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The primary focus of this study is to investigate the gender roles present in 

Lesley Nneka Arimah‟s (2017) collection of short stories titled as What it 

Means When a Man Falls from the Sky, analytically focusing on the use of 

mental and material verbs. Generally, it is acknowledged by the scholarship 

that it is society that moulds and upholds the power structures associated with 

gender roles, using Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) combined 

with Corpus Tools, particularly AntConc (2019). The study analyses how 

linguistic choices either preserve or challenge gender ideology. Furthermore, 

the analyses bring to light how the material verbs linked with male characters 

often assert dominance and control, while the mental verbs are frequently 

linked with female characters, portraying them as emotional and obedient 

beings. These language patterns not only repeat traditional gender bias but 

also show how society‟s norms get quietly blended into stories. In the end, 

these results help us understand how language, power, and gender connect in 

today‟s narratives, and how they give a powerful lens to look at how literature 

either keeps gender roles going or pushes back against them. 
 

 

 
 

1. Introduction 

Gendered power dynamics refer to the customs through which society structures men and women in different positions in 

terms of power, authority, and agency, often resulting in inequalities that can confine or empower individuals based on their 

gender. As placed by Jabiri (2017) in his article, the characterization of the norms through which the ideology construction of 

images and acts during and after revolutions, creates the acute form of the gender construction with all the factor: the 

externalization and subjugation of women, and objectification of their revolutionary acts as modes of alienation…the employing of 

alienation ways are essential for creating conditions that allow for the reconfiguration of power dynamics. This stance suggests 

that the compass of politics not only connects to political activism, but it is also an arena to produce proper regulation of gendered 

acquaintance. 
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Numerous theories interpret gender identity as a result of social interaction and the social environment. For example, 

according to Davis, S. N., & Greenstein, T. N. (2020) gender construction of men is mainly based on their social power depictions, 

where they have to be portrayed as brave, wealthy and intellectually superior. They highlight how power structures are unevenly 

dictated to the subjects and how roles are defined and associated with specific genders, making one more empowered and the other 

more submissive to them. Also, the differences across gender attitudes often dictate power dynamics, which can also be observed 

through contemporary narratives. Moreover, in chapter 9 of this book, it is stated that every individual learns and internalises the 

power structure of their own family and carries the traditions in all relations. Suggesting that the process of gender dynamics not 

only stops there and then but rather is internalized through the discursive practices, which may be taking place through the 

linguistic patterns in contemporary literature. 

Moreover, Martin, M., in The Modern Language Journal, explains the significance of word collocations emphasizing the idea 

that the linguistic choices made in a narrative affect the overall theme or discourse being delivered to the world at large. He adds 

that each meeting with a word is in a meaningful context; succeeding end-counters strengthens the social command, and it makes 

our work so special, so it makes our language choice so specific and narrows down its range of operations. We slowly develop an 

understanding of what kinds of sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds tend to be habitual. (Martin, 1984). Through different 

linguistic choices, people are given a blueprint of gender roles in society, which subsequently reinforces them in the contemporary 

world. 

Furthermore, tools like corpus linguistics have made it easier for the researcher to examine certain discursive practices 

through specific linguistic patterns. In this regard, researchers have been adding that CDA and corpus linguistics combine for the 

purpose of exploring different ideologies with opposite stances and have been realised at the collocation level across contrasting 

discourses (Salama 2011, Batool et al., 2019).  For analysing a narrative, through CDA, collocation patterns can be driven and 

analyzed for the identification of recurrent themes. Baker (2006) further sheds light on the importance of technological use, which 

modern-day researchers can make using a corpus, along with any theory application, combining corpus methods and CDA has 

provided new horizons to the critical study of collocational lines at methodological and theoretical levels. Firstly, collocation 

relations can contribute to the recontextualization of a single discourse topic across conflicting texts. Secondly, statistically 

noteworthy collocations can exactly reveal contrasting discursive voices or textual manners towards similar or the same topics. 

Lastly, an ever-growing need for CDA has driven people to build qualitatively on more dependable quantified textual structures, 

especially when it comes to collocations.  The intention of this research centers around the observation of collocations of active 

and passive verbs associated with male and female characters in the novel under study to reflect gender-based power dynamics. 

Therefore, it can be righteously said that Salama‟s stance has set the grounds for this research. 

