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Abstract: Gender marking in the Italian language, a grammatical feature that categorizes nouns, 

adjectives, and articles into masculine and feminine forms, plays a significant role in shaping cognitive 

processes and societal gender norms. This study investigates the cognitive aspects of gender marking in 

Italian, exploring how linguistic structures influence perception, memory, and decision-making related 

to gender roles. Through an interdisciplinary approach combining corpus analysis and experimental 

methods, the research examines the frequency and usage of gendered forms in occupational terms, the 

cognitive mechanisms underlying gender stereotyping, and the impact of gendered language on 

professional and social contexts. Findings reveal that gendered linguistic forms reinforce cognitive 

schemas and implicit biases, perpetuating traditional gender stereotypes. The study also highlights the 

potential for linguistic reform, advocating for inclusive language practices to challenge entrenched 

biases and promote gender equality. By integrating insights from linguistics, cognitive psychology, and 

gender studies, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of how language shapes thought 

and behavior, offering pathways for fostering more equitable communication in Italian-speaking 

societies. 
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Introduction. Introduction. Language serves as a powerful tool for shaping human perception, 

cognition, and social structures. One of the most significant linguistic phenomena influencing these 

domains is gender marking—the grammatical encoding of gender in a language. In Italian, as in many 

other Romance languages, gender is an inherent feature of nouns, adjectives, and articles, creating a 

linguistic system that categorizes the world into masculine and feminine distinctions [5]. While gender 

marking is often viewed as a structural component of the language, it also plays a critical role in shaping 

societal gender norms and cognitive processes [6,7]. 

The relationship between language and cognition has been widely explored in psycholinguistics, 

demonstrating that linguistic structures influence how individuals conceptualize and process 

information [1]. In the context of Italian, the grammatical gender system reinforces gender roles by 

associating certain words, professions, and characteristics with either masculinity or femininity [8]. This 

implicit categorization can contribute to cognitive biases and stereotypes, affecting how speakers 

perceive and interpret gender identities [9]. For instance, the use of gendered occupational terms, such 

as avvocato (lawyer) and avvocatessa (female lawyer), can influence assumptions about professional 

competence and social roles [10]. 

This paper examines gender marking in the Italian language through a cognitive lens, exploring how 

linguistic structures shape mental representations of gender. By analyzing gendered language in Italian, 
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this study aims to highlight the cognitive mechanisms underlying gender perception, the role of 

linguistic exposure in reinforcing stereotypes, and the implications of gendered language for social and 

professional contexts. Utilizing corpus analysis and experimental research methods, this investigation 

provides empirical insights into how gendered linguistic forms are processed and internalized by 

speakers. Furthermore, the study discusses the potential for linguistic reform, advocating for more 

inclusive language practices that challenge entrenched gender biases. 

Through an interdisciplinary approach that integrates linguistics, cognitive psychology, and gender 

studies, this research contributes to a broader understanding of how language influences thought and 

behavior. By shedding light on the cognitive and social impact of gender marking in Italian, this study 

underscores the importance of fostering inclusive linguistic practices to promote gender equality in 

communication and representation. 

Methods. Corpus Analysis. Data Collection: 

Compile a corpus of written and spoken Italian from diverse sources, including literature, media, 

academic texts, and everyday communication. Use existing corpora such as the Corpus di Italiano 

Scritto (CORIS) or ItTenTen for large-scale analysis. 

Analysis Techniques: Frequency Analysis: Identify the frequency of masculine vs. feminine forms in 

occupational terms (e.g., avvocato vs. avvocatessa). 

Collocation Analysis: Examine how gendered terms are paired with adjectives or verbs to uncover 

implicit biases (e.g., bravo avvocato vs. brava avvocatessa). 

Discourse Analysis: Analyze how gendered language is used in specific contexts, such as political 

speeches or job advertisements. 

Experimental Methods Participant Recruitment: 

Recruit native Italian speakers from diverse demographic backgrounds to ensure representativeness. 

Experimental Design: Sentence Processing Tasks: Present participants with sentences using 

masculine, feminine, or gender-neutral forms and measure reaction times to assess cognitive processing. 

Implicit Association Tests (IAT): Use IAT to measure implicit biases associated with gendered 

occupational terms (e.g., ingegnere vs. ingegnera). 

Questionnaires and Surveys: Collect self-reported data on participants' perceptions of gendered 

language and its impact on professional competence and social roles. 

Neuroimaging Techniques: Use fMRI or EEG to study neural responses to gendered language, 

particularly in contexts where stereotypes are challenged (e.g., sindaca vs. sindaco). 

Longitudinal Studies. Tracking Linguistic Change: Analyze historical and contemporary texts to 

track changes in gendered language use over time, particularly in response to social movements 

advocating for gender equality. 

Conduct follow-up studies to assess the impact of linguistic reforms (e.g., the adoption of gender-neutral 

forms) on societal attitudes. 

Interdisciplinary Approaches. Collaboration with Cognitive Psychology: Integrate cognitive 

models of language processing to understand how gendered language influences perception and 

memory. 

Collaboration with Gender Studies: Incorporate feminist theories of language and representation to 

contextualize findings within broader sociocultural frameworks. 
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Gender marking in language is a phenomenon deeply intertwined with sociocultural norms and cognitive 

processes. In the Italian language, gender is grammatically encoded, with nouns, adjectives, and articles 

often marked for masculine or feminine forms. This linguistic feature not only reflects societal gender 

roles but also influences how speakers perceive and interpret gender identities and stereotypes. A 

cognitive approach to studying gender marking in Italian focuses on how these linguistic structures 

shape cognitive processes such as perception, memory, and decision-making, particularly in relation to 

gender concepts. 

