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1Introduction 

When visiting En Marche!’s ‘Republic on the Move!’ website,1 the web user will 
encounter the following sentence: 

Chez En Marche la moitié des délégués nationaux sont des déléguées nationales.2 

‘At En Marche, half of the nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL are nationalF.PL delegatesF.PL.’ 

Based on the beginning of the sentence, which speaks of délégués nationaux 
‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ in the masculine form, the reader might be surprised 
to learn at the end of the sentence that women—déléguées nationales ‘nationalF.PL 
(female) delegatesF.PL’—are part of the goup délégués nationaux ‘nationalM.PL 

delegatesM.PL’. This is because the masculine role noun délégués nationaux has 
more than one meaning: it can be interpreted as referring to men only—délégués 
nationaux ‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ would thus mean ‘male national dele-
gates’. But it can also be interpreted as referring to a group consisting of men 
and women—délégués nationaux ‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ would thus mean 
‘male and female national delegates’.3 The interpretation of the masculine role

1 The political party has changed its name and corresponding website in September 2022 
and has been called Renaissance since (see < https://parti-renaissance.fr> [23.05.2023]). As 
the above quote is from En Marche’s website, in this introduction, I will stick to the party’s 
original name. 
2 See <https://en-marche.fr/emmanuel-macron/le-programme/%C3%A9galit%C3%A9-hom 
mes-et-femmes> [23.05.2023]. 
3 As we will see in Sect. 2.2.2, a masculine role noun can have even more meanings. As the 
above two are those of interest in the present book, I stick to these two for the moment. 
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noun as referring to men only is called the specific interpretation of the masculine 
role noun. Conversely, when it is interpreted as referring to a group consisting of 
both men and women, its generic interpretation is accessed. 

The fact that Macron’s political party made the effort to clarify that 
half of their national delegates are déléguées nationales ‘nationalF.PL (female) 
delegatesF.PL’ shows that they are aware of the fact that the use of the masculine 
role noun can lead to confusion. Thus, the use of the feminine role noun side by 
side with the masculine role noun indicates that En Marche wanted to indicate, 
without any room for misunderstanding, that the generic meaning of délégués 
nationaux ‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ was intended.4 

Furthermore, En Marche’s choice to clearly indicate that délégués nationaux 
‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ comprises men as well as women does not happen 
in a vacuum. In fact, in 2017, Macron declared gender equality as la grande 
cause du quinquennat ‘the major cause of the quinquennat’ and has renewed his 
commitment to gender equality as a priority for the French government since.5 

Crucially, whether or not masculine role nouns should be used to refer to a 
group consisting of both men and women has been heatedly debated in France 
since 2017:6 feminist institutions and scientists criticize the generic use of mas-
culine role nouns, claiming that their potential misinterpretation as male-specific 
is “discriminatory to women” (Gygax et al. 2008: 480). Correspondingly, they 
discourage the generic use of masculine role nouns and instead encourage the 
use of gender-fair alternatives such as double forms like délégués et déléguées

4 Note that the above quote from En Marche also alludes to the feminist slogan Un homme 
sur deux est une femme ‘one (hu)man in two is a woman’. 
5 See <https://www.egalite-femmes-hommes.gouv.fr/legalite-entre-les-femmes-et-les-hom 
mes-declaree-grande-cause-nationale-par-le-president-de-la-republique> [08.06.2023]; 
<www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/human-rights/women-s-rights/gender-
equality-a-priority-for-france> [08.06.2023]; <www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/defendre-
par-les-actes-les-droits-des-femmes> [08.06.2023]). 
6 While the use of masculine role nouns when referring to a group consisting of both men 
and women has been formerly criticized (e.g., Abbou 2011: 55 f.; Haut Conseil à l’Égalité 
entre les femmes et les hommes 2016: 27), it only really came up in the public debate when 
the French schoolbook Questionner le Monde by Sophie Le Callennec (2017) abbreviated 
double forms like artisans et artisanes ‘artisansM.PL and artisansF.PL’ by putting artisan.e.s 
‘artisansM.F.PL’. Discussions on a gender-fair use of the French language prior to the latter 
had, since the 1980s, concentrated on féminisation ‘feminization’. Féminisation is the dis-
cussion about how to create feminine forms for job titles that had formerly been used in 
the masculine form for men and women alike (e.g., professeur ‘professorM.PL’—professeure 
‘professorF.SG’) (Burr 2003: 120 f.). 
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‘delegatesM.PL and delegatesF.PL’7 or abbreviated double forms such as délégué·es 
‘delegatesM·F.PL’ (Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 2016: 
27 f.; Viennot 2018: 102–106). A so-called gender-fair use of the French language 
thus is perceived as a tool to 

restaurer l’équilibre entre les genres, afin de mieux accompagner [...] la marche vers 
l’égalité. (Viennot 2018: 13) 

‘restore an equilibrium between the genders, to better accompany [...] the march 
towards equality.’ 

Conversely, the Académie française (French Academy) qualifies the alternatives to 
the generic use of masculine role nouns as a “mortal danger” (my translation) to 
the French language (Académie française 2017) and the Proposition de loi contre 
l’écriture inclusive ‘bill against gender-fair writing’ presented in January 2023 by 
French (far)right-wing politicians declares that the 

mise en cause de la langue française […] peut être regardée comme une entreprise de 
déconstruction de la Nation. 

‘the questioning of the French language [...] can be seen as an endeavor to deconstruct 
the Nation.’ 

Thus, these differential opinions show that the generic use of masculine role 
nouns and their alternatives is a hot topic in France—as it is in a lot of other 
Western countries. 

Importantly, it could be argued that the possible surprise regarding the indica-
tion that half of En Marche’s délégués nationaux ‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ are  
déléguées nationales ‘nationalF.PL (female) delegatesF.PL’ in the above introduc-
tory quote is not based on the masculine form, but builds on the assumption that, 
stereotypically, politicians are men and not women. The surprise would thus not 
be grounded in linguistic information—the association of the masculine form with 
the male biological/social gender—but in extra-linguistic information, namely in 
the stereotype politicians are men.8 

Theoretically, the possibly surprising linking of the déléguées nationales 
‘nationalF.PL (female) delegatesF.PL’ with the délégués nationaux ‘nationalM.PL

7 Note that the feminine grammatical gender of déléguées ‘delegatesF.PL’ is only marked in  
the written code, but not in the oral code; see Sect. 2.2.1.1. 
8 For the rating of politiciens ‘politiciansM.PL’ as stereotypically male, see Misersky et al. 
(2014: 868). 
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delegatesM.PL’ could thus build either on linguistic or extra-linguistic informa-
tion, or it could be influenced by both information types (Gygax et al. 2008: 
470 f.). Yet only empirical research can present insights into whether language 
users picture exclusively men or men and women when reading masculine role 
nouns such as délégués nationaux ‘nationalM.PL delegatesM.PL’ (Schwarze 2008: 
236). 

In this vein, the present book presents a psycholinguistic approach to the ques-
tion of whether masculine role nouns are interpreted generically or specifically 
when read by French native speakers. In order to analyze this I present an exper-
imental study consisting of two self-paced reading experiments that, based on a 
sentence evaluation paradigm, take stock of the yes and no answers as well as 
the reading/response times. I delineate my corresponding research questions and 
aims in the following section. 

1.1 Research Questions and Aims 

As indicated above, this book’s main goal is to analyze how masculine plural 
role nouns in French are interpreted when read by French native speakers (i.e., 
university students). More specifically, my experimental study, consisting of two 
experiments, aims to answer the following research questions (= RQs): 

RQ 1: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger a male-specific interpreta-
tion? 

RQ 2: Does stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role 
nouns) influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

RQ 3: Does the role noun type (i.e., occupational nouns vs. non-occupational 
nouns) influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

RQ 1 aims to analyze whether the morphosyntactic factor masculine form might 
bias readers so that they interpret a masculine role noun as only referring to men. 
Both Experiment 1 and 2 tackle RQ 1, which is the question that is at the heart 
of the current scientific discussion of the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
(e.g., as in Gygax et al. (2008: 470 f.) on masculine role nouns in French and 
German; cf. Redl 2021: 121 on masculine pronouns in Dutch). 

RQ 2’s research goal is to examine whether the extra-linguistic factor stereo-
typicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns) influences the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns. This research goal is pursued in Experi-
ment 1, which presents a replication of the French sample of an experiment run
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by Gygax et al. in 2008. Experiment 1 therefore also provides important insights 
into the stability of previous findings. 

RQ 3 addresses the lexico-semantic factor role noun type (i.e., occupational 
nouns vs. non-occupational nouns). In fact, most previous research on masculine 
role nouns has not examined whether different lexico-semantic types of masculine 
role nouns might be interpreted differently. Apart from De Backer & De Cuypere 
(2012), who investigated whether occupational masculine nouns like pharmacists 
and non-occupational masculine nouns like neighbors in Dutch and German are 
interpreted differently, the issue has scarcely been addressed.9 In contrast to De 
Backer & De Cuypere (2012), who investigated Dutch and German role nouns in 
an offline measures survey study, in Experiment 2, I base my investigations on 
both offline and online measures. Importantly, in order to generate more reliable 
data, Experiment 2 aims to improve the experimental setup of Experiment 1 by 
adapting the method and the experimental and filler items used. 

As will be shown, my two experiments yield different results: Experiment 1 
indicates that masculine role nouns are interpreted specifically—i.e., masculine 
role nouns are mainly associated with men. Experiment 2, on the other hand, 
suggests that masculine role nouns are interpreted generically. Experiment 2’s 
findings thus indicate that it is also possible to associate masculine role nouns 
with women. In order to explain my diverging findings, I therefore turn to a 
closer analysis of how the sentences in which a masculine role noun occurs 
might influence a masculine role noun’s interpretation (e.g., the properties of the 
experimental and the filler items).10 In this sense, I consider the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns as being influenced by multiple factors (e.g., coherence and 
stereotypicality). 

The original contribution of this book lies (1) in the generation of new insights 
into the question of whether masculine role nouns are interpreted generically or 
specifically. This is achieved by examining (2) whether previous findings hold 
true today by investigating whether masculine role nouns that present differ-
ent types of stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns) 
are interpreted differently and by examining (3) whether different role noun

9 Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 215–217) address this question in their literature review on mas-
culine role nouns in German to some extent. Becker (2008: 66) also discusses it briefly when 
examining role nouns in German. 
10 See Sect. 6.1 on why I exclude methodological issues from being the cause of my diverg-
ing findings. 
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types (i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational nouns) are interpreted differently. 
In particular, based on the diverging findings of both experiments—Experiment 1 
indicates that masculine role nouns are mainly associated with men, while Exper-
iment 2 suggests that masculine role nouns are interpreted generically—this book 
discusses (4) a topic that, so far, has received little attention in the field: the influ-
ence of multiple factors on the interpretation of masculine role nouns. In doing so, 
this book presents (5) a preliminary approach that conceives of the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns as a multifactorial phenomenon. 

1.2 Outline 

Following the research questions and findings outlined above, the remainder of 
this book is structured as follows: Chapter 2 defines the concept of grammati-
cal gender cross-linguistically, then focuses on the grammatical gender system 
of the French language. Most of Chap. 2 is dedicated to the correlation between 
grammatical gender and biological/social gender and describes the way in which 
masculine forms can be used to refer to groups consisting of men and women. 
This lays the foundation for Chap. 3, in which the most important linguistic 
approaches to the multiple meanings of masculine role nouns are presented. 
More precisely, Chap. 3 reviews theoretical as well as empirical research on the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns, placing particular emphasis on whether 
previous research assumes masculine role nouns to be interpreted generically 
(i.e., as referring to both men and women) or specifically (i.e., as referring to men 
only). Chapter 4 presents Experiment 1, which replicates the French sample of 
Gygax et al. (2008). Experiment 1 addresses the question of how a masculine role 
noun’s stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns) may 
influence whether it is interpreted generically or specifically (i.e., RQ 1 and RQ 
2). The acknowledgement of Experiment 1’s limitations serves as the basis for the 
setup of Experiment 2, which is presented in Chap. 5. Experiment 2 addresses the 
question of how the role noun type of masculine role nouns (i.e., occupational 
vs. non-occupational nouns) influences whether the role nouns are interpreted 
generically or specifically (i.e., RQ 1 and RQ 3). As Experiments 1 and 2 yield 
diverging findings, these are contrasted with each other in Chap. 6, which dis-
cusses the possible reasons for the diverging findings by putting emphasis on the 
method, the properties of the filler items and the properties of the experimental
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items featured in both experiments. Based on this, Chap. 7 considers the big-
ger picture by evaluating my experimental study’s main findings in the light of 
previous research. As previous research cannot account for my diverging results, 
Chap. 7 sketches a multifactorial approach to the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns and suggests directions for future research. Finally, Chap. 8 summarizes 
the general conclusions that can be drawn from the present book and puts them 
into an overall context.



2Grammatical Gender 

The topics discussed in the present chapter lay the foundations for my experi-
mental study in Chaps. 4 and 5, which evaluates whether masculine grammatical 
gender is interpreted as referring to biological/social male gender when reference 
is made to humans. Thus, the aim of this chapter is to introduce the concept of 
grammatical gender in general and its role in the French language specifically. 
More precisely, Sect. 2.1 distinguishes grammatical gender from biological/social 
gender, defines grammatical gender from a formal and a psycholinguistic view 
and presents an index that investigates the correlation between grammatical and 
biological/social gender across different languages. Sect. 2.2 presents the particu-
larities of the grammatical gender system in French, focusing on human reference. 
In this vein, Sect. 2.2.1 discusses the assignment of French nouns to the gram-
matical gender classes. Sect. 2.2.2 delineates the way in which masculine forms 
can be used to refer to groups consisting of men and women. Sect. 2.3 presents 
a summary of the chapter. 

2.1 Terminology and Key Concepts 

The English word gender derives from Latin genus ‘kind, sort’ via Old French 
gendre. As opposed to the use of gender in everyday language, which is tied 
to biological/social distinctions, the original meaning of gender ‘kind, sort’ is 
closer to the function of grammatical gender as a classifier (Corbett 1991: 1). In 
this vein, Hockett (1958: 231) defines grammatical genders as “classes of nouns

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer-Verlag GmbH, DE, part of 
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[that are] reflected in the behavior of associated words”.1 Before turning to a 
closer inspection of the linguistic category of grammatical gender, we have to 
differentiate morphosyntactic gender, which assigns nouns to different classes, 
from biological and social gender. 

I understand biological gender as the biological gender assigned at birth (APA 
2022) and social gender as the “attitudes, feelings, and behaviors that a given 
culture associates with a person’s biological” gender (APA 2022).2 Yet, for the 
purposes of my research, it is not important whether the identification of men and 
women is based on biological or cultural properties or both, I thus do not further 
differentiate between biological and social gender and speak of biological/social 
gender instead (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 14–16).3 

Further, as my experimental study aims to examine whether masculine forms 
that are explicitly combined with hommes ‘menM.PL’ and  femmes ‘womenF.PL’4 

are interpreted as referring to both men and women, the binary categorization 
men/male and women/female is sufficient. However, I am well aware of the fact 
that this does not reflect gender identities in-between or outside the gender binary, 
such as genderqueer gender identities (APA 2022).5 When referring to biological/ 
social gender, I use the adjectives male, female and neutral,6 while I use mas-
culine, feminine and neuter when referring to grammatical gender. For instance, 
when I speak of a masculine noun, this means that the noun is grammatically 
masculine (Diebowski 2021: 15 f.). Yet it could also refer to a female referent, 
as in the following sentence (Schafroth 2003: 108, 110): 

(1) Anne Dupont est professeur à l’université de Toulouse. 
‘Anne Dupont is a professorM.SG at the University of Toulouse’.

1 See also Corbett (1991: 1); Diebowski (2021: 15 f.).
2 See also Diewald & Nübling (2022a: 4–7); Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 14–16); Mickan 
et al. (2014: 40); Samel (2008: 38 f., 167); Schwarze (2008: 184 f.). 
3 See also Diewald & Nübling (2022a: 4 f.); Gygax et al. (2019a: 2–4).
4 I henceforth use hommes ‘menM.PL’ and  femmes ‘womenF.PL’ without glossing (i.e., 
hommes and femmes only). 
5 See also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 14–16).
6 Stereotypically neutral means that the role noun does not evoke any gender-related stereo-
types. Although non-stereotypical would make more sense, I stick to neutral as it is the 
terminology used in Gygax et al. (2008: 472) (see Sect. 3.2.1.2), which is the study on which 
Experiment 1 is based. 
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Note that, in the literature, biological gender is also called natural gender, seman-
tic gender7 or sex without necessarily associating it with social gender (Diebowki 
2021: 16). When directly quoting other authors, it is thus possible that natural 
gender, semantic gender or sex is used when I would have said biological/social 
gender. Also, when using established terms such as gender agreement ‘(grammat-
ical) gender concord’ or gender equality ‘equal rights for persons of all biological/ 
social genders’, I do not specify them by saying grammatical gender agreement or 
biological/social gender equality as this would not respect the established usages 
of these terms. As a matter of fact, the polysemous use of the term gender has 
been established as such in the field and thus cannot entirely be avoided. However, 
in the remainder of this book, such ambiguous uses of gender are rare: within 
the specific context (e.g., the discussion of grammatical gender agreement as in 
the present section), it should be clear whether grammatical gender or biological/ 
social gender is meant. 

It is noteworthy that nouns referring to humans may evoke social gender 
stereotypes, such as generalized beliefs about the members of the group denoted. 
Corresponding expectations may concern roles which are more or less likely to 
be performed by either men (e.g., engineers are male) or women (e.g., beauti-
cians are female) (Formanowicz & Hansen 2022: 127, 129 f.; Gygax et al. 2008: 
473).8 With this in mind, I follow Gygax et al. (2019c: 3), who define gender 
stereotypes and gender stereotypicality as “generalized beliefs and expectations 
about social roles or occupations, that are considered appropriate based on indi-
viduals’ socially identified sex”.9 Accordingly, in the remainder of this book, 
stereotype/stereotypicality always concerns gender stereotypes and never other 
types of stereotypes such as cultural stereotypes. In other words, when I speak 
of stereotypes/stereotypicality, I mean gender stereotypes. As these are acquired 
through experiences and interactions with the extra-linguistic world, following

7 Note that the German term semantisches Geschlecht, in the sense of ‘lexical gender’ 
(Diewald & Nübling 2022a: 4–7), should not be mixed up with the English semantic gender 
in the sense of ‘biological gender’. 
8 See also Elsen (2020: 113 f.); Schafroth (2003: 97, 99 f.). See Garnham et al. (2012) and 
Gygax et al. (2016) for a discussion of the difference between typicality (i.e., gender ratios) 
and stereotypicality (i.e., generalized assumptions). 
9 See also Gygax et al. (2016: 1 f.); Irmen & Roßberg (2004: 273) and Misersky et al. (2014: 
842); for a more linguistic definition of stereotypes in general, see Putnam (1975). See also 
Gosselin (2018: 87–89). 
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Gygax et al. (2021a: 3, 7), I consider stereotypes as extra-linguistic informa-
tion.10 Correspondingly, I distinguish extra-linguistic information from linguistic 
information (e.g., the morphosyntactic factor masculine form) (Gygax et al. 2016: 
1 f.).11 

In the language and gender literature (e.g., Gygax et al. 2008: 464, 470 f.; 
Garnham et al. 2012: 481–483, 499), grammatical information is used when 
referring to the masculine form of a role noun and is differentiated from a role 
noun’s stereotypicality, hence called stereotype information or extra-linguistic 
information. However, as the understanding of grammatical can vary greatly 
between the different branches of linguistics (e.g., functional grammar vs. gener-
ative grammar), I refrain from using the possibly misleading term grammatical 
information in the remainder of this book and use linguistic information (ver-
sus extra-linguistic information) instead. Moreover, within linguistic information, 
for instance, the morphosyntactic ‘grammatical’ factor masculine form belongs 
to another domain of language than the lexico-semantic factor role noun type. 
Accordingly, the use of linguistic information permits me to differentiate between 
the different linguistic factors that may influence the interpretation of role nouns. 
Crucially, this differentiation allows me to establish a preliminary multifactorial 
approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns in Sect. 7.3 (see Fig. 7.1). 

Let us now come back to Hockett’s (1958: 231) definition of grammatical 
genders as “classes of nouns [that are] reflected in the behavior of associated 
words”. Accordingly, grammatical gender serves a dual purpose: on the one hand, 
it groups nouns into distinct classes. On the other hand, grammatical gender 
serves a structural purpose in delimiting the boundaries of noun phrases by virtue 
of gender agreement, i.e., the obligatory matching of a word’s grammatical gender 
with the grammatical gender of the noun it is syntactically dependent on (Corbett 
1991: 1, 7 f.; 2001: 6335; 2006a: 749).12 

10 See also Gabriel et al. (2017: 795 f.); Garnham et al. (2012: 481 f., 499); Gosselin (2018: 
85 f.). 
11 It could be argued that a role noun’s stereotypicality is a pragmatic (and thus linguistic) 
factor. Yet, as explained above, I assume stereotypes to be acquired in the extra-linguistic 
world (Gygax et al. 2016: 1 f.; Gygax et al. 2021a: 1, 3 f., 7) and stick to the assignment of 
stereotypes as extra-linguistic information. Crucially, this permits me to directly compare the 
present research with previous work, which has consistently differentiated between the lin-
guistic factor masculine form and extra-linguistic information when referring to a role noun’s 
stereotypicality (e.g., Gygax et al. 2008: 464, 470 f.; Garnham et al. 2012: 481–483, 499). 
12 See also Diebowski (2021: 15 f.); Loporcaro (2016: 924); Schafroth (2003: 90–93, 116); 
Schwarze (2008: 19 f.). 
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In contrast to Hockett’s formal definition of grammatical gender, Dixon (1982: 
159 f.) proposes a narrower definition of grammatical gender, which includes 
a third criterion. According to Hockett, a language only possesses grammati-
cal gender when the following three conditions are fulfilled. Firstly, a language 
groups its nouns into classes. Secondly, there is grammatical agreement between 
these nouns and their targets. Thirdly, there is considerable correlation between 
the class membership of nouns and biological/social gender; for instance, nouns 
referring to women possess feminine grammatical gender (Gygax et al. 2019a: 2). 
Correspondingly, a language that meets the first two criteria, but which does not 
present a discernible correlation between the class membership of the nouns and 
biological/social gender, may be considered as a language without grammatical 
gender in Dixon’s (1981: 159 f.) sense. 

Corbett, in his standard reference work Gender (1991: 1), follows Hockett 
(1958: 231) and bases his definition of grammatical gender on the following 
two arguments, also mentioned by Dixon (1982): (1) the nouns of a language 
are grouped into classes; and (2) there is grammatical agreement between these 
nouns and their dependent elements. Crucially, Corbett points out that 

[t]he defining characteristic of gender is agreement; a language has a gender system 
only if noun phrases headed by nouns of different types control different agreements. 
The evidence that nouns have gender in a given language thus lies outside the nouns 
themselves. (Corbett 2001: 6335)13 

In this sense, we can distinguish the element that triggers the gender agreement, 
the controller, from the elements that show agreement, the agreement targets. 
While agreement controllers are generally nouns, agreement targets are typically 
other nominal word classes, such as adjectives, determiners and pronouns. Still, 
what exactly serves as an agreement target in a given language is subject to 
cross-linguistic variation. Thus, in opposition to Dixon, it is not a grammatical 
gender-biological/social gender correlation that determines whether a language 
possesses grammatical gender, but whether there is agreement between the nouns 
and their dependent elements (Corbett 1991: 105 f.; 2001: 6335).14 

Moreover, Corbett (1991: 7 f.) explains that the assignment of a noun to a 
specific grammatical gender class can be based on different features, such as 
formal (i.e., phonological and morphological) cues, semantic features (i.e., the

13 For a cross-linguistic in-depth discussion of agreement, see Corbett (2006b).
14 See also Diebowski (2021: 16); Gygax et al. (2019a. 2); Loporcaro (2016: 924); Schwarze 
(2008: 31 f.). 
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meaning of a noun determines its grammatical gender), or a combination of sev-
eral of these criteria. In this respect, it should be acknowledged that the different 
assignment systems can be considered continuous rather than categorical. Con-
trary to other scholars who postulate that grammatical gender systems such as 
that of French are based on arbitrary factors, Corbett (1991: 8, 57) posits that all 
grammatical gender assignment systems have at least a semantic core (Corbett 
1991: 7 f., 61–63, 151).15 For instance, in French, nouns denoting women, such 
as mère ‘motherF.SG’, tend to be feminine—based on the semantic feature female 
(La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 381, 389).16 

Since I am not concerned with purely grammatical analyses in this book, but 
with the relation between grammatical gender and the associations it triggers in 
terms of biological/social gender, Dixon’s approach is of interest. At the same 
time, Corbett, who stresses agreement, bases his discussion of grammatical gen-
der on more than 200 languages of different language families. This permits 
us to analyze languages that do not present a grammatical gender-biological/ 
social gender correlation side by side with those which do. Thus, Corbett’s more 
formal definition enables a cross-linguistic comparison of grammatical gender 
systems without having to philosophize about whether there is “considerable 
semantic correlation” (Dixon 1982: 160) between noun classes and biological/ 
social gender. Finally, Corbett’s definition has also been used as the basis of a 
profound analysis of the grammatical gender systems of the Romance languages; 
for instance, in Loporcaro (2018: 6–8). Taken together, Corbett’s approach is the 
most comprehensive approach to grammatical gender, which is why I stick to his 
definition. 