Importantly, this study aims to investigate the linguistic choices in the book, especially in terms of how traditional gender 

roles are embedded in everyday language. Focusing on the usage of mental and material verbs in relation to gender, the research 

seeks to understand how language structures or constructs power relations, gender dynamics, and agency. In doing so, the research 

aims to fill a gap in existing literature by focusing only on the aforementioned verb types in the selected text. In addition, the study 

offers a significant insight into how discourse shapes or influences society, especially in the case of gendered power dynamics. 

Hence, this study is of importance for both gender and linguistics studies. 
 

1.1 Problem Statement 

Literature often portrays certain ideologies through language, and short stories are not an exception. Observing the repetitive 

linguistic patterns, such as the use of mental and material verbs, this research aims to investigate the impact of verbs on readers‟ 

perception and internalization of gender norms when connected with masculine or feminine characters. Interestingly, What It 

Means When a Man Falls from the Sky (2017) provides a reliable textual data to analyze and uncover the subtle ways in which 

language operates as a means of establishing power dynamics and research the impact of such obscure language practices on 

human perception of gender roles and agency. 

1.2 Research Questions 

The research aims to answer the following questions.  

• How are mental and material verbs saturated across What It Means When a Man Falls from the Sky in terms of male and 

female characters, and what meaning do these patterns suggest about the characters‟ agency and power? 

• In what ways do these linguistic patterns preserve, challenge or complicate the traditional patriarchal assumptions about 

gender roles both within the story and the reality it reflects? 
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2. Literature Review 

Gender has a crucial influence on how humans lead their lives, as is illustrated by Aikhenvald, A. Y. in Anthropological 

Linguistics, as the multifaceted notion of gender pervades every aspect of life and of living. The way gender is articulated shapes 

the world of individuals and of the societies they live in. Some linguistic classes show strong associations with social hierarchies, 

cultural values, and their conceptualization (perhaps more so than other categories). Moreover, Aikhenvald (2012) gives a 

statement which aligns with the context of this research, i.e. the use of language plays a crucial role in the way gender-based 

power dynamics are structured in society. He infers that S-gender is shown in the conduct in which people use language to 

represent gender roles. Different semantic limitations play numerous roles in mirroring the S-gender stereotypes. 
According to Desai (2006), women are more loving, sensitive, nurturing, anxious, and emotionally expressive, even in 

situations when women are portrayed as more ambitious, less passive, and career-focused; they are still depicted as being more 

interested in domestic life than boys are (Kimmel, 2011). This suggests that even when both men and women work, women are 

still expected to do the traditional household duties. According to Stuhler (2024), most of the female characters in the texts under 

study are portrayed as ones who never think, act, initiate, confront, or question. While men are involved in problem-solving and 

adventure, women are typically underrepresented in illustrations, titles, and major and supporting roles. When they do appear, they 

play minor and secondary roles and are only involved in loving, observing, or helping (Lee & Chin, 2019). Motherhood, which is 

portrayed as a full-time, lifetime employment, is the only occupation offered to women (Kimmel, 2011). Similarly, Kramer (2001) 

argues that men are portrayed as less affectionate, passive, or emotional, even when they are given feminine characteristics the 

same number of times as women. 

The insight taken from this literature review is about language and power dynamics in the book Language and Power by 

Norman Fairclough (2014). In this new edition, Fairclough brings forward an updated debate about the relationship of language 

and power; he mentions how ideologies are embedded in features of discourse, which are taken for granted as matters of 

common sense. In the same chapter, he says that the understanding of  agreements habitually projected upon in discourse 

symbolize ideological assumptions which tend to be taken as simply 'common sense', and which add to existing and 

nourishing power relations (Fairclough, 2014). His contribution through these statements is that he highlights how 

ideologies are shaped and certain beliefs are made up, which are then considered normal. As Zehra et al. (2017) state that 

people unknowingly fall subject to hidden power, the same power in the form of biased structures is indirectly  dictating 

and identifying their common sense. Likewise, Van Dijk (1998) argues that ideology shapes how groups think, speak, and 

interpret events, influencing the representation of people and power in discourse. Supporting the problem statement of this 

research, Fairclough sets grounds for the impact of narratives in adding to the dictated power relations, be it gender roles 

or any other social construct, which is internalised through the discourses.  

