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CHAPTER 1V: THE NOUN

§ 134. Gender of nouns

Noun gender presents multiple difficulties. The biblical texts allow
us to determine the gender of only about half of the nouns(l). The
gender of several nouns varies for various reasons(?). It is up to lexi-
cographers to indicate them.

As we saw in § 89 a, gender is often indicated by gender endings.
Here we shall only offer some observations about the nexus between the
gender of words and their meaning.

(1) Cf. K. Albrecht, "Das Geschlecht der hebr. Hauptwérter," ZAW 15 (1895) 313-25; 16
(1896) 41-121. Cf. a critique of Albrecht by J. Blau, IOS 2 (1972) 66f.

(2) Thus the figurative meaning can cause a change of gender: 7?3_; (fem.) eye is
treated as masc. Zech 3.9; 4.107 where reference is made to engmved eyes (but perh.
altered texts; cf. M. Lambert, REI T {1920} 206); W (fem.) tooth is masc. when
talking about a rocky crag, 1Sm 14.4,5. Conversly, see the feminine form used for the
figurative sense, § g.

With living beings the nouns for the male and the female naturally
have the corresponding gender (physical gender).

For certain beings, the feminine noun is distingunished from the mas-
culine noun by the addition of a feminine ending: N brother, ning
sister; O} husband's father, ND1* husband's mother; 13 son, N2 daugh-
ter; D'?f? (2 x) young man, 7‘173'?5_7 young woman, '['773 king, Tl:T)")?Q queen,;
")]f? calf, ﬂ?ly heifer, 1B steer, 1D cow; w35 lamb, HQ'JD ewe-
lamb; >3 kid, 12713 young she-goat.

For some other beings, the male and the female are indicated by dis-
tinct nouns: ¥*R man, THITJR woman; A8 father, DR mother; '77z§ ram, ")['_Ij
ewe; WA he-goat, 1Y she-goat; 990 jack-ass, {iNR she-ass.

But sometimes there is (or we find) only one noun, either masculine
or feminine, which designates any individual of the species, regardless
of sex (nomina epicoena: which share one gender)(!). Thus for bear
there is only the noun 37, which is always treated as masc. (when talk-
ing about the female: Ho 13.8 7121 277 she-bear deprived of her cubs),
except 2Kg 2.24. Only the masc. is found for 273 dog, ART wolf; only
the fem. for N23W hare, 111* dove, 17°01 stork (avis pia), 171277 bee,
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1223 ant.
(1) On 2 girl see § 16 f 3.

In some cases a masculine noun is treated as feminine when talking
about a female, e.g. L?Q; camel is fem. in Gn 32.16 NiP*1°n 0’5731 milch
camels; the collective 7232 oxen is fem. in Gn 33.13 (milch cows); Job
1.14. Comp. O°17R god used 1Kg 11.5 for goddess(1).

On the other hand the collective J&X small cattle (ovine and bovine
species), which is feminine, sometimes seems to be treated as mascu-
line. (It is masc. in MH).

(1) Noteworthy is the fact that Hebrew has no proper word for goddess.

Apart from living beings gender is metaphorical: some nouns are mas-
culine, by analogy with male beings; the others are feminine, on the
analogy of female beings. We must admit, however, that the reason which
determines the gender often escapes us(?).

Abstract nouns with feminine ending are feminine; the others are
masculine: e.g. n'gxw request, :‘l?g oath, masc.: 211 strength, 7123
glory. ’

Concrete nouns with feminine ending are almost all (cf. § 89 b) fe-
minine. The others are either masculine or feminine. Some useful obser-
vations about the gender of these concrete nouns without feminine end-
ing may be made.

(1) According to E.A. Speiser (J40S 56 [1936] 39), the gender distinction in substan-
tives is, morphologically speaking, a device mainly for creating derivative stems
with some special modification of meaning. We ought to note however that the gender
distinction in the verb inflexion, to which that of the substantive is closely linked
both morphologically and syntactically, is an integral part of the whole system,
hardly a marginal or secondary feature. Take, for instance, the gender distinction in
the imperative forms and the personal pronouns, which many would consider a most prim-
itive part of any linguistic system. Cf. M. Féghali and A. Cuny, Du genre gramrnati-

cal en sémitique (Paris, 1924); M.H. Ibrahim, Gammatical Gender. Is Origin and De-
velopment (The Hague/Paris, 1973).