Moreover, Gygax et al. (2019a) have established an index of five main lan-
guage groups according to their grammatical gender system while focusing on 
the semantic link between grammatical and biological/social gender (Gygax et al. 
2019a: 1, 3). They build their work on previous taxonomies of grammatical gen-
der systems such as that of Corbett (1991). Obviously, the combination of an 
approach to grammatical gender based on Corbett (1991) with the focus on the 
grammatical gender-biological/social gender correlation is of particular interest 
to me and is discussed in the next section. 

Given the focus on the grammatical gender-biological/social gender correla-
tion, in the upcoming sections, the focus is on human reference nouns. In the

15 See also Corbett (2001: 6335 f.; 2006a: 749 f.).
16 See also Diebowski (2021: 16, 57); Le bon usage (2016: § 464); Loporcaro (2016: 924); 
Pozniak & Burnett (2021: 5); Schwarze (2008: 34 f., 40). See Köpcke & Zubin (1996: 484) 
and Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 78) on German. For a structural approach to grammatical 
gender assignment challenging Corbett (1991), see Kramer (2020). 
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following, I use human nouns for all nouns that can refer to humans. Accord-
ingly, human nouns include generic nouns that can be used to refer to both 
men and women, but which are always either grammatically masculine (e.g., 
individu ‘individualM.SG’, témoin ‘witnessM.SG’17 ) or feminine (e.g., personne 
‘personF.SG’, ‘victimF.SG’) (i.e., they have a fixed grammatical gender).18 Con-
versely, for personal nouns, a masculine form exists that is generally used for the 
reference to a man and a feminine form exists that is used for the reference to a 
woman (e.g., étudiant ‘studentM.SG’ vs.  étudiante ‘studentF.SG’).19 

Importantly, my experimental study focuses on a special type of personal noun, 
namely role nouns. In the present work, I use role noun in the sense of any 
personal noun “that incorporates features used to describe a person or a group 
of persons, such as […] [nouns] indicating hobbies or pastimes—e.g., soccer 
fan—or occupations—e.g., dentist, actor, or student” (Garnham et al. 2012: 482). 
Moreover, role noun functions as a hypernym for occupational nouns and non-
occupational nouns. More precisely, a noun that describes persons or a group of 
persons through features referring to a professional occupation will be defined as 
an occupational noun (e.g., ingénieur ‘engineerM.SG’). Conversely, a role noun 
that is used to refer to the agents of a social role or a pastime will be designated as

17 Although La Grande Grammaire du Français takes into account oral speech, like tradi-
tional grammars and French reference dictionaries, it classifies témoin ‘witness’ as being 
a masculine noun only. Nonetheless, in colloquial speech, la témoin (de mariage) ‘theF.SG 
(wedding) witnessF.SG’ is used when reference is made to women—as indicated by numer-
ous greeting cards asking veux-tu être ma témoin ? ‘will you be my (wedding) witnessF.SG?’. 
While the grammatical gender of témoin in the sense of ‘wedding witness’ seems to be 
changing, I nonetheless follow La Grande Grammaire du Français and define témoin as a 
generic noun with a fixed masculine grammatical gender. 
18 Note that Corbett (1991: 67 f.) uses epicene nouns in the sense of ‘generic nouns’ (e.g., 
personne ‘personF.SG’, which is marked for grammatical feminine gender, but is used to 
refer to both men and women). I however use epicene nouns for personal nouns that can 
take both grammatical genders depending on the referent (e.g., le/la linguiste ‘theM/F.SG 
linguistM/F.SG’), as this is the most commonly established usage in French (see Sect. 2.2; 
Becquer 1999: 16, 22; Tibblin et al. 2023a: 30). 
19 Note that this usage may differ from the literature, in which human nouns and personal 
nouns are not considered as hypernyms/hyponyms, but are used as synonyms (as in Gygax 
et al. 2019a; Schafroth 2003). In the language and gender literature, personal names are ana-
lyzed separately from human/personal nouns (Gygax et al. 2019a: 4; Kotthoff & Nübling 
2018: 92). Crucially, in French, while morphological markers can indicate whether a personal 
name is used for a man or a woman (e.g., PaulM vs. PaulineF; ChristianM vs. ChristineF), a 
personal name used for men cannot be used generically. I thus follow Gygax et al. (2019a: 4) 
and do not further examine personal names in the remainder of this book. Moreover, personal 
names have been scarcely investigated in the field; for exceptions, see Kotthoff & Nübling 
(2018: 191–213); Nübling & Hirschhauer (2018). 
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a non-occupational noun (e.g., voisin ‘neighborM.SG’) (De Backer & De Cuypere 
2012: 257; Garnham et al. 2012: 482).20 

The five language groups defined by Gygax et al. (2019a) are presented below. 
This index will help me contextualize the findings on the associations evoked by 
grammatical gender in different languages and in French specifically later on in 
this book (e.g., in Chap. 3). Note that Gygax et al.’s (2019a) index does not 
account for linguistic characteristics other than those needed for the analysis of 
the linguistic reference to men and women. Correspondingly, other linguistic dif-
ferences are omitted.21 At the same time, the frequency of more or less inevitable 
references to biological/social gender among the language groups can be con-
sidered a continuum, such that some languages may fall in between the five 
identified language groups (Gygax et al. 2019a: 4 f.).22 

A Language Index of Grammatical Gender Dimensions Focusing on Reference 
to Humans 

Grammatical gender languages, such as French and German, are languages in 
which nouns designating both inanimate and animate referents are classified for 
grammatical gender. While grammatical gender assignment for inanimates is con-
sidered arbitrary, when reference is made to humans, it tends to correlate with 
the referent’s biological/social gender. For instance, in French, the masculine noun 
l’enseignant ‘the teacherM.SG’ is used when referring to a man and the feminine 
l’enseignante ‘the teacherF.SG’ when referring to a woman (Gygax et al. 2019a: 
3 f.).23 

Languages with a combination of grammatical gender and natural gender, 
such as Norwegian and Dutch, possess grammatical gender distinctions for inani-
mate nouns as well as for some personal nouns. For the latter, grammatical gender 
is generally tied to biological/social gender (e.g., Dutch schrijver ‘male writerM.SG’ 
vs. schrijfster ‘female writerF.SG’). However, unlike grammatical gender languages, 
the majority of nouns referring to humans do not formally distinguish between mas-
culine and feminine forms. For instance, dierenarts ‘veterinarianM.SG’ in Dutch can 
refer to either a male or female veterinarian. At the same time, pronouns tend to

20 See also Gygax et al. (2016: 2; 2021a: 1).
21 See Corbett (1991: 7–32; 2013: Chap. 31) on the assignment of grammatical gender based 
on semantic criteria other than biological/social gender. 
22 See also Stahlberg et al. (2007: 164, 166).
23 See also La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 381 f., 387); Stahlberg et al. (2007: 
164 f.). 
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express the biological/social gender of a human referent (e.g., Dutch hij ‘he’ vs. zij 
‘she’) (Gygax et al. 2019a: 4).24 

Natural gender languages such as English do not classify inanimate nouns 
according to grammatical gender and only rarely do so when reference is made to 
humans (e.g., actor/actress).25 For instance, teacher can refer to a man or a woman. 
However, personal pronouns distinguish between forms that are used to refer to men 
and women (e.g., the teacher—he/she) (Gygax et al. 2019a: 4).26 

In genderless languages with a few traces of grammatical gender, such as  
Basque, most nouns referring to humans “as well as personal pronouns are used for 
male or female referents without using distinct linguistic forms” (Gygax et al. 2019a: 
4). Yet some linguistic forms indicating grammatical gender exist, for instance, in 
the form of suffixes that are used to refer to either men or women (Gygax et al. 
2019a: 4). 

Genderless languages such as Turkish or Finnish mark neither nouns nor pro-
nouns for grammatical gender. Information on a human referent’s biological/social 
gender can still be conveyed by lexical means such as Turkish erkek ‘man or male’ or 
kız ‘girl’ or, accordingly, the compositions erkek arkadaş ‘boy friend (= boyfriend)’ 
or kız arkadaş ‘girl friend (= girlfriend)’ (Gygax et al. 2019a: 4).27 

Based on Gygax et al.’s (2019a) index, we can see that the extent to which bio-
logical/social gender is grammaticalized varies greatly across the language groups 
presented. Crucially, all languages can express biological/social gender at least with 
lexical means. Yet, in grammatical gender languages distinguishing between mas-
culine and feminine grammatical gender, the grammatical gender of personal nouns 
tends to reflect the biological/social gender of the referent. Accordingly, maleness 
and femaleness are signaled not only by lexical but also by morphosyntactic and 
phonological means. This makes references to biological/social gender not only 
obligatory, but also more frequent than in natural gender languages and (nearly) 
genderless languages (Gabriel & Gygax 2016: 177–179; Gygax et al. 2019a: 3–5).28 

24 See also De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 254 f.); Redl (2021: 14).
25 I use the term natural gender language as this is the established term when languages are 
classified according to grammatical gender; however, it does not adequately take into account 
the social dimension of (biological) gender (see Sect. 2.1; Gygax et al. 2019a: 1, 4 f.). 
26 In Corbett’s (1991: 12) terms, English would be categorized as a semantic/pronominal 
grammatical gender system. The definition of English as a grammatical gender language is 
challenged by Schwarze (2008: 172–178), who argues that reference to nouns like teacher 
with the pronouns he or she is not based on the noun itself, but on the biological/social gender 
of the referent (in opposition to English nouns like princess—she vs. prince—he). 
27 See also Aikhenvald (2016: 71, 73 f.); Stahlberg et al. (2007: 165 f.).
28 See also Stahlberg et al. (2007: 164, 166).
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Further, in languages which present a discernible correlation between grammat-
ical gender and biological/social gender, the attention to biological/social gender 
can be assumed to be heightened: while an English speaker can avoid giving infor-
mation about the biological/social gender of a referent, in a grammatical gender 
language, speakers generally have to indicate the biological/social gender of a human 
referent—as in the teacher in English vs. l’enseignant ‘the male teacherM.SG’ or  
l’enseignante ‘the female teacherF.SG’ in French. Correspondingly, a user of a gram-
matical gender language can easily retrieve the biological/social gender of a referent 
based on grammatical cues (Gabriel & Gygax 2016: 177–181, 189; Gygax et al. 
2019a: 4 f.).29 

After having introduced and defined the terminology and key concepts concern-
ing grammatical gender, in Sect. 2.2, we deal with the question of how French, the 
language under scrutiny in my experimental study, can be considered a grammatical 
gender language. In a first step, we turn to the origins of the French grammatical gen-
der system, which derives from the Latin grammatical gender system. In Sect. 2.2.1, 
we then focus on the assignment of grammatical gender to human nouns and further 
consider the use of the masculine grammatical gender as default in Sect. 2.2.2. 

2.2 Grammatical Gender in French 

While Classical Latin sorts nouns into three grammatical gender classes, the mas-
culine, the feminine and the neuter, Modern French has reduced the inherited 
three-gender system to a binary grammatical gender system, distinguishing mas-
culine and feminine. During the restructuring of the grammatical gender system, 
Latin neuter survived into (early) Old French and “was depleted gradually, pro-
gressively losing members—mostly to the masculine—in the course of time”

29 See also Loporcaro (2018: 6); Stahlberg et al. (2007: 164, 166).
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(Loporcaro 2018: 203, 231–233, 282).30 Schøsler (2020: 640) explains the tran-
sition from the Latin neuter to the French masculine grammatical gender as 
follows:31 

au singulier, les noms neutres du latin sont pour la plus grande majorité réanalysés 
comme masculins. Cela est dû au fait que la forme du singulier neutre latin ressem-
ble au masculin accusatif singulier latin […], comme par exemple: argentum → (li) 
argenz/(le) argent. 

‘in the singular, the vast majority of Latin neuter nouns are reanalyzed as masculine. 
This is due to the fact that the Latin neuter singular form resembles the Latin mascu-
line accusative singular [...], as for example: argentum → (li) argenz/(le) argent.’ 

Thus, all Modern French nouns are generally either masculine (e.g., soleil 
‘sunM.SG’; père ‘fatherM.SG’) or feminine (e.g., lune ‘moonF.SG’; mère 
‘motherF.SG’). According to the Grande Grammaire du Français, in Modern 
(European) French 54% of nouns are masculine, 36% are feminine, 5% have both 
grammatical genders with the same form (le/la juge ‘theM./F.SG judgeM./F.SG’),32 

and 5% have both grammatical genders with different forms (e.g., technicien/ 
technicienne ‘technicianM./F.SG’).33 While there are more masculine than femi-
nine nouns in the French lexicon, the number of feminine nouns has increased

30 The assumption that the Latin neuter had already disappeared in Vulgar Latin is 
widespread in Romance linguistics and is frequently cited (as in Schafroth 2003: 90). Yet, 
the transition was not finished as early as generally assumed (i.e., not in Proto-Romance/ 
Vulgar Latin). One obvious counterargument to this oversimplification is that reduction to 
a binary grammatical gender system never took place in some Romance varieties (Lopor-
caro 2018: 282). Moreover, some scholars assume that the Latin neuter survived in Modern 
French indefinite pronouns (e.g., quoi ‘what’) (e.g., Le bon usage 2016: §465; Schafroth 
2003: 90). However, from a synchronic point of view, this does not hold true as quoi can be 
linked to both masculine and feminine noun phrases referring to inanimate objects (instead of 
to neuter noun phrases in Latin) (e.g., Tu as fait quoi?—Une bêtise/un malheur ‘What have 
you done?—A sillinessF.SG/a hitM.SG’) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 382 f.; 
Loporcaro 2018: 64). See Härmä (2000) for a detailed diachronic description of grammatical 
gender in French; see Burr (2000) for a diachronic analysis of the description of grammatical 
gender in French and other Romance languages in grammar books. 
31 See Loporcaro (2018: 232 f.) and Schøsler (2020: 639 f.) for more (semantic) rules on the 
reassignment of the neuter gender during the Latin-Romance transition. 
32 I only use glosses on determiners for epicene nouns (see Sect. 2.2.1.1) to indicate the gram-
matical gender of the noun. For nouns that are either masculine or feminine, I only indicate 
the grammatical gender of the noun itself (e.g., le/la juge ‘theM./F.SG judgeM./F.SG’ vs.  le/la 
technicien/technicienne ‘the technicianM./F.SG’). 
33 This analysis was based on the written code and on singular forms. Hence, nouns like 
ami/amie ‘friendM./F.SG’, which are identical in the oral code, were counted as masculine/ 
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in the past decades for both inanimate and animate objects. Crucially, most of 
the more or less recently established nouns referring to humans possess both 
grammatical genders, reflecting the biological/social gender of the noun’s refer-
ent (e.g., le/la prof ‘theM./F.SG teacherM./F.SG’) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 
2021: 382 f., 389). In the next section, we take a closer look at the two controller 
genders (i.e., masculine/feminine) and their target genders. 

Controller and Target Genders 
Le bon usage, one of the reference works on French Grammar, defines grammatical 
gender in French as follows: 

Le genre est une propriété du nom, qui le communique, par le phénomène de l’accord 
[…], au déterminant, à l’adjectif épithète ou attribut, parfois au participe passé, ainsi 
qu’au pronom représentant le nom. (Le bon usage 2016: §464) 

‘gender is a property of the noun, which it communicates through the phenomenon of 
agreement [...] [i.e., controller genders in Corbett’s terms], between the noun and the 
determiner, the predicate or attributive adjective, sometimes the past participle and the 
noun’s pronoun [i.e., target genders].’ 

The following example, taken from Schafroth (2003: 91), exemplifies what has been 
explained by Le bon usage. We can see that the target genders (i.e., the determiner, 
adjective and past participle) agree with the feminine noun mousse au chocolat 
‘chocolate mousseF.SG’, which is the controller gender of the sentence:34 

(2) C’est la plus délicate mousse au chocolat que j’aie jamais mangée.35 

‘This is theF.SG most deliciousF.SG chocolate mousseF.SG that I have ever 
eatenF.SG.’ 

As we can see, in (2), the past participle mangée ‘eatenF.SG’ agrees with the feminine 
mousse; this is visible thanks to the -e in mangée (vs. the masculine form mangé

feminine nouns with different forms (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 383). In Que-
bec French, the above cited ratio may differ, as more nouns are feminine. For instance, argent 
‘money’ is a feminine noun in Quebec French, while it is masculine in European French (La 
Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 383 f.).
34 See also Le bon usage (2016: §464); Schafroth (2015: 335 f.); Schwarze (2008: 102–111).
35 Note that the original example in Schafroth (2003: 91) is C’est la plus délicate mousse 
au chocolat que j’ai [!] jamais mangée. Yet, at least from a prescriptive point of view, 
the subjonctif instead of the indicatif should be used with superlative expressions such as 
jamais (i.e., aie instead of ai). For the sake of readability, I have adapted the example without 
indicating this directly above. 
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‘eatenM.SG’). However, in the oral code mangée would not be marked for feminine 
grammatical gender as it is pronounced in the same way as the masculine form: 
[mɑ̃ʒe]. Indeed, in French, when participles are marked for grammatical gender, 
this is often only perceptible in the written code, and is neutralized in the oral code 
(e.g., elle est venue [v(ə)ny] ‘she has comeF.SG’ vs.  il est venu [v(ə)ny] ‘he has 
comeM.SG’) (Le bon usage 2016: §464; Schafroth 2003: 90 f.).36 

Moreover, the opposition between masculine and feminine grammatical gender 
can be neutralized in several other ways, again in the written code. For instance, 
the plural definite (les ‘thePL’) and indefinite determiners (des ‘thePL’), the singu-
lar definite determiner before vowel (l’ ‘theSG’), the object pronoun lui ‘her/him/ 
themSG’ and invariable adjectives such as incroyable ‘incredible’ are all unspeci-
fied for grammatical gender. Moreover, so-called epicene nouns (e.g., journaliste 
‘reporterM./F.SG’) are also unspecified for grammatical gender: the grammatical gen-
der of an epicene personal noun is generally based on the referent’s biological/social 
gender and is expressed by the noun’s agreement targets, such as the determiners 
as in le journaliste ‘theM.SG male reporterM.SG’ vs.  la journaliste ‘theF.SG female 
reporterF.SG’ (Richy & Burnett 2021: 2 f., 8 f.; Schafroth 2003: 90–92, 106).37 

Speaking of the neutralization of grammatical gender, a sentence such as (3) does 
not contain any cues to the grammatical gender of the personal noun (Richy & 
Burnett 2021: 3): 

(3) L’incroyable journaliste a appelé. ‘The incredible reporter called.’ 

However, in actual language use, the intended grammatical gender usually becomes 
apparent via contextual cues or grammatical gender-marking on additional agree-
ment targets. For instance, when the feminine determiner and a variable adjective 
are used, as in (4) (Schafroth 2003: 90–92, 112; 2015: 336; Yaguello 1978: 117):38 

36 But cf. Elle s’est inscrite ‘She has registeredF.SG’ vs.  Il s’est inscrit ‘He has 
registeredM.SG’, in which the oral code is marked for grammatical gender. For a discussion 
of internal and external agreement of participles in French, see Schwarze (2008: 40 f.). 
37 On epicene nouns, see footnote 18. Note that homonyms which are disambiguated by their 
grammatical gender assignment (e.g., le/la voile ‘theM./F.SG sailM.SG’/scarfF.SG’) have two 
distinct entries in the lexicon and are not considered epicene nouns (Corbett 1991: 181 f.; La 
Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 382 f.). See also Le bon usage (2016: §464); Schwarze 
(2008: 102–111). 
38 See also La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 382 f.); Richy & Burnett (2021: 2 f., 
13); Tibblin et al. (2023a: 30). 
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(4) La gentille journaliste a appelé. ‘TheF.SG niceF.SG reporterF.SG called.’ 

Interestingly, the differentiation between the grammatical gender categories is being 
minimized in Modern French—even for pronouns. Especially in the oral code of 
younger speakers, masculine pronouns can function as defaults: ils ‘theyM.PL’ can be 
used when reference is made to a group of women instead of the feminine pronoun 
elles ‘theyF.PL’ (Schøsler 2020: 662). 

Let us now come back to example (2): 

(2) C’est la plus délicate mousse au chocolat que j’aie jamais mangée. 
‘This is theF.SG most deliciousF.SG chocolate mousseF.SG that I have ever 
eatenF.SG.’ 

The morphosyntactic agreement based on the feminine grammatical gender of 
mousse in this example can be considered redundant as both the article and the 
verb form agree with mousse au chocolat ‘chocolate mousseF.SG’. In this sense, 
Martinet (1999: 9, see also 1999: 7) judges the French grammatical gender system 
to be practically devoid of function: 

l’information qu’apporte aux usagers de la langue l’existence des genres féminin et 
masculin est pratiquement nulle. 

‘the information that the masculine and feminine grammatical genders transfer to the 
users of the language is practically null.’ 

Nonetheless, gender agreement may help to disambiguate sentences such as (5) and 
(6) in which the agreement with the masculine or feminine grammatical gender 
indicates whether the tea or the cup is hot (Schafroth 2015: 338):39 

(5) Une tasse de thé très chaud. ‘AF.SG cupF.SG of very hotM.SG teaM.SG.’ 
(6) Une tasse de thé très chaude. ‘AF.SG very hotF.SG cupF.SG of teaM.SG.’ 

Accordingly, grammatical gender in French “can be considered as […] one of the 
phenomena which ensure syntactic and textual cohesion” (Härmä 2000: 610).40 

39 See also Richy & Burnett (2021: 1).
40 See also La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 383).
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Finally, while the grammatical gender of a personal noun is a linguistic feature 
that can refer to the extra-linguistic world by indicating a referent’s biological/social 
gender, it can also convey social gender, such as extra-linguistic beliefs and conno-
tations associated with men and women. This is the case of so-called “functional 
doublets” (Schafroth 2003: 99) for the designations of professions and functions. 
For instance, while the feminine form ambassadrice ‘female ambassadorF.SG’ 
is the morphologically regular counterpart of the masculine form ambassadeur 
‘ambassadorM.SG’, the feminine form is used “for socially less important jobs or […] 
charity work” (Schafroth 2003: 100), as in les ambassadrices de la mode française 
‘the female ambassadorsF.PL of French fashion’. However, a woman who is a diplo-
matic agent is referred to using the masculine form (e.g., Madame l’ambassadeur 
‘Madam ambassadorM.SG’) (Michel 2017: 72; Schafroth 2003: 97, 99 f.).41 

In the present section, we have seen that French sorts all its nouns into classes 
and that there is agreement between the nouns and their dependent elements. Based 
on Corbett (1991: 1, 105) and Gygax et al.’s index (2019a), we can accordingly 
define French as a grammatical gender language. We now turn to the question of 
how nouns are assigned to their respective grammatical gender classes. 

2.2.1 Grammatical Gender Assignment 

According to Bloomfield (1950: 280), “[t]here seems to be no practical criterion 
by which the gender of a noun in […] French […] could be determined”. In this 
sense, the classification of a noun into a grammatical gender class is generally 
considered to be arbitrary. Moreover, Bloomfield’s quote suggests that speakers of 
French have to memorize the grammatical gender of each noun (Corbett 1991: 7, 
57–62). In fact, compared to other grammatical gender languages such as Spanish, 
in which the word-final vowels -o/-a generally indicate masculine and feminine 
grammatical gender, the gender of French nouns can be less reliably predicted 
based on the form of the noun alone (e.g., table ‘the tableF.SG’ vs.  bureau ‘the 
deskM.SG’) (Diebowski 2021: 57 f.; La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 
383). 

Inanimate nouns in French are considered to be not formally marked for mas-
culine or feminine grammatical gender. Nonetheless, morphological or phonetic

41 See also Le bon usage (2011: §485); Richy & Burnett (2021: 2); Sebastián-Tirado et al. 
(2023: 326, 341 f.). On value judgements based on stereotypes when reference is made to 
humans, see Gosselin (2018: 44 f., 85–96). On lexical asymmetries between feminine terms 
and masculine terms which are used as swear words or neutral terms (e.g., garce ‘bitchF.SG’/ 
gars ‘guyM.SG’), see Baider (2002); Le bon usage (2011: §485); Schafroth (2015: 344 f.). 
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cues can indicate a noun’s grammatical gender to some extent (e.g., -ation in cli-
matisation ‘air conditionerF.SG‘ vs. -age in courage ‘audacityM.SG’). In any case, 
the controller targets of inanimate nouns indicate the grammatical gender of inan-
imate nouns (e.g., une table abimée ‘aF.SG wornF.SG tableF.SG’ vs.  un bureau abimé 
‘aM.SG wornM.SG deskM.SG’) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 381 f., 
383 f., 387).42 For animate nouns semantic assignment rules can help to pre-
dict grammatical gender. For instance, for reference to male and female animals, 
masculine and feminine forms are often used. These are either based on lexical 
pairs (e.g., poule ‘henF.SG’ vs.  coq ‘roosterM.SG’) or morphological pairs (e.g., 
lion ‘lionM.SG’ vs.  lionne ‘lionessF.SG’). However, some animal nouns also have 
fixed grammatical gender and are used to refer to both males and females (e.g., 
une souris ‘aF.SG mouseF.SG’) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 391). 
Hence, although often considered as arbitrary, when analyzed in detail, French 
grammatical gender assignment can be considered to be based on rules of a mor-
phological, phonological and semantic nature (Corbett 1991: 57–61; La Grande 
Grammaire du Français 2021: 383, 389).43 I discuss these three aspects in the next 
sections, focusing on human reference and on the correlation between masculine/ 
feminine grammatical gender and male/female biological/social gender. The focus 
on nouns referring to humans is in line with my research question which investi-
gates whether masculine role nouns referring to humans are associated with male 
biological/social gender. 

