
 

Analysis of grammatical classes  

  

 

171 

 The research we are feаturing in the present paper 

is related to gender linguistics. The second wave of 

mass female movement, which began in the 1960s, 

has led to a true social and cultural revolution in west-

ern world, having undermined the patriarchal system 

of values, social practices and institutes. Under the 

influence of female policy, aiming at a change of im-

perious relations in the society, got all the spheres of 

public and private life. It was the period when re-

searchers addressed the role of language in a patriar-

chal society, therefore linguistics reacted with an orig-

inal paradigm named as a female linguistics or a fe-

male criticism of a language. 

There are no doubts that feminism addressed the 

problems of natural language with the purpose to 

prove the existence of patriarchal traces in it, to 

open the discriminate structures of the language, to 

show its sexist character.  

The researches within the female linguistics 

were conceived within the limits of critical linguis-

tics, which is aimed to analyze both implicit and 

transparent structural attitudes of domination, dis-

crimination, authority and control expressed in lan-

guage [1, с. 7]. A. Kirilina remarks that «here the 

talk is about the patriarchal stereotypes fixed in a 

language, which force a certain picture of the world 

upon the native speakers of the language, where the 

unimportant role and negative qualities are allocat-

ed to women. Within the limits of this tendency the 

images of women fixed in a language are investi-

gated, in what semantic fields the women are sub-

mitted and what connotations accompany this rep-

resentation» [2, с. 41]. 

One of the important achievements of this ap-

proach is the fact that special address forms to un-

married women have already disappeared in many 

European languages (Miss, Mademoiselle). They 

are either not used at all, or applied to considerably 

narrower circle of the addressees, for example, to 

young girls. The strong female pressure in this di-

rection was based on the following reasons: first, 

the forms addressing both men and women should 

be symmetric, secondly, the distinction between 

married and unmarried women is regarded as intru-

sion into their private space, and, hence, is the dis-

crimination with reference to the marital status. It is 

necessary to add, that address forms, on the whole, 

are most sensitive to extralinguistic influences, and 

their change is more often triggered by some exter-

nal social factors than naturally occuring develop-

ment of the language [3, р. 137]. 

The address forms as the subject of study has 

been placed in the focus of attention of many re-

searches. In the paper devoted to address forms in 

different languages, F. Braun remarks, that «the 

words, which are used as address forms, express 

not only the speaker’s attitude to the addressee, but 

also carry the connotation about the speaker him-

self, his education, code of behaviour, and social 

status» [4, р. 36].    

So far the problem of the addressing forms has 

been investigated by the linguists on the data of 

many European and world languages.  

The object of our research is the Lak language 

(belongs to the Nakh-Gaghestanian language fami-

ly), which has not yet been a subject of detailed 

gender analysis, which makes the undertaken re-

search especially promising. We do believe that 

introducing new linguistic data will empower the 

linguist with new knowledge concerning the gen-
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der-related changes occurring in the language, the 

pragmatical factors, including analysis and predic-

tion of possible social and psychological conse-

quences of such changes in the language. In this 

respect the Lak language, as an ergative one, repre-

sents a special interest for the researchers. There is 

a correlation between a formal classification of the 

nouns, and the grammatical forms of a verb, corre-

spondingly, in Lak, on the one hand, and the sex, 

age, social status of the referent, on the other. With-

in the frame of the formal classification there are     

3 types of parameters-classifiers -ur, bur, dur. 

The description of grammatical classes in Lak 

has been extensively looked into (though not in the 

gender perspective), and many regularities in the 

classification of separate groups of nouns were re-

vealed. (Offered classifications are certainly not 

exhaustive and still require further discussion.) It 

was found that the group of words incorporated by 

a patrimonial word, as a rule, refers the same class, 

as the classifier itself. In most cases, there were 

found some words – exceptions «dropping out» of 

a general rule which could not be given the definite 

and logic explanation and which call for further 

research [5, с. 125]. 

The attempts to relate the formal -ur/bur/dur 

classification to address forms date back as far as 

the 19th century. P.К. Uslar wrote about the specific 

use of class parameters in addressing / referring to 

women in Lak: «A Lak girl says about herself: na 

bura with bur forms (I am); to refer to some female 

with dur forms: ta duri”, instead of ta buri, means 

to give the heaviest insult. After marriage, a female 

is gradually switching on to other formal classes, to 

another «grammar». It will seem improper if on the 

next day after the wedding a female refers to her-

self with: na dura (I am), but, on the other hand, it 

looks strange, if a woman upon giving birth to at 

least one child, refers to herself with na bura. All 

these subtle distinctions are rather strictly ob-

served» [6, с. 10]. P.К. Uslar, however, did not 

offer any clear cut explanation to these features.  

Later linguists tried to account for the difference 

in choosing the reference and address patterns 

when dealing with either a girl or a woman in Lak. 

