Linguistic Scciety of America
Chicago, December 29, 1951
URIEL WEINREICH
(Columbia University)

THE SEVEN GENDERS OF YIDDISH

Bvery beginning student of lingulstics learns, among other facis of
life, that the number of genders in a language is not necessarily zero
or two or three. And yelt, our linguistic horizon is so strongly 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 lawppost, a nominal system with genders in excess
of thres. It is my purpose here to outline the structure of a Yiddish
dialect which seems to have four noun genders. I am thinking of the North-
eastern variety of Yiddish, current in Iithuania, Latvia, and Belorussia
until the extermination of the Eurcpean Jews in World War II, and surviving
among erigrants from those areas. After analyzing the workings of this
system, I will attempt to suggest some historical and gensral problams
which emerge when it is compared with three—-gender systems.

If you refer to the first page of the handouts, you will find listed
the eriteria which serve to establish the four gender categories. Obviously
the system is not well defined. In contrast with most dialects of German,
for example, the form of the definite article in the nominative case does
not by itself yield all the categories we are after.

The first distinction is betwecn singular and plural, for it is only
in the singular that the gender distinctioms are maintained: as in Gexman,
Frenchy, or Danish, they are neutralized in the plural. The criterion for
defining the number of a noun is the singular or plural suffix of the
verb that is in concord with it. We will be concerned, then, with the
behavior of nouns which take a singular verb.

Anong the singular nouns, we next separate a "nass gender" fyom several
count genders. The grammatical criteria for the mass gender are: a zero
indefinite article; a definite article, di, uninflected for cases and the
plural form of any possessive adjective Which might riodify such a noun. A
singular noun of the mass gender is thus very similar in its behavior to
any plural noun: the mass singular e gelt 'sy money'! looks just like
the plural, mayne bikher 'my books?, But by the crucial number test—
namely, the form of the concordant verb--gelt is singular, not plural.

In the subdivision of the count genders; I have introduced a termi-
nology which might be used temporarily without direct reference to the
historicael CGermanic system., Hence the novel terms ‘andric' and ‘gynic!'.

In all the count genders, the verb as well as the modifying possessive
adjectives are singular in form; and a is the indefinite article. The
differentiation begins with the definite article: the andric nouns take der
in the nominative and dem in the oblique case, while the gynic and intere
mediate nouns take di In the nouinative and der in the oblique. Bub if the
article is inmediately preceded by a preposition (and if no adjective
intervenes between the article and the noun), a new split takes place, The
masceuline article may be reduced %o -n and contracted with the preposition:
‘on the table! af dem tish alternates freely with afn tish. The gynic
article yemains invariant as dew. Dut the intermedlate article, which
resewbles gynic der in its free foxm, is also subject to optional comtractions:
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‘on the foot' may be af der fus, bub also afn fus. This is not true of gynic
nowns.

As I said before, the systom is ill-defined. That is to say, not only
dees it lack a single criterion for all the genders, bul there are few dis-
tinctive forms of morphemes for any ome gender. No wonder that the system
hag been hard to discern. There was, of course, little difficulty in noticing
that the historical neuter had disappeared; you will have observed that there
is no definite article dos, corresponding to the neuter of the other Yiddish
dialects, or to the das-gemier of German dialects. This fact led to the pre-
liminary conclusion (by Sapir, for example), that NE Yiddish was a two-gender
dialect. In 1926 Reyzen pointed out the peculiarity of the mass nouns as a
quagi=plural. I am now proposing the further step of splitting the so-called
"ferdnine® into a gynic and an intermediate class, depending on the reduci-
bility of the article in certain prepositional constructions.

Ave we justified in calling thase categories Ygenders'? Before consider-
ing this question, let us glance as the distribution of the NE Yiddish noun
vocabulary among the sevaral categories. Flease turn to page 2 of the hand-
onts.