2.2.1.1 Morphological Assignment and Word Formation 
It is often stated that French nouns do not have formal marking of grammati-
cal gender (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 38).44 Nonetheless, some 
morphological markers can indicate whether a noun is masculine or feminine: 

Certains noms, qui désignent des animés, ont une forme masculine et féminine dis-
tinctes, à l’écrit [e.g., un ami/une amie] ou à l’oral [e.g., boulanger/boulangère]. Il 
s’agit en particulier de noms de métier […]. (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 
383) 

‘Some nouns referring to animate objects have a different masculine and feminine 
form in writing [e.g., a friendM./F.SG] or in speaking [e.g., bakerM./F.SG]. This is espe-
cially the case for occupational nouns [...].’

42 See also Corbett (1991: 57–61).
43 See also Schafroth (2003: 93 f.); Schwarze (2008: 88 f., 112, 128).
44 See also Bloomfield (1950: 280), but see Corbett (1991: 58–63).
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In the following section, I present the most frequent morphological/word for-
mation patterns of masculine and feminine French personal nouns,45 including 
additive and suppletive suffixation, epicene nouns and compounding. Personal 
nouns that have a masculine and a feminine form—i.e., thanks to a suffix (e.g., 
directeur/directrice ‘managerM./F.SG’) or thanks to their agreement targets only 
(e.g., le/la juge ‘theM./F.SG judgeM./F.SG’)—can be grouped together as presenting 
variable grammatical gender. Conversely, the remaining human nouns possess 
fixed grammatical gender (e.g., mère ‘motherF.SG’, personne ‘personF.SG’) (see 
Table 2.1 at the end of Sect. 2.2.1.3) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 
389 f.). Note that I concentrate on masculine personal nouns for which a feminine 
equivalent can be formed by suffixation in my experimental study. 

Suffixation 
Additive Suffixation

-Ø/-e 
In the French written code, feminine nouns can often be recognized thanks to the 
final -e, while the masculine form has the implicit grammatical gender marker -Ø. 
In this sense, concerning additive suffixation, the feminine form is often described 
as having -e added to the masculine form (Schafroth 2003: 102 f.).46 Thus, the null 
morpheme is considered as a masculine form (e.g., voisins ‘neighborsØ(=M).PL’47 

vs. voisines ‘female neighborsF.PL’).48 

45 For more details on the morphology of French animate nouns and their word formation, 
see La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 389 f.); Le bon usage (2016: §485–504); 
Schafroth (2003: 102–104); Schwarze (2008: 148–159). 
46 See also La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 389 f.); Le bon usage (2016: §492); 
Schwarze (2008: 103). 
47 I henceforth use my prime example voisins ‘neighborsM.PL’ without glossing (i.e., voisins 
only). 
48 I follow Schafroth (2003: 102), who treats the inflectional morpheme -e as suffixation 
along with the ‘classic’ derivational suffixes such as -ette. Note that this is not always 
the case; Schwarze (2008: 150; cf. La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 389) 
defines nouns like apprenti/apprentie ‘apprenticeM./F.SG’ or  cousin/cousine ‘cousinM./F.SG’ as  
epicene nouns. While this issue is worthy of further study, I decided to follow Schafroth: in 
reference works on French, as well as in the recommendations on gender-fair language, the 
addition of -e is not treated on the same level as epicene nouns. For instance, Becquer (1999: 
10, 16, 22 f.) stresses the identical form of an epicene noun, which is defined as only indi-
cating grammatical gender in its agreement targets, even in the written code. Especially with 
regard to gender-fair language in French, the addition of -e is closer to suffixation (and is 
regarded as a stronger form to indicate a feminine form) than to the use of an epicene noun 
(regarded as a weaker form to indicate a feminine form), which, even in the written code, 
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In the oral code, the -e on feminine agent nouns is generally not pronounced in 
standard French (e.g., apprenti [apʀɑ̃ti]/apprentie [apʀɑ̃ti] ‘apprenticeM./F.SG’). At 
the same time, for some nouns, feminine gender is indicated in the oral code by a final 
consonant that otherwise remains silent, as is the case for some personal nouns like 
cousin [kuzɛ̃]/cousine [kuzin] ‘cousinM./F.SG’) or Anglais [ɑ̃glɛ] ‘EnglishmanM.SG’/ 
Anglaise [ɑ̃glɛz] ‘EnglishwomanF.SG’ (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 
389 f.; Schwarze 2008: 111).49 

-Ø/feminine suffix 
In this form of additive suffixation, the feminine form is perceptible in both the 
oral and the written code. The feminine form is defined as being based on the 
masculine form, to which a (derivational) suffix is added, such as -esse (maire/ 
mairesse ‘mayorM./F.SG’) or -ette (e.g., beur/beurette ‘second generation North 
African living in FranceM./F.SG’50 ) (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 
389 f.).51 

Suppletive Suffixation (Alternation) 
Suppletive suffixation is defined as “the alternation between two phonically 
different suffixes that are each added to a lexical stem” (Schafroth 2003: 
103). Examples of this type of suffixation are the suffixes -eur/-rice (e.g., 
directeur/directrice ‘managerM./F.SG’, -eur/-euse (e.g., vendeur/vendeuse ‘shop 
assistantM./F.SG’), -ien/-ienne (e.g., technicien/technicienne ‘technicianM./F.SG’), -
in/-ine (e.g., citadin/citadine ‘city dwellerM./F.SG’) and ier/-ière (e.g., prisonnier/ 
prisonnière ‘prisonerM./F.SG’).52 Moreover, acronyms can also serve as the stems 
of suppletives as well as of additive suffixation. Consider, for instance, capésien/

does not indicate (feminine) grammatical gender—if it is not for its agreement targets (Bec-
quer 1999: 22; La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 389; Le bon usage 2016: §487; 
Schafroth 1998: 73). See Schwarze (2008: 148–153) for a critical examination of this topic. 
49 See also Le bon usage (2016: §492); Schafroth (2003: 102 f.); Schafroth (2004: 337 f.).
50 Note that the feminine epicene form beur is also used. This indicates that -ette is not very 
productive for human nouns (but see personal names as Babette). 
51 See also Le bon usage (2016: §492); Schafroth (2003: 102 f.); Schafroth (2004: 337 f.).
52 From a theoretical point of view, it is debatable whether -ien/-ienne, -in/-ine, -ier/-ière, etc.  
can truly be defined as suppletive suffixes: this could simply be considered as being like -e 
suffixation plus regular phonological rules. For the sake of consistency, I stick to the above 
commonplace presentation, but see Schwarze (2008: 148–153). 
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capésienne ‘holder of the CAPES degreeM./F.SG’ or  smicard/smicarde ‘mini-
mum wage earnerM./F.SG’, which is based on smic ‘minimum wage’ (La Grande 
Grammaire du Français 2021: 389; Schafroth 2003: 103–105).53 

Epicene Nouns 
Epicene nouns like juge ‘judgeM./F.SG’ can be used to refer to men and women with-
out any formal changes; only their agreement targets (e.g., the determiner) signal the 
grammatical gender of the noun (cf. Sect. 2.2). Importantly, the grammatical gen-
der expressed on the agreement targets indicates the biological/social gender of the 
referent (e.g., le juge ‘theM.SG judgeM.SG’ vs.  la juge ‘theF.SG judgeF.SG’). Epicene 
nouns often end in -e and are often formed with the suffixes -iste (e.g., linguiste 
‘linguistM./F.SG’), -ogue (e.g., biologue ‘biologistM./F.SG’) and -aire (e.g., locataire 
‘tenantM./F.SG’) (but see le/la professeur ‘theM./F.SG teacherM./F.SG’). Acronyms and 
word forms produced by clipping “can also be specified for gender in this way” 
(Schafroth 2003: 106): un/une PDG ‘aM./F.SG CEOM./F.SG’, un/une prof ‘aM./F.SG 

teacherM./F.SG’ (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 389; Schafroth 2003: 
106 f.).54 

Compounding 
If a noun is used as a stem for compounding, the grammatical gender is generally 
determined by the grammatical gender of the first member of the compound—if 
the compound is of the Romance type determinatum-determinans. For instance, 
une femme professeur ‘aF.SG female (womanF.SG) teacherM.SG’ is a feminine form 
based on femme ‘womanF.SG’. Conversely, un professeur femme ‘aM.SG female 
teacherM.SG (womanF.SG)’ is a masculine compound as it is based on the masculine 
noun professeur ‘teacherM.SG’. This type of word formation is mainly used when 
the biological/social gender of the referent is to be expressed without drawing on 
other morphological patterns (e.g., une femme professeur ‘aF.SG female (womanF.SG) 
teacherM.SG’ instead of professeure ‘female teacherF.SG’). However, this kind of 
word formation is in decline as morphological forms are preferred (La Grande 
Grammaire du Français 2021: 389 f.; Schafroth 2003: 105).55 

53 Note that the analysis of feminine terms as being based on the masculine forms is criticized 
by some feminist linguists; see Khaznadar (1993: 144; 2002: 68, 76; 2012: 222), who speaks 
of alternation instead; see also Burr (2003: 134–136) and Labrosse (1996: 100). However, 
in French grammar books, it is not explicitly termed as alternation, but  as  derivation (see La 
Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 390), in contrast to what is suggested by Burr (2003: 
133 f., 136; see also Schwarze 2008: 149). 
54 See also Becquer (1999: 10, 16, 22 f.).
55 See also Le bon usage (2011: §504); Schwarze (2008: 148).
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In sum, the morphology of French personal nouns themselves and of their agree-
ment targets can indicate grammatical gender. For instance, the suffixes -eur/-euse 
in vendeur/vendeuse ‘shop assistantM./F.SG’ indicate the grammatical genders of the 
nouns. Moreover, in the French written code, feminine nouns can often be recog-
nized thanks to the final -e of a noun, while the masculine form generally has the 
implicit grammatical gender marker -Ø. However, in the oral code, the picture is 
more complex. We turn to phonological gender assignment in French in the next 
section. 

2.2.1.2 Phonological Assignment 
According to Corbett, based on some phonological assignment rules, the pre-
diction of the grammatical gender of a French noun can be considered rather 
transparent. Correspondingly, he defines the French grammatical gender assign-
ment system as overt gender. Importantly, “[w]hile sometimes the final phone 
is an adequate predictor of gender […], in others the penultimate and even the 
antepenultimate must be considered” (Corbett 1991: 59 f.). Phonological assign-
ment in French can be summarized by the following rule of thumb: nouns ending 
in a pronounced consonant are feminine, while nouns ending in a pronounced 
vowel are masculine. In this sense, phonological assignment comprises morpho-
logical assignment (Corbett 1991: 57–62): the feminine -e in the written code 
corresponds to nouns ending in a pronounced consonant and the masculine -Ø in 
the written code corresponds to a pronounced vowel in the oral code (Schwarze 
2008: 88 f., 112, 128).56 Concerning the reference to humans, this rule of thumb 
is particularly true for nouns that are also adjectives (e.g., patient [pasjɑ̃]/patiente 
[pasjɑ̃t] ‘patientM./F.SG’). However, it does not apply to masculine personal nouns 
ending in /-œʀ/, amongst others. For instance, acteur [aktœʀ] ‘actorM.SG’ is mas-
culine. At the same time, the feminine equivalent of acteur, actrice [aktʀis] 
‘actorF.SG’ ends in a pronounced consonant and thus is covered by the rule.57 

Further, personal nouns like auteur/auteure ‘authorM./F.SG’ whose masculine and

56 See also Diebowski (2021: 57 f.).
57 Corbett also indicates that nouns ending in /r/ are considered to be masculine in 77% of 
cases. Although this contradicts the above cited rule (i.e., nouns ending in a consonant are 
masculine), it might explain why agent nouns ending in /-œʀ/ possess masculine grammati-
cal gender. Conversely, this would not account for inanimate nouns with the suffix /-œʀ/, such  
as largeur [laʀʒœʀ] ‘largenessF.SG’, which are derived from adjectives (e.g., large—largeur 
[laʀʒœʀ] ‘width—largenessF.SG’). I assume the corpus on which the phonological assign-
ment rules were based contained a lot of nouns of the latter case, but not enough personal 
nouns ending in /-œʀ/ (Schafroth 2003: 93). At the same time, without having systemically 
examined the issue, I would say that simplex nouns ending in /-œʀ/ can be both masculine and 
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feminine form are pronounced the same way—[otœʀ]—are indistinguishable in 
the oral code if they are not combined with target genders, which are marked 
for grammatical gender (e.g., une auteure à success ‘aF.SG successful authorF.SG’) 
(Schafroth 2003: 93 f.).58 In all, the phonological analyses on which the assign-
ment rules have been based might not have included enough masculine personal 
nouns ending in /-œʀ/. Hence, the phonological assignment rules concerning per-
sonal nouns remain to be analyzed in depth by future research (Schafroth 2003: 
93).59 However, as my experimental study investigates how masculine role nouns 
presented in the written code are interpreted, this research void does not affect 
the present study. 

Crucially, while the major rules of grammatical gender assignment in French 
are considered to be of a phonological nature, semantic assignment rules take 
precedence over phonological (and morphological) assignment: based on phono-
logical assignment, we would expect maman [mɑmɑ̃] ‘mumF.SG’, which ends in 
a vowel, to be masculine. However, based on its reference to a woman, it is femi-
nine (Corbett 1991: 61).60 As my experimental study focuses on the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns, a special type of personal noun, the grammatical gender 
assignment based on semantic rules in French is of special interest here and is 
presented in the next section. 

2.2.1.3 Semantic Assignment 
Corbett (1991: 57 f.) assumes the masculine and feminine grammatical gender 
in French to have a semantic core, which can be summarized by the following 
rules:

feminine (e.g., le beurre ‘the butterM.SG’, le leurre ‘the lureM.SG’ vs.  la peur ‘the fearF.SG’, 
une heure ‘an hourF.SG’). However, as the grammatical gender of complex nouns such as 
acteur or largeur might be assigned according to the suffix and might not be assigned in 
the same way as simplex nouns, morphologically complex forms might need to be included 
in the counts differently. As this does not seem to have been the case, the analysis presented 
by Corbett (1991: 58–61), based on Tucker et al. (1977: 20), should be treated with caution. 
See also Lyster (2006: 84 f.).
58 Note that the feminine form autrice ‘authorF.SG’ has also been suggested as an equivalent 
for the masculine form auteur ‘authorM.SG’ (Becquer 1999: 67). 
59 See also Corbett (1991: 57–59, 61); La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 389 f.); 
Schafroth (2015: 341); Schwarze (2008: 103). 
60 See also Schafroth (2003: 94 f.); Schwarze (2008: 102–111).
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1. Sex-differentiable nouns denoting males are masculine. 

2. Sex-differentiable nouns denoting females are feminine.61 

Accordingly, when referring to humans, there is a strong correlation between 
grammatical gender (i.e., feminine/masculine) and biological/social gender (i.e., 
male/female). This is especially true for nouns for which biological/social gender 
is part of the lexical meaning (i.e., lexical gender), such as kinship terms (e.g., 
père ‘fatherM.SG’—mère ‘motherF.SG’). In this vein, nouns with lexical gender 
have a fixed grammatical gender (Schafroth 2003: 94–97).62 

In other cases, the grammatical gender of the noun is variable in accordance 
with the biological/social gender of the referent. For instance, the masculine form 
étudiant ‘male studentM.SG’ is used to designate a man and the feminine form 
étudiante ‘female studentF.SG’ is used to designate a woman. Moreover, some 
nouns that refer to humans possess both grammatical genders, while having the 
same form. This is the case for epicene nouns, which can take both grammatical 
genders in accordance with the biological/social gender of the referent, like le/la 
juge ‘theM./F.SG judgeM./F.SG’ (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 382 f.).63 

In a broader semantic sense, it is worth noticing that social gender can also 
come into play when a noun is allotted to a grammatical gender class. For 
instance, tapette ‘fagF.SG’ is a feminine personal noun, which is used for offen-
sive reference to a homosexual man. Accordingly, in this case, the reference to 
a man does not correlate with the masculine grammatical gender. At the same 
time, the feminine suffix -ette is not trivial as it does not respect the grammatical 
gender-biological/social gender correlation and conveys a negative connotation, 
indicating that the designated man is not a ‘real’ man (see the discussion of func-
tional doublets in Sect. 2.2; Diewald & Nübling 2022a: 6 f., 15–18; Schafroth 
2003: 99).64 

61 Sex is used in the sense of biological/social gender here. For an analysis of how a dichoto-
mous presentation of the grammatical gender classes masculine and feminine as being asso-
ciated with male and female biological/social gender impacts the teaching and learning of 
French, see Perry (2002, 2011). See also Khaznadar (2002: 75). 
62 See also Haynie (2023).
63 See also Tibblin et al. (2023a: 30); Yaguello (1978: 117).
64 See also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 73 f.); Le bon usage (2011: §485); Loporcaro (2016: 
925); Loporcaro (2018: 1 f.); Schafroth (2015: 344 f.). 
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Finally, generic nouns carry a fixed grammatical gender and can refer to both 
men and women. For instance, the feminine noun personne ‘personF.SG’ and  
the masculine noun témoin ‘witnessM.SG’ can both be used to refer to either a 
woman or a man. When a generic noun like personne ‘personF.SG’ refers to a 
male, the grammatical gender and the biological/social gender of the referent 
are incongruent.65 Conversely, when personne ‘personF.SG’ refers to a woman, 
grammatical gender and the referent’s biological/social gender are congruent (La 
Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 381 f., 389 f.).66 

As discussed in Sect. 2.2.1, the French language “is often regarded as hav-
ing one of the most opaque gender systems” (Corbett 1991: 57). Yet, in the 
previous sections, we have seen that this statement has to be modified (Corbett 
1991: 57; Schafroth 2003: 92). First, French nouns can be considered to possess 
formal marking of grammatical gender—be it of morphological or phonological 
nature. While morphological and phonological assignment rules are less straight-
forward than in other languages, for human reference, the assignment of a noun 
to the masculine or feminine grammatical gender is predominantly semantically 
determined (Corbett 1991: 57–61). In other words, masculine nouns tend to refer 
to men and feminine nouns tend to refer to women (Schafroth 2003: 92, 95). 
Table 2.1 (based on La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 390) brings a 
system to the different cases discussed in the previous sections by viewing the 
possible combinations of grammatical gender (i.e., masculine, feminine, variable) 
and biological/social gender (i.e., male, female). It demonstrates that the former 
and the latter tend to match when reference is made to humans. An issue with 
which has not been dealt with yet is the reference to a group consisting of both 
men and women. In 2.2.2, I address the question of which of the grammatical 
genders functions as the controller gender when a personal noun is used to refer 
to such a group.

65 In some cases, grammatical and biological/social gender are always incongruent (e.g., une 
basse ‘a bassF.SG’, which refers to a male singer); for more examples, see Le bon usage (2011: 
§486–488). See also Schafroth (2003: 96–99). 
66 See also Corbett (1991: 57 f., 61); Elmiger (2008: 89); Schafroth (2003: 94–97).
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Table 2.1 Grammatical gender for human nouns. (Based on La Grande Grammaire du 
Français 2021: 390)67 

Grammatical Gender of 
the Noun 

Biological/Social Gender 
of the Referent 

Examples 

feminine female femme ‘woman’, mère  ‘mother’ 

feminine male or female personne ‘person’, victime 
‘victim’ 

masculine male garçon ‘boy’, père  ‘father’ 

masculine male or female individu ‘individual’, témoin  
‘witness’ 

variable (oral and written 
code are the same) 

according to the 
grammatical gender of the 
noun 

locataire ‘tenant’, juge ‘judge’ 

variable (oral code is the 
same, written code is 
different) 

according to the 
grammatical gender of the 
noun 

apprenti/apprentie ‘apprentice’, 
professeur/professeure ‘teacher’ 

variable (oral and written 
code are different) 

according to the 
grammatical gender of the 
noun 

patient/patiente ‘patient’, 
directeur/directrice ‘manager’ 

2.2.2 The Masculine Grammatical Gender as Default 
Gender 

In the previous section, we have seen that masculine and feminine grammatical 
gender tend to correlate with female and male biological/social gender for per-
sonal nouns. However, in the case of coordinated noun phrases bearing different 
grammatical genders, the question arises as to which gender will function as the 
controller gender. 

First, we have to remember that, in French, in some syntactic configurations, 
the past participle has to agree with the grammatical gender of a nominal or 
pronominal expression within the same clause (e.g., with the subject when it is a 
reflexive or reciprocal verb) (see Sect. 2.2 on controller and target genders). For 
instance, in (7), the participle inscrits agrees with the masculine form étudiants; 
in (8), inscrites agrees with the feminine form étudiantes: 

(7) Deux étudiants se sont inscrits. ‘Two studentsM.PL have registeredM.PL.’ 
(8) Deux étudiantes se sont inscrites. ‘Two studentsF.PL have registeredF.PL.’

67 See also Schafroth (2003: 97–106). 
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In (9) the picture is different: two potential controllers exist for gender agreement 
on the participle: the feminine noun phrase deux étudiantes and the masculine 
noun phrase un étudiant (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 382):68 

(9) Deux étudiantes et un étudiant se sont inscrits. 
‘Two female studentsF.PL and one male studentM.SG have registeredM.PL.’ 

As becomes clear, in such configurations of coordinated noun phrases, the 
masculine functions as the controller gender. Le bon usage explains this as 
follows: 

Le masculin, étant le genre indifférencié, s’emploie aussi sans s’opposer au féminin 
pour désigner des personnes, ou une personne, en faisant abstraction de leur sexe […]. 
(Le bon usage 2011: §485)69 

‘The masculine, being the undifferentiated gender, is also used without opposing the 
feminine to designate persons, or a person, disregarding their sex.’ 

According to traditional grammar, the masculine grammatical gender hence con-
trols syntactic agreement. Crucially, the masculine grammatical gender does not 
only control participle agreement but is also the default form for mixed groups 
(i.e., when reference is made to groups consisting of both men and women). La 
Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 382) explains this as follows:70 

Le masculin peut être considéré comme le genre par défaut […]. [L]orsqu’un groupe 
comporte des individus des deux sexes, on recourt au masculin.

68 See also Schafroth (2003: 110).
69 In accordance with the structure of the previous sections and in line with my research aim, 
I do not further discuss this topic with regard to reference to inanimate objects. However, 
the explantation given by Le bon Usage is the same: “Si les donneurs ne sont pas du même 
genre, le receveur se met au […] masculin” ‘If the controllers are not of the same gender, 
the agreement target appears in the […] masculine’ (Le bon usage 2011: §442). See also 
Schafroth (2003: 110). See La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 382) for more factors 
that define the masculine grammatical gender as the default in French. Furthermore, I con-
centrate only on the French language here; however, the use of the masculine as the default 
gender is a pervasive phenomenon across languages that distinguish between masculine and 
feminine grammatical gender (Redl 2021: 9–12, 22; for exceptions, see Corbett 1991: 220 f.). 
70 The consideration of the masculine form as default has been elaborated more thoroughly 
by the structuralist approach to linguistic oppositions in general. The latter is based on (un-) 
markedness. While the above-cited treatment of a grammatical gender as default is not further 
defined, the concept of markedness is; see Sect. 3.1.1. 
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‘The masculine can be considered as the default gender [...]. [W]hen a group contains 
individuals of both sexes, the masculine is used.’ 

This means that if there is at least one male referent in a mixed group, the 
masculine form is the controller gender, as in (10) (La Grande Grammaire du 
Français 2021: 382): 

(10) Un étudiant et deux étudiantes sont des étudiants. 
‘One male studentM.SG and two female studentsF.PL are studentsM.PL.’ 

This principle of syntactic agreement is called servitude grammaticale ‘grammat-
ical subservience’ and is often cited as le masculin l’emporte sur le féminin ‘the 
masculine is victorious over the feminine’ in French schools (Schafroth 2003: 
110; Viennot 2014: 9 f.).71 Thus, the claim that masculine personal nouns refer 
to men and feminine personal nouns to women (see, e.g., Sect. 2.2.1.3) has  to  be  
adjusted (Schafroth 2003: 110). 

To be exact, noun phrases headed by masculine personal nouns have a dual 
(if not fourfold) function in French: on the one hand, they can be used specif-
ically to refer to a man or men (e.g., un étudiant ‘a male studentM.SG’), while 
on the other, they can be used generically. Furthermore, these so-called generic 
functions are threefold. First, a masculine personal noun can be used generically 
when reference is made to a mixed group (e.g., les étudiants ‘the male and female 
studentsM.PL’). Secondly, masculine personal nouns can be used generically when 
the biological/social gender of the referent is unknown or considered irrelevant 
(e.g., Un étudiant ne devrait pas travailler plus de vingt heures par semaine ‘a 
studentM.SG should not work more than twenty hours per week’) (La Grande 
Grammaire du Français 2021: 382; Schwarze 2008: 196). Finally, masculine per-
sonal nouns can also be used generically when reference is made to a female

71 This rule has been highly recommended by French prescriptive grammar since the 17th 
century. Before, la règle de proximité ‘the proximity rule’, which indicates that syntactic 
agreement is controlled by the grammatical gender of the noun that is the closest to the 
agreement target, was also used (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 1770, 1803 f.; 
Schafroth 2003: 110; 2015: 345 f.; Viennot 2014: 65–79; 2018: 87 f.). For instance: Un étu-
diant et deux étudiantes se sont inscrites ‘One male studentM.PL and two female studentsF.PL 
have registeredF.PL’. While this rule can still sometimes be found today, especially in the oral 
code, in the light of gender-fair language, it is being discussed whether la règle de proxim-
ité should be accepted by prescriptive grammar and whether it should be taught at school 
(Schafroth 2015: 345 f.; Viennot 2014: 65–79); see the tribunal and petition on Slate.fr by 
Abdesslem et al. (2017). See Corbett (1991: 279 f.) on further aspects of the resolution of 
grammatical gender in French. 
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referent alone; this usage, however, is decreasing (e.g., Elle est un excellent avocat 
‘She is an excellent lawyerM.SG’) (Schafroth 2003: 108–110). 