While prior studies, such as those by Aikhenvald (2012), Fairclough (2014), and Stuhler (2024), provide empirical and 

theoretical frameworks for understanding the connection of power, language and gender, they lack a focused exploration of the 

forms of material and mental verbs in contemporary narratives. The existing literature mostly observes larger overarching 

discourse strategies or thematic portrayals, without probing into the explicit linguistic choices, such as verb associations, which 

contribute to gendered power dynamics. Moreover, works like Salama‟s (2011) highlight the value of corpus tools for the 

detection of discursive ideologies but do not extend this approach to analyze gendered verb patterns in literary texts. This research 

addresses these gaps by investigating the designs of mental and material verbs linked with male and female characters in What It 

Means When a Man Falls from the Sky. 

 

3. Methodology  

 
In order to tackle this research, the use of Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (FCDA) along with corpus linguistics was 

made to ensure a systemic analysis of the text. The corpus approach involves two important functions (Stubbs, 2001). First, the 

concordance lines of mental and material verbs and the context they were used. Next, collocates help to quantify the recurrence of 

specific verbs with the characters they frequently appear with. This technique highlighted the frequency of verbs, their association 

with characters and the context they frequently appear together. According to Abbas et al. (2024), this kind of study helps to reveal 

the underlying intentions inside social structure; therefore, the verbs and their link with either male or female characters reveal the 

structures of agency, power, emotion, and action. Moving on, the keyword analysis conducted using AntConc confirmed that the 

author‟s patterns of gendering resonate with the overall modern literature trends, which uphold the prevalence of control and 

controlled groups.  

Lazar‟s FCDA (2005) helps us to qualitatively decode the statistical data unearthed by AntConc. It helps us understand how 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/search?contributorName=Norman%20Fairclough&contributorRole=author&redirectFromPDP=true&context=ubx
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the language aids patriarchal ideas to penetrate everyday life. Verbs are significant elements of the language because they show 

who is doing what; therefore, the unequal distribution of power can be studied through them. Thus, the analysis is not only 

statistical but also has a clear theoretical grounding. The text, What It Means When a Man Falls from the Sky was selected based 

on its portrayal of gender and social structures, and it is modern. The corpus was built to be representative, meaning that its size 

must be „wide enough‟ and „deep enough‟. The whole text was included, and each short story was made into a new file that can be 

read by the software and managed in a systematic way. 

The text was turned into machine-readable files for analysis. Next, through the in-depth study of sentences, verbs were 

identified, and their context was explored. This exploration of the context and identification of verbs was done through word lists 

and concordance lines, which made the data more nuanced for studying the immediate environment of each verb. Lastly, the 

collocates helped in identifying the recurring patterns of verbs, i.e linking the verbs with certain situations and characters. All in 

all, these patterns show how language choices quietly operate within a text to reinforce gender-based power dynamics. 

4. Findings and Discussion 
 

To begin with, the use of verbs in stories helps identify how gender and power are situated. To make analysis profound, two 

categories of verbs were analyzed: Material verbs and Mental Verbs. First, Material verbs are used to demonstrate any sort of 

physical action, for instance, “write”, “shout” or “say”. As an example from the text explains, “Nneoma jumped to her feet, her 

heart pounding,” the word jumped gives Nneoma a sense of action and control. However, the following phrase: “her heart 

pounding” adds emotion and nervousness, which negates the previous association with power. This juxtaposition indicates how 

the author has frequently presented female characters as action-doers but immediately burdens them with sensitivity in the same 

breath.  

Contrary to material verbs, Mental Verbs are used to portray emotions, feelings and thoughts. For example, “feel”, “hear”, 

“wish”, or “hope”, etc. These verbs were analysed individually, and the context they appear illustrates how much influence they 

carry: high, medium, or low. This categorisation highlighted how verb choices distinguish the distribution of power between male 

and female characters.  
 

Figure 1 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: Jumped 

 
 

This verb demonstrates mobility and physical action. When it is linked with male characters, it preserves the 

traditional masculine identity through significant action. Looking at the first instance, immediately after the material verb 

“jumped”, the pronoun I is used. Here, “I” is used for the female protagonist of the story, who is a mathematician and is 

working to extract grief from people‟s lives using advanced calculations. Although jump shows physical agency and 

action, the context appears in the concordance lines reveals the hasty nature of women projected through the text.  

 

Figure 2 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: called 
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The verb “called” reflects command and summoning; here, the concordances show that when paired with male 

characters, it strengthens dominance and control; on the other hand, when used with female characters, it signals emotional 

labour or interpersonal dependency, depending on the context. Reading through these examples, it can be noted that the 

most frequently appearing pronoun after “called” is “her” This suggests that Lesley Nneka Arimah, in her book What It 

Means When a Man Falls from the Sky has upheld patriarchal mindsets and gender-based power structures which are 

prevalent in society. 
 

