/E- Heinrich Heine
- Universitat
by Disseldorf .

Queer Science Event .

Autonomous Queer Student
Representation Groups

IS THEY LESS
BIASED THAN HE?

HOW GERMAN SPEAKERS PROCESS
GENERIC SINGULAR
PRONOUNS

Simon David Stein

Viktoria Schneider
Department of English and American Studies 2025-06-10



GERMAN

SLIDES ’ |;|..:||.|:|..
ke 'r

10
=ﬂ$ ;
AR
F1:-.




/E- Heinrich Heine
- Universitat
- Disseldorf .

Queer Science Event .

Autonomous Queer Student
Representation Groups

IS THEY LESS
BIASED THAN HE?

HOW GERMAN SPEAKERS PROCESS
GENERIC SINGULAR
PRONOUNS

Simon David Stein

Viktoria Schneider
Department of English and American Studies 2025-06-10



hhu::

Male bias?




Male bias?

Every student must submit
his assignments by the end
of next week.

2025-06-10 Simon David Stein Viktoria Schneider HHU Diisseldorf Is they less biased than he? Queer Science Event 5



Male bias?

Every student must submit
his assignments by the end
of next week.

his or her
their
efc.
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Male bias?

Pronouns Role nouns

Every student must submit  Ein typischer Student kommt
his assignments by the end  nie zu spat zur Vorlesung.
of next week.

his or her ... Studentin
their ... Studierende Person
etc. ... etc.
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Male bias?

The generic masculine

... ignores non-male ... Is not gender-specific and
referents, putting them therefore equally includes
at a disadvantage. all referents.

Braun et al. 2005: 1, 3-4; Gabriel et al. 2008: 206-207; Rothmund & Scheele 2004: 40-41; Martyna 1980
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Male bias?

Lavern Spicer 2= §
@lavern_spicer

&

Yog,?will never catch me using pronouns.

2:13 PM - Sep 14, 2022 - Twitter for iPhone

1,020 Retweets 2,986 Quote Tweets 11.7K Likes
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Male bias?

Is the generic masculine really gender-neutral?

There is a growing body of research on the male bias of
pronouns and role nouns in various languages.

for example:

Moulton et al. 1978 English

MacKay & Fulkerson 1979 English

Braun et al. 2005 German

Rothmund & Scheele 2004 German

Gabriel et al. 2008 English, German, French

2025-06-10
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Male bias?

What about crosslinguistic bias?
German learners of English

1. Can we replicate a male bias for generic is?
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Generic singular they

Generic masculine
On his first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.

Generic singular they
On their, first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.

cf. Konnelly et al. 2023
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Male bias?

What about crosslinguistic bias?
German learners of English
1. Can we replicate a male bias for generic his?

2. Do we also find a male bias for generic their?
3. Will the male bias for their be weaker than for his?
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Method

The short story approach

Bitte erfinden Sie passend zum folgenden Thema eine kurze
Geschichte (ca. 10 Satze) iiber eine fiktive Figur
(schreiben Sie nicht iiber sich selbst):

“On his first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”

7

based on Moulton et al. 1978; see Scheutz et al. 2004 on morphological endings
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Method

The short story approach

Bitte erfinden Sie passend zum folgenden Thema eine kurze
Geschichte (ca. 10 Satze) iiber eine fiktive Figur
(schreiben Sie nicht iiber sich selbst):

“On their first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”

7

based on Moulton et al. 1978; see Scheutz et al. 2004 on morphological endings
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Method

The short story approach

Bitte geben Sie ihrer fiktiven Figur einen Namen. Falls Sie
lhrer Figur bereits einen Namen gegeben haben, geben Sie
ihn hier bitte erneut an.