In contrast to masculine personal nouns, feminine personal nouns can only be 
used specifically (les étudiantes ‘the female studentsF.PL’). Thus, the French lan-
guage can be assumed to present a bias in favor of masculine forms (Gabriel & 
Gygax 2016: 177–181, 183, 185 f., 189; Gygax et al. 2019a: 2). As my 
experimental study investigates whether masculine role nouns are interpreted 
generically or specifically, the rule that masculine personal nouns function as 
defaults for mixed gender reference plays an important role in the remainder of 
this book. Therefore, before continuing the discussion of the generic use of mas-
culine personal nouns in French in particular in the section after next, we first 
turn to a more general topic in order to clarify the meaning of genericity—in the 
narrower and in the broader sense. 

A term that is regarded as generic is generally understood as ‘relating to 
a class, an unspecific category member’ (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 91). In this 
sense, some authors speak of masculine generic forms (in our case, masculine role 
nouns) or masculine generics72 as ‘referring to persons with unknown biological/ 
social gender’ or as being used ‘when the biological/social gender of the referent 
is irrelevant’ (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 382; Schwarze 2008: 
196).73 This is what I call genericity in the narrower sense; see (11), based on 
Becquer (1999: 38): 

(11) Un ministre de la Culture a dans ses attributions… 
‘A ministerM.SG for culture has in their assignments…’ 

However, in the language and gender debate, generic is mainly used in a broader 
sense, as ‘a masculine form referring to a specific group of people consisting of 
both men and women’ (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 91 f.; Pettersson 2011: 70).74 

This is what I call genericity in the broader sense, cf. (12):75 

72 Note that the term generic masculines can also be found in the literature.
73 See also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 91 f.).
74 See also Becquer (1999: 37–39); Diewald & Steinhauer (2022: 107); Le bon usage (2011: 
§485). 
75 The discussion of masculine forms has predominantly focused on the question of whether 
men and women alike can be represented by masculine forms (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 91). 
However, more recently, the linguistic representation of groups consisting of male, female 
and non-binary persons has been brought up. For instance, in German, the gender star and 
in French, the gender-neutral personal pronoun iel have been introduced. In the present book, 
as I concentrate on whether masculine role nouns are associated with both men and women, 
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(12) Les ministres (hommes et femmes) ont décidé…76 

‘The ministersM.PL (men and women) have decided…’ 

To avoid any confusion between these uses, it would be better to use the term 
gender-inclusive in the sense of a ‘masculine form referring to a mixed group’, 
as opposed to a gender-specific masculine form in the sense of a ‘masculine form 
referring to a specific group consisting of only men’.77 In this sense, the criticism 
of masculine forms as used in the broader sense as ‘referring to mixed groups’ 
is in regard to specific referents where it remains (supposedly) unclear whether 
both men and women form part of the group. For the sake of convenience, I stick 
to the terminology as it is generally used in the field of language and gender and 
thus use masculine generic forms in the sense of ‘masculine forms referring to 
a specific group consisting of both men and women’. Accordingly, the generic 
interpretation of a masculine form (in our case, masculine role nouns) means that 
language users assume that reference is made to both men and women. In con-
trast, the specific interpretation of a masculine form (in our case, masculine role 
nouns) implies that language users assume that reference is made to men only. 
In this vein, I henceforth use masculine generic forms in the sense of ‘masculine 
forms referring to a specific group consisting of both men and women’, which is 
a usage that has already been established in the field (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 
91 f.).78 In this vein, whenever reference is made to genericity in the narrower

I stick to the above binary definition and use masculine nouns in the sense of ‘masculine 
nouns referring to a specific group consisting of both men and women’. However, I encour-
age future research to investigate how all gender identities can be linguistically represented. 
See Elmiger (2022c) on the use of iel in French and Alpheratz (2018) on novel gender-neutral 
forms in French such as bial ‘beautiful’; Körner et al. (2022, 2024) for a discussion of the 
female bias induced by the German gender star form; Zacharski & Ferstl (2023) on the inclu-
sive interpretation of the German gender star; Lindqvist et al. (2019), on the gender-neutral 
pronouns ze in English and hen in Swedish; Marsolier et al. (2024) on the learnability of 
non-binary forms in French. 
76 As can be seen based on the given examples, genericity in the narrower sense is often 
combined with a masculine role noun in the singular form, while genericity in the broader 
sense is more often used with plural forms. As my experimental study analyzes masculine 
role nouns in the broader sense and in the plural form, I do not further explore this issue. 
77 Although it might seem more straightforward at first, I deliberately do not speak of gender-
unspecific vs. gender-specific masculine forms (cf. the suggestion by Kotthoff & Nübling 
2018: 91 f.): gender-unspecific would suggest that unspecific forms are examined. However, 
most research on masculine role nouns examines whether specific referents (e.g., Les voisins 
sortaient les chiens ‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs’) are conceptualized as men, 
or as both men and women. 
78 See also Becquer (1999: 38); Pettersson (2011: 62–70).
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sense, I will indicate it. However, as not all authors clearly indicate their under-
standing of masculine (generic) forms, I can only do so if the given sources allow 
me to do so. 

At the same time, as this book’s research aim is precisely to investigate 
whether masculine role nouns are interpreted generically or specifically (see RQ 
1 in Sect.  1.1), I refrain from speaking of generic masculine role nouns (or forms) 
when a masculine role noun’s interpretation is undefined: calling it a masculine 
generic role noun (or form) would suggest that the masculine role noun is actually 
generic. Instead, I speak of masculine role nouns (or forms) in order to indicate 
that a masculine role noun’s interpretation is independent of a speaker’s intention 
to use it generically (or specifically).79 Hence, while the vast majority of previ-
ous research speaks of masculine generic role nouns in the sense of ‘generically 
intended masculine role nouns’, in the remainder of this book, I will speak of 
masculine role nouns (or forms) and a masculine role noun’s (or form’s) generic 
(or specific) interpretation. 

Moreover, the specific interpretation of a masculine personal noun corresponds 
to a male-biased mental representation of the designated referent(s), which is 
a term that can also be found in the language and gender literature when the 
specific interpretation of a masculine form is discussed. Indeed, in theories of 
text comprehension, it is widely accepted that readers make sense of a text by 
constructing an abstract representation of the text. More precisely, they form a 
mental representation of the text at hand (Gygax et al. 2021a: 2–4). The latter 
includes the “representation of the people, setting, actions, and events that are 
mentioned in explicit clauses or that are filled in inferentially” (Grasser et al. 
1994: 371).80 This implies that, when processing text, readers do not just read 
words, but also refer to previously acquired knowledge (e.g., expectations con-
cerning social roles) (Carreiras et al. 1996: 639 f.; Gygax et al. 2007: 34 f., 
39 f.).81 In this sense, a gender-spread mental representation based on linguistic

79 See Tibblin et al. (2023b: 2) for a similar approach.
80 More specifically, a mental representation encompasses three different levels: “[a]t the sur-
face level, the exact words and the syntax are represented for a short period, at the textbase 
level, explicit text propositions and elements needed for text cohesion are included, and at 
the final level, known as the situation or mental model, the global state that is conveyed by 
the words and the sentences in the text is represented” (Gygax et al. 2021a: 2). In this book, 
I focus on the latter, which includes precisely the elements cited above. Note that the use 
of mental representation in the sense of ‘mental model’ has been established in the field of 
language and gender (as, for instance, in Gabriel & Gygax 2008; Gygax et al. 2008; Gygax 
et al. 2021a). See also Garnham & Oakhill (1996: 313 f.); Yeari & van den Broek (2011: 
636); Zwaan (2016: 1028). 
81 See also Carreiras et al. (1996: 639 f.); Gygax et al. (2021a: 2–4).
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information (e.g., the masculine form of a personal noun) and extra-linguistic 
information (e.g., the expectations concerning a referent’s biological/social gen-
der) corresponds to a mental representation including both men and women (i.e., 
generic in the broader sense), while a gender-open mental representation means 
that no gender categories are imagined (i.e., generic in the narrower sense). Con-
versely, a male-biased mental representation of the designated referent(s) means 
that the referent’s gender is assumed to be male. Accordingly, the frequent spe-
cific interpretation of masculine personal nouns is also called male bias (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 464–466; Redl 2021: 10).82 We now come back to the specifics of 
masculine personal nouns in French. 

As we have seen at the beginning of this section, in French, while noun phrases 
headed by feminine personal nouns always unambiguously refer to women, mas-
culine personal nouns are semantically ambiguous. Yet, despite this ambiguity, 
masculine personal nouns cannot always be used generically in French and not 
all masculine personal nouns have the same potential to refer to both male and 
female referents (Coseriu 1992: 225 f.; Schwarze 2008: 196 f., 199).83 The degree 
to which masculine personal nouns in French are compatible with a generic use 
is the focus of the following section. 

Genericity and Microvariation 
In French, when it comes to kinship terms, in most cases, the masculine form cannot 
function as a generic. In contrast, a neutral hypernym or a double form is needed 
to refer to male and female family members. For instance, les pères means ‘the 
fathersM.PL’ and not ‘the parents’, which would be designated by les parents ‘the 
parentsM.PL’. In the same way, oncles ‘unclesM.PL’ does not refer to les oncles et 
tantes ‘unclesM.PL and auntsF.PL’, but to uncles only (see Sect. 2.2.1.3 on semantic 
gender assignment). However, cousins ‘cousinsM.PL’ can refer to both female and 
male cousins—and, of course, to male cousins only. Beyond kinship terms carrying 
lexical gender, there are also other terms for which the masculine form cannot 
function as the default. For instance, les princes means ‘the male princesM.PL’ and  
not le prince et la princesse ‘the princeM.SG and princessF.SG’. If the double form 
le prince et la princesse was to be avoided, the hyperonym le couple princier ‘the 
royal coupleM.SG’ would have to be used (Coseriu 1992: 224–226).84 

82 Very occasionally, the term male biasing effect is also used (as in Gygax et al. 2008: 479; 
Redl 2021: 73). 
83 See also Becquer (1999: 38); Gygax et al. (2019a: 2); Rey-Debove (1998); Tibblin et al. 
(2023a: 28 f.). 
84 Kinship terms, where gender is more directly semantically motivated, seem to be less com-
patible with a generic use in French. Although the example les cousins ‘the cousinsM.PL’ 
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Another important factor determining whether a masculine noun is used to refer 
to a woman lies in the usage habits of different French speaking populations. For 
instance, in Hexagonal French, the masculine form professeur ‘professorM.SG’ is  
still commonly used to refer to a woman. In contrast, in Quebec French, by reason of 
a well-established gender-fair use of language, especially in official speech, the use 
of a singular masculine form for female reference would be perceived as awkward 
and the feminine form professeure ‘professorF.SG’would be used (Burnett&Pozniak  
2021: 811, 824 f.). 

Moreover, we can also see an effect of status: the higher the social status of a 
profession, the less likely a feminine professional term is to be used when reference 
is made to a woman—at least in France. For instance, the high status professeure 
‘professorM.SG’ vs. the comparatively lower status infirmière ‘female nurseF.SG’. 
In this regard, social gender also comes into play (see the discussion of functional 
doublets in Sect. 2.2). Hence, one (constantly evolving) factor is the established 
usage of feminine personal nouns. Accordingly, certain feminine nouns seem to 
be mandatory when referring to women (Schafroth 2003: 108). For instance, it 
would be perceived as unacceptable to refer to a specific female student with étudi-
ant ‘studentM.SG’, as the feminine form étudiante ‘studentF.SG’ is commonly used 
(Coseriu 1992: 224–226; Schwarze 2008: 197–200).85 

Furthermore, in France, the use of so-called novel feminine forms (e.g., pro-
fesseure ‘teacherF.SG’) instead of masculine forms (e.g., professeur ‘teacherM.SG’), 
as well as the use of double forms instead of masculine personal nouns, is often

demonstrates the opposite, the feminine and masculine form nonetheless share the same 
(inflected) stem (i.e., cousin/cousine ‘cousinM./F.SG’), while oncle/tante ‘uncleM.SG/auntF.SG’ 
and père/mère ‘fatherM.SG/motherF.SG’ do not. So, it might be a matter of whether the female 
equivalent is a different word or not. However, in Spanish, masculine hypernyms of kin-
ship terms can generally be used in a generic way (e.g., los padres as ‘the fathersM.PL’/ 
‘parentsM.PL’) (Coseriu 1992: 225 f.; Schwarze 2008: 126, 132). See also Burnett & Pozniak 
(2021: 808, 825, 827); Schafroth (2001: 125 f.); Schwarze (2008: 126, 132, 156 f., 199 f., 
220–222). 
85 Originally, étudiante ‘female studentF.SG’ signified ‘a male student’s girlfriend’. When 
some people first started to use étudiante to refer to female students, others countered that 
the feminine in that sense was blocked because of its original signification, a reasoning sim-
ilar to that used nowadays when it comes to many other ‘novel’ feminine forms (Le bon usage 
2011: §485; Trésor de la langue française informatisé: s.v. “étudiant”). See also Burnett & 
Pozniak (2021: 809, 811); Le bon usage (2016: §485). See Schröter et al. (2012) on the use 
and perception of masculine role nouns in German varieties. 
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associated with a left-wing style of speech. Thus, these forms are not well estab-
lished in all registers and are not used by everyone (Burnett & Pozniak 2021: 821, 
825).86 

In sum, the (non-)use of certain masculine personal nouns when referring to a 
woman and to mixed groups in French is subject to microvariation, namely, differ-
ences in the established usages of a given feminine form across dialects or registers/ 
styles. Moreover, whether a feminine noun is used to refer to a woman or not is 
linked to social gender. These examples show that even within the French language 
the masculine form cannot serve as the default in all cases in which a masculine 
and a feminine personal noun exist. Crucially, whether a masculine noun is used to 
refer to men and women alike depends on several factors, can be difficult to predict 
and has to be analyzed thoroughly in its concrete context (Coseriu 1992: 226).87 

2.3 Summary 

The definition of whether a language possesses grammatical gender can be based 
on several criteria. For instance, a language can be considered to possess gram-
matical gender when (1) a language’s nouns are grouped into classes, (2) there 
is grammatical agreement between the nouns and their dependent elements and 
(3) grammatical gender and biological/social gender correlate considerably. From 
a cross-linguistic and more formal point of view, it can be stressed that whether 
a language possesses grammatical gender is determined by whether or not there 
is agreement between a noun and its dependent elements, leaving out (3). The 
definition of grammatical gender based on (1) and (2) is the one I will follow. 
Moreover, I chose to follow an index of five language groups (i.e., Gygax et al. 
2019a), which categorizes languages based on the formal definition of gram-
matical gender while focusing on the semantic link between grammatical and 
biological/social gender. 

In French, the language under scrutiny in this book, nouns denoting humans 
receive masculine or feminine grammatical gender. Furthermore, morphological 
and phonological rules can explain to some extent to which grammatical gender 
a personal noun belongs. However, semantic assignment rules are key: generally, 
when reference is made to men, masculine forms are used; when reference is 
made to women, feminine forms are used. Crucially, this rule does not apply

86 See also Abbou (2011: 68–73).
87 See also Lyons (1977: 308); Schwarze (2008: 132, 153 f., 156 f., 161–171).
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to mixed groups: if there is one male referent in the group, the masculine form 
functions as default. Masculine personal nouns, which include role nouns, thus 
serve multiple functions: they can be employed specifically to refer to men and 
they can be employed generically when reference is made to a group consisting 
of both men and women (i.e., genericity in the broader sense), or when the bio-
logical/social gender of the referent is unknown or irrelevant (i.e., genericity in 
the narrower sense). In contrast, feminine personal nouns only refer to women. 
At the same time, masculine personal nouns cannot always be used generically; 
whether this is possible is subject to microvariation.



3Masculine Role Nouns: Linguistic 
Theory and Psycholinguistic Evidence 

The purpose of the present chapter is to present the most important linguis-
tic explanations on the interpretation of masculine role nouns; together with 
the presentation of empirical findings on the actual interpretation of masculine 
role nouns, this lays the foundation for my own experimental study presented 
in Chap. 4 (Experiment 1) and 5 (Experiment 2). Overall, previous research 
on the interpretation of masculine role nouns can be subdivided into two major 
groups: one that suggests that masculine role nouns function generically, and one 
that claims that masculine role nouns are mainly interpreted specifically. These 
opposing views are presented in Sects. 3.1 and 3.2. More precisely, some of the 
theoretical approaches and empirical research on the multiple interpretations of 
masculine role nouns assume that it is mainly linguistic information that influ-
ences language users when they interpret a masculine role noun’s reference; these 
are presented in Sects. 3.1.1 and 3.1.2. Other researchers consider extra-linguistic 
information to be of exclusive importance when gender representations are built; 
this work is reviewed in Sect. 3.2.2. Further theories and experiments assume that 
the interpretation of masculine role nouns is grounded in the interplay between 
linguistic and extra-linguistic information, as discussed in Sect. 3.2.3. Empirical 
research that has found participant-specific factors to influence the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns is summarized in Sect. 3.2.4. Finally, a synthesis of 
the reviewed research is provided in Sect. 3.3, while Sect. 3.4 summarizes the 
chapter. 

Note that there is no theory or study claiming that masculine role nouns are 
interpreted exclusively generically or exclusively specifically. Accordingly, the 
titles of the sections Masculine Role Nouns are Interpreted Generically (Sect. 3.1) 
and Masculine Role Nouns are Interpreted Specifically (Sect. 3.2) only indicate

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer-Verlag GmbH, DE, part of 
Springer Nature 2025 
C. Stumm, When Voisins Can Be Women and When They Cannot – Masculine 
Generics in French, Linguistik in Empirie und Theorie/Empirical and Theoretical 
Linguistics, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-71663-2_3 
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that the theoretical approaches and empirical findings summarized in the respec-
tive section assume that masculine role nouns can function as generics with no 
problem, or that masculine role nouns are generally interpreted specifically while 
the other interpretation remains at least partly accessible (Gygax et al. 2021a: 
5 f.; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–117; see Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine 
pronouns). 

Moreover, it should be noted that the research reviewed in this chapter 
draws on different approaches to language. Amongst others, I present theoretical 
approaches to masculine role nouns that mainly put forward arguments con-
cerning the langue (i.e., language system). This is the case for the structuralist 
approach to masculine role nouns, which argues that the langue is autonomous 
and does not interact with extra-linguistic social structures (see Sect. 3.1.1). In 
this vein, the structuralist analysis of masculine role nouns describes which val-
ues are assigned to masculine role nouns by the language system and is mainly 
satisfied by a theoretical explanation of how role nouns can function as gener-
ics. Correspondingly, it does not necessarily analyze when these possibilities are 
effective in the parole, namely in actual discourse. The parole is analyzed by 
other theoretical approaches (e.g., Feminist Linguistics,1 the importance of refer-
entiality and pragmatics; see Sects. 3.2.1.1, 3.2.3.1 and 3.2.3.3) (Schwarze 2008: 
202, 216 f., 221, 228) and by the empirical research on the topic. 

In a structuralist framework, the possibility that linguistic asymmetries may 
interact with social inequalities is not taken into consideration, and, “in extreme 
cases, any influence of language on a speakers’ cognition” (my translation) 
(Schwarze 2008: 228) is either considered irrelevant or denied. Thirdly, this 
assumption is in complete contrast to Feminist Linguistics (see Sect. 3.2.1.1), 
which stipulates that language is part of society and assumes that the generic 
use of masculine role nouns renders women less cognitively available than men. 
Still, only experimental studies can answer the question of whether a mascu-
line role noun is actually interpreted generically or specifically (Schwarze 2008: 
213, 216 f., 228, 236). Accordingly, in the upcoming sections, empirical findings 
that underpin one of the two main theoretical approaches (i.e., a langue-based 
approach vs. a parole-based approach) are discussed directly after the presentation 
of the corresponding theoretical approach.

1 Note that feminist linguistic theory originally derives from feminist activists who examined 
the relationship between language and biological/social gender and, for instance, encouraged 
a feminist reform of language (Kramer 2016: 65 f.; Schwarze 2008: 182 f.). For the sake of 
simplicity, I use the established term Feminist Linguistics without going into the details of the 
roots of the socio-political movement that has engendered a feminist approach to language. 
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In the following and in accordance with my experimental study, I concen-
trate on findings on the French language as much as possible, as well as on 
experimental studies that investigate genericity in the broader sense (i.e., role 
nouns denoting a group consisting of specific male and female referents). How-
ever, while psycholinguistic experiments nearly exclusively investigate role nouns 
referring to groups potentially consisting of both men and women (i.e., gener-
icity in the broader sense), the theoretical approaches often discuss the latter 
together with masculine generic role nouns in the narrower sense without dis-
tinguishing precisely between the different functions of masculine role nouns 
(see Sect. 2.2.2).2 Moreover, as my experimental study examines masculine role 
nouns in the plural form in French, I focus on research on masculine role nouns 
in the plural form in French. Research on other types of masculine forms (e.g., 
pronouns) or other languages (e.g., German) is discussed only if it is particularly 
noteworthy for my purposes and/or if no comparable studies exist for French. 

3.1 Masculine Role Nouns Are Interpreted Generically 

In this section, I present research that assumes masculine role nouns can function 
as generics without a problem. I present theoretical research in Sect. 3.1.1, before  
turning to corresponding empirical findings in Sect. 3.1.2. 

3.1.1 Linguistic Information Only—Theoretical Approach: 
Structuralism 

In this section, I present the structuralist explanation of the multiple meanings of 
masculine role nouns. This explanation describes which values are assigned to 
role nouns in the langue and focuses less on the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns in discourse. Correspondingly, it does not include extra-linguistic informa-
tion in its analysis of the functioning of masculine role nouns (Schwarze 2008: 
216 f., 230 f.). 

In the structuralist sense, the generic meaning of a masculine role noun is 
derived from the specific meaning (Klein 2001: 23). This is possible when the

2 To my knowledge, no studies exclusively investigate French masculine generic role nouns 
in the narrower sense. For studies that have integrated some masculine generic role nouns in 
the narrower sense into their study design, see Irmen & Köncke (1996); Irmen & Roßberg 
(2004) and Heise (2000) for German; see also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 91, 95, 103). For 
empirical findings on Dutch, see Redl et al. (2022). 
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semantic feature [+male] is cancelled from the specific meaning. More specifi-
cally, when directly opposed to each other, a masculine role noun and a feminine 
role noun exclude each other (Schwarze 2008: 217 f., 221 f.). For instance, 
this is the case when étudiant ‘studentM.SG’ and  étudiante ‘studentF.SG’ are  used  
side-by-side as in (13) (Coseriu 1992: 218, 224, 226): 

(13) Une étudiante et un étudiant se sont inscrits. 
‘A female studentF.SG and a male studentM.SG have registered.’ 

In this case, the masculine role noun étudiant refers to a man and carries the 
semantic feature [+male], while the feminine role noun étudiante refers to a 
woman and carries the semantic feature [+female]. Following Coseriu, this can 
be illustrated as follows (Fig. 3.1): 

Fig. 3.1 Masculine and 
feminine role nouns when 
directly opposed to each 
other.3 (Based on Coseriu 
1992: 201, 218) 

étudiant 
‘student ’ 

étudiante 
‘student F.SG’M.SG 

However, when the generic meaning is derived from the specific meaning, 
the functional opposition between the masculine and the feminine role noun is 
neutralized (Klein 2001: 23, 27 f.): the masculine role noun encompasses the 
feminine role noun. In such an inclusive opposition, the feminine term still carries 
the feature [+female], while the masculine term’s feature [+male] is cancelled 
and becomes zero [+male → Ø] or, put differently, [−female].4 As a result, 
the feminine term is considered as (semantically) marked [+female], while the 
masculine term, which presents fewer semantic features, is the unmarked term. 
In other words, the masculine role noun (e.g., étudiant) functions as hypernym

3 See also Kalverkämper (1979: 59); Ulrich (1988: 393). 
4 In the light of my research aim, I concentrate on the opposition between masculine and 
feminine role nouns. However, more generally, from a structuralist point of view, we can 
define the opposition between masculine and feminine forms as [-feminine]. Note that not 
all oppositions in which a feminine and a masculine term are opposed can be neutralized 
(see Sect. 2.2.2). Moreover, the feminine term can sometimes function as the generic term. 
Still, we have to refer to animals to find such examples (e.g., Fr. oies ‘geeseF.PL’, which can 
include jars ‘ganderM.SG’) (Lyons 1977: 317; Schwarze 2008: 220, 223). 
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of the pair and can be used to refer to both men and women (Coseriu 1992: 214– 
216, 224, 22; Schwarze 2008: 217–222).5 The generic meaning of a masculine 
role noun can be illustrated as follows (Fig. 3.2): 

Fig. 3.2 Masculine and 
feminine role nouns in an 
inclusive opposition.6 

(Based on Coseriu 1992: 
215, 218) 

étudiant 
‘student M.SG’ 

étudiante 
‘student F.SG’ 

In order to summarize the dual function of a masculine role noun within a 
lexical pair, Coseriu proposes the following scheme (Fig. 3.3): 

Fig. 3.3 The dual function 
of masculine role nouns. 
(Based on Coseriu 1992: 
218) étudiant 

‘student M.SG’ 

étudiante 
‘student F.SG’ 

In Fig. 3.3, the dashed lines around the role noun étudiant indicate the dual 
function of masculine role nouns: if the masculine and the feminine role noun 
were directly opposed to each other, there would be a box around étudiant like 
there is around étudiante (see Fig. 3.1). When the opposition between the mascu-
line and the feminine role nouns is neutralized, the dashed box around étudiant 
disappears, indicating that the masculine term can entail the feminine term. In 
this case, there would be a superordinated box including the masculine role noun 
and the feminine role noun in its own box (see Fig. 3.2) (Coseriu 1992: 201, 215; 
Schwarze 2008: 218, 221 f.).7 

5 See also De Backer (2009: 19 f.).
6 See also Kalverkämper (1979: 59); Ulrich (1988: 391–393). 
7 See also De Backer (2009: 20); Klein (2001: 27). In the scenario in which the masculine 
role noun takes its specific meaning, and in which both terms exclude each other as indicated 
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Moreover, the dashed lines in Fig. 3.3 indicate two important points Coseriu 
makes concerning the dual function of a masculine role noun (Schwarze 2008: 
221 f.). Firstly, in the langue, we can only speak of the systematic possibility for 
neutralization (Ger. Neutralisierbarkeit). Secondly, an opposition can, but does 
not have to be effectively neutralized (Ger. Neutralisierung) in the  parole (Coseriu 
1992: 220 f.; De Backer 2009: 19 f.).8 Coseriu stipulates: 

Die Neutralisierung als solche ist ein ‚Redefaktum‘, die ‚Neutralisierbarkeit‘ jedoch 
ist ein sprachliches Faktum bzw. eine Möglichkeit der Sprache, die im Sprechen 
realisiert wird. (Coseriu 1992: 220 f.) 