Figure 3 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: discovered 

 
This verb carriages exploratory or intellectual action.  Male associations show an inclination with traditional characters 

of achievement and intelligence. Female associations contest norms, emphasizing cognitive domains and independence. 

The above implications, however, draw an ambiguous line between the male and female character association as only one 

instance, when he discovered his younger brother… highlights this verb with male association.  
 

Figure 4 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: ran 

 
 

The highlighted verb ran represents escape or urgency. When associated to male characters, it lines up with action and 

problem-solving. Female implication could either indicate empowerment or vulnerability, depending on the context. If we 

read through the above instances, majority of the concordance lines such as boys who ran, the boy ran to show and he ran. 

highlight the inclination towards material verb being associated with the male character adding to this research.  
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Figure 5 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: should 

 
 

This modal verb should imply expectation or obligation. For females, it may reflect societal pressures. Its link with 

male characters often conveys authority, suggesting directives rather than getting orders. The above instances sh ow its link 

with females such as the girl should be sitting My mother, who should be standing, and she should have fainted 

Highlighting the gender-biased power dynamics. 
 

Figure 6 

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: slapped 

 
 

This verb indicates physical assertion or aggression. Reading through the above concordance lines reveal the frequent use of 

this aggressive and violent word with the pronoun her. 
 

Figure 7  

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: tone 

 
 

The word Tone with Female associations indicates traditional roles of gendered communication. The above lines reveal 

that often these things are defined by society through different discourses, and it becomes obligatory for the genders to 

conform to the societal norms. For instance, it is a general gender-biased concept that a woman‟s tone should be sugary, 

concerned or low. 
 

Figure 8   

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: order 

 
Order denotes control and command. Male practice reinforces patriarchal dominance, as the text highlights Dickson‟s 

order suspended hers. 
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Figure 9   

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: stand 
 

 
 

The verb modal verb stand in the above concordance lines can be interpreted as being used as an obligation for a 

female character when commanded by a male. As the last concordance line highlights a strictly implemented gender-biased 

dilemma where a wife must stand with her husband. 
 

Figure 10   

Concordance Lines of Material Verb: think 

 
 

Think echoes cognitive agency. Male usage often aligns with rationality adding to stereotypes, while the above lines 

associate it more to the females. Now the interesting fact is that the word think in the above concordance lines are more 

likely to reinforce the idea of struggle which women need to go while indulging in some kind of cognitive process. The 

words such as want to think tried to think frightened to think diverge the whole ideology of think as something rational 

process but rather highlight the great efforts needed to use their mind if women are to think.  
 

Figure 11  

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: cry 
 

 
 

Reflecting vulnerability, female usage reinforces emotional stereotypes. Male usage challenges stoic ideals, presenting 

an alternative masculinity. 
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Figure 12  

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: felt 

 
This verb indicates emotional awareness. Female usage aligns with nurturing roles, while male usage challenges 

traditional notions of emotional suppression. 
 

Figure 13   

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: soft 

 
When associated with females, it reinforces nurturing stereotypes. Male associations challenge toughness ideals, 

highlighting vulnerability. 
 

Figure 14   

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: obey 

 
This verb denotes submission. Female usage highlights patriarchal expectations, while male associations suggest 

hierarchical power dynamics. 
 

Figure 15 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: excited 

 
 

This verb reflects enthusiasm and emotional engagement. Female usage aligns with expressive stereotypes, while male 

usage broadens the scope of masculine emotional expression.  
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Figure 16 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: concerned 

 
Except for the first concordance line, the rest show the verb concerned with feminine insights.  
 

Figure 17 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: explained 
 

 
Generally, it reflects intellectual agency, but female associations reinforce a traditional role of women explaining her 

self all the time. 
 

Figure 18 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: impress 

 
This verb association is specifically directed towards women, as if her emotional side is to be misused to get things 

done. 
 

Figure 19 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: feeling 

 
This verb emphasizes introspection. Female usage reinforces empathetic stereotypes.  
 

Figure 20 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: request 

 
Request implies seeking assistance or permission. Female usage may reflect dependency, and reading through these 

lines reinforces this gender biased idea, for example, she will request . 
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Figure 21 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: hope 

 
Associated with aspiration, female usage aligns with emotional depth.  
 

