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The problem with masculine generics

Bienvenue aux étudiants.
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Gygax et al. (2008)

□ Sentence continuation paradigm
□ Ex:

(1) Les esthéticiens/musiciens/mécaniciens... un des
hommes/une des femmes..

(2) The beauticians/musicians/mechanics... one of the
men/women



Xiao, Strickland, and Peperkamp (2023)

□ Gender ratio estimation task

stereotypicaly neutral role nouns (musiciens/musiciens et musiciennes/musicienn.es)



The problem wit so-called masculine generics

□ do not represent women and men equally...
□ with behavioral consequences

▶ female teenagers judge themselves as less apt to do a job if it is
presented in the masculine generic (Chatard-Pannetier, Guimont, and
Martinot, 2005)

▶ women are less likely to be interested in job ad written in the masculine
generic (e.g., Hetjens and Hartmann 2024)



Gender-fair strategies in French

□ Feminization (make gender visible)
▶ formes doubles (étudiants et étudiantes)
▶ formes contractées (étudiant(e)s, étudiant.es, étudiant·es)

□ Neutralization (conceal gender)
▶ gender-common nouns (élèves)
▶ epicene nouns (personnes qui étudient)
▶ collective nouns (la classe)
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Research question

□ These strategies are often put on equal footing as viable gender-fair
alternatives to masculine generics

□ Is that the case?

1. Lexical meaning: do these strategies trigger the same gender
inferences about their referents?

2. Social meaning: do these strategies trigger the same social
inferences about their users?

Goal

Identify strategies that are both gender-fair and socially neutral
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A sensitive topic...



Plan

□ Lexical meaning
▶ 2 studies on epicenes (personne/individu)
▶ 1 study comparing feminization and neutralization

□ Social meaning
▶ 1 study on feminization (contracted forms: étudiant(e)s vs étudiant·e·s)



Lexical meaning: epicene nouns
Joint work with Laura Delaloye Saillen
Storme and Delaloye Saillen (2024)



Epicene nouns

□ A neutralization strategy

(3) Epicene nouns in French
a. Feminine nouns: une personne ‘a person’, une vedette ‘a

star’, etc.
b. Masculine nouns: un individu ‘an individual’, un talent ‘a

talent’, etc.

□ To date, a single study (Brauer and Landry, 2008, Study 3) has
looked at those nouns, focusing on a single pair (individu/personne).
▶ personne less male-biased than individu

□ Are feminine epicenes more inclusive?



Why epicenes are interesting for testing grammatical
effects on gender inferences

□ Epicene nouns are available in both genders, therefore making it
possible to test biases in both directions (personne/individu).

□ They make it possible to control for competition effects that could play
a role in the male-biased interpretation of masculine generics.
▶ See Gygax and Gabriel (2008) on the role of competition in the male

bias.
▶ candidat vs. candidate but une personne vs. *un person

Effect of grammatical gender on gender inferences: direct
or indirect?

If competition is key to explain male inferences for masculine
generics, then grammatical gender only has an indirect effect
on gender inferences.



Research question

Do masculine epicne nouns (individu) favor male inferences more than
semantically similar feminine epicene nouns (personne)?

□ The only available study suggests that they do.
▶ individu (16.9% female responses) vs. personne (30% female

responses)

□ But it is based on a single pair of nouns (personne/individu).
□ Does the effect generalize beyond that pair?
□ Other interesting result: no female bias for feminine nouns

▶ effect not due to stereotypes (only gender-neutral role names were
used)

▶ could be due to the use of masculine generics alongside hybrid nouns
(e.g. les chanteurs)



Study 2: Methods

□ Test variable: Grammatical Gender (feminine, masculine)
▶ similar feminine and masculine nouns paired up together
▶ 14 pairs

□ Epicene nouns were considered to have a generic interpretation by
the authors if they could be predicated of both a man and a woman
without contradiction.

(4) Examples of experimental items
a. Une vedette de la chanson a été invitée pour présider le

jury.
b. Un talent de la chanson a été invité pour présider le jury.