For a recent attempt to address this question, see D. Michel, Grundlegung einer

hebriischen Syntax. il I, Sprachwissenschaftliche Methodik: Genus und Numerus des
Nomens (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1977).

Nouns of rivers are generally masculine: 73 river, 'IR’ canal, '?Uj
wadi, 7171 171723 this Jordan Gn 32.11 etc.; other nouns relating to
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water: 0°) water;, 02 sea; the nouns for raim: VN, owi, Dﬂ(t But fem.:
IR well, 1°9Y spring (and eye, § j).
On the other hand several categories of concrete nouns are feminine:

1) Names of countries (prob. on the analogy of }’1{( (f.) country,
land, earth) and of cities (prob. on the analogy of 1V [f.] city): '7;;1
Babel (Babylon and Babylonia), 111X Sidon (city and country). Several
names designate both the people and the land: they are masculine in the
first case, feminine in the second, e.g. fTT17” masc. Is 3.8; fem. 7.6;
07K masc. Nu 20.20; fem. Jer 49.17. However names of peoples are some-
times treated as feminine (§ 150 e), e.g. 2RA* 1Sm 17.21; 2Sm 24.9;
0>3%7 Ex 12.33; 2817 2Sm 8.2; 07K 2Sm 8.5,6; Is 7.2; OP°Y 21.2; > 1
ib.; I 42.11; R’_:_lll) Job 1.15. Moreover the population of a country or
of a city may be personified and represented as a woman, e.g. Is 54.1;
hence the frequent use of N3A, e.g. '?'_'l; na,;irena ($129H, N2 nb-mz;
712X ete. (& 129 ).

Observation. Names of cities with N*3 (m.) are masculine, e.g."N*2
on’? Mi 5.1; PR~N°3 Am S.5.

2) The Earth and its parts: }"I§ earth, land, country (cf. § g),
1Y city (cf. § g), 9an (poetic) the orb, the earth's disc; '7'1&!:”' Sheol,
inferi (abode of the dead), 7133 (territorial) circle; 19X north, 121
south.

3) Nouns of instruments and other objects: :1"1ﬁ sword, an: peg,
013 cup, 72 jug; 2V sandal (dual, § 91 ), lI)‘13<7 bed.

4) Nouns of double members or which are found in pairs{1): i?f_?
eye (and spring, & ), U_}i ear, (¥ tooth, ’U? jaw, An3 shoulder, Y1711
arm (generally), 7° hand (and also, perh. by analogy, 7°2? right hand),
A2 palm, VAR finger, Y7X rib, T hip, thigh, 773 knee, P& leg,
thigh, 53ﬁ foot; ﬁﬁ horn, 913 wing.

Exception: "W breast (m.) Ho 9.14; n’jnp loins, sides (m.).
(1) These nouns have a dual, § 91 b.

Other feminine nouns: r_j:{; stone, wﬁ belly, 12195 soul (sometimes
treated as masc. by sense agreement: for man, Gn 46.25,27; Nu 31.28),
13 (poet.) flash (of light).

Nouns usually feminine: NiR sign, almost always feminine (N of the
fem.), WR fire(1), TI7 way (in the sing. usually fem., in the pl. al-
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ways masc.), 710)"2 tongue, NY time, almost always fem. (prob. N of the
fem.), e.g. R>7171 NV at that time, 717 wind (wind nouns likewise: 1193
Is 43.6; Ct 4.16, 12°R ib.; cf. § h), wm} sun.

(1) Masculine in Ps 1044 U[l"? WR; see J. Blau, I0S 2 (1972) 65f.

Nouns whose gender varies. From among these nouns, of which there
are many, some examples are: IR light, R (poetic) path, R>3 valley,
D'If) vineyard, %17 enclosure, yard, court, '!S_?ll} gate; D‘IPQ place is very
seldom fem.: Gn 18.24; Job 20.9 (cf. Jdg 19.13; 2Sm 17.12).