L.B. Panek, like A. Dirr, explains it in the follow-

ing way: «in grammatical classes there is a hidden 

social division between the women who have and 

have not got a certain social status», «when a wom-

an gives birth to a child, she herself and other peo-

ple will speak about her applying the other gram-

matical class» [7, с. 233].  

We have to admit, however, that lack of one-to-

one correspondence between the gender and sex is 

typical of many other languages, to mention, e.g., 

such German words as das Madchen, das Fraulein 

which are also of the neuter gender, and not the 

female one. To further confirm it there are ethno-

graphic data showing that many peoples still stick to 

an ancient belief that «a married young woman passes 

from  girlhood into a group of the women only after 

the birth of the first child. In this respect, the girl and 

the young women represent the same group» [7,          

с. 234; 8, с. 45–46].  

In modern Lak there can be recorded some 

changes in the use of class parameters when refer-

ring to / addressing females, esp. women.           

G.B. Murkelinskiy marks the cases when in ad-

dressing women in the colloquial speech a speaker 

can use both bur class and dur class, for example: 

nittilsu nei bur or nittilsu nei dur (‘the aunt is go-
ing’). Thus the preference is given up to the form 

bur, which is considered as the form of politeness 

and supersedes the form dur, which expresses the 

negative and scornful attitude: «now even the 

woman who has a child, usually prefers the bur 

class, instead of the dur class. Only an old woman, 

no matter whether she has children or not, prefers 

to use dur class, speaking about herself: na dura (‘I 
am’), and she would be referred to with ta dur (‘she 

is’)» [9, с. 160]. 

We investigated the field data collected on the 

basis of biographical and oral questionings of the 

native-speakers of Lak and tried to analyse the 

changes of the lexicon in the modern Lak language. 

The research was meant to reveal the specific char-

acteristics of the address forms in different native 

speakers of the language, taking into account their 

sex, age group, residence, social status: educational 

background, also vocational parameters, marital 

status. The native speakers of the language were 

offered to choose variants of the address forms to 

the woman depending on her age, marital status, 

social status and personal attitude of the informant 

to the concrete woman. The sample of the ques-

tionnaire is given below: 

Table 1 

The questionnaire: 

1. Fill in: 

1. Sex  

2. Age  

3. Place of residence  

4. Education  

5. Job  

 

 
2. Mark in the last column of the table which of the 

four variants (a,b,c,d) would you use addressing the 

people with the social portrait to follow: 

а) «Chun nei bura?»  (‘where are you going?’)     

b) «Chun nei dura?»  (‘where are you going?’)   

c) «Va chu bur?» (‘where is she?’) 

      d) «Va chu dur?» (‘where is she?’) 
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                                                                                                                                                                Table 2 
 

Profession Age Marital status 

To be 
 respected  

or not in the 
community 

Attitude to a 
person you 

are addressing 
at the moment 

Mark the proper variant  
of address  а), b), c) or d) 

Doctor 65 Married Yes 
positive  

negative  

Doctor 65 Married No 
positive  

negative  

Doctor 35 Unmarried Yes 
positive  

negative  

Doctor 35 Unmarried  No 
positive  

negative  

Clerk 60 Married  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Clerk  60 Married  No 
positive  

negative  

Clerk  40 Unmarried Yes 
positive  

negative  

Clerk  40 Unmarried  No 
positive  

negative  

Milkmaid 50 Married  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Milkmaid  50 Married  No 
positive  

negative  

Milkmaid  30 Unmarried  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Milkmaid  30 Unmarried  No 
positive  

negative  

Manager 60 Married  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Manager  60 Married  No 
positive  

negative  

Manager  40 Unmarried  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Manager  40 Unmarried  No 
positive  

negative  

Attendant 55 Married  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Attendant 
Attendant  

55 
Married  
Married 

No 
positive  

negative  

Attendant  20 Unmarried  Yes 
positive  

negative  

Attendant  20 Unmarried  No 
positive  

negative  

 
3. Choose between two variants (a or b) to use addressing people in the table in a neutral communication / when in 

an angry condition: 
а) «Ti zi bura?»  (‘what are you doing?’) 
b) «Ti zi dura?» (‘what are you doing?’) 
 

                                                                                                         Table 3 
 

You are addressing to Usual condition Angry condition 

Mother   

Grandmother   

Sister   

Wife   

Neighbour   

Cousin   

Aunt   

Inhabitant of the same Village   

                                                                   «Khunmassa  barchallah!»   
 ‘Thank you very much!’ 
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The purpose of the given research is to define 

more precisely what factors are governing the 

choice between address forms to females by native 

speakers of the language. 