Name Ihrer fiktiven Figur: | |

based on Moulton et al. 1978
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Method

Participant demographics 2025 study

= L6 of 53 participants

= 39 female, 7 male

= age18-60 x-=2749 s =894

= onset of English learning X = 8.37 years s -2.u4
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Method

Statistical modeling

GENDER OF PROTAGONIST ~ PRONOUN IN SENTENCE +
AGE OF PARTICIPANT +
GENDER OF PARTICIPANT +
ADDITIONAL FIRST LANGUAGE +
AGE OF ENGLISH ACQUISITION +
TIME SPENT ABROAD
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Results

On his first day at school, ...
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male female
Gender of protagonist in the short story
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Results
¢

On his firstday ... On their first day ...
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Male bias?

Gender in English and German

English Semantic gender system

the woman — she feminine

theman — he masculine

the table, the newspaper, the car — it neuter

German Morphosyntactic gender system

die Frau fem, der Mann masc, but also:
der Tisch masc, die Zeitung fem, das Auto neuter

Braun et al. 2005: 2-3; Irmen & RoBberg 2006: 157-158; Scheutz et al. 2004: 563-564
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Male bias?

Weaker link between grammatical and referent gender?
German learners of English

4. Compared to English, the male bias of the German
generic masculine might be weaker.
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Method

Participant demographics 2018 study

= 78 of 107 participants

= 61 female, 15 male, 1 genderfluid, 1 agender
= age17-27 x=20,5=187

= English learners for x = 8 years s, =193
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Method

The short story approach

Bitte erfinden Sie passend zum folgenden Thema eine kurze
Geschichte (ca. 10 Satze) iiber eine fiktive Figur
(schreiben Sie nicht iiber sich selbst):

“On his first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”

7

based on Moulton et al. 1978; see Scheutz et al. 2004 on morphological endings
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Method

The short story approach

Bitte erfinden Sie passend zum folgenden Thema eine kurze
Geschichte (ca. 10 Satze) iiber eine fiktive Figur
(schreiben Sie nicht iiber sich selbst):

“Am ersten Schultag ist ein Schiler fir gewohnlich sehr
nervos.”

7

based on Moulton et al. 1978; see Scheutz et al. 2004 on morphological endings
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Results

Number of protagonists

35

30

25

20

15

10

<— not significant —

kKX
kk*k

English GM German GM

M male protagonist M female protagonist
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Results
¢

] Q12

What gender do you identify with?

Strongly disagree
Somewhat disagree

O

O

() Neither agree nor disagree
() Somewhat agree

| Strongly agree
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Results

100%

80%

60%

40%

Proportion of protagonists

20%

0%
male participants female participants

B male protagonist M female protagonist
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Results

Generic masculines can be understood as neutral ...

r—
-
- “On his first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”
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Results

.. but often aren’t.////

y ! V A

bensy

“On his first day at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”

WOS Very necuous  5Secpause She dign’ s knouwy
Nyone. e RS Searching fnends. Slae
Saw in Q C/O\Sj’ o . hondsonv U<UL; A~ e
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Results

... but often aren't.

1. Please make up a story in English (ca. 10 sentences) about a fictional character who fits the following
please do not write about yourself):

& ay at school, a pupil is usually very nervous.”

She oloem’LMLM/?@% L §0 fhe'.?‘ worried about
malivg Hevds owdV bty ding in. She's abiwvans

2025-06-10
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Discussion

Implications

» generic masculine overwrites self-imagery effect

» crosslinguistic support, gender bias transfer

» grammatical and referent gender closely connected

» our 2025 study controls for a general people = male bias
» supports the call for more inclusive language

MacKay & Fulkerson 1979: 671; Silveira 1980; Henley 1989: 72; Rothmund & Scheele 2004: 50
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Discussion

Previous research

Our findings align with previous research finding a male bias
of pronouns and role nouns in various languages.

for example:

= Moulton et al. 1978 English

= MacKay & Fulkerson 1979 English

= Braunetal 2005 German

= Rothmund & Scheele 2004 German

= (abriel et al. 2008 English, German, French
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Discussion

What do we need next?

» studies with English native speakers as direct comparison
» data on effects of other forms, like his or her
» data on neopronouns like ze/hir, fae/faer, ey/em
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Conclusion

The takeaway

Generic he is not gender-neutral.
Seems like singular they does a better job.
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