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In many languages with masculine, feminine and neuter gender, masculine is the unmarked gender among human 
nouns. Surprisingly, sex- differentiated animal nouns do not follow this pattern in several of these languages. This 
contrast can be illustrated with the German nouns for ‘cat’ and ‘boss‘: masculine human nouns like ChefM   ‘boss’ 
can refer both to the generic category reading and the specific male interpretation in German. The marked feminine 
form ChefinF  is not able to do so, it can only refer to a female boss. 

The opposite is true for German animal nouns like KatzeF  ‘cat’: it refers to both the generic category 
reading and the specific female interpretation, while the masculine form KaterM  can only ever refer to a male cat. 

In this talk, I extend the empirical knowledge about the phenomenon at hand by providing data from five 
Afro-Asiatic languages (Amharic, Arbore, Beja, Hausa, and Iraqw) and six Indo-European languages (German, 
Greek, Latvian, Russian Spanish and Waziri Pashto). I show that in all these languages, feminine, and in some 
cases neuter forms of animal nouns can emerge as unmarked forms. This is in systematic contrast to human nouns, 
for which in all of these languages (except for Iraqw) only masculine is unmarked. On the theoretical side, I show 
that the only existing theoretical account (Spathas and Sudo 2020), although working for Greek, makes wrong 
predictions for other languages which exhibit the same asymmetry. This point is illustrated by novel data from 
Spanish. I further propose a modification of the existing account within a n approach to gender in the style of 
Kramer 2015. This account can account for the systematic asymmetry of human and animal nouns and also 
correctly predicts the differing behavior of Spanish and Greek animal nouns. 
 