Figure 22 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: felt 

 
The mental verb felt is largely observed to be used with the pronoun she, linking it to the research question, i.e. the 

patterns of mental verbs associated with the female characters in What It Means When a Man Falls from the Sky by Lesley Nneka 

Arimah, reflecting gender-based power dynamics and levels of agency. 
 

Figure 23 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: think 
 

 

Think is a verb which is often categorized as being associated with intellect and rationale, but ironically, if we read 

through the lines, it will be noticed that it is associated generally with women and towards a negative thought. For 

instance, Nneoma tried to think of where she put her own documents after the move… reveals the thinking process of a 

female character, but is linked with her trait of being forgetful . 
 

Figure 24 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: soft 
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Although not a verb itself, if we read through these concordance lines, we will observe how the surrounding verbs 

with it and the context will reinforce the idea of females connected with beauty and submissiveness.  
 

Figure 25 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: request 

 
 

Request suggests seeking permission or assistance. Female practice may reflect dependency.  
 

Figure 26 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: should 

 
The above concordance lines reveal the association of the word should with she or female characters. For instance, My  

mother, we should be standing in front… and she should have asked… This reveals the linguistic structures that mirror the 

patriarchal notions. 

 

Figure 27 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: woman 
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The concordance lines of the word woman show its association with the mental verbs. If the lines are read, the context 

of woman who craves the attention who loves who wore a dress etc. is revealed that again adds to the gender -biased 

dilemmas linked with the contemporary society.  
 

Figure 28 

Concordance Lines of Mental Verb: sensed 

 
Reflecting perception, female usage aligns with being driven by the sensory insights and not the rational insights. For 

once it is associated with snakes and then secondly it is linked with a female Character, again adding to the gender biased 

stereotypical assumptions. 

Findings and interpretation of verbs can be concluded with the following insights:  

4.1 Material Verbs 

 Jumped: Often linked with male characters, highlighting action and control. Female links reveal impulsive or hasty 

traits. 

 Called: Male usage reflects authority, whereas emotional labour or dependency is suggested when it‟s linked with 

the female characters. 

 Ran: The reinforcement of traditional masculinity in the male characters is highlighted in the concordance  lines of 

Ran. Ultimately, adding to the context of males being dominated in action-oriented contexts 

 Should: For its link with female characters, this verb often implies obligations and societal expectations.  

4.2 Mental Verbs 

 Think: Associated with struggle or hesitation for females and rationality for male characters. As the above-

mentioned interpretation highlights the capability of cognitive thinking as something which females generally 

must struggle to think, as if it does not come to them naturally.  

 Felt: Highlights the aspect of emotional awareness; female implementation aligns with nurturing roles, while male 

associations challenge emotional suppression. 

 Cry: It reinforces helplessness and vulnerability in females; the weaker side of them 

 Request: It suggests dependency for females, therefore aligning with traditional power dynamics.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The research showcases the patterns which reflect the wider societal norms that support male characters‟ authority 

while portraying female characters as emotionally driven or passive. The study, even apart from the results, reinforces 

Fairclough‟s (2014) idea, which suggests that ideologies often function via expected common-sense discourses, which, in 

this instance, was the association of male characters with action and female characters with emotion. Furthermore, Nadeem 

et al. (2020) say that language not only mirrors but actively helps further develop social hierarchies, which include the 

gendered ones. 

The way men are linked with power and women with feelings and emotions shows how our culture still promotes men 

as the dominant characters who are in charge, while women are portrayed as emotional and obedient beings. By looking at 

the concordance lines, it can be observed how these material and mental verbs get used in modern stories, sometimes to 

preserve the traditional gender and sometimes to challenge or push back against it. On top of the acquired results regarding 

mental and material verbs, the data has also revealed that there are instances where these two types of verbs are applied 

subvertedly. The detailed explanation in each section concludes that  there are a few instances where the verb associations 

are switched around; mental verbs linked with the male character and material verbs with the female character. However, 

this low frequency is also significant and can be explored further across other contemporary narratives. The main point 

remains that the linguistic pattern that appeared in What it Means When a Man Falls from the Sky keeps recurring and 

reinforcing the same social stereotypes regarding gender roles.  
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At the end, this study opens doors for further research on how language in contemporary narratives shapes or reshapes 

gender roles in different cultural settings. Future research may explore the reasons and impact of less recurring verbs in 

connection with gender and power dynamics to build a nuanced scholarship. This aspect can work as a starting point for 

exploring other directions that researchers may have yet to explore and research.  
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