Some feminine abstract nouns are formed by adding the feminine end-
ing to an adjective or to a participle: 1¥7 evil, 1310 good, njlg’ right
(Mi 3.9), 112 that which is just (Am 3.10), 1721~ ?Y in lightness =
lightly (Jer 6.14). Especially in the plural: Ni1iv good things (2Kg
25.28); Niwp. harsh things (Gn 42.7), Ni?73 great things (Ps 131.1),
niR’2D3 very great things (ib.), NiN33 just things (Is 26.10). But cf.
Gn 2.9 ¥ 21V good and evil.

leewxse some feminine collective nouns are formed by adding the
feminine ending to an adjective or to a participle: 'l'z"_l poor people
(2Kg 24.14), TH;I'\& caravan (properly speaking which makes its way); 71'21-]
community in exile, but N2V female inhabitant (Is 12.6 etc.), NA3R
female enemy (Mi 7.8 etc.) are personifications rather than collective
nouns. }1°¥ N3 and the like probably do not belong here; see § 129 f, 7.

Very occasionally, a noun of unit is formed by adding the feminine
ending to a collective noun without the feminine ending: *3® (m. and
f.) fleet, 23R ship; W@ hair (coll.), 1YY a hair. On the other hand
137 fish is mainly collective, 37 mainly noun of unit. ﬂ;lit‘) and ¥
denote a concrete, single act of kindness or wickedness respectively.
Note also the following pairs: T°% [TY; PW/AW; YI/NR; POR/0Y;
Wi /My,

Sometimes a feminine doublet is found in the figurative sense: nxz‘)
(m.) forehead, XN greave (kind of forehead for the legs); 77 (f.,
& /) hip, thigh, D?ﬁ;jz sides. (Comp. § 91 d: fem. plural instead of
dual for the figurative sense).

Doublets (masc. and fem.) of abstract nouns (§ €) are numerous: OF3
(17x) and 71223 (27 x) Vengeancc;ﬂgfz and 1Y help; yOand 190 tem-
pest; 713773 and 13 1377.;) dwelling - place; r‘l'?S_??Q ascent and Tl';)s_zp step; Is 13.1
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TI;S?!I)Z_H 1YWn support and support = any sort of support. For differences
~ between P11 and 7711, see BDB, s.v. 1717 end(}).

. (1) M. Ben-Asher argues that some of these examples may be put down to styfistic dif-
ferentiation: see his "The gender of nouns in BH,” Semitics 6 (1978) 1-14. So al-
ready Lambert, & 172.

§ 135. Plurality expressed by the collective singular,
the singular of species, etc.

The idea of plurality can be expressed not only by the plural
(§ 136) and by the dual ending ($ 91), but also by the collective sin-
gular(1)(§ b) and by the singular noun of species (§ c¢); finally some
ideas analogous to the idea of plurality are expressed by the repeti-
tion of the singular noun (§ d).

(1) In Arabic the idea of plurality is expressed extraordinarily frequently by col-
lectives (broken or internal plurals), e.g. /‘abid/ the slaves regarded collectively,

servitium, staff of servants; on the other hand the plural proper (external plural) .
/[‘abduna/ (sg. ‘abd) designates several slaves regarded individually.

The collective noun properly speaking designates a plurality of in-
dividuals as forming a group(l), e.g. )22 armentum (a herd of large
cattle), a collection of individuals of the bovine species(?); TRX (f.)
pecus (a flock of small cattle), a collection of individuals of the
ovine and caprine species(3); 9V the flying tribe, birds; um"\ the
pitterpattering tribe, Y‘j!((f} the wriggling or scampering tribe; AU the
tiny tots (sometimes including or implying women; cf. BDB, 1124a), :l:)'fl,
often collective chariots; *78 fruits. All these collectives arc mascu-
line, except (R (f.). (See also § 134 p).

Collectives with the feminine ending: N2i]3 beasts, cattle (large
animals, mainly domestic; the plural is rare and poetic); 137 worms;
Y07 tears (the plural is very rare and poetic[*]);; N°X°%¥ fringes,
tufts; ﬂ'z;; corpses. (See also § 134 o, p). Without feminine ending:
w93 persons(S).

(1) A collective can be recognised when an adjective, a pronoun or a verb referring
to it is in the plural

(2) Because of their common use, we shall here give a few details about names in the
bovine species and in the ovine and caprine species.