‘Effective neutralization as such is a ‘fact of discourse’; ‘the systematic possibility for 
neutralization’, however, is a fact of the language system or a possibility of a language 
that is realized in discourse.’ 

Thus, while a masculine role noun has different meanings (i.e., the generic and the 
specific meaning) in the langue, close analysis is required to determine whether 
the generic meaning is effective in the parole (Schwarze 2008: 217–222). In this 
vein, Lyons (1977: 309) stresses that “[t]here can be no doubt […] that semantic 
marking is a matter of degree”.9 Correspondingly, the question arises as to when 
an opposition of the type étudiant vs. étudiante is neutralized (Coseriu 1992: 218, 
224, 226, 229). Coseriu (1992: 212 f.) explains that the generic meaning of a 
masculine term is accessed more often in the plural than in the singular form.

by the separate boxes enclosing each term, no superordinate box is needed. It would there-
fore be more coherent to mark the superordinate box with dashed lines, too; see the below 
illustration adapted from Coseriu. For the sake of consistency, I stuck to Coseriu’s original 
visualization in Fig. 3.3 (Coseriu 1992: 201, 215, 218). 

étudiant 
‘student M.SG’ 

étudiante 
‘student F.SG’ 

8 See also Klein (2001: 27 f.); Lyons (1977: 239, 307–310).
9 Coseriu considers the systematic possibility of neutralization (and thus the markedness of a 
term) as continuous (Ger. Neutraliserbarkeitsgrad) when analyzing the value of a masculine 
generic term as being reduced to [Ø] (Coseriu 1992: 225 f.; Schwarze 2008: 222). According 
to Klein (2001: 28, 31 f.), the assumption that the masculine term’s value, in opposition to 
the feminine term, can be [Ø] is contradictory to the assumption that the systematic possibil-
ity of neutralization is gradual. However, according to Coseriu (1992: 225 f.; see also Lyons 
1977: 308 f.), the gradual character of markedness concerns different terms of a language or 
a specific term in different contexts. 
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Moreover, according to Coseriu (1992: 224; see also 229), one of the generic 
meanings of a masculine role noun is accessed in the following cases:10 

a) wenn der Unterschied als überflüssig angesehen wird, weil er redundant ist (d.h. 
weil er schon auf andere Art, nämlich durch Situation oder Kontext gegeben ist); b) 
wenn man nicht spezifizieren kann oder will; c) wenn das, worauf man sich bezieht, 
gerade das dem […] generischen Wert Entsprechende ist. 

‘a) when the difference is considered irrelevant because it is redundant (i.e., because 
it has already been stated in another way, namely by the situation or the context); b) 
when one cannot or does not want to specify; c) when what is referred to is precisely 
what corresponds to the [...] generic value.’ 

Nonetheless, Coseriu neither explains in detail in which specific situations and 
contexts the generic interpretation of a masculine role noun is effectively accessed 
nor how it is accessed (Schwarze 2008: 228). The explanation by Lyons (1977: 
308) is not more informative: “the unmarked member has both a more general 
and a more specific sense according to context”.11 

Traditional grammar, such as Grévisse’s Bon usage, sticks to the structuralist 
approach that masculine forms function as generics (see Sect. 2.2.2). This view 
is also supported by the official institution of the French language, the Académie 
française, which claims the following:

10 See also De Backer (2009: 19 f.); Lyons (1977: 308–311).
11 For a more differentiated view on markedness (i.e., semantic, formal, and distributional 
markedness), see Lyons (1977: 305–311, 317). See Kubczak (1991: 414 f.), who criticizes 
Coseriu’s assumption that the neutralization of an opposition is only effective in the parole. 
He therefore suggests speaking of polysemy (already in the langue) instead. However, in 
the literature explaining the functioning of masculine role nouns, the explanation based on 
polysemy has not been implemented, which is why I do not consider it further (Schwarze 
2008: 216 f.; but see Gygax et al. 2021a: 5; Safina 2024: 64). Moreover, Lyons (1977: 
308), explicitly refuses to explain the generic function of masculine forms based on the 
concept of polysemy: “[i]t is a direct consequence of semantic marking and should not be 
treated as an instance of polysemy”. See Diewald (2018: 290–293) for a criticism of the 
structuralist assumption that a masculine role noun such as Student ‘studentM.SG’ is the  
hypernym of the feminine role noun Studentin ‘studentF.SG’. She suggests that the hyper-
nym of both is Studierende ‘student body’. For a severe critique of the various senses of 
markedness, see Haspelmath (2006), who proposes to abandon the concept of markedness 
and to explain structural asymmetries as frequency effects or, in other cases, as phonetic dif-
ficulties and pragmatic inferences (Haspelmath 2006: 25). See also Corbett (1991: 290–293), 
who does not accept markedness as an explanation for the interpretation of nouns marked for 
grammatical gender. 
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le français peut […], quand le sexe de la personne n’est pas plus à prendre en con-
sidération que ses autres particularités individuelles, faire appel au masculin à valeur 
générique, ou ‘non-marqué’. (Académie française 2004; see also Académie française 
2017 and 2021) 

‘the French language may [...], when the sex of the person is no more to be taken into 
consideration than other individual characteristics, use the masculine gender with a 
generic or ‘unmarked’ value.’ 

Still, in 2019, the Académie Française accepted the use of ‘novel’ femi-
nine occupational nouns when reference is made to a specific woman. At the 
same time, it vehemently disapproved of écriture inclusive ‘inclusive writing’ 
(Académie française 2019, 2021), which entails the use of complete or con-
tracted double forms instead of the masculine form in a generic sense (e.g., 
étudiantes et étudiants ‘female studentsF.PL and male studentsM.PL’12 or étudi-
ant·es ‘studentsM·F.PL’13 instead of étudiants ‘studentsM.PL’) (Tibblin et al. 2023a: 
28).14 In 2021, it reaffirmed: 

les propagateurs de l’écriture inclusive méconnaissent naïvement les règles du genre 
grammatical, où masculin et féminin ne correspondent pas systématiquement à des 
catégories sexuées. (Académie française 2021) 

‘the propagators of écriture inclusive naively ignore the rules of grammatical gen-
der, in which masculine and feminine do not systematically correspond to gendered 
categories.’

12 For the complete double forms several rules of order are currently discussed: the tradi-
tional order masculine-feminine, the more novel order feminine-masculine, and the similarly 
novel suggestion of alphabetical order. The latter is suggested by the Haut Conseil à l’Égalité 
entre les femmes et les hommes (2016: 30 f.). In the examples in this book, I use the order 
feminine-masculine as this seems to be the one that has been established at least in French 
universities. For the impact of the referent’s social status on the word order in binominals 
(e.g., the mention of men before women), see Hegarty et al. (2016). 
13 Note that I present the contracted double forms as suggested by Viennot (2018: 102–106): 
étudiant·es ‘studentsM·F.PL’, while the Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 
formerly recommended the abbreviation of double forms as étudiant·e·s ‘studentsM·F·PL’ 
(Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 2016: 63). I use the former as 
it seems to have gained broader acceptance than the latter; see for instance Tibblin et al.’s 
(2023a) study on contracted double forms, which applies Viennot’s rules, as well as the Haut 
Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes’ more recent recommendations (Haut 
Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 2022: 16). 
14 In the Académie’s statement on the écriture inclusive (2021) it is not clear which linguistic 
practices exactly are criticized. However, given the debate in the French media, it seems that 
the use of the interpunct in contracted double forms is at the heart of the discussion (Pozniak 
et al. 2023: 2). 
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Empirical support for the theoretical assumption that masculine role nouns func-
tion as generics comes from De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) survey study, 
which is presented in the next section. 

3.1.2 Linguistic Information Only—Empirical Evidence: 
Masculine Plural Role Nouns are Generics 

In De Backer & De Cuypere (2012), German-speaking informants had to judge 
whether stereotypically neutral role nouns in the German masculine plural form 
in sentences such as (14) could refer to male referents, female referents, or male 
and/or female referents (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 256–259):15 

(14) Die/Ø/Besucher aus Taiwan waren vor allem an der Berliner Architektur 
interessiert. 
‘The/Ø/visitorsM.PL from Taiwan were mainly interested in Berlin archi-
tecture.’ 

The data showed that masculine plural forms were overwhelmingly accepted 
as generic terms: 97% of plural forms were judged as having a male and/or 
female reference (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 253, 260–262, 267). Finally, 
gender stereotypes should not have affected the interpretation of the masculine 
role nouns, as only stereotypically neutral role nouns were investigated.16 Corre-
spondingly, De Backer & De Cuypere’s study cannot exclude an influence of 
stereotypical information in other conditions. I focus on other aspects of De 
Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) study in Sects. 3.2.3.2 and 3.2.3.4. 

The finding that masculine plural role nouns are interpreted generically is 
only supported by Nissen (2013). In his questionnaire study on Spanish, which 
compared data from 1995 and 2005, Nissen found that masculine nouns were no

15 The authors also investigated Dutch (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 261 f.). As the Dutch 
grammatical gender system, which combines grammatical and natural gender, is less compa-
rable to the French grammatical gender system than that of German, a grammatical gender 
language, I concentrate on the author’s findings on German. 
16 The authors claim to have controlled for stereotypicality without explaining how they did 
so (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 256). However, it can be argued that role nouns such 
as Politiker ‘politiciansM.PL’ are stereotypically male (Misersky et al. 2014: 863–871). This 
might have influenced the outcome of the study although its data suggest a generic inter-
pretation of the masculine role nouns in the plural form (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 
260–262). Moreover, indications like being interested in architecture may carry stereotyped 
information, too. 
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longer interpreted specifically in 2005 (Nissen 2013: 100, 105, 112 f.). Crucially, 
while De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) and Nissen’s (2013) studies used offline 
measures only, research using online measures generally finds a male bias even 
in the stereotypically neutral condition.17 Findings indicating that masculine role 
nouns tend to be interpreted specifically are presented in the next section. 

3.2 Masculine Role Nouns are Interpreted Specifically 

In opposition to the structuralist approach and the findings of De Backer & 
De Cuypere (2012) on masculine role nouns in German and Nissen (2013) on 
masculine role nouns in Spanish, most research suggests that masculine role 
nouns are interpreted specifically. In this vein, the upcoming sections concen-
trate on research stipulating that this is due to linguistic information (Sect. 3.2.1), 
extra-linguistic information (Sect. 3.2.2), or both (Sect. 3.2.3). 

3.2.1 Linguistic Information Only 

This section presents research that ascribes the specific interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns to linguistic information, namely to the morphosyntactic factor 
masculine form. After discussing the theoretical approach presented by Feminist 
Linguistics in Sect. 3.2.1.1, in Sect. 3.2.1.2, I analyze whether empirical research 
supports the assumptions of the approach.

17 See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 474–478) on recent findings on online measures sug-
gesting that the male bias is not robust in all conditions tested for role nouns in German. On 
recent findings suggesting a generic interpretation of masculine forms in N-N compounds in 
German, see Bross & Kurz (2023: 397, 419, 421; see Sect. 3.2.3.4). See Pozniak et al. (2023: 
1, 11–14, 16–18) on contextual dilution effects in gender-fair French. See also Redl (2021: 
120–122), who ran several experiments based on online measures on masculine pronouns in 
Dutch and who did not find a male bias in all conditions. See Safina (2024: 60, 72 f., 75) who 
does not find a male bias in her online measures study on Italian epicene nouns in their mas-
culine form. See Trutkowski (2018: 83), whose study was based on acceptability judgements. 
She suggests that, in German, masculine singular occupational nouns referring to men and 
women as predicatives/in object position/as targets of agreement function as generics. How-
ever, these findings are contrary to De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012: 260 f.) investigations 
on occupational nouns in the masculine singular form in subject position: they find the latter 
to be interpreted specifically in 83% of the cases. See Claus & Willy (2022) for a diverging 
interpretation of findings comparable to those of Trutkowski (2018). 
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3.2.1.1 Theoretical Approach: Feminist Linguistics 
Feminist Linguistics conceives of language as intrinsically tied to society and also 
claims that language can affect cognition. Accordingly, certain linguistic habits 
can both influence speakers’ perception of the extra-linguistic world and affect 
social structures. Specifically, according to Feminist Linguistics, the grammatical 
gender of role nouns is generally associated with biological/social gender. Thus, 
masculine role nouns are assumed to be associated with men (Schwarze 2008: 
202, 211, 213 f.).18 

Feminist Linguistics states that masculine role nouns are likely to be inter-
preted specifically. Houdebine (1987: 19) stipulates “le genre masculin est associé 
au trait mâle” ‘the masculine grammatical gender is associated with maleness’. 
This is supported by the Le Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 
(2016: 13, 17, 27 f.), which has edited a language guide discouraging the generic 
use of masculine role nouns. It also perceives the respective linguistic usages as 
a tool to effect social change (Martyna 1983: 30): 

Ne pas pouvoir nommer le féminin, ou le faire disparaître dans un genre prétendument 
indifférencié, c’est organiser l’invisibilité donc l’absence des femmes dans la sphère 
publique […]. [L]e Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes […] 
engage une dynamique constructive: celle de faire de la communication un vecteur 
de changement de notre société. (Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les 
hommes 2016: 7) 

‘Not being able to name the feminine, or to make it disappear by a supposedly 
unmarked gender, is to organize the invisibility and thus the absence of women in the 
public sphere [...]. The Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes is com-
mitted to a constructive dynamic: that of making communication a vehicle for change 
in our society.’ 

In this vein, although masculine role nouns may be intended as generics, they 
are assumed to render women not only linguistically invisible but also less cog-
nitively available. Crucially, Feminist Linguistics suggests that this male bias 
is mostly language-driven: masculine role nouns such as voisins, for which an

18 In this section, I summarize the main claims of Feminist Linguistics. For a review of 
opposing opinions within Feminist Linguistics itself, see Schwarze (2008: 182–216). More-
over, in alliance with my research purposes, I concentrate on Feminist Linguistics’ expla-
nation of the interpretation of masculine role nouns. For a discussion of the sociohistorical 
description of the generic use of masculine forms and its alternatives presented by Femi-
nist Linguistics, see Viennot (2014) on French; see Doleschal (2002); Stevanović (2023); 
Trutkowski & Weiß (2023) on German. See also footnote 1. See Albert (1997) on feminine 
agent nouns in Latin. On feminine forms in Old French, see Le bon usage (2011: §487); 
Melka & Zwanenburg (1993); see Boileau (2012): Le Livre des métiers (1897). 
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equal proportion of men and women can be assumed, should still trigger more 
male than female associations (Schwarze 2008: 203 f., 211–214, 229).19 

Feminist Linguistics is often related to the (Sapir-)Whorf hypothesis (Whorf & 
Caroll 1956). This hypothesis proposes that the structure of a language deter-
mines the way in which its speakers perceive the world. Moreover, it assumes 
that language shapes its users’ thoughts and actions (Boroditsky 2003: 917 f.; 
Koster 2016: 12). Correspondingly, Feminist Linguistics suggests that speakers 
of languages in which masculine role nouns are used as generics perceive the 
world in a male-biased way (Samel 2008: 83 f.; Schwarze 2008: 192). In order 
to overcome this male-biased world view, or at least to adjust language as a part 
of society (Martyna 1983: 30), Feminist Linguistics proposes using alternative 
forms instead of masculine role nouns when reference is made to both men and 
women (e.g., double forms like les artisanes et artisans ‘the female artisansF.PL 
and male artisansM.PL’) (Schwarze 2008: 192–195).20 

The deterministic version of the Whorfian position has lost support over the 
years, both globally and within the Feminist Linguistics community (Koster 
2016: 13, 63; Martyna 1983: 30). Notably, the experimental paradigms used 
to investigate the mental representation of masculine role nouns access lan-
guage processing directly. They thus cannot provide empirical support for the 
assumption that language affects cognition in general. A more pertinent theoret-
ical framework to explain the influence of linguistic information on the mental 
representation of a referent’s biological/social gender is the thinking-for-speaking 
hypothesis. This approach was proposed by Slobin (1996, 2003) and presents a 
weaker interpretation of the assumption that language influences thought (Gygax 
et al. 2021a: 7; Lucy 1997: 300).21 Although feminist theories of language do not 
explicitly refer to the thinking-for-speaking hypothesis, recent psycholinguistic 
research on the interpretation of masculine role nouns has framed its empiri-
cal work in relation to this hypothesis (e.g., Sato et al. 2013 on French-English 
bilinguals). 

Contrary to Whorf, who claimed that language shapes cognition in gen-
eral, Slobin argues that language only influences language-mediated cognition: 
as many of our experiences are encountered through discourse, the storage and

19 See also Burr (1999); Groult (1984: 21 f.); Houdebine-Gravaud (1995: 393).
20 See also Abbou (2011: 72); Bierbach & Ellrich (1990: 248–253, 255, 257); Stahlberg et al. 
(2001: 464 f., 468). See Elmiger (2017) and Viennot (2018) for a presentation of alternatives 
to the generic use of masculine forms in French and Elmiger (2021a, 2021b, 2022a) for a 
review of language guides and the gender-fair use of the French language. 
21 See also Gabriel & Gygax (2016: 177–181, 189); Gygax et al. (2019a: 4 f.); Sato et al. 
(2017: 117 f., 127 f., 130); Samuel et al. (2019: 1762, 1770, 1772, 1778, 1781 f.). 
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evaluation of experiences may be influenced by language (Slobin 1996: 76, 89, 
91; 2003: 158 f., 163 f., 172 f., 177). In a nutshell, Slobin’s approach stipu-
lates “that as we prepare ourselves to verbally formulate our ideas, we tend to 
focus on information that is highlighted by the linguistic features specific to a 
language” (Jäggi et al. 2020: 3). In this way, a specific language leads its speak-
ers to pay special attention to certain characteristics of the extra-linguistic world 
(Koster 2016: 13, 63). For instance, the obligation to indicate grammatical gen-
der on French role nouns forces French speakers to be attentive to biological/ 
social gender (e.g., la voisine ‘the female neighborF.SG’ and  le voisin ‘the male 
neighborM.SG’ vs. the grammatically genderless neighbor in English). Therefore, 
biological/social gender becomes particularly salient in French speakers’ percep-
tions, although whether a neighbor is a man or a woman might objectively not 
be relevant. Accordingly, the mental representations people construct when inter-
preting masculine role nouns may be male-biased (Gygax et al. 2021a: 2–4; Jäggi 
et al. 2020: 3).22 

In sum, according to Feminist Linguistics, masculine role nouns are usually 
interpreted specifically. Accordingly, within this framework, changes in certain 
linguistic habits can also contribute to social change in general. Empirical evi-
dence for the assumption that it is the masculine form itself that triggers a specific 
interpretation of the role noun comes from Gygax et al.’s (2008) study, which I 
discuss in the next section. 

3.2.1.2 Empirical Evidence: Linguistic Information Overrides 
Stereotypicality23 

Gygax et al. (2008) investigated whether the use of a role noun in the masculine 
plural form (e.g., voisins) in the grammatical gender languages French and Ger-
man leads to a generic or a specific interpretation of the group portrayed (i.e., 
a group consisting of both men and women vs. a male-only group). In order 
to examine the interplay between stereotype information (i.e., an extra-linguistic 
factor) and the masculine form (i.e., a linguistic/morphosyntactic factor), Gygax 
et al.’s (2008) experiment was based on experimental sentence pairs, in which

22 See also Lucy (1997: 300); Sato et al. (2013: 13 f.); Sato et al. (2016: 3, 10 f.); Sato et al. 
(2017: 117 f., 121–123, 125, 127, 130). 
23 Gygax et al. (2008) speak of grammatical information overriding stereotype information. 
I henceforth use override in the sense of ‘prevail over’. Obviously, the claim that linguistic 
information overrides extra-linguistic information has to be further analyzed (Gygax et al. 
2008: 481). For instance, Braun et al. (1998: 272 f., 281) found an influence of stereotype 
information when examining longer texts featuring masculine role nouns in German. 



56 3 Masculine Role Nouns: Linguistic Theory and Psycholinguistic …

the first sentence presented a stereotypically male, neutral24 or female role noun 
in the masculine plural form. Moreover, the authors investigated the interpreta-
tion of English role nouns without any grammatical gender marking as a control 
for a stereotype bias only. An example of a French experimental sentence pair 
featuring a stereotypically neutral role noun in the first sentence and the second 
sentence featuring either women or men is the following (Gygax et al. 2008: 464, 
471 f., 475): 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’ 

The authors found a role noun’s stereotypicality to influence participants’ mental 
representations of the referents’ biological/social gender when no grammatical 
gender cues were available—i.e., in English. Conversely, in French and German, 
irrespective of stereotypicality, the role nouns were interpreted specifically. Thus, 
the linking of a masculine role noun with a female referent is more difficult than 
the linking of a masculine role noun with a male referent, no matter what the 
role noun’s stereotypicality (Gygax et al. 2008: 464, 476–480, 483).25 

The finding that masculine plural role nouns in French tend to be interpreted 
specifically, irrespective of the stereotypicality of the role noun, has been fur-
ther corroborated by several experiments (see Sato et al. 2013 for a replication 
with French-English bilinguals, supporting the thinking-for-speaking hypothesis; 
Gygax et al. 2019b on French toddlers; Brauer & Landry 2008: Experiment 5).26 

Besides that, Gygax & Gabriel (2008) found data patterns similar to those of 
Gygax et al. (2008) and further demonstrated that the specific interpretation 
of masculine role nouns in French is even more persistent when participants

24 As already indicated (see footnote 6 in Chap. 2), neutral means that the role noun does not 
evoke any stereotypes genderwise. Although it would make more sense to call them non-
stereotypical (as done, for example, in Gabriel et al. 2017), I keep Gygax et al.’s (2008) 
terminology and speak of stereotypically neutral role nouns (Gygax et al. 2008: 472). 
25 See also Gabriel et al. (2017: 797); Misersky et al. (2019: 644).
26 Similar findings and substantial evidence for a male bias have been reported in naming 
studies; for instance, in Stahlberg et al. (2001) on German role nouns. See Misersky et al. 
(2019), who find a male bias in their ERP study investigating stereotypically neutral mascu-
line role nouns in German. For more recent findings on stereotypically neutral role nouns in 
German, see Glim et al. (2024), who show in their ERP study that masculine role nouns are 
not interpreted generically. 
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are exposed to feminine and masculine role nouns. Interestingly, this effect was 
present even when the feminine role nouns were presented in a different source 
(i.e., an introductory job advertisement) than the masculine role nouns (i.e., a 
subsequent association task) (Gygax & Gabriel 2008: 143, 148–150).27 I come  
back to Gygax et al.’s (2008) study in Chap. 4. 

3.2.2 Extra-linguistic Information Only 

In opposition to Feminist Linguistics and Gygax et al. (2008), other researchers 
argue that it is not linguistic information but only extra-linguistic information that 
influences whether a masculine role noun is interpreted generically or specifically. 
I now turn to this claim and its empirical verification. 