Methods



Methods

□ Response variable: Referent’s Gender (7-point Likert scale)
▶ 1: categorically male response
▶ 4: uncertainty (gender-neutral responses)
▶ 7: categorically female response

□ Participants were also asked to guess two additional properties of the
person referred to in the sentence: (i) their age and (ii) their level of
education.

Figure: An example of item



Methods

□ Fillers were used in addition, following Richy and Burnett (2021).
□ Fillers contained proper names instead of common names (e.g.

Dominique, Claude, Brigitte, Kévin, etc.)
□ 14 experimental items, 20 fillers for each participant



Methods

□ 60 participants were recruited through mailing lists at
French-speaking universities.

□ The study was carried out online using the LimeSurvey platform
(LimeSurvey, 2012).

□ Participants in Study 2 were assigned to a set of experimental items
that were randomly selected for each participant.

□ Each participant was randomly assigned to one of the two groups.
□ The judgment data were modeled using the ordinal cumulative model

(Bürkner and Vuorre, 2019, pp. 78–79).
Referent’s Gender ∼ Grammatical Gender + (1+Grammatical

Gender|Participant) + (1|Pair) + (1|Noun)



Results

Figure: Results of Study 2: Posterior means with 95 % CI.

□ Masculine nouns induce more male representations than
semantically similar feminine hybrid nouns (β = −0.94,
CI = [−1.41,−0.45]).



Results

Figure: Results of Study 2: Effect of grammatical gender.

□ Male bias for masculine nouns but no female bias for feminine nouns.



General discussion

□ Effect of masculine gender on gender inferences independent of
competition: confirms the claim that grammatical gender directly
influences gendr inferences.

□ Feminine nouns are not female-biased: Why?
□ Potential explanation 1: effect of gender stereotypes (not controlled

for)
□ Potential explanation 2: general male bias (independent of

stereotypes) that is compensated by the feminine form.
□ Problem: difficult to control for stereotypes with these nouns

(restricted set).



Lexical meaning: epicene nouns and agreement
Joint work with Manon Dhuicque and Sharon Peperkamp
in prep



Introduction

□ Grammatical gender influences gender representations of referents.
(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)

(5) Bienvenue aux étudiants.
Welcome to the students.MASC.

□ RQ: What happens in the presence of additional gender agreement
markers in the sentence? (see Anne Rosar’s talk on German)

(6) Bienvenue aux étudiants déjà arrivés.
Welcome to the students.MASC already arrived.MASC.

□ Hypothesis: The effect of gender agreement is cumulative.
Yes: Each agreement marker contributes to gender inferences.
No: Only one agreement marker contributes to gender inferences.

Implications

If the hypothesis is confirmed, this provides further justification
for gender-fair language.



Introduction

□ Secondary RQ: any difference between agreement markers
available in one modality (orthographic agreement) vs. two
modalities (phonological and orthographic agreements)?

Agreement Masculine Feminine
ortho arrivés [aKive] arrivées [aKive]

‘arrived.masc.pl’ ‘arrived.fem.pl’
ortho+phono présents [pKezÃ] présentes [pKezÃt]

‘present.masc.pl’ ‘present.fem.pl’



Introduction

□ Testing ground: French epicene nouns
i.e. nouns with a generic interpretation but a fixed grammatical gender, masculine or
feminine.

(7) a. Masculine: un individu ‘an individual’, un as ‘an ace’, ...
b. Feminine: une personne ‘a person’, une star ‘a star’, ...

□ Effect of grammatical gender of epicenes on gender inferences
(Brauer and Landry, 2008; Storme and Delaloye Saillen, 2024):
▶ masculine epicenes have a male biased interpretation compared to

semantically similar feminine epicenes
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Method
□ Participants: 2 × 108 French-speaking participants via Prolific

□ Stimuli: 18 pairs of epicene nouns × 6 sentences, presented
orthographically (Exp 1) or auditorily (Exp 2).

