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A Study of Gender Difference of Spatial Competence
Account of Locative Usage

MA Qiongying
(Hunan University, Changsha / Hunan Province, 410082)

Abstract: Spatial competence is one of human’s most basic abilities. There are very little results of
linguistics achieved in gender difference of spatial competence. The attention in this field is insufficient.
This paper, in light of psychological linguistic approach and theory, look into locative to explore gender
difference of locational ability of spatial competence. Through carrying out experiment, it built a small
exclusive locative corpus and proceeded analysis from many dimensions. The results show, there is no
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significant difference between males and females in locational ability, however, there are various
differences in specific usage of locatives, which can be concluded as five main points: a. for locatives of
general reference, males are more likely to use distal references, while females use proximal references;
b) for locatives of relative frame of reference, females are more likely to use locative terms containing
‘left and ‘right’, while males are more likely to use ‘up’ and ‘down’; c) males use 38 locatives terms
expressing concepts of MIDDLE, IN and OUT, while females are 12, indicating a great difference; d)
males use locatives derived from body parts, like face, head, back, more frequently than females; e)
males use locatives of absolute frame of reference much more frequently than females. This paper holds
that the reasons lie in: 1. males are more sensitive to absolute directions than females. They prefer
objective absolute frame of reference, showing a global perspective, and use object-centered references;
2. females prefer to use subjective and experiential relative frame of reference to locate, indicating a local
perspective, and they use observer-centered references more frequently.

Keywords: Locatives; Spatial Cognition; Locational Ability; Gender Difference