3.2.2.1 Theoretical Approach: Stereotypicality Overrides 
Linguistic Information28 

Eisenberg (2018) analyzes the different meanings of masculine role nouns by 
focusing on grammar-internal arguments regarding the functioning of mascu-
line role nouns; his approach is therefore similar to that of structuralism (see 
Sect 3.1.1).29 Yet Eisenberg assumes that extra-linguistic information can play a 
role when masculine role nouns are interpreted. Moreover, in opposition to the 
structuralist approach, which discusses the different generic meanings of mas-
culine role nouns (i.e., generic in the narrower and broader sense), Eisenberg 
(2018) claims that masculine generic role nouns, such as Lehrer ‘teacherM.SG’

27 See also Gygax et al. (2021a: 5). See Schmitz et al. (2023) who present a novel perspective 
on the interpretation of masculine role nouns in German, combining distributional seman-
tics and discriminative learning: the authors find a male bias in masculine forms without any 
effect of stereotypicality. 
28 Strictly speaking, the morphosyntactic information masculine form is not overridden: 
an anaphoric personal pronoun would still be marked for masculine gender (e.g., voisins— 
ils ‘theyM.PL’). Overridden thus means that stereotypicality prevails over the grammatical 
gender marking when a masculine role noun is interpreted; see footnote 23. 
29 Concerning Eisenberg’s approach to masculine role nouns in German, it would be better 
to speak of an approach that differentiates between the Chomskyan competence and per-
formance instead of the Saussurean langue and parole. However, as Eisenberg also puts 
forward grammar-internal arguments to explain the functioning of masculine role nouns, I 
group him together with the authors focusing on the langue. Still, as will become obvious 
below, Eisenberg also takes into consideration extra-linguistic information when discussing 
how masculine role nouns might be interpreted specifically. 
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or Spion ‘spyM.SG’ in German, do not carry a gender-spread meaning when ref-
erence is made to mixed groups but instead have a gender-open or completely 
gender-neutral meaning. Put differently, according to Eisenberg (2018), masculine 
role nouns function as generics in the narrower sense. In this vein, {Lehr-}{-er} 
‘{teach-}{-erM.SG}’ signifies ‘someone who teaches’ and does not refer to any 
biological/social gender in the sense of ‘a male or female teacher’. 

Eisenberg further exemplifies his argument by stating that a derived mean-
ing does not change the literal meaning (Ger. Grundbedeutung) of a word. For  
instance, the literal meaning of Träger is ‘someone who carries’, and the meaning 
‘a frame attached to a vehicle for carrying luggage’ can be derived from it. Yet 
the conveyed meaning ‘a frame attached to a vehicle for carrying luggage’ does 
not change the literal meaning of Träger. In the  same  way,  Träger in the sense 
of ‘male carrier’ does not change the semantic meaning of Träger ‘someone who 
(or something that) carries’ either. 

At the same time, Eisenberg states that masculine role nouns are frequently 
associated with men. However, according to him, these associations are not based 
on the masculine form, but only on extra-linguistic information: he considers 
stereotypes (e.g., spies are male) to be one of the causes of the stated male biases. 
Moreover, he assumes that prototypes in the sense of ‘men are more salient 
members of the category humans’ also play a role. The latter is also known as the 
male as norm principle. It suggests that, in our society, men function as the default, 
while women are the exception (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 104, 93, 96). In this 
sense, the linking of men with (masculine) role nouns would be a prototypical 
effect (Schwarze: 2008: 261; 214 f., 236). In sum, from Eisenberg’s point of view, 
masculine role nouns function as generics. Corresponding gendered associations 
thus cannot be altered by linguistic change, but only by societal change; for 
instance, when more women have become engineers (Eisenberg 2018).30 

The assumption that language change will not itself change society is also 
present within the discussion on gender-fair usage of French and is supported by 
Hagège (2017),31 who claims the following:

30 Eisenberg’s explanation could be classified under Grammar only/Masculine role nouns 
are interpreted generically as in Sect. 3.1.1. However, I decided to classify his argumenta-
tion under Stereotypes only/Masculine role nouns are interpreted specifically as he argues 
that extra-linguistic information (e.g., engineers are male) can influence the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns so that a male bias is caused. See also Lenz (2021). 
31 See also Aebischer & Forel (1992: 16).
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ce n’est pas la langue elle-même qui est sexiste. Ceux qui le sont, ce sont les hommes 
[…]. Ce n’est pas l’intervention sur la langue qui transformera les comportement 
sociaux. (Hagège 2017: 1 f.) 

‘it is not language itself that is sexist. Those who are sexist are people [...]. It is not 
the intervention into language that will transform social behavior.’ 

In the next section, we turn to empirical research that underpins the assumption 
that stereotypes influence the use and understanding of masculine role nouns; on 
the influence of stereotype information on the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns, see also Sect. 3.2.3.4. 

3.2.2.2 Empirical Evidence: The Impact of Stereotypicality 
Michard (1999, 2019), analyzing texts by (male) anthropologists, showed that 
French nouns such as indiens, adolescents, le village entier ‘indiansM.PL, 
youngstersM.PL, the whole village’ also present a male bias, as they are opposed 
to indiennes, adolescentes, la population feminine du village ‘female indiansF.PL, 
female youngstersF.PL, the female population of the village’ (Michard 1999: 61 f.; 
2019: 182). This finding shows that an androcentric worldview, which assumes 
men to be the norm, can be reflected in language without necessarily being lin-
guistically conditioned. However, as language production is analyzed, the study 
is uninformative concerning the actual interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

Moreover, in an eye-tracking study, Redl et al. (2018) tested whether the Dutch 
masculine zijn ‘his’ leads to a male bias in stereotypically male, female and neu-
tral conditions and did not find the masculine form to generate any processing 
difficulties.32 However, they found an influence of gender stereotype violation: 
a male referent featured in the stereotypically female condition increased read-
ing times, while the reverse did not hold (Redl et al. 2018: 1, 16). According to 
the authors, this suggests that men are penalized more than women for gender-
nonconforming behavior (Redl et al. 2018: 1, 16 f.). Redl et al. (2018: 1) thus 
assume “that language processing is not only affected by the strength of stereo-
type[s] […]; the associated disapproval of violating these gender stereotypes 
affects language processing, too”.33 

32 See Redl (2021: 105–116) on the Dutch masculine personal pronoun hij ‘he’, which turned 
out to be interpreted specifically. 
33 See also Khaznadar (2002: 78 f.); Michard (2002); Richy & Burnett (2021: 6); Spinelli 
et al. (2023: 8 f.). An androcentric influence on language comprehension is further corrobo-
rated by research on the genderless language Turkish in which the human noun kişi ‘person’ 
has been found to be more easily associated with men. However, this male bias was mediated 
by the stereotype condition in which the word was featured (e.g., person in a stereotypically 
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Furthermore, Redl et al. (2021: Experiment 1) did not replicate their 2018 
findings after slightly adapting the study’s stimuli: in 2021, they found a slight 
male bias. Specifically, processing difficulties were found in the stereotypically 
neutral condition and for male participants. In other words, in the stereotypically 
male and female condition for male participants and in all conditions for female 
participants, no processing differences for male and female referents were found 
(Redl et al. 2021: 1, 15 f., 23 f.). Thus, the findings regarding the Dutch zijn 
‘his’ do not confirm Eisenberg’s assumption that stereotypically male conditions 
always lead to a male bias. At the same time, it should be noted that the pro-
cessing of masculine possessive pronouns in a grammatical and natural gender 
language such as Dutch might differ from the processing of masculine role nouns 
in a grammatical gender language such as French (Redl et al. 2018: 22). 

Richy & Burnett (2021) found that French speakers’ interpretation of role 
nouns is influenced by stereotypes when grammatical gender information is 
neutralized, namely, in sentences where epicene nouns and adjectives such as 
l’habile fleuriste ‘theM./F.SG skilledM./F.SG floristM./F.SG’ are featured. However, 
when linguistic information (i.e., the masculine form) is available (e.g., le fleuriste 
‘theM.SG floristM.SG’), participants tend to interpret the masculine forms specifi-
cally (Richy & Burnett 2021: 21 f.). Thus, the study shows that forms that are not 
marked for masculine grammatical gender can reduce the male bias that is trig-
gered by masculine role nouns in the grammatical gender language French (Kim 
et al. 2023a: 4). Apparently, the neutralization of grammatical gender allows a 
stronger influence of stereotypicality. However, in contrast to Eisenberg’s assump-
tion, Richy & Burnett’s (2021) experiment suggests that stereotypes impact the 
interpretation of role nouns only when grammatical gender information is neu-
tralized (Richy & Burnett 2021: 21 f.). At the same time, the study’s findings 
indicate that the male-as-norm principle cannot be the main influence when mas-
culine role nouns are processed; if this were the case, at least stereotypically 
neutral masculine role nouns should have been associated more easily with men 
(see Gygax et al. 2008 on the processing of role nouns in English; Sect. 3.2.1.2). 
However, this was not the case. Conversely, Spinelli et al. (2023: 1, 5–7, 8 f.)

female condition). At the same time, the interpretation of stereotypically male and female 
(but grammatically genderless) role nouns such as goldsmith and secretary were influenced 
by the stereotypicality of the role noun even when presented in stereotypically female and 
male conditions (e.g., a secretary in the context of soccer) (Braun 2001: 290 f., 298). In the 
same vein, Gygax et al. (2008: 464, 476–480) showed that the interpretation of grammati-
cally genderless role nouns in English is influenced by stereotype information such that, for 
instance, stereotypically neutral role nouns were associated with both men and women, while 
stereotypically female role nouns were associated with women (see Sect. 3.2.1.2). 
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found stereotypically neutral epicene nouns in French to present a male bias, 
which they relate to the use of the masculine as the grammatical default gen-
der (e.g., aller voir un orthopédiste ‘see anM.SG orthopedistM.SG’) and/or to the 
male-as-norm principle.34 

In their rating and naming replication study on German (based on Gabriel 
et al. 2008; Stahlberg & Sczesny 2001), Schunack & Binanzer (2022) com-
pared masculine role nouns to gender-fair alternatives such as double forms and 
found that stereotypicality plays a role when role nouns are processed, irrespec-
tive of the word form. For instance, when stereotypically female role nouns 
were presented, participants thought more often of women than when stereo-
typically male role nouns were presented for both the masculine role nouns and 
the gender-fair forms (see Yeaton et al. 2023: 7 for similar findings on stereo-
typically female masculine role nouns in Spanish). Also, in 2022, irrespective 
of the word form, participants globally named more women (e.g., a famous 
singer) than in the 2000s. Accordingly, the data from this study indicate “that 
a comparatively strong gender stereotype can be overruled by a strong exemplar 
of the non-stereotypical gender” (Schunack & Binanzer 2022: 333). For exam-
ple, the stereotypically male role politician was predominantly associated with 
Angela Merkel, the German chancellor at that time. Thus, the study indicates 
that stereotype information plays a role during language processing, as suggested 
by Eisenberg. Moreover, extra-linguistic information other than (male) stereotyp-
icality can impact the interpretation of role nouns too: for instance, the existence 
of a famous person who counteracts existing stereotypes (Schunack & Binanzer 
2022: 309, 318–320, 331–334).35 Nonetheless, for the time being, Eisenberg’s 
assumptions seem unable to explain all the empirical facts on the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns in grammatical gender languages. At the same time, as indi-
cated by the empirical research presented, this does not mean that extra-linguistic 
information does not influence language processing at all.

34 But see Tibblin et al. (2023a), who find stereotypically neutral epicene, generic and collec-
tive nouns to trigger gender-equal representations; the findings from Kim et al. (2023a) go in 
the same direction. See Safina (2024), who finds Italian epicene nouns and their gender-fair 
alternatives to generate gender-equal representations. 
35 See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) on recent findings showing that 
disambiguating information, for instance in the form of gender-stereotyped clothing, elimi-
nates a male bias when stereotypically neutral role nouns in German are interpreted (e.g., The 
newscastersM.PL wore fancy suits and dresses vs. The newscastersM.PL wore fancy clothes.). 
See Pozniak et al. (2023: 11 f.) on the influence of male stereotypicality when masculine and 
gender-fair forms are interpreted. 
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3.2.3 Interplay of Linguistic and Extra-Linguistic 
Information 

Grosso modo, the literature that I have reviewed so far assumes that either 
linguistic- or extra-linguistic information is the main influence on whether the 
generic or specific meaning of a masculine role noun is accessed. Research that 
claims the interpretation of masculine role nouns to be influenced by a variety of 
linguistic and extra-linguistic information is presented in the following sections. 

3.2.3.1 Theoretical Approach 1: Pragmatics 
In opposition to the structuralist view (see Sect. 3.1.1), which stipulates that fea-
tures of the specific meaning are canceled to access the generic meaning, the 
pragmatic approach to masculine role nouns presented by Becker (1997, 2008) 
and Klein (2001) suggests the opposite. More specifically, it stipulates that the 
generic meaning can be further specified in accordance with the conversational 
context and its pragmatic rules, resulting in the specific meaning of masculine role 
nouns. Thus, in the long run, the specific interpretation of masculine role nouns 
could become the default (Becker 2008: 73; Klein 2001: 40 f., 51 f., 65 f.).36 

Obviously, this approach focuses on how a specific masculine role noun actu-
ally functions in the parole. Moreover, Klein (2001: 62–64) and Becker (1997: 
64; 2008: 73) define the generic/specific use of masculine role nouns as autohy-
ponymy. In doing so, they place the discussion of the use of masculine role nouns 
in a broader context: autohyponymy is not limited to masculine role nouns, but 
is a pervasive phenomenon in the lexicon, which is triggered by conversational 
implicature (Becker 2002: 105; 2008: 65). Accordingly, in this section, I present 
how the specific interpretation of the masculine role noun is explained based 
on Grice’s cooperative principle. According to Grice’s maxims, we can assume 
cooperative speakers to provide as much relevant information as needed—and no 
more—in conversations (the maxims of quantity and relevance), to communicate

36 In this section, I present Becker’s (1997, 2008) and Klein’s (2001) approach to analyzing 
masculine role nouns from a pragmatic perspective. However, in opposition to their above-
presented approach, from a (different) pragmatic point of view, it would also be possible to 
consider masculine role nouns (like other lexemes) as not having a default meaning. Hence, 
the specific context alone would impact the interpretation or meaning of a masculine role 
noun (Mihatsch 2018: 117). Yet, to the best of my knowledge there is no such pragmatic 
approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns. For an in-depth pragmatic analysis 
of masculine role nouns in the context of autohyponymy in German, see Klein (2001: 51 f.). 
More recently, conversational implicatures in the context of masculine role nouns have been 
discussed by Diewald (2023) in her talk at the annual conference of the Gesellschaft für 
deutsche Sprachwissenschaft. 
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trustworthily (the maxim of quality) and to be as clear as possible (the maxim of 
manner) (Grice 1975: 45–47). When it comes to the analysis of masculine role 
nouns, the maxim of quantity is fundamental: we presume that the communicator 
uses the most informative term that is compatible with the other conversational 
maxims. Within our society, the biological/social gender of a person is generally 
considered an important part of a person’s identity. Accordingly, the specification 
of a referent’s biological/social gender is generally perceived as relevant informa-
tion (Klein 2001: 42 f., 51 f.; Mihatsch 2018: 102). Theoretically, in a German 
sentence such as (16), the referent could be either male or female (Klein 2001: 
51): 

(16) Ein Student hat mir die Tür geöffnet. 
‘A studentM.SG opened the door for me.’ 

If the referent is male, the most informative term would be männlicher Student 
‘male studentM.SG’. At the same time, this would be redundant and thus vio-
late the manner and quantity maxims. As the alternative to Student, Studentin 
‘female studentF.SG’, would refer to a female person, the addressee can assume 
the speaker’s choice of Student to imply a male reference—provided that the ref-
erent’s biological/social gender is relevant (Becker 2008: 65; Klein 2001: 42 f., 
51 f.). Conversely, if the gender of a person becomes less relevant, masculine 
role nouns could conventionally be interpreted generically (Becker 1997: 64 f., 
68; Klein 2001: 42 f., 51 f.).37 

If people continue to consider biological/social gender a relevant factor when 
reference is made to humans, the use of feminine role nouns for female refer-
ences will be generalized. Moreover, most speakers will expect others to do so 
as well. Accordingly, the conversational implicature that masculine role nouns 
are interpreted specifically could conventionalize, and the feature [+male] could 
become an integral element of the signification of masculine role nouns (Becker 
1997: 65; 2008: 66, 72 f.; Klein 2001: 63 f.). 

Indeed, on the basis of recommendations for the gender-fair use of language, 
which discourages the generic use of masculine role nouns and encourages the 
use of alternative forms such as double forms instead, the specific interpretation 
of masculine role nouns seems to be becoming the default.38 However:

37 See also Elmiger (2021b: 2).
38 Conversely, Diewald (2023), in her talk at the annual conference of the Gesellschaft für 
deutsche Sprachwissenschaft on masculine role nouns and conversational implicatures, stip-
ulates that masculine role nouns are not interpreted generically any longer in any sentential 
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Ein vollständiger Bedeutungswandel der generischen Maskulina zu geschlechtsspez-
ifischen Bezeichnungen ist […] unwahrscheinlich, weil kein Lexem existiert, das die 
Lücke schließen könnte, die die generischen Maskulina hinterließen. (Klein 2001: 64) 

‘A complete semantic shift of the masculine generic forms to gender-specific terms 
is […] unlikely because there is no lexeme that could fill the gap vacated by the 
masculine generic forms.’ 

For the time being, in the pragmatic sense, whether the specific interpretation is 
the most likely interpretation seems to depend on the relative frequency of the 
feminine form. For example, the feminine form of Ger. Kindergärtner ‘kinder-
garten teacherM.SG’ in (17) is far more frequent than that of Ger. Gutachter 
‘surveyorM.SG’ in (18), so that the conversational implicature not a female person 
is more likely in (17) than in (18) (Becker 1997: 64 f., 68; 2008: 66 f., 71–73):39 

(17) Sie suchen einen Kindergärtner +> keine Kindergärtnerin 
‘They are looking for a kindergarten teacherM.SG +> not a female 
kindergarten teacherF.SG’ 

vs. 

(18) Sie suchen einen Gutachter +> keine (?) Gutachterin 
‘They are looking for a surveyorM.SG +> not (?) a female surveyorF.SG’ 

To conclude, the pragmatic explanation of the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns presented by Becker (1997, 2008) and Klein (2001) integrates the influence 
of linguistic (e.g., grammatical gender marking) and extra-linguistic informa-
tion (e.g., expectations regarding references to men and women). Put differently, 
the context in which a specific linguistic item is used is taken into account to 
some extent. Correspondingly, although the pragmatic approach to masculine role 
nouns assumes the specific meaning to be derived from the generic meaning, it 
suggests that the specific interpretation is becoming the most commonly accessed 
one (Klein 2001: 60, 63 f.).40 

context. Whether the specific interpretation of a masculine role noun can be considered a con-
ventional or a conversational implicature (if any) is an open question. While this question is 
far from being trivial, it is not at issue here. However, I encourage future research to system-
ically test whether the specific interpretation of a masculine role noun can be considered a 
(conversational) implicature (see Sect. 7.4).
39 See also Klein (2001: 42 f., 51 f., 60, 63–66).
40 See also Pozniak & Burnett (2021: 10 f.).
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Only a few experiments on masculine role nouns have been run from a more 
pragmatic point of view. I present those of which I am aware in the follow-
ing section. Specifically, the maxim of quantity, relative frequency and pragmatic 
violations will be examined. 

3.2.3.2 Empirical Evidence: Gricean Quantity, Relative 
Frequency and Pragmatic Violations 

Empirical evidence for the assumption that the enunciation of biological/social 
gender is informativity-driven (i.e., Gricean quantity) is provided by Pozniak & 
Burnett (2021). In a completion task study, they asked French-speaking infor-
mants about their cities’ mayors-to-be. They found that participants used feminine 
forms more often when there was a high probability of a woman becoming the 
mayor. In other words, a stronger expectation of a female referent decreased the 
use of masculine forms.41 Yet masculine forms were still used more often than 
feminine forms, even when the expected mayor-to-be was a woman. As feminine 
forms are much more informative than masculine forms for indicating female 
biological/social gender, the authors concluded that participants’ use of gram-
matical gender is not solely driven by informativity but is mainly driven by the 
male stereotypicality of maire ‘mayorM./F.SG’. Based on their findings, Pozniak & 
Burnett propose to incorporate expectations based on stereotypes into Gricean 
pragmatics (Pozniak & Burnett 2021: 1, 3, 9–11). Conversely, other linguists 
might interpret this finding as a good example of the generic use of masculine 
forms or as a pure frequency effect. 

Furthermore, in the study by De Backer & De Cuypere (2012) already men-
tioned in Sect. 3.1.2, the authors tested, amongst other aspects, whether relative 
frequency (i.e., the ratio between the frequency of the masculine and feminine 
role nouns) impacts the interpretation of masculine role nouns in German. The 
factor relative frequency turned out to mediate only the interpretation of non-
occupational singular nouns: while 31% of non-occupational singular occurrences 
were interpreted generically when the feminine form was relatively infrequent, 
9% of non-occupational singular occurrences were interpreted generically when

41 Accepted completions were role nouns such as le/la maire ‘theM./F.SG mayorM./F.SG’, pro-
nouns like il/elle ‘he/she’ or the actual candidate’s name (Pozniak & Burnett 2021: 8). Note 
that I generally focus on masculine role nouns in this section. Also, Pozniak & Burnett’s 
research aim was to analyze the way in which speakers’ expectations and stereotypes result 
in different gender marking in speech production. See also Burnett & Pozniak (2021: 820), 
who find French universities to use more alternatives to the generic use of masculine role 
nouns when the student population and the university’s staff is predominantly female. 
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the feminine role noun was relatively frequent. Conversely, relative frequency nei-
ther influenced the interpretation of masculine plural forms in general nor that 
of occupational singular forms (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260 f., 267). 
Hence, the factor relative frequency, which plays an important role in the prag-
matic approach (see Sect. 3.2.3.1), seems to influence a masculine role noun’s 
interpretation only for singular role nouns. We turn to De Backer & De Cuypere’s 
(2012) study once again in Sect. 3.2.3.4. 

Finally, Szuba et al. (2022) investigated whether masculine and feminine 
grammatical gender marking on Polish second person singular past tense verbs 
creates a processing disadvantage when the grammatical gender is incongru-
ent with the addressee’s biological/social gender. Interestingly, the experimental 
items consisted of mini-narratives featuring directive speech acts. The use of non-
assertive speech acts is novel: so far, only assertives featuring masculine forms 
have been examined.42 However, the test items’ critical forms such as sprawdz-
iłeś ‘checkedM’ in (19) do not form part of the directive speech act. Example 
(19) presents an experimental item from Szuba et al.’s (2022) study featuring 
a masculine form in the past tense, which was presented to female participants 
(male participants read the same sentence featuring the feminine form sprawdziłaś 
‘checkedF’ (Szuba et al. 2022: 819, 823, 825 f.): 

(19) Wyobraź sobie, że wyprowadzasz się do Norwegii na pół roku. Gdy już 
sprawdziłeś dojazd na lotnisko, zamierzasz pożegnać się z rodziną. Jednak 
w tym momencie babcia zaczyna pakować ci zapasy jedzenia do walizki. 
(Szuba et al. 2022: 825) 
‘Imagine that you are moving to Norway for half a year. Once you have 
checkedM the transport to the airport, you want to say goodbye to your 
family. But in that moment, your grandmother starts to pack food into 
your suitcase.’

42 But see Kotthoff & Nübling’s (2018) scheme on the degree of referentiality of masculine 
role nouns in Table 3.2 in Sect. 3.2.3.3. A psycholinguistic approach to speech acts other 
than assertives would indeed be fruitful in order to get more diverse insights on the process-
ing of masculine forms in different speech acts. Interestingly, Yeaton et al. (2023: 1, 8, 12) 
approach the interpretation of double forms in Spanish (e.g., fontaneras o fontaneros ‘female 
plumbersF.PL or male plumbersM.PL’) from a pragmatic point of view. The authors suggest 
that hearers treat gender-fair language as a markedness implicature, which encourages the 
hearers to contrast the masculine role nouns with their prior expectations about professional 
gender stereotypes (e.g., women can be plumbers, too). 
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In Polish, while it is appropriate to address women using masculine grammatical 
gender marking, the opposite is not true. However, Szuba et al. (2022: 819, 823, 
832 f.; see also Misersky et al. 2019: 652) found that: 

incongruent gender marking on the verb affects processing for women to the same 
extent as it does for men, despite the fact that the former does not constitute a prag-
matic violation and the latter does. (Szuba et al. 2022: 832 f.) 

As the study did not systemically control for directive speech acts compared to 
other types of speech acts, it cannot give insights into how the processing of 
masculine forms featured in different speech acts might differ. Nonetheless, it 
suggests that the use of masculine forms when addressing women is as prob-
lematic as the use of feminine forms when addressing men (Szuba et al. 2022: 
832 f.). 

In sum, as not only Gricean quantity and the relative frequency of feminine 
forms seem to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns, the prag-
matic approach to masculine role nouns (see Sect. 3.2.3.1) cannot entirely explain 
whether a masculine role noun is preferentially associated with men or with both 
men and women. Nonetheless, the pragmatic approach takes into account more 
factors than the structuralist approach does. The next section presents another 
explanation for how one of the multiple meanings of masculine role nouns is 
accessed. This explanation, like the pragmatic one, assumes that both linguis-
tic and extra-linguistic information influence the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns. 

3.2.3.3 Theoretical Approach 2: The Importance 
of Referentiality 

Another theoretical approach that attempts to explain under which circumstances 
masculine role nouns are interpreted generically or specifically comes from Kot-
thoff & Nübling (2018). In this framework, the actual use of a masculine role 
noun (i.e., the parole) is examined: the authors present a scheme (see Table 3.1) 
which includes the high or low level of referentiality a masculine role noun can 
take, as well as the relevance of the biological/social gender of the role noun’s 
referent (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 92 f.).43 I call this approach the importance 
of referentiality and I will continue to use this phrase when comparing it to other 
theoretical approaches.