Each participant was presented with one sentence for each sextuplet and an equal
number of sentences in each of the six conditions.

□ Task: estimation of the referent’s gender, using 7-point Likert scale
(Richy and Burnett, 2021; Storme and Delaloye Saillen, 2024)
▶ 1=man, 4=uncertainty, 7=woman

□ Analysis: response ∼ grammatical gender * gender agreement +
(1|participant) + (1|pair) + (1|noun) + (1|sentence)
using ordinal regression in brms (Bürkner, 2017)
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Hypotheses

□ We expected to replicate Storme and Delaloye Saillen (2024) in the
baseline condition in both experiments.
▶ male bias for masculine epicenes (individu vs personne)

□ In Exp 1 (written stimuli), we expected this effect to be larger in both the
ortho and ortho+phono conditions, with possibly the largest effect in
ortho+phono (given that written forms can activate phonological forms, for
instance due to inner speech)

□ In Exp 2 (auditory stimuli), we expected the gender effect to be larger in
the ortho+phono condition compared to baseline, and possibly also
larger – but to a lesser extent – in the ortho condition (given that spoken
forms can activate written forms)



Descriptive statistics



Inferential statistics: baseline

□ Interpretation of masculine nouns is male-biased compared to
feminine nouns in the baseline.
▶ Written stimuli: β = −0.88, 90% CI = [−1.26,−0.50]
▶ Auditory stimuli: β = −1.08, 90% CI = [−1.49,−0.69]

□ Replicates Storme and Delaloye Saillen (2024) for written modality
and extends results to spoken modality



Inferential statistics: gender agreement in Exp 1

□ The effect of grammatical gender is enhanced with gender
agreement:
▶ ortho vs baseline: β = −0.42, 90% CI = [−0.62,−0.22]
▶ ortho+phono vs baseline: β = −0.27, 90% CI = [−0.48,−0.07]

□ No evidence for a stronger effect of gender agreement present in two
modalities (ortho+phono) vs one modality (ortho):
▶ ortho+phono vs ortho: β = 0.15, 90% CI = [0.05,−0.34]



Inferential statistics: gender agreement in Exp 2

□ The effect of grammatical gender is enhanced with auditory gender
agreement (ortho+phono):
▶ ortho+phono vs baseline: β = −0.23, 90% CI = [−0.44,−0.03]

□ But it is also enhanced similarly with orthographic gender agreement
(ortho):
▶ ortho vs baseline: β = −0.22, 90% CI = [−0.42,−0.02]

□ This may suggest that the auditory form strongly activates the written
form (whereas the written form does not strongly activate the auditory
form; see Exp 1).



Discussion

□ The effect of grammatical gender is enhanced with auditory gender
agreement (ortho+phono):
▶ ortho+phono vs baseline: β = −0.23, 90% CI = [−0.44,−0.03]

□ But, suprisingly, it is also enhanced similarly with orthographic gender
agreement (ortho):
▶ ortho vs baseline: β = −0.22, 90% CI = [−0.42,−0.02]

□ This may suggest that the auditory form activates the written form.



Discussion: summary

□ We replicated Storme and Delaloye Saillen (2024): male bias for
masculine epicenes compared to feminine epicene

□ This effect is enhanced by gender agreement in both modalities:
gender agreement markers contribute to gender inferences.

□ We provided evidence for the effect of grammatical gender on gender
inferences in spoken French (most of the evidence so far comes from
reading).



Discussion: implications and limitations

□ The finding that gender agreement plays a role in gender inferences
is a further motivation for gender-fair language.

□ Limitations:
▶ why an asymmetry between Exp 1 and Exp 2? effect of orthographic

form in auditory modality, but no effect of phonological form in written
modality

▶ we have tested gender agreement with epicene nouns: what happens
with other types of nouns (e.g., role nouns)?

▶ we tested 1 vs 2 agreement markers: what happens with more
agreement markers?