A3 you see, the andric gender of NE Yiddish contains a number of nouns
which are semantically marked as being designations of males. Some of these
andric nouns are additionally marked in a formal way, by means of affixes
whick are automatically andric. The first four examples in the left-hand
column illustrate this group. Other andric names of males have no formal
mark--see the top of the right~hand column--and some that end in unstressed g,
e.g. zeyde "grandfather', even conform to the canonical shape typical of gynic
nouns. However, the semantic feature of maleness remains. There is also a
large group of andric nouns without any semantic feature of maleness. Some
are grausatically defined: the prefix pe-, the suffix -izm, the zero form of
the bare verb stem in d?ﬁg, eﬁ_q, place a noun automatically in the andric
clags. Also in this ect, infinitives when used as nouns are andric:
dey esn, der lebn. DBut then therc is a large residue of nouns which are
andric for no semantic or formal "reason.®

The capital letters next to cach noun indicate its gender in other Yiddish
dialects. In the overwhelming majority of cases, this is also their gender in
standard Yiddish (the literary language, a 3-gender system) and corresponds to
the gender of their Cermanic, Hebrew-Aramaic, and Slavic etyma. Offhand there
might be a temptation to identify the NE Yiddish andric with the general mas-
culine gender, because insofar as these noun classes are semantically correlated
with maleness, they do correspond. (The suffix morphology of adjectives and
determiners is also identical.,) Dut notice that where there is no semantic
notivation—~and in such words ag kind 'child' and ferd ‘horse' despite the
semantic motivation=-this one~to-one matching breaks down.

Sirilar comments apply to the gynic gender, Some of the nouns which
belong to it are semantically marked as names of females; of thoss, some but
not all have characteristic suffixes or stem shapes. There are also some
non~fewales with typical gynic forms; and somwe (though not many) gynic nouns
without either semantic or formal characteristics (although heym and bord do
seenm to be examples). The correlation with the historical aﬂtandammdish
ferninine is not badj but it is far from being one~to-one, as we will see when
vwe turn to the intermediate group.

This is a good point for remarking that while the historical and standard
3-gender system utilizes the diminutive suffix as a sure~fire morphological
criterion of neuterness, the NE dialect has adopted a different rule, reminis-
cent of French and the Slavic languages, according to which a diminutive
belongs to the same gender as the base form. In NE Yiddish, the diminutive
suffix therefore does not count as a gramuatical mark of gender.

The intermediate gender, shown on page three of the handout, seems to
be a residual class., It has no semantic features, no affixes, no phonemic
stem shapes which are specific to it. IHere the lexical correspondences with




the categories of the 3-gender systems run particularly wild.

The last class, which I have called mass gender, has the best semantic
characterization of all. All nouns which belong to it ave names of substances,
or they label entities as if they were substances. In addition, several
suffixes draw nouns to This class. But the correspondence with the historical
genders is again rather disorderly.

liay nouns occur both in the mass gender and in one of the count genders.
Such words as kez, ayzn, erd, when used in the mass gender, imply substances:
cheese, iron, earth. ~When used in the appropriate count gender, they imply
shaped objects: a loaf of cheese, a piece of iron, the earth (in the sense of
the planet, or the ground under our feet). If all mass nouns had a count gender
as well, there would perhaps have been no more reason to set up a separate mass
gender in NE Yiddish than there is, let us say, in English. Thig syntactic
mass construction would then have bsen entirely derivative from the count
genders. Dutb there are nouns, such as rayz 'rice' or mel *flour', for which
it would be difficult if not impossible to determine a count gender; they are
irreducibly mass nouns.

These lists demonstrate, I believe, that no automatic conversion formula
can be devised for subsuming the three- and fouwr-gender patterns into a single
diagystem. Since the standard language, as used in the literature and in the
pressy has rejected the neuterless NE pattern as a provincialism (with leeway
for gendexr fluctuation only in a relatively small number of nouns), every
literate merber of the NE dialect comrmndty must, in effect, develop control
of both a four- and a three-gender system. Because the systems are not re-
ducible to each other, there is a sense in which the title of this paper—
the Seven Genders of Yiddish=-can be taken quite seriously.