43 See also Diewald & Steinhauer (2022: 112–118).
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Table 3.1 Some syntactic categories and some categories of linguistically relevant referen-
tial properties and their relation to the referentiality and relevance of biological/social gender 
(my translation). (Based on Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 93) 

Examples Categories 

a Lieber Rentner!44 

‘Dear pensionerM.SG!’ 
adressierend 
‘address’ 

+
+

 
R

eferen
zialität

--
‘referen

tiality
’ 

+
+

 
R

elev
an

z v
o

n
 G

esch
lech

t
--

‘R
elev

an
ce o

f b
io

lo
g
ical/so

cial g
en

d
er’ 

b Dieser Rentner bezieht gleich sein Zimmer. 
‘This pensionerM.SG is about to move into his (their) 
room.’ 

referierend: spezifisch, 
demonstrativ, Agens 
‘referential: specific, 
demonstrative, agent’ 

c Der Rentner sucht noch seinen Koffer. 
‘The pensionerM.SG is still searching for his (their) 
suitcase.’ 

spezifisch, definit, Agens 
‘specific, definite, agent’ 

d Ich habe den Rentner begrüßt.45 

‘I greeted the pensionerM.SG.’ 
spezifisch, definit, Patiens 
‘specific, definite, patient’ 

e Ich begrüße nachher noch einen [bestimmten] 
Rentner. 
‘I will say hello to a [specific] pensionerM.SG later.’ 

spezifisch, indefinit 
‘specific, indefinite’ 

f Im Wirtshaus kommt nachher sicher noch [irgend] ein 
Rentner vorbei. 
‘I am sure [some] pensionerM.SG will come by the 
pub later.’ 

nicht-spezifisch, indefinit 
‘non-specific, indefinite’ 

g Ein (der) Rentner ist immer willkommen. 
‘A (the) pensionerM.SG is always welcome.’ 

generisch, Subjekt 
‘generic, subject’ 

h Du bist jetzt (ein) Rentner.46 

‘You are a pensionerM.SG now.’ 
Prädikativ 
‘predicative’

44 However, in an emergency situation where sentences such as Ist ein Arzt an Bord? ‘Is a 
doctorM.SG on board?’ in the sense of ‘If you are a doctor, please come!’ are used, it should 
be clear that both female and male doctors are invited to help. Thus, the necessity of indicat-
ing biological/social gender should also be discussed. For example, contextual urgency also 
seems to influence the referentiality of masculine forms. 
45 It could be questioned whether the fact that retraité ‘pensionerM.SG’ functions as a patient 
and as an agent in the following examples really influences whether retraité ‘pensionerM.SG’ 
is interpreted differently: Ce retraité a été cambriolé ‘This pensionerM.SG was robbed’ vs. 
Ce retraité vit seul. ‘This pensionerM.SG lives alone’. As reference is made to a specific pen-
sioner and as only arguments are featured in both cases, it could be argued that the degree of 
referentiality is rather high. Accordingly, this should engender a specific interpretation of the 
masculine role noun. See von Heusinger’s referentiality scale (von Heusinger 2008: 5; 2011) 
indicating that non-argumentals rank lowest, while definite noun phrases are ranked before 
indefinite specific noun phrases on the said scale. 
46 As h) directly addresses the pensioner, the degree of referentiality might not be low, but 
high, as suggested in a). 
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According to Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 92), the referentiality of a masculine 
role noun is linked to its “degree of identifiability, ‘visibility’ and definiteness” 
(my translation). The following factors are considered to impact whether a mas-
culine role noun is interpreted generically or specifically: definiteness, specificity 
and syntactic function (and the corresponding semantic roles). Correspondingly, 
biological/social gender is most relevant when we denote specific referents (see 
cases a-e in the scheme).47 In this sense, the stronger the referential function 
of a role noun, the more important it is to indicate the referent’s biological/ 
social gender. For instance, a masculine role noun, which can be classified as 
specific, definite and as a subject (and an agent) (e.g., le retraité cherche sa 
valise ‘the pensionerM.SG is looking for his (their) suitcase’; cf. c in Kotthoff & 
Nübling’s (2018) scheme), would be associated with a man (e.g., in the sense 
of ‘the pensionerM.SG is looking for his suitcase’). In the same vein, the use of 
a feminine form would be expected if reference was made to a woman (e.g., la 
retraitée cherche sa valise ‘the female pensionerF.SG is looking for her suitcase’). 
However, a non-specific, indefinite masculine role noun in subject position (e.g., 
un (quelconque) retraité ‘a (any) pensionerM.SG’; cf. f in Kotthoff & Nübling’s 
(2018) scheme) is less referential and relates less to a (male) referent. Hence, a 
non-specific, indefinite masculine role noun in object position can be more easily 
associated with both men and women than a specific, definite masculine role noun 
(Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 92–94). 

Similarly, role nouns in subject position (and functioning as agents) or role 
nouns in adverbial phrases do not display the same degree of referentiality. 
Following the authors’ logic, coiffeur ‘hairdresserM.SG’ in (20) is more likely 
to be associated with a male referent than in (21) (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 
92–94 f.).48 

(20) Mon coiffeur conseille le balayage californien. 
‘My (male) hairdresserM.SG recommends the Californian sweep.’ 

vs.

47 See Schafroth (2003: 109 & 2004: 354) on the influence of syntactic and text-linguistic 
factors and the necessity of identification on whether a masculine or feminine role noun is 
used in French when reference is made to a woman. See also footnote 142. 
48 Note that Trutkowski (2018) also differentiates between several functions of masculine 
nouns in her survey. However, this includes generic nouns like Ger. Gast ‘visitorM.SG’ for  
which no commonly used feminine counterpart exists. This is why I do not further report 
her findings. 
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(21) J’ai rendez-vous chez le coiffeur. 
‘I have an appointment at the hairdresserM.SG’s.’ 

Moreover, based on their literature review, the authors expect at least the follow-
ing additional factors to influence the association of masculine role nouns with 
male and female referents: number is assumed to play an important role, with 
plural masculine role nouns being interpreted generically more easily than singu-
lar forms. Other factors are the social gender associated with a role noun, which 
is the result of extra-linguistic information (e.g., the stereotypically male pro-
fesseurs ‘professorsM.PL’ vs. the stereotypically neutral touristes ‘touristsM.PL’), 
relative frequency (i.e., the ratio between the frequencies of the masculine and 
feminine role nouns) and participant-specific factors (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 
92–96; 115–119). 

To conclude, Kotthoff & Nübling (2018) assume that both linguistic infor-
mation (e.g., referentiality) and extra-linguistic information (e.g., stereotypes) 
influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Crucially, some of the factors 
defined seem to reduce the probability of a masculine role noun being inter-
preted generically, while others may increase the probability that a masculine 
role noun is interpreted specifically. However, the authors are unsure whether 
masculine role nouns can function as generics at all and ultimately rely on 
psycholinguistic findings that suggest that masculine role nouns tend to be inter-
preted specifically (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 91). Some of the linguistic factors 
defined by Kotthoff & Nübling (2018) that foster or discourage a generic inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns have already been empirically investigated. 
These are reviewed in the following section (on the factor relative frequency, see  
Sect. 3.2.3.2). We then turn to participant-specific factors in Sect. 3.2.4. 

3.2.3.4 Empirical Evidence: Definiteness, Syntactic Roles, 
Specificity and Stereotypicality 

In their survey study mentioned in Sects. 3.1.2 and 3.2.3.2, De Backer & De 
Cuypere (2012) tested whether linguistic factors such as number (i.e., singular vs. 
plural forms), definiteness (definite vs. indefinite nouns), role noun type49 (occu-
pational vs. non-occupational nouns) and relative frequency (the ratio between 
the frequency of masculine and feminine role nouns; see Sect. 3.2.3.2) influence 
the perception of masculine role nouns in German. In essence, informants had 
to judge whether stereotypically neutral role nouns in sentences such as (22)

49 Note that De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 261) speak of lexical unit type. As I judged it 
to be a more suitable term, in this book, I use role noun type instead. 
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could refer to male referents, female referents, or male and female referents (De 
Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 256–259): 

(22) Der/Ein/Die/Ø/Besucher aus Taiwan war/waren vor allem an der Berliner 
Architektur interessiert.50 

‘TheSG/A/ThePL/Ø/visitorM.SG/visitorsM.PL from Taiwan was/were mainly 
interested in Berlin architecture.’ 

De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) data showed that plural role nouns were 
mostly interpreted in a generic way: 97% of plural forms were immediately 
judged as having male and/or female reference. In contrast, singular masculine 
role nouns were interpreted generically in only 17% of cases (De Backer & De 
Cuypere 2012: 260 f.).51 

Moreover, De Backer & De Cuypere found that role noun type was a relevant 
factor, with non-occupational nouns being interpreted generically more often than 
occupational plural nouns (99% vs. 95% for plural and 26% vs. 8% for singular 
forms) (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260 f., 267). Contrary to Kotthoff & 
Nübling’s (2018: 92–94 f.) assumption, definiteness turned out to have no signifi-
cant influence on the interpretation of German masculine nouns (De Backer & De 
Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 267). It is noteworthy that Bross & Kurz’ (2023: 397, 
419, 421) study on N-N compounds in German suggests that masculine forms 
used as the first element of the compound (e.g., Studentenbefragung ‘studentM.PL 

surveyF.SG’) are accepted for reference to both men and women. 
Furthermore, Richy & Burnett (2020) showed in their corpus analysis of con-

structed examples drawn from the scientific journal Langue Française that men 
were more likely to be in subject position and were more likely to be agents 
than women. At the same time, masculine role nouns that did not explicitly refer 
to men behaved differently from true male references and, in terms of syntactic 
functions and thematic roles, were comparable to forms that referred to women.52 

50 In Sect. 3.1.2, I have cited the above example without the singular forms as they were not 
of interest (cf. example (14)). 
51 See Redl et al. (2022: 840) for comparable findings on Dutch pronouns; see also Claus & 
Willy (2022: 230 f., 236) who found that masculine German role nouns in the singular form 
were less often interpreted as to be able to refer to women than plural forms. See Rother-
mund (1998) for a discussion of masculine role nouns and number; see Kusterle (2011) on 
the influence of factors such as number on masculine role nouns in German; De Backer & 
De Cuypere (2012: 261 f.) and Redl et al. (2022) on Dutch. 
52 But see Schmitz et al. (2023), who find masculine generics in German to function like 
masculine specifics. 
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While the study cannot give insights into the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns, it clearly shows that, in production, the syntactic function of subject and 
agentivity are generally associated with men. In other words, masculine forms that 
are presumably intended generically are far more often used as non-agents than 
masculine forms that explicitly refer to men (Richy & Burnett 2020: 47; 59 f.; 
62–64; 69 f.; see Da Cunha & Abeillé 2022: 8, 13 f. on French and English). 

Finally, Redl et al. (2022) investigated the interpretation of masculine forms 
that are generic in the narrower sense and tested whether the Dutch masculine 
pronoun zijn ‘his’ results in a male bias when it is embedded in a sentence fea-
turing no specific real-world referent (e.g., Someone with perfect pitch can tune 
his instrument quickly). Their results suggest that zijn ‘his’ leads to a male bias 
in sentences featuring a conceptually singular generic form, but only for male 
participants. Put differently, for sentences featuring a conceptually plural generic 
form, no male bias was found for male participants, nor was any male bias found 
for female participants in any condition (Redl et al. 2022: 828, 840 f.). When 
comparing these results to those of Redl (2021: 121), who investigated zijn inte-
grated into sentences featuring a specific real-world referent (i.e., genericity in 
the broader sense), the authors assume that masculine generic forms in the nar-
rower sense generate a weaker male bias than masculine generic forms in the 
broader sense. This is in line with Kotthoff & Nübling’s (2018) assumption that 
a less important referential function resulting from the lower degree of specificity 
of a masculine form is less strongly associated with male biological/social gen-
der. Whether their claims concerning the influence of stereotype information are 
also corroborated by empirical research is examined in the next section (see also 
Sect. 3.2.2.2). 

The influence of linguistic and stereotype information on the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns was examined by Sato et al. (2016). They asked their par-
ticipants whether the role nouns displayed (e.g., infirmiers ‘nursesM.PL’) matched 
the visual targets presented, which showed either a pair of male faces or the 
faces of a man and a woman. Although this study, unlike previous research, used 
a visual target, the authors found representations of biological/social gender to be 
male-biased in both French and German (i.e., more and quicker responses were 
observed for pairs of male faces than for pairs of mixed faces) (Sato et al. 2016: 
1,  3 f.,  9 f.).  

However, stereotype information did influence the outcome of the experiment: 
the processing of targets following stereotypically male and masculine role nouns 
in the plural form resulted in significantly quicker yes answers, while stereo-
typically female and masculine role nouns took longer to respond to. Both the 
morphosyntactic factor masculine form and the factor stereotypicality thus seem
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to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. The authors argue that 
using non-verbal targets in combination with stereotype information might be 
able to reveal the impact of stereotypes on the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns, while it is not possible to do this using linguistic targets. They also spec-
ulate whether the use of their specific linguistic stimuli (i.e., role nouns only) 
allowed stereotype effects to be more persistent than they would have been in a 
discursive context as featured in sentence-evaluation paradigms (Sato et al. 2016: 
1, 3, 9 f.).53 

Yet, data patterns revealing the influence of a role noun’s stereotypicality when 
masculine role nouns are interpreted have also been found in several language-
on-language task-based studies. Experiments on masculine plural role nouns have 
mostly shown that the male bias attributed to the masculine role nouns is rein-
forced in combination with stereotypically male role nouns (see Garnham et al. 
2012 on French and German; Lévy et al. 2014 on French; Anaya-Ramírez et al. 
2022 on Spanish; Rothmund & Scheele 2004 on German) or attenuated in the 
female stereotype condition (see Gygax et al. 2012 on French; see Gabriel & 
Gygax 2008 and Gabriel et al. 2017 on Norwegian, which presents a different 
data pattern due to its specific gender system).54 Whether or not a possible male 
bias concerns all language users is discussed in the next section. 

3.2.4 Participant-Specific Factors 

The findings on the interpretation of masculine role nouns presented in the previ-
ous sections make statements that potentially apply for all users of the languages 
investigated. However, it could be argued that participant-specific factors could 
also mediate the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Empirical research has 
defined some factors specific to the individual that may reduce or strengthen 
the male bias ascribed to masculine role nouns (see Sect. 3.2.3.3 on Kotthoff & 
Nübling 2018: 115–119).

53 See Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 310) who show in their word-picture matching task that 
stereotypicality influences the interpretation of masculine role nouns in German. 
54 See Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) on Spanish. See Kim et al. (2023b) on Norwegian, who 
show that visual targets (i.e., face pairs) are primed by stereotypical role nouns (e.g., ballet 
dancers) presented in the written code. 
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Sociolinguistic Factors 
In studies on the interpretation of masculine role nouns that have tested for partici-
pant gender, the biological/social gender of participants has sometimes been found 
to impact the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Generally, the data have shown 
that men exhibit stronger male biases than women. This has been interpreted as bio-
logical/social gendercentricism (e.g., Brauer & Landry 2008: 268, Experiment 2 
on French; Stahlberg et al. 2001: 468; Stahlberg & Sczesny 2001: 138 on German; 
Kaufmann & Bohner 2014: 12; Nissen 2013: 111 f. on Spanish). 

However, not all studies have found an impact of the participants’ biological/ 
social gender on the interpretation of masculine role nouns (Körner et al. 2024: 173). 
In particular, studies with experimental designs accessing the online processing of 
masculine role nouns generally do not find an effect of participants’ biological/ 
social gender on the interpretation of masculine role nouns (Gabriel et al. 2017: 
802; Körner et al. 2024: 165, 170). An exception is Redl et al.’s (2021) eye-tracking 
study, which found the Dutch masculine pronoun zijn ‘his’ to cause a male bias 
for male participants only (and in the stereotypically neutral stereotype condition 
only) (Redl et al. 2021: 1, 13; for similar findings see Redl et al. 2022: 840; Stetie & 
Zunino 2022a: 29 find Spanish-speaking women to show a more pronounced male 
bias than men in their online measures study).55 

As most studies have tested student populations, it has not been analyzed in 
depth whether the factor age mediates the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 
Nonetheless, some studies suggest that masculine role nouns generate male-biased 
representations regardless of the age of informants (e.g., Brauer & Landry 2008: 
Experiment 4 on French; Nissen 1997: 229 on Spanish; Körner et al. 2024: 165, 170 
on German). Moreover, Gygax et al.’s (2019b) experiment with French-speaking 
children suggests that masculine role nouns already start to cause a male bias in 
mental representations by the age of 3, while stereotypes influence young children 
more than they influence adult speakers (Gygax et al. 2019b: 1, 8 f.; see Lévy et al. 
2016, who find French-speaking toddlers to be influenced by their own biological/ 
social gender as well as by stereotype information). At the same time, other studies 
have not found participants’ age to moderate the stated effects (e.g., Lévy et al. 2014: 
35, 37; Richy & Burnett 2021 on French; Körner et al. 2024: 165, 170; Schunack & 
Binanzer 2022: 331 on German).

55 For a discussion about differences in language acquisition between boys and girls and the 
teaching of the different meanings of masculine forms, see Gygax et al. (2021b: 61–65); Redl 
et al. (2022: 843). 
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While the acceptance and use of masculine role nouns has been shown to be 
influenced by the participants’ home region/dialect, across which usages of mascu-
line role nouns and their alternatives, as well as sociopolitical factors, may differ 
(e.g., Arnold 2024: 623–625 on French; Diehl 1992: 384; Schröter et al. 2012: 374 f. 
on German), whether the interpretation of masculine role nouns is influenced by the 
factor region/dialect has received little attention. I am aware of only one study that 
has systemically compared two populations of one language: Kim et al. (2023a: 1, 
23) found that both Swiss French and Quebec French speakers interpreted masculine 
role nouns specifically.56 

Moreover, the way in which participants conceive of gender-fair language may 
also impact the interpretation of masculine role nouns. We turn to this aspect of 
participant-specific factors below. 

Attitudes on Gender-Fair Language 
Spanish-speaking participants with a positive attitude toward gender-fair language 
have been found to show a less pronounced male bias than those who reject gender-
fair language (Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022: 1260, 1268, 1270), while Stahlberg & 
Sczesny (2001: 137) found German-speaking participants in favor of gender-fair 
language to show the opposite effect. In this vein, Stetie & Zunino (2022b: 171) 
found Spanish-speaking participants who frequently used gender-fair language to 
show a more pronounced male bias than those who did not. At the same time, 
other studies have not found participants’ attitudes towards gender-fair language to 
moderate the stated effects (e.g., Kaufmann & Bohner 2014: 14 on Spanish; Körner 
et al. 2022: 560, 565; Körner et al. 2024: 166, 171, 173; Schunack & Binanzer 2022: 
331 on German).57 All in all, studies that have analyzed whether participant-specific 
factors impact the interpretation of masculine role nouns have shown inconsistent 
results (Körner et al. 2024: 173). 

Having presented both theoretical and empirical findings that attempt to explain 
the multiple meanings of masculine role nouns, I now summarize and evaluate the 
results reviewed in Chap. 3 and highlight those that are of particular interest for my 
experiments, which are presented in Chaps. 4 and 5.

56 For a comparison of the processing of Dutch zijn ‘his/its’ and Limburgian zien ‘his/its’, see 
Redl (2021: 93–104). However, the dialects’ usages of the pronouns differ so that the stated 
differences in the processing of the pronouns had been expected. 
57 On the relationship between the knowledge of gender-fair language, attitudes towards it 
and political orientation, see Sauteur et al. (2023). 
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3.3 Overall Synthesis 

When synthesizing the overall findings of the literature reviewed in Chap. 3, it 
can be stated that some of the research concentrates on describing which values 
are assigned to masculine role nouns by the language system (e.g., structural-
ism; Eisenberg 2018, to some extent), while other approaches concentrate on 
analyzing how masculine role nouns actually function in the parole (e.g., Femi-
nist Linguistics, pragmatics, the importance of referentiality, empirical research). 
At the same time, theoretical research on masculine role nouns often relates to 
genericity in both the narrower and broader sense (e.g., structuralism; Eisenberg 
2018; the importance of referentiality), while empirical research mainly focuses 
on genericity in the broader sense (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 91). Thus, the dif-
ferent approaches explaining the multiple meanings of masculine role nouns are 
somehow at cross-purposes (Schwarze 2008: 228, 230 f.). 

Nonetheless, based on previous research, we can state that the following fac-
tors may influence whether a masculine role noun is more likely to be interpreted 
generically or specifically: number, role noun type, referentiality, relative fre-
quency, participant-specific factors and stereotypicality. For instance, concerning 
number, masculine role nouns have been found to be interpreted specifically 
more frequently in the singular than in the plural form (e.g., un étudiant ‘a 
studentM.SG’ vs.  des étudiants ‘some studentsM.PL’). Accordingly, the systematic 
synthesis of the findings of previous research shows that at least three domains 
of language, as well as extra-linguistic factors, contribute to whether a masculine 
role noun is interpreted generically or not: morphosyntactic factors (i.e., number), 
lexico-semantic factors (i.e., role noun type, referentiality), pragmatic factors (i.e., 
relative frequency, participant-specific factors) and extra-linguistic factors (e.g., 
stereotypicality). In this vein, Table 3.2 summarizes the factors that have so far 
been found to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns.

In a similar vein as Table 3.2, Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 115–119) highlight 
the following factors that may influence a German masculine role noun’s inter-
pretation: number, referentiality, relative frequency, participant-specific factors,
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Table 3.2 Factors that influence whether a masculine role noun is interpreted generically or 
specifically. (Based on previous research) 

Factor Language Theoretical/empirical 
approach 
(selection) 

Suggested by 
(selection) 

Morphosyntactic Factors 
Number 
(i.e., singular vs. plural) 

French 

German 

Theoretical 

Empirical 

Structuralism – 

Coseriu 1992; 

De Backer& 

De Cuypere 2012 

Lexico-semantic Factors 
Role Noun Type 
(e.g., occupational noun 

vs. 

non-occupational noun) 

German 

German 

Theoretical 

Empirical 

Becker 2008; 

De Backer& 

De Cuypere 2012 

Referentiality 
(i.e., high vs. low degree) 

German Theoretical Kotthoff & 

Nübling 2018 

Pragmatic Factors 
Relative Frequency 
(i.e., high vs. low 

frequency of feminine 

role nouns) 

German 

German 

Theoretical 

Empirical 

Pragmatics – 

Becker 1997; 

De Backer& 

De Cuypere 2012 

Participant-specific 
Factors 
(e.g., participant’s 

biological/social gender) 

French 

Spanish 

Empirical 

Empirical 

Brauer & Landry 

2008; 

Stetie & Zunino 

2022a 

Extra-linguistic Factors 
Stereotypicality 
(e.g., male vs. female 

associations) 

German 

French 

Theoretical 

Empirical 

Eisenberg 2018; 

Sato et al. 2016 

Note: the gray-shaded factors are those that will be examined in my experimental study (i.e., 
stereotypicality in Experiment 1; role noun type in Experiment 2).58 

58 See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) on recent findings suggesting 
that contextual information indicating that a group consists of both men and women leads 
to a generic interpretation of stereotypically neutral masculine role nouns in German, while 
sentences without such information lead to a specific interpretation. See Pozniak et al. (2023:
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stereotypes59 ,60 . Moreover, Redl (2021: 120–122), who summarizes her empiri-
cal research on masculine pronouns in Dutch, also finds similar factors to mediate 
the interpretation of the masculine pronouns examined: conceptual number, type 
of pronoun, genericity, participant gender, stereotypes. Redl also includes method 
as a factor (i.e., a male bias was found in her eye-tracking study, but not in her 
SPR SEV study).61 However, in my opinion, the method of a study does not 
influence the interpretation of a masculine role noun, but may tap into different 
stages of language processing. 