Lexical meaning: feminization vs neutralization
Joint work with Martin Storme
Storme and Storme (2026)



Background
□ Grammatical gender influences inferences about social gender.

(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)

□ How to mitigate this effect? (e.g. Sczesny, Formanowicz, and Moser 2016)
▶ Feminization (= make gender visible, e.g. he or she)
▶ Neutralization (= make gender invisible, e.g. they )

□ RQ: which one is more gender-fair? (Disclaimer: we focus on the
representation of women, leaving non-binarity aside)

□ Previous studies on French: mixed results, with focus on
non-stereotyped contexts (e.g. Tibblin et al. 2023 vs. Spinelli, Chevrot, and
Varnet 2023).

□ Hypothesis: feminization better counteracts stereotypical information
than neutralization. (Richy and Burnett 2021 on neutralization, Xiao, Strickland,
and Peperkamp 2023 on feminization; see also Gabriel, Gygax, and Kuhn 2018)



Background
□ Grammatical gender influences inferences about social gender.

(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)
□ How to mitigate this effect? (e.g. Sczesny, Formanowicz, and Moser 2016)

▶ Feminization (= make gender visible, e.g. he or she)
▶ Neutralization (= make gender invisible, e.g. they )

□ RQ: which one is more gender-fair? (Disclaimer: we focus on the
representation of women, leaving non-binarity aside)

□ Previous studies on French: mixed results, with focus on
non-stereotyped contexts (e.g. Tibblin et al. 2023 vs. Spinelli, Chevrot, and
Varnet 2023).

□ Hypothesis: feminization better counteracts stereotypical information
than neutralization. (Richy and Burnett 2021 on neutralization, Xiao, Strickland,
and Peperkamp 2023 on feminization; see also Gabriel, Gygax, and Kuhn 2018)



Background
□ Grammatical gender influences inferences about social gender.

(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)
□ How to mitigate this effect? (e.g. Sczesny, Formanowicz, and Moser 2016)

▶ Feminization (= make gender visible, e.g. he or she)
▶ Neutralization (= make gender invisible, e.g. they )

□ RQ: which one is more gender-fair? (Disclaimer: we focus on the
representation of women, leaving non-binarity aside)

□ Previous studies on French: mixed results, with focus on
non-stereotyped contexts (e.g. Tibblin et al. 2023 vs. Spinelli, Chevrot, and
Varnet 2023).

□ Hypothesis: feminization better counteracts stereotypical information
than neutralization. (Richy and Burnett 2021 on neutralization, Xiao, Strickland,
and Peperkamp 2023 on feminization; see also Gabriel, Gygax, and Kuhn 2018)



Background
□ Grammatical gender influences inferences about social gender.

(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)
□ How to mitigate this effect? (e.g. Sczesny, Formanowicz, and Moser 2016)

▶ Feminization (= make gender visible, e.g. he or she)
▶ Neutralization (= make gender invisible, e.g. they )

□ RQ: which one is more gender-fair? (Disclaimer: we focus on the
representation of women, leaving non-binarity aside)

□ Previous studies on French: mixed results, with focus on
non-stereotyped contexts (e.g. Tibblin et al. 2023 vs. Spinelli, Chevrot, and
Varnet 2023).

□ Hypothesis: feminization better counteracts stereotypical information
than neutralization. (Richy and Burnett 2021 on neutralization, Xiao, Strickland,
and Peperkamp 2023 on feminization; see also Gabriel, Gygax, and Kuhn 2018)



Background
□ Grammatical gender influences inferences about social gender.

(Gygax et al. 2008 among many others)
□ How to mitigate this effect? (e.g. Sczesny, Formanowicz, and Moser 2016)

▶ Feminization (= make gender visible, e.g. he or she)
▶ Neutralization (= make gender invisible, e.g. they )

□ RQ: which one is more gender-fair? (Disclaimer: we focus on the
representation of women, leaving non-binarity aside)

□ Previous studies on French: mixed results, with focus on
non-stereotyped contexts (e.g. Tibblin et al. 2023 vs. Spinelli, Chevrot, and
Varnet 2023).

