The Gender of Nouns in Spanish
In Spanish, most nouns are either masculine or feminine (some nouns referring to people use the same word to refer to both genders, for example: estudiante).
 

1) Nouns  which end with the letter o (or os in the plural form) are almost always masculine. For example:

 

libro (book)    libros (books)
muchacho (boy)     muchachos (boys)
 

Exceptions:
disco - disco/discotheque (short for discoteca)
foto - photo/picture (short for fotografía)

moto - motorcycle (short for motocicleta)

mano - hand
radio* - radio (short for radiofusión)
 

Although male names rarely if ever end with a, it's not uncommon to find female names that end with o. Two common ones are Rosario and Consuelo.

 

Feminine nouns which end with the letter o still require feminine adjective forms and articles. For example: una foto fea (an ugly photo)

 

The pronoun yo (I) ends with an o even though it is used with both genders.

 

Certain nouns or professions end with an o when referring to both genders. For example:

modelo (model), piloto (pilot),  reo (criminal/convict), soprano (soprano), testigo (witness).
*La radio is used to refer to the medium of radio whereas el radio is used to refer to the physical apparatus (at least in some countries). El radio also means the radius or the radium.
2) Nouns which end in the letter a (or as in the plural form) are usually feminine. For example:

 

pluma (pen)     plumas (pens)
muchacha (girl)   muchachas (girls)
 

Exceptions:
aroma - aroma

Canadá - Canada

día - day

diploma - diploma
drama - drama
idioma - language

mapa - map

papa - pope

papá - dad

planeta - planet
poema - poem

problema - problem

programa - program

sofá - couch/sofa

tema - theme/topic
tranvía - tramway, trolley car
 

The following professions (or nationalities/political/religious affiliations) end with the letter a (as in the plural) when referring to either gender:

 

astronauta - astronaut

atleta - athlete
belga - Belgian

celta - Celt/Celtic
colega - colleage, buddy

demócrata - democrat (member of the U.S Democratic Party)

periodista - journalist

pirata - pirate

policía - police officer

profeta - prophet

dentista, guitarrista, pianista, taxista, budista, comunista, socialista, etc.

 

The names of some Native American (Indian) tribes* will also end with the letter a (as in the plural) for either gender. For example:

 

los aztecas - the Aztecs

los incas - the Incas

los mayas - the Mayans

 

*Notice also that the names of Native American tribes, as well as nationalities (e.g. los belgas [the Belgians]), are not capitalized in Spanish as they are in English (only the names of countries e.g. Bélgica [Belgium])
 

 Nouns which end with the letter e (or es in the plural form) could be either masculine or feminine. For example:

 

masculine
baile - dance

bate - bat

café - café, coffee

cine - movie theater

desastre - disaster

desfile - parade

guante - glove

padre - father

parque - park

pie - foot

restaurante - restaurant

té - tea

traje - suit

 

feminine
calle - street

carne - meat

clase - class

especie - species
frase - phrase

fuente - fountain, source

gente - people

índole - type, kind, class, nature

leche - milk

llave - key

madre - mother

masacre - massacre

nieve - snow

noche - night, evening

serie - series

superficie - surface

tarde - afternoon, late

torre - tower
 

 

Remember that some words that end in es in the plural do not end in the letter e in the singular. For example:

 

calcetín - sock

calcetines - socks

 

flor - flower

flores - flowers

 

papel - paper

papeles - papers

 
tamal - tamale

tamales - tamales
 

útil - useful (singular)

útiles - useful (plural)

 

 

Some nouns that end with the letter e and refer to people use the same form when referring to either gender**. For example:
el estudiante - the student (m.)

la estudiante - the student (f.)

 

el cantante - the singer (m.)

la cantante - the singer (f.)

 
**Some nouns which refer to people end with e in the masculine but a in the feminine. For example:

el presidente - the president (m.)

la presidenta - the president (f.)

 

el dependiente - the sales person (m.)

la dependienta - the sales person (f.)

 

el jefe - the boss, chief (m.)

la jefa - the boss, chief (f.)
 

Most adjectives that end with the letter e will use the same form when referring to either gender. For example:

 

Él es inteligente. - He's intelligent.

Ella es inteligente. - She's intelligent.
   The following words in Spanish change their meaning when they change gender:
el arte - art, craft, appliance, artefact

los artes - crafts
las artes - the fine arts

el canal - the canal, channel (tv)
la canal - the gutter

el capital - the capital (meaning money)

la capital - the capital (meaning city)

el coma - the coma

la coma - the comma

 

el cometa - the comet

la cometa - the kite
el corte - the cut

la corte - the court (of law); las cortes = the parliament in Spain

el cura - the priest

la cura - the cure

el frente - the front

la frente - the forehead
el lente/la lente - lense (of a camera, etc.)

los lentes - glasses (for eyes) [in some Latin American countries]

las lentes de contacto - contact lenses (also called lentillas in some countries)
 

el mañana - tomorrow, the future

la mañana - morning, the morning
el orden - order (as in "alphabetical order" or "law and order")

la orden - order (as in "command")
 

el papa - the pope

la papa - the potato (exept in Spain [la patata] 
el pendiente - earring (Spain)

la pendiente - slope
The noun sartén (frying pan) can be masculine or feminine depending on the country or in some cases, the region of the country (although the feminine gender is the most correct).
Even though the noun azúcar (sugar) is undisputedly masculine, some Spanish speakers have the strange habit of using the feminine form of the adjective to modify it. For example:

azúcar blanca - white sugar

Azúcar amarga - Bitter Sugar (a movie about Cuba)

Here are some rules that will be helpful in memorizing the gender of other nouns which do not end with either o or a:

Nouns that have the following endings are usually masculine:

1) -or     for example:  el amor (love), el pintor (painter [m.]), el dolor (pain)
exceptions: la labor (labor), la  flor (flower)
2) -r      for example: el dólar (dollar), el alquiler (rent), el alfiler (pin), el sur (south)
exception: la mujer (woman)
3) -u     for example: el menú (menu), el espíritu (spirit)
exception: la  tribu (tribe)

4) -ate or -ete
 for example:

arete

banquete

cacahuete (peanut in Spain)

casete
cohete
filete

gabinete

juguete

machete

paquete

patinete (skateboard in Spain)

retrete

sorbete

aguacate

bate

cacahuate (peanut in Mexico)

combate

chocolate

debate

empate

escaparate

rescate

tomate

5) -que
for example:

ataque

bosque

choque
dique

duque
estanque

parque

tanque

toque

yunque

6) -aje
for example:

coraje

equipaje
masaje

mensaje
paisaje

potaje
reciclaje

reportaje

sabotaje
traje

viaje

7) -ote (exception la dote [dowry, gift])
for example:

bigote

brote

camote

capote

coyote

escote

garrote

lote

pilote

sacerdote

zopilote

8) -é
for example:

bebé

café

canapé

comité

hincapié

puré

té

9) The four directions: norte, sur, este, oeste are all masculine.

10) Nouns that end with -ante are usually masculine unless they refer to people: in such cases they normally use the same word to refer to both genders. For example:

desodorante (m.)

elefante (m.)

estante (m.)

guante (m.)

restaurante (m.)

tirante (m.)

volante (m.)

el estudiante - the student (m.)

la estudiante - the student (f.)

other examples of nouns which refer to people:

amante - lover

cantante - singer

dibujante - sketch artist

Nouns that have the following endings are usually feminine:

1) -ión*       for example: la conversación (conversation), la acción (action)
exceptions: el camión (truck); el avión (airplane); el escorpión (scorpion);
                   el sarampión (measles); el gorrión (sparrow)
*This includes most nouns which end with -tion in English (usually -ción in Spanish).

2) -dad/-tad*     for example: la verdad (truth), la libertad (freedom/liberty)
*The -dad ending usually corresponds to the -ity ending in English (trinidad = trinity).

3) -ez (when it doesn't refer to a person) for example: la sencillez (simplicity)
exception: (when it refers to a person) for example: el  juez (judge [m.])

4) -ud       for example: la virtud (virtue), la similitud (similarity, resemblance)
exceptions: el laúd (lute), el ataúd (coffin) (notice: both exceptions have accent marks)
5) -umbre
for example:

cumbre

certidumbre

muchedumbre

vislumbre

6) -ie (i.e. with an unaccented e) [exception: el pie]
for example:

calvicie

especie

serie

superficie
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