The number of different factors that have been found to influence the inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns (see Table 3.2) suggests that the interpretation 
process could be approached from different angles. Yet, although no theory or 
study assumes masculine forms to be interpreted exclusively generically or exclu-
sively specifically (Gygax et al. 2021a: 5 f.; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–117; 
Redl 2021: 120–122), previous research has presented rather one-sided claims 
on the issue: on the one hand, it is supposed that masculine role nouns tend 
to function as generics without a problem. This is primarily affirmed by theo-
retical approaches (e.g., Structuralism; l’Académie française 2004, 2017, 2021; 
Eisenberg 2018), while empirical proof for this claim is scarce. On the other

1, 11–14, 16–18) on contextual dilution effects in gender-fair French; see Zapf (2025: 405– 
407) on Spanish. Note that these novel and important findings could not be included in detail 
in the present research and thus are not integrated into Table 3.2.
59 Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 115) also include context of the test sentences as a separate fac-
tor. However, as these are based on stereotypical information (e.g., ice hockey is a male sport), 
I subsume them under the factor stereotypicality. See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472– 
477, 480–482) on recent findings indicating that the explicit indication of the biological/ 
social gender of the referents enables a generic interpretation of masculine role nouns. See 
Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) who, based on their literature review focusing 
on inanimate and non-human animate nouns, conclude that a possible influence of grammat-
ical gender on mental representation is context-dependent. In this vein, Samuel et al. (2019: 
1769, 1771, 1779 f.) highlight the factor salience of grammatical and biological/social gender 
within their study. I come back to this point in Sects. 6.2.2.2 and 7.3. 
60 In contrast to my list, Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 115) do not enumerate role noun type 
(e.g., occupational vs. non-occupational nouns) as a factor in their literature review summary, 
although they mention it when reviewing De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) study. 
61 See Gygax et al. (2021a: 5) and Gygax et al. (2012: 405, 407) on judgements vs. response 
times. See Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1772–1781) who, when focusing on inanimate 
and non-human animate nouns, find the specific task to influence the outcome of a study on 
grammatical gender. 
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hand, it is suggested that masculine role nouns are mainly interpreted specifi-
cally (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 468). This view is presented by theoretical 
approaches including Feminist Linguistics, the importance of referentiality and 
pragmatics, and is corroborated by nearly all the empirical research that has ana-
lyzed the interpretation of masculine role nouns (i.e., all studies on masculine 
role nouns presented in this chapter except the offline measures survey studies by 
De Backer & De Cuypere 2012 and Nissen 2013).62 

Moreover, theoretical approaches attribute the specific interpretation of a mas-
culine role noun to different sources: to linguistic information in the form of the 
masculine form only (e.g., Feminist Linguistics), to extra-linguistic information, 
such as stereotypes (e.g., Eisenberg 2018), or to both sources of information (e.g., 
the importance of referentiality). In this vein, empirical research has also obtained 
different findings on the issue: Gygax et al. (2008) showed for French and Ger-
man that the stereotypicality of the role nouns did not alter their interpretation; 
they conclude: “when a grammatical mark of gender is provided, the represen-
tation of gender is based on that mark of gender” (Gygax et al. 2008: 480, see 
also 464). Conversely, other experimental studies have found that both stereotype 
information and the masculine form influence a role noun’s interpretation (e.g., 
Sato et al. 2016 on French). Accordingly, given the current interest in the issue, 
it seems fruitful to further investigate it. 

Indeed, as gender equality, especially in regard to language, has been heatedly 
discussed in the past decade in French society, it is particularly interesting to 
first verify whether previous findings on the influence of stereotypicality and 
the masculine form on the interpretation of French masculine role nouns still 
hold true today and/or whether they can be extended. I thus concentrate on the 
influence of the extra-linguistic factor a role noun’s stereotypicality on masculine 
role noun interpretation in Experiment 1, which is a replication of Gygax et al.’s 
(2008) French sample (see Chap. 4).

62 But see Bross & Kurz (2023) on N-N compounds in German. See also the study by Safina 
(2024: 60, 67, 72 f., 75) on Italian epicene nouns in their masculine form (e.g., Tutti i con-
tabili ‘allM.PL theM.PL company’s accountants(F/)M.PL’). See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 
468, 472–477, 480–482) on how contextual information can lead to a generic interpretation 
of masculine role nouns in German. See Trutkowski (2018) on diverging findings concern-
ing German (but see Claus & Willy 2022). See Redl et al. (2018) on masculine pronouns in 
Dutch. See Pozniak et al. (2023); Spinelli et al. (2023) on the efficacy of gender-fair French. 
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Moreover, it can be stated that the influence of different factors (e.g., the 
lexico-semantic factor role noun type) on the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns in French has been investigated less extensively than in German, for which 
more diverse findings exist (as in De Backer & De Cuypere 2012). In this vein, 
Experiment 2 focuses on the factor role noun type, namely on the interpretation 
of occupational vs. non-occupational role nouns (see Chap. 5). As the world of 
work in general might be more tied to maleness than to femaleness, occupational 
nouns might be more easily associated with men than non-occupational nouns, 
irrespective of their stereotypicality (Becker 2008: 66; De Backer & De Cuypere 
2012: 257, 261 f., 266 f.). In Experiment 2, I thus focus on stereotypically neutral 
masculine role nouns. 

3.4 Summary 

Theoretical and empirical research on whether masculine role nouns are inter-
preted generically or specifically can be subdivided into two major groups 
presenting rather clear-cut claims on the issue. On the one hand, there is research 
suggesting that the generic meaning of masculine role nouns can easily be 
accessed. This kind of research is mostly theory-driven and focuses on the values 
the langue assigns to masculine role nouns. On the other hand, the branch of 
research that analyzes the parole generally claims that masculine role nouns tend 
to be interpreted specifically. Meanwhile, the vast majority of empirical studies 
suggest that masculine role nouns tend to be interpreted specifically. 

Different types of information are assumed to influence the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns. Firstly, the specific interpretation of masculine role nouns 
is ascribed to linguistic information. Secondly, the specific interpretation of mas-
culine role nouns is thought to be caused by extra-linguistic information such 
as stereotypes. Thirdly, the interpretation of masculine role nouns is assumed 
to be influenced by the two types of information. Morphosyntactic factors (i.e., 
number), lexico-semantic factors (i.e., role noun type, referentiality), pragmatic 
factors (i.e., relative frequency, participant-specific factors) and extra-linguistic 
factors (e.g., stereotypicality) have all been found to have an effect. Crucially, the 
influence of various factors on the interpretation of masculine role nouns has not 
thoroughly been tested for French.
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Given the different findings concerning whether the extra-linguistic factor 
stereotypicality and/or the masculine form itself influences a masculine role 
noun’s interpretation, and given the ongoing social debate on the gender-fair use 
of language in France, it seems fruitful to first examine whether previous findings 
on the issue still hold true today. This is tackled in Experiment 1, which replicates 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample. Experiment 2 broadens the perspective on 
the interpretation of stereotypically neutral masculine role nouns by investigating 
whether the lexico-semantic factor role noun type (i.e., occupational nouns vs. 
non-occupational nouns) has an influence.
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This chapter presents Experiment 1, which is a replication of the French sample of 
a study by Gygax et al. (2008). Experiment 1 investigates the influence of linguis-
tic information, namely the morphosyntactic factor (a role noun’s) masculine form 
and the extra-linguistic factor stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral1 / 
female role nouns), on the interpretation of role nouns in French). The chapter 
is structured as follows. The research questions and hypotheses put forward by 
Gygax et al. (2008), as well as the study’s design and results, are presented in 
Sect. 4.1. Section 4.2 discusses the necessity of replication studies in general and 
then focuses more on the specific reasons for replicating Gygax et al. (2008), 
while Sect. 4.3 explains the changes that were made when replicating this study. 
The research questions, hypotheses and method of Experiment 1 are described in 
Sects. 4.4.1 and 4.4.2, while Sect. 4.4.3 presents the main results. Section 4.4.4 
focuses on further analyses and additional observations on the data. Section 4.4.5 
discusses findings and limitations while giving an outlook on research questions 
for future experiments, including Experiment 2. A summary of the chapter is 
provided in 4.5.

1 See footnote 24 in Chap. 3. 
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4.1 The Initial Study: Gygax et al. (2008) 

I have presented Gygax et al.’s (2008) study in Sect. 3.2.1.2; I now present  it  
more in detail in order to replicate its French part as carefully as possible in 
Experiment 1. In this vein, while presenting the whole study, I concentrate on 
Gygax et al.’s French sample. 

Gygax et al.’s (2008) study was one of the first empirical studies to explicitly 
evaluate whether both a role noun’s masculine form (i.e., linguistic input) and 
its stereotypicality (i.e., extra-linguistic input) influence its interpretation (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 464 f., 470). The experiment was based on experimental sentence 
pairs, in which the first sentence presents a stereotypically male, stereotypically 
neutral or stereotypically female role noun in the masculine plural form (e.g., 
voisins ‘neighborsM.PL’, which is stereotypically neutral). 

Note that, unlike generic nouns like the grammatically masculine témoin 
‘witnessM.SG’, which carries a fixed grammatical gender (see Sect. 2.2.1; 
Table 2.1), for the masculine role nouns that are analyzed here, feminine counter-
parts can be formed thanks to suffixation (e.g., voisins ‘(male) neighborsM.PL’ vs.  
voisines ‘female neighborsF.PL’). Further, while personal nouns, which include 
kinship terms such as mère ‘motherF.SG’ and  frère ‘brotherM.PL’, carry biologi-
cal/social gender as part of their core lexical meaning (i.e., lexical gender; see  
Sect. 2.2.1.3), the role nouns under investigation in the present research do not 
(Gygax et al. 2021a: 2, 3, 5). Importantly, the rule indicating that the mascu-
line or feminine grammatical gender of a role noun generally correlates with the 
referent’s biological/social gender, while masculine nouns have a generic and a 
specific meaning (see Sect. 2.2.2), also applies to the role nouns investigated in 
the present research. 

Gygax et al.’s (2008) participants evaluated whether the second sentence of 
an experimental pair was a sensible continuation of the first sentence. Their 
responses (yes vs. no) and response times were taken as an indication of the 
difficulty of combining the masculine role noun with a continuation featuring 
either men or women (i.e., hommes and femmes in French). The experiment was 
conducted in the grammatical gender languages French and German and in the 
natural gender language English. The English role nouns without any grammat-
ical gender marking thus served as a control for a stereotype bias only (e.g., 
beauticians are women) (Gygax et al. 2008: 464, 471 f., 475). 

I now turn to Gygax et al.’s (2008) research questions and hypotheses and 
then present the method and the procedure of their study.
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4.1.1 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Questions 
With their experiment, Gygax et al. (2008) addressed three research questions: they 
wanted to know whether (1) grammatical information (i.e., the masculine plural form 
of a role noun), (2) stereotype information (i.e., the male/female/neutral stereotyp-
icality of a role noun), or (3) both information types influence the interpretation of 
stereotyped role nouns in the masculine plural form (Gygax et al. 2008: 470 f.; see 
my RQs 1 and 2 in Sect. 1.1).2 

Hypotheses 
Before running their experiment, Gygax et al. (2008) assumed that, concerning 
French, there were “three possible ways in which stereotype and grammatical infor-
mation might interact” (Gygax et al. 2008: 470 f.); these three hypotheses are linked 
to the possible outcomes below:3 

H1: Grammatical information (i.e., the masculine form of a role noun) may over-
ride a role noun’s male/neutral/female stereotypicality when a role noun is 
interpreted. 

• If this was the case, role nouns in French in the masculine plural should 
be interpreted specifically (= more and quicker yes answers for sentence 
pairs with a second sentence featuring hommes, while sentence pairs with 
a second sentence featuring femmes should generate less and slower yes 
answers) (Gygax et al. 2008: 470 f.).

2 As mentioned in Sect. 2.1, Gygax et al. (2008: 464, 470 f.) differentiate between grammati-
cal information and stereotype information. While Gygax et al.’s (2008) original terminology 
is used above when citing the authors’ research questions and hypotheses, in the present 
book, I differentiate between linguistic and extra-linguistic information when analyzing the 
different factors that may influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 
3 As already mentioned, the initial study examined role nouns in the plural form in French, 
German and English. However, focusing on the French sample only (see Sect. 4.2), I do not 
enumerate the research hypotheses of Gyxax et al. (2008) which are not relevant for my repli-
cation study; for the hypotheses on the natural gender language English and the possible 
influence of cross-linguistic differences, see Gygax et al. (2008: 470 f.). 
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H2: Stereotype information (a role noun’s male/neutral/female stereotypicality) 
may override4 grammatical information (i.e., the masculine form of a role 
noun) when a role noun is interpreted. 

• If this was the case, stereotypically male role nouns should generate a 
male bias, whereas stereotypically female role nouns should generate 
a female bias. Stereotypically neutral role nouns, however, should not 
show any of these biases (= more and quicker yes answers for sentence 
pairs with a second sentence featuring hommes for stereotypically male 
role nouns, more and quicker yes answers for sentence pairs with a second 
sentence featuring femmes for stereotypically female role nouns, an equal 
number of yes answers for both hommes and femmes continuations for 
stereotypically neutral role nouns in approximately the same time) (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 471). 

H3: Both types of information might influence the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns. 

• If this was the case, stereotypically female role nouns in the masculine 
plural form should not yield any bias as the two influences would cancel 
each other out (= an equal number of yes answers for both hommes and 
femmes sentences for stereotypically female role nouns in approximately 
the same time); stereotypically male role nouns in the masculine form 
would trigger a significant male bias (= more and quicker yes answers 
for hommes sentences for stereotypically male role nouns) and stereotyp-
ically neutral role nouns in the masculine form would generate a slight 
male bias (= slightly more and quicker yes answers for hommes sentences) 
(Gygax et al. 2008: 471).5 

Before turning to the study’s results in Sect. 4.1.3, we now turn to Gygax et al.’s 
(2008) method.

4 Overridden means that stereotypicality prevails over grammatical gender marking when a 
masculine role noun is interpreted; see footnote 28 in Chap. 3. 
5 See also Gabriel & Gygax (2008: 453).
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4.1.2 Method 

Participants 
The study’s final French sample consisted of 35 students from Fribourg University in 
French-speaking Switzerland. A similar number of English- and German-speaking 
students from the University of Sussex and the University of Bern were tested for 
the English and German parts of the experiment. The participants received course 
credits or £4 (Gygax et al. 2008: 471). 

4.1.2.1 Materials and Design 
In this section, I present Gygax et al.’s (2008) experimental design. I first present 
the design of the experimental and filler items and then turn to the apparatus and 
the procedure. As Experiment 1 replicates the French part of Gygax et al.’s (2008) 
study, I concentrate on the French stimuli and instructions in the following. 

4.1.2.1.1 Experimental Items 
The experimental items used by Gygax et al. (2008) consisted of 36 sentence 
pairs. The first sentence of each pair introduced a group of people by using a mas-
culine role noun in the plural form. The second sentence represented either some 
men or some women (i.e., hommes or femmes), indicating that the characters 
mentioned in the first sentence were a mixed group (Gygax et al. 2008: 271 f.). 
An example of an experimental item in French representing a stereotypically 
neutral role noun and femmes is: 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’ 

The experiment is based on two important experimental manipulations: the first 
concerns the stereotypicality of the role noun introduced in the first sentence. The 
items featured either a stereotypically male, neutral or female role noun. The role 
nouns had been chosen from a norming study by Gabriel et al. (2008) in which 
participants had to indicate the percentage of men and women they thought of 
as occupying these roles. The role nouns with the strongest (male/neutral/female) 
stereotypicality were used (see Table 4.1). Moreover, in the study, stereotype 
information is thought to be conveyed only by the role noun (Gygax et al. 2008: 
472, 475; Gabriel & Gygax 2008: 453 f.).
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Table 4.1 Evaluated proportion of men, Gygax et al. (2008: 473). (From Gabriel et al. 2008) 

Male stereotypes Neutral stereotypes Female stereotypes 

Espions 
‘spies’ 

74% Chanteurs 
‘singers’ 

48% Esthéticiens 
‘beauticians’ 

18% 

Golfeurs ‘golfers’ 73% Promeneurs 
‘pedestrians’ 

52% Assistants 
maternels ‘birth 
attendants’ 

18% 

Politiciens 
‘politicians’ 

72% Spectateurs de 
cinema ‘cinema 
goers’ 

50% Diseurs de 
bonne aventure 
‘fortune tellers’ 

28% 

Policiers ‘police 
officers’ 

70% Auditeurs de 
concert ‘concert 
goers’ 

51% Caissiers 
‘cashiers’ 

24% 

Statisticiens 
‘statisticians’ 

74% Ecoliers 
‘schoolchildren’ 

53% Infirmiers 
‘nurses’ 

30% 

Patrons ‘bosses’ 74% Spectateurs 
‘spectators’ 

51% Coiffeurs 
‘hairdressers’ 

38% 

Informaticiens 
‘computer 
specialists’ 

67% Voisins 
‘neighbors’ 

50% Etudiants en 
psychologie 
‘psychology 
students’ 

33% 

Chirurgiens 
‘surgeons’ 

75% Nageurs 
‘swimmers’ 

50% Diététiciens 
‘dieticians’ 

37% 

Techniciens 
‘technicians’ 

75% Joueurs de tennis 
‘tennis players’ 

54% Couturiers 
‘dressmakers’ 

40% 

Ingénieurs 
‘engineers’ 

74% Auteurs ‘authors’ 54% Danseurs 
‘dancers’ 

29% 

Etudiants en 
physique ‘physics 
students’ 

67% Musiciens 
‘musicians’ 

59% Vendeurs ‘sales 
assistants’ 

37% 

Aviateurs ‘pilots’ 74% Skieurs ‘skiers’ 55% Assistants 
sociaux ‘social 
workers’ 

33% 

Mean 72% 52% 30%

In total, there were 36 experimental sentence pairs of which 12 were intro-
duced by a stereotypically male role noun, 12 items by a stereotypically neutral 
one and 12 by a stereotypically female one. The factor stereotypicality of the role 
noun (male/neutral/female) varied between items, but within participants. A first
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sentence with a stereotypically female role noun is shown in (23) and with a 
stereotypically male one in (24) (Gygax et al. 2008: 471 f., 475): 

(23) Les infirmiers marchaient dans la gare./ 
‘The nursesM.PL were walking through the station./’ 

(24) Les ingénieurs étaient déjà devant la fontaine./ 
‘The engineersM.PL were already at the fountain./’ 

The second experimental manipulation is the mention of femmes or hommes in the 
second sentence of the pair. 18 of the 36 second sentences mentioned femmes, 
18 mentioned hommes. The factor continuation varied within both items and 
participants (Gygax et al. 2008: 474 f.).6 The same sentence pair as (15a)–(15b1) 
with a hommes continuation would thus be: 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b2) A cause du temps nuageux, un des hommes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the men had an umbrella.’ 

Hence, each participant saw 18 femmes continuations in the second sentences 
preceded by six sentences introducing a stereotypically female role noun, six 
introducing a stereotypically male one and six introducing a stereotypically neu-
tral one. Conversely, every participant saw 18 second sentences featuring hommes 
that were preceded by six first sentences introducing a stereotypically female role 
noun, six introducing a stereotypically male one and six introducing a stereotyp-
ically neutral one (see the 2×3 design in Table  4.2). The intended interpretation 
of the masculine role nouns in all stereotype conditions was the generic inter-
pretation. Accordingly, femmes in the second sentence should be interpreted as 
a subset of the group denoted by a masculine role noun7 in the first sentence.8 

6 See also Gabriel & Gygax (2008: 454).
7 Obviously, in the English stimuli, serving as a control for a stereotype influence only, the 
role nouns did not present any mark of grammatical gender. 
8 Strictly speaking, the subset featured in the second sentences is a sub-subset of the main 
group. For instance, la majorité des femmes is intended to be understood as ‘the majority of 
the women among the women that are part of a group composed of both men and women’. In 
this vein, in example (15a)–(15b1), une des femmes means ‘one of the female neighbors in a 
group of male and female neighbors has an umbrella’. In the language and gender literature, 
the (sub-)subset is sometimes referred to as anaphor (e.g., in Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022). 
While the generic or specific interpretation of masculine role nouns shares similarities with 
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Moreover, the second sentences qualified the femmes and hommes with un/e des, 
la majorité des, quelques, la plupart des, une partie des or plusieurs hommes/ 
femmes ‘oneM/F.SG of the, the majority of the, few of the, most of the, some of 
the or several of the men/women’9 (Gygax et al. 2008: 472, 475). 

The first sentences varied in terms of the activity the subjects of the sentence 
were doing, for which six different verb types were used: the first sentences 
portrayed a group of people either 1) coming out of a place, 2)  waiting somewhere, 
3) going into a place, 4)  being somewhere, 5)  walking somewhere or, 6) going 
across a place. Role nouns were randomly assigned to one of the six content 
types (Gygax et al. 2008: 472). 

For the second sentences, three different content types were used, displaying 
either an emotion, a weather condition or an action. More precisely, the con-
tent types portrayed the emotions calm, sad, angry and good mood, the weather 
conditions sunny/wear a hat, heat/no coat, bad weather/umbrella, bad weather/ 
raincoat and the actions leave, stay, take a break and walk away.10 Thus, the 
three content types of the second sentences differed slightly in combination with 
the different role nouns from the first sentences; for instance, skieurs ‘skiersM.PL’ 
was matched with hat, walk away or calm, while couturiers ‘tailorsM.PL’ was  
matched with sad, umbrella or take a break in the second sentence (Gygax et al. 
2008: 475).

anaphora resolution in the sense that a link (an anaphorical relation) is established between 
the previous mention of an entity and the ‘repeated’ reference (Garrod 2001: 490), the female 
subset (e.g., la majorirté des femmes) and the main group, the ‘antecedent’ (e.g., les voisins) 
are not coreferential. Moreover, in contrast to an anaphor, a noun phrase like la majorirté des 
femmes is not bound to the antecedent’s governing category (Levinson 2000: 281). I therefore 
chose not to speak of the (female) subset as an anaphor referring to the main group. Instead, in 
order to be as precise as possible, in the present book, I speak of the (female) subset referring 
to the main group denoted by a masculine role noun. 
9 In the remainder of this book, the translation of un/e des, la majorité des, quelques, la plu-
part des, une partie des or plusieurs (hommes/femmes) ‘oneM/F.SG of the, the majority of the, 
few of the, most of the, some of the or several of the (men/women)’ is ommitted. 
10 The article by Gygax et al. (2008: 474) cites some non-existing content type examples 
(e.g., put some sun cream on). However, the stimuli actually used cover the three content 
types indicated above. 
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Table 4.2 2×3 Design, Gygax et al. (2008), Experiment 1 

Continuation 
hommes femmes 

St
er

eo
ty

pi
ca

lit
y 

Male Les ingénieurs étaient déjà devant la fontaine./ 
‘The engineers M.PL were already at the fountain./’ 

A cause de la chaleur, une 
partie des hommes portait un 
chapeau. 
‘Because of the heat, some of the 

men were wearing a hat.’ 

A cause de la chaleur, une 
partie des femmes portait un 
chapeau. 
‘Because of the heat, some of the 

women were wearing a hat.’ 

Neutral Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

A cause du temps nuageux, un 
des hommes avait un 
parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one 

of the men had an umbrella.’ 

A cause du temps nuageux, 
une des femmes avait un 
parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one 

of the women had an umbrella.’ 

Female Les infirmiers marchaient dans la gare./ 

‘The nurses M.PL were walking through the station./’ 

Du beau temps étant prévu, la 
majorité des hommes n’avait 
pas de veste . 

‘Since sunny weather was forecast, 

the majority of the men weren’t 

wearing a coat.’ 

Du beau temps étant prévu, la 
majorité des femmes n’avait 
pas de veste.a 

‘Since sunny weather was forecast, 

the majority of the women weren’t 

wearing a coat.’ 

a For the sake of consistency, I present the stimuli as they were featured in Experiment 1; 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) stimuli may differ slightly (see Sect. 4.3.2)
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Across the experiment, based on the different content types of the second 
sentences, Gygax et al. (2008) created six lists (i.e., 3 content types × 2 con-
tinuations (i.e., hommes vs. femmes)), ensuring that each role noun was equally 
often followed by femmes and hommes. Each participant saw one list. More pre-
cisely, each participant saw one role noun (e.g., voisins) only in combination with 
one continuation type (i.e., hommes or femmes) and one content type (e.g., bad 
weather) in the second sentence. The first sentence of an experimental pair was 
the same for all participants (Gygax et al. 2008: 472, 474 f.; see the 2×3 design  
in Table 4.2). For more information on the pre-testing of the role nouns and the 
construction of the experimental pairs, see Gygax et al. (2008: 471–475). 

4.1.2.1.2 Filler Items 
Gygax et al.’s study (2008) featured 36 filler sentence pairs, which were generated 
to elicit a clear no response to counterbalance the experimental items for which 
the predicted response was yes. The 36 filler items were randomly interspersed 
with the experimental sentence pairs and consisted of three different filler types. 
Filler type 1 presented sentences in which the subjects of the first and second 
sentences did not match (Gygax et al. 2008: 471–475):11 

(25a) Les allergologues sortaient de l’université./ 
‘The allergistsM./F.PL were leaving the university./’ 

(25b) Après un certain temps, quelques dactylographes semblaient vouloir s’en 
aller. 
‘After some time, some of the typistsM./F.PL seemed to want to leave.’ 

Filler type 2 presented role nouns in the first sentence whose biological/social 
gender did not match the continuation (Gabriel et al. 2017: 799): 

(26a) Les moines traversaient le cloître./ 
‘The monksM.PL were walking through the cloister./’ 

(26b) On pouvait voir que la majorité des femmes était vraiment de bonne humeur. 
‘It was obvious that the majority of the women were in a really good 
mood.’ 

Filler type 3 presented sentence pairs which were semantically inconsistent 
(Gabriel et al. 2017: 799):

11 See also Gabriel et al. (2017: 799); Gabriel & Gygax (2008: 453 f.).
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(27a) Les fleuristes attendaient sous la pluie./ 
‘TheM./F.PL floristsM./F.PL were waiting in the rain./’ 

(27b) Étant donne le beau temps, une partie des hommes n’avait pas de veste. 
‘Since sunny weather was forecast, some of the men weren’t wearing a 
coat.’ 

4.1.2.2 Apparatus and Procedure 
Apparatus 
Gygax et al. (2008) used a Power Macintosh computer 4400 using PsyScope Soft-
ware and a button box that permitted millisecond accuracy (Gygax et al. 2008: 
475). 

Procedure 
During the experiment, the participants’ task was to decide whether the second 
sentence of an experimental item, which either featured hommes or femmes, was  
a continuation possible ‘sensible continuation’12 of the first sentence, featuring a 
stereotypically male/neutral/female masculine plural role noun (Gygax et al. 2008: 
472, 475). 

The participants were presented with one sentence at a time and were instructed 
to read each sentence at their normal reading pace. Before each passage, Prochaine 
paire ? ‘Next pair?’ appeared on the screen. When the participants pressed the yes 
button, the first sentence appeