al.l 11eut.,r by -...-1..rtue of the g.I a!r.!lil.a'\ ic.al. 
ma:i."k 



J., Intermediate 

SE!{ANTICAW 
1JNMARKEI) 

4-!!!!!· 

SE! .ANTICALLY 
fJl.RKED 

FORMALLY 
.MARKED 

.t"et-s '.tat I N 
slimii=-akhts •greaseJ 

salve I ll 
!!,!!-Varg _'victuals' N 

FORMALLY 
UNMARKED 

~ 1head 1 

'leg, foot' 
boi, 'belly' 
so sock' 

~iifu 'oven• 
eygl 1bird' 

M 
M 
M 
M 
M) 
M) 

J!! •street• F 
vant 1wall I F 
smiI 'synagogue; school' F -
bime •synagogue platr 
~ form' 
vane 'bathtub• 
1c1iliene 'pocket• 

rod 'wheel' 
lio.vz I house; anteroom 1 

5! •mouth' 

F 
F 
F 

N 
N 
N 

.!:!f! •rice' M 
morer • PassoYer bitters • M 
Jdirein 'horserad..ish' M 

~-'broth'. 
piilir 'butter• 
vapne 'lime • 

iuel • flour • 
ie!t •money• 
te;Jalets 'phlegm• 
varenye 'jam' 

F 
F 
F<N 

N 
rJ 
N 
N/F 

CONVERSION ffiOM MASS TO COUNT GENDERS IN NE YIDDISH 

?'kl.BS to Andric kez •cheese• M 
~ 'bono I M 

~ 'iron' N 
vaser •water• H 

ha.ss to Gynic erd •earth' F 
!ult 'air' F 
matse 1matzoh1 F 
kashe •porridge' F 

1-;ass to Inte:nnediate g~oz 'glass• N 
trik •rope• M 