The very imperfect correlation of the four genders with formal or semantic
features appears to be typical of most gender systems im the world. Such
surveys as the one by Hjelmslev in Travaux de l'Institut de Paris (1956) and
by Fodor in Lingua (1959) show that more "rational"™ gender systems are quite
exceptional. might be objected that the Yiddish noun classes are too
weakly defined to be called true genders. But again, they are exactly what
we would expect of a young system. liow else should a distinction dewvelop,
except as a specialized distribution which gradually sprouts a paradigm of
specialized morphological formamts? In the Romance languages, the "ambigen"
gender of Rumanian, the "nomi sovrabbondanti® of Italian appear to have emerged
in & similar way, and they tco have so far failed to develop any specialized
moxphology.

Concerning the history of the queer NE system, I can only indicate some
of the problems before us. Among the questions that need to be investigated
are the following:

How is the loss of the historical neuter related to the emergence of the
new genders, intermediate and mass?

vVhat, if any, is the relation of the gender upheaval to the loss of the
dative-accusative case distinction in the same dialect?

‘hat is the relation between the reorganization of the genders as a gram-
matical system and the changes in gender membership of particular nouns?

Is the development due to internal causes, or has there been influence
from other languages?

It was Saplr who first formulated the parallelism between the loss of the
old neuter in NE Yiddish and the drastic shrinkage of the neuter in the partly
co-territorial Lithuanian language by a shift of neuter nouns to the masculine.
This idea was later taken up by Jakobson. But it is useful to recall that the
Lithuanian language has had virtually no phonetic or lexical influence on
Yiddish, and it is extremely unlikely, under these circumstances, that it should
have effected such a radical change in Yiddish grammay. Moreover, this theory
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would not explain the major shifts of masculine nouns to the intermediate gender
or the development of a mass gender-—innovations far more vemaykablae than the
loss of the old neuter. Influence from Belorussian has also been hinted ab

as a possible cause. Now, it is true that the merger of unstressed o and 2 has
deprived the Belorussian feminine/nouter opposition of some of its morphophonemic
distinctiveness, but the neuter as a category in Belorussian, as far as I can
nake out, remains safe and sound. In pemeral, Slavic or other cowteryitorial
explanations of Yiddish deviations from German must fulfill the same requirements
of cogency as any other historical argument; they cammot be used as a deus ex
machina. In a Low Gexman dialect east of Hamburg, the rise of a mass vs. counb
poaradigm on the remains of the collapsed masculine-feminine distinctlon was

also once attributed to Slavic influence, and although it was demonstrated in
1939 that this explanation was coupletely baseless, references to this supposed
example of Sorbian influence on Germen can still be encountered in scientifiec
Journals.

If there is a Slavic factor in the history of NE Yiddish gender, its
mechanism nust be very different from anything that has been suggested to date.
ist us consider the hierarchical structure of the genders in Yiddish. The
presentation so far, based on the morphophonerics of the article, implied the

following systems /\

mass (non-nmass)

PN

andric (non~andric)

gnc/ %ediam

Bub by semantic criteria (which Iljelmslev has shown to be of much greater
general-li stic interest) we have a different tree:

— T

nass intermediate
(fully marked)  (partly marked) (unmarked)

7N

gynic andric

Another way of looking at the "intermediate" gender would be to comsider it
fully characterized semantically as inanimate. But in elther view, it appearg
that the semantic features of the IE intexmediate correspond exactly to those
of the historical neuter.

hat sequence of events can we postulate in explamation of the IE gender
system? If there has been external influence at work, it musi have been
different, and subtler in its mechanism, than the alleged exposure of Yiddish
to neuterless languages. The first clue, I believe, must be sought in the
fact that just as in Yiddish the inanimate feminines and masculines developed
a syncretism in prepositional constructions without adjectives (Mintermediate
gender®), so in Polish and Belorussiam, masculine and feminine paradigms are
syncretized in tho locative case (the prepositional case par excellence) when
used without adjectives. In Polish, for example, the feminine czarn-a giow-a
tblack head! and the masculine ¢ o6 have distinctive suffixes in ail
cases, except that in the locatIvé of the nhoun alone, %ﬂ:ie and oow~ie
appear alike. To put it another way:s The Polish prepos phrase na giow-ie
Son the head! can be derived not only from the actual feminine pominatiVe,” ™
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ow-a, but also from a theoretical masculine, %iég, S:‘-.rﬂilarly, the Yiddish
prepositional phrase afn ko Yon the head! can "lead® not only to the historical
masculine, der kop, » by the rules of the new NE gendexr sysbem, to
a feminine~Iike ntemed:l.ate} di kope

A second clue, I believe, is E%DQ found in the peculiar and widespread

shifting in NE Yiddish of inanmate feminines to the andric and of inanimate
masculines to the feminine-like "intermediate." As Reyzen already suggesied,
many of these shifts have brought the gender of NE Yiddish nouns into agreement
with the gender of their Slavic equivalent. Cf. the following examples:

Historically NE Yid. Polish
brik 'bridge’ F A most M
Mf fwall, ete.' F A muxr N
nog 'nose! F A nos H
bord 'beard! M I Broda P
ﬁﬁo Thead? i I wa F
Ius 'leg, foob! K £ 3 noga F

What we see, then, is a drawing-off of inanimate feminines into the andric
and of animate masculines into the intermediate by a calquing mechanism on a
Slavic nodel., In addition, the majority of inanimate feminines were included
in the intermediate. This gave rise to a well-filled new gendeyr, the inter-
nediate, with the same semantic features (inanimateness) as the old neuter.
This deprived the old neuter of its raison d'€tre and doamed it to extinction,

What has previously been treated as the most interesting and inexplicable
innovation of NE Yiddish gender thus becomes but the last 8iep in a stwuctural
rearrangement, the earliest stages of which had perfectly plausible Slavic
roots.

To be sure, this theory does not yet throw any light on the rise of the
new mags gender as a quasi~pluval. DBub, in contrast to the Sapir-Jakobson
Lithuanian hypothesis, it fits well with other indications that the NE dialect,
of all the varieties of Yiddish;, early underwent a maximum of Slavization
(specifically, Polonization). For example, it is also the NE dialect of
Yiddish which was infected by the Polish confusion between hissing and hushing
gibilants.



SIMANTIC AND GRAMMATICAL CORRELATES OF NE GENDER, AND CORRESDONDININS

WO STAHDARD YIDDISH HM(asculine), Flemwinine), AND Mewvier:

de dodele

e

SEMANT ICALLY
MARKED

SEMANTICALLY
UNMARKED

2. Gyl

SENANT TCALLY
MARKED

SEMANT ICALLY
UNMARKED

FORMALLY
HARKED
bek-eyr "baker?
nadv-n 'donox!
ik thore!
Toion-Xst 'Zlonist'

ge-shlfp 'fight’
fana;yis_g fanaticism!

shprung 'leap!
§58 "pouring'

es-n Teating'

Teb-n tlife, living?

neyter—in 'seanstreasg!’
ﬁs ‘queen

Thiverte '(f.) friend?
nyanye Tnuras !

libe "love'
meiukhe 'state’

Topeys 'oanedy’

sh "beauty !
R.g-a , tkinshipt
Tne -%'ieanhixig'
Tilpe-nish 'imocking?
ato ar—ﬁ fearpentyy !

N
H

N
n

= g 2 2y

¥
¥
F

B/
F/N
‘Sj’i'
F/H

TORMALLY
UHMARKE

panef TGhiel’
glrozh *concierge’
gliveyr ‘fashop=ineien

kind @ (m,) child®
Tird 'horse!

B

8ne Lrpandfather
?Eu%e ugportt
kiike '(m.) cripple’

tigh "sble!
Vodkn Tocloud!

@eﬁ}: imont:
glop ‘pole’

brdk Tbeddget
nos ‘rosa!

y 'stons house!
E:ﬁh&*ha thordex?

é@.ﬂt’}. tgrandchild’

gyer Vear!
polés fexile!

ghvestar ‘*sistber?

thnur  Vdaughter-in-law"

@ V(£.) eab
salp (L) goak®

kind ¥(£.) child’

o st

a2

£
i

Bt i

¥ In contrast to the three-gender systenms, the diminmutive of a noun in ME

Tiddish belongs to the same gender as the base form.

Thus, ferd-l, bprik-l,

rez-) are all endric; shvester-l, kec-l ave gynic, ete.; wheves: Tn The of

panGay syrlems the Coryes

WA,

ing meuns are all neuter by vivitue of tho grosre! sl
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