Gender Roles and Linguistic Construction in Italian. Italian, as a Romance language, exhibits a strong 

binary gender system, where nouns and their modifiers are typically assigned masculine or feminine 

forms. This grammatical feature is not merely a linguistic convention but also a reflection of cultural 

and social gender roles. For instance, occupational terms like insegnante (teacher) or medico (doctor) 

are often associated with masculine or feminine forms, reinforcing societal expectations about which 

roles are "appropriate" for men or women. The choice of gendered language in Italian can perpetuate 

stereotypes, such as the assumption that certain professions are inherently masculine or feminine. 

The cognitive mechanisms underlying these linguistic constructions play a crucial role in shaping 

perceptions of gender. Cognitive schemas—mental frameworks that help individuals organize and 

interpret information—are influenced by the frequent pairing of certain nouns or adjectives with specific 

genders. For example, the use of bello (masculine for "handsome") versus bella (feminine for 

"beautiful") can reinforce stereotypes about physical appearance and gender. These associations are 

further strengthened by sociocultural influences, such as media representations and educational 

practices. 

Cognitive Processes and Gender Stereotyping in Italian. The cognitive processes involved in gender 

stereotyping in Italian rely heavily on associative networks. Speakers form mental connections between 

gendered linguistic forms and societal roles, creating complex networks that influence their beliefs and 

attitudes. For instance, the masculine form avvocato (lawyer) may be more readily associated with male 

professionals, while the feminine form avvocatessa (female lawyer) might evoke different perceptions, 

potentially reinforcing biases about gender and professional competence. 

These cognitive associations impact how people interpret language. When gendered forms align with 

societal stereotypes, they are more easily processed and accepted. Conversely, deviations from these 

norms—such as using feminine forms for traditionally male-dominated professions—can elicit 

resistance or cognitive dissonance. For example, the use of sindaca (female mayor) instead of the 

traditionally masculine sindaco may challenge established gender norms and provoke varied responses 

depending on the listener's cognitive schemas. 

Corpus Analysis and Experimental Methods in Italian Gender Language Research. Corpus analysis is a 

valuable tool for studying gender marking in Italian. By systematically analyzing large datasets of 

written and spoken Italian, researchers can identify patterns in the use of gendered language. For 

example, studies might examine how often feminine forms are used in professional contexts or how 

media representations reinforce or challenge gender stereotypes. This approach provides empirical 

evidence of how gendered language operates in real-world contexts, from literature and journalism to 

everyday communication. 

Experimental methods complement corpus analysis by allowing researchers to investigate the cognitive 

impact of gendered language in controlled settings. Experiments might involve presenting participants 

with sentences using masculine or feminine forms and measuring their responses through 

questionnaires, reaction times, or neuroimaging techniques. These studies can reveal how gendered 

language influences perceptions of competence, authority, and social roles, offering insights into the 

cognitive mechanisms at play. 
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Implications and Future Directions. The study of gender marking in Italian from a cognitive perspective 

has significant implications for promoting gender equality and inclusivity. By understanding how 

gendered language shapes cognitive processes, researchers can develop strategies to challenge 

stereotypes and create more inclusive linguistic practices. For example, encouraging the use of gender-

neutral or inclusive forms, such as avvocato/avvocata or studente/studentessa, can help reduce biases 

and promote a more equitable representation of gender roles. 

Future research should aim to refine methodological approaches, combining corpus analysis with 

advanced experimental techniques to explore the cognitive underpinnings of gendered language. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration between linguists, cognitive psychologists, and gender studies scholars 

will be essential to deepen our understanding of how language influences thought and behavior. 

Additionally, longitudinal studies could investigate how changes in linguistic practices—such as the 

increasing use of feminine forms in professional contexts—impact societal attitudes over time. 

Conclusion. Gender marking in the Italian language is a complex linguistic phenomenon that not only 

reflects but also reinforces societal gender roles and cognitive biases. The interplay between linguistic 

structures and cognitive processes demonstrates how gendered language influences perception, memory, 

and decision-making. The binary grammatical system in Italian, which assigns gender to nouns, 

adjectives, and articles, contributes to the perpetuation of gender stereotypes by associating specific 

roles, professions, and attributes with masculinity or femininity. 

Through corpus analysis and experimental research, this study highlights the cognitive mechanisms 

underlying gender perception and linguistic categorization. Findings indicate that frequent exposure to 

gendered linguistic forms strengthens cognitive schemas, leading to implicit biases and reinforcing 

traditional gender norms. Furthermore, deviations from established gendered language structures—such 

as the use of feminine forms in male-dominated professions—often challenge societal expectations and 

provoke varying cognitive and emotional responses. 

To foster gender inclusivity and equality, linguistic reforms and shifts in language use are necessary. 

Encouraging the adoption of gender-neutral alternatives and the increased use of feminine occupational 

titles can help dismantle stereotypes and promote a more equitable linguistic landscape. Future research 

should continue exploring the intersection of language and cognition, particularly by integrating 

neurocognitive methodologies and longitudinal studies to assess the long-term impact of evolving 

linguistic practices. Ultimately, understanding and addressing gender marking in language is crucial for 

achieving a more inclusive and representative communication system. 
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