Before we begin to analyse the received infor-

mation, it is necessary to give the descriptive char-

acteristic to the above questionnaire. First, as you 

can see from the first point, we took into account 

social and biological index: sex (gender), age, resi-

dence, education, and the job. There were polled both 

males and females, people of different ages, inhabit-

ants of village and urban districts, those who have 

different kinds of education and also employees and 

unemployeds. All these data were taken into account 

when we processed the received results.                                                                                           

In the second point of the questionnaire four 

variants of questions are represented. The first two 

questions the native speaker of the language is in-

structed to apply the form when addressing the fe-

male suggested in the table, changing only gram-

matical classes (bur/bura, dur/dura) – а) «Chun nei 

bura?» (‘Where are you going?’) b) «Chun nei du-
ra?» (‘Where are you going?’). The following two 

questions are used when the native speaker of the 

language asks or speaks about the female with 

someone else, again changing the grammatical 

classes (bura, dura) – c) «Va chu bur?» (‘Where is 
she?’) d) «Va chu dur?» (‘Where is she?’). We 

tried to take into account most socially relevant 

characteristics, which could tell on the  choice of 

this or that address form / reference forms to fe-

males: profession, age, marital status, attitude  at 

the given moment, if she enjoys  any respect with 

the community or not.  

In a final part of the questionnaire two variants 

of the questions are offered which the native speak-

er of the language must use addressing his immedi-

ate circle of people in various emotional condi-

tions: in a neutral condition or in an angry condi-

tion. а) «Ti zi bura?» (‘What are you doing?’) b) 

«Ti zi dura?» (‘What are you doing?’).  

So, let us start to analyse the results obtained. 

The grammatical class bur/bura was used by all 

speakers of the language when they addressed un-

married females, no matter what her profession, 

age was like, whether she is respected or not, the 

speaker’s attitude to her at the moment was irrele-

vant. None of the speaker’s individual characteris-

tics has influenced the use of this address form. It 

means that this grammatical class never changes 

when we address the unmarried females. 

Practically all the speakers of the language used 

the grammatical class bur/bura addressing married 

women, with no regard to her educational back-

ground. Two native speakers are exceptions from 

this rule: (1. Milkmaid, 48 years old, elementary 

education, village-dweller; 2. char cleaners at a 

secondary school, education – 8 forms, 57 years 

old, village-dweller). They used dur/dura class, 

addressing females equal to themselves in status, 

profession and age.  

It is also necessary to emphasize that some 

speakers of the language used bur/bura class, talk-

ing about married women, who are respected in the 

society (community), or the attitude to her at the 

moment is positive, for example, Va chu bur? 

(Where is she)?). This address/reference form is 

usually used by people with higher and secondary 

education, from urban areas.   

There were also exposed the cases, when the 

speakers of the language always used bur/bura 

class. They are people from 20-to-30 age band who 

received higher education and live in town. 

As for the third item of the questionnaire, the 

analysis has revealed the following picture. First, 

the emotional condition is not affecting the choice 

of the address form to the sister, and in most cases 

to the cousin. It means that sister, as well as any 

unmarried female (girl) are always used with 

bur/bura class. In some cases there were persons, 

usually with higher education, middle-aged, living 

in a village, who addressed inhabitants of the same 

village and neighbours, using the same grammatic 

group. It is important to note the fact, that all native 

speakers of the language, who have higher educa-

tion and live in town, tend to use bur/bura form 

addressing females listed in the third part of the 

questionnaire. The polled of more mature age, who 

live in an urban districts also address/refer to using 

this grammatical class, but very often in an angry 

condition they tend to address a spouse with  

dur/dura  class. As for the people of a countryside, 

it is necessary to draw the attention to the fact that 

in a normal and neutral emotional condition they 

use bur/bura class addressing close relations (e.g. 

aunts), neighbours, inhabitant of the same village, 

spouses disregarding her education and age.  
In spite of the fact that bur/dur classes are very 

similar formally, there is a clear cut semantic dif-

ference between them. The research showed that 

when native speakers of the language were filling 

the questionnaire, they used dur/dura form ex-

tremely seldom. However, this address form was 

used by the speakers when they referred to married 

woman, who were not respected in the community, 

or if at the moment the attitude to her was negative, 

or speaking about elderly females (50–60 age 

group). As for dur/dura, the research showed, that 

this grammatical class was always used in the third 

part by those living in the country, when they could 

address mother with dur/dura form or only when in 

an angry condition 

The analysis revealed that the modern Lak lan-

guage has undergone some changes in the use of 



 

Analysis of grammatical classes  

  

 

175 

class parameters in female address/reference forms. 

The preference which is given to bur/bura forms, 

and the aspiration to avoid dur/dura forms in the 

speech is caused by extremely negative connotation 

in the semantics of dur/dura forms. If earlier there 

was the opinion that the use of the bur/bura form to 

females and the aspiration to avoid the use of 

dur/dura form was typical of city-dwellers, for 

whom Russian was the second native language, 

now we see the same trend and some changes, 

which are recorded in the speech of Lak people, 

who live in a countryside. Therefore, in the modern 

Lak language dur/dura forms are rarely used, being  

replaced by bur/bura forms, which are used even 

when a speaker addresses elderly females. 
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