□ Hypothesis: feminization better counteracts stereotypical information
than neutralization. (Richy and Burnett 2021 on neutralization, Xiao, Strickland,
and Peperkamp 2023 on feminization; see also Gabriel, Gygax, and Kuhn 2018)



Method
□ Participants: 180 French-speaking participants recruited via Prolific.

□ Stimuli: 48 ads = 12 role nouns (female, male, or neutral stereotype) × 4
linguistic forms (baseline, masculine, feminization, neutralization)

□ Task: estimation of the proportion of women among those targeted
by the ad, using slider
▶ 90 participants read the 12 ads in the baseline condition
▶ 90 participants read 12 ads in the three other conditions

□ Analysis: proportion of women ∼ linguistic form × baseline
proportion of women + (1|ad) + (1|participant)
using Beta regression in brms
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Results

□ Intercepts (at 50% of the baseline):
feminization, neutralization > masculine form
Feminization and neutralization are more gender-fair than
masculine forms.

□ Slopes:
feminization < neutralization
Feminization is more gender-fair than neutralization.
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Discussion

□ Theoretical and practical implications:
▶ Feminization can benefit both women and men.
▶ Educators and language policy makers should promote broader

adoption of feminization

□ Limitations and future direction:
▶ Do results generalize beyond pair forms and beyond French?
▶ What about non-binarity? (cf. étudiant.e.x.s)



Discussion

□ Theoretical and practical implications:
▶ Feminization can benefit both women and men.
▶ Educators and language policy makers should promote broader

adoption of feminization

□ Limitations and future direction:
▶ Do results generalize beyond pair forms and beyond French?
▶ What about non-binarity? (cf. étudiant.e.x.s)



Social meaning
Joint work with Naomi Truan, Jo Lychnara, Grainne Deasy
in prep



Introduction

□ Media/Institutions that align with more left-wing/progressive
ideologies are more likely to use gender-fair language
▶ e.g. corpus of Parisian of university brochures (e.g., Burnett and

Pozniak 2021)

□ RQ1: are users of gender-fair language perceived as more left-wing?
□ RQ2: are more recent gender-fair strategies (e.g., mid-dots)

perceived as more left-wing than older, more established strategies
(e.g., parentheses)?

□ Experimental approach: controlling for the content of the text



Methods

□ Participants: 200 French-speaking participants/200
German-speaking participants recruited via Prolific.

□ Stimuli: in each language, 9 texts = 3 strategies (masculine, old
gender-fair, recent gender-fair) × 3 scenarios (swimmer, student, violin player)

□ Task: estimation of political orientation of the writer, using 7-point
Likert scale

□ Analysis: political orientation ∼ linguistic form × language +
(1|Scenario) + (1|participant)
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Results



Results

□ In French, writers using parentheses were not judged to be more
left-wing than those using generic masculines (B = 0.05, 90%
one-sided CI = [-0.25, 0.35], Post. Prob. = 0.40).

□ However writers using mid-dots were judged as more left-wing than
those using generic masculines (B = -0.35, 90% one-sided CI =
[-0.65, -0.04], Post. Prob. = 0.97).

□ In German, both strategies were perceived as more left-wing than
generic masculines, and more strongly so than in French.



Discussion

□ Parentheses perceived as more politically neutral than mid-dots.
□ Difference between French and German might be an effect of

asymmetries in the samples
▶ we did not target L1 speakers specifically (for more inclusivity)
▶ more L1 speakers in the German sample than in the French sample



Conclusion



□ Lexical meaning:
▶ feminine epices are more gender-fair than masculine epicenes
▶ effect is enhanced by gender agreement
▶ feminization is more gender-fair than neutralization

□ Social meaning:
▶ parentheses as politically more neutral than mid-dots

□ Feminization + political neutrality = best compromise between
gender-fairness and social acceptability?
▶ parentheses or double forms?

□ Another factor to take into account: readability (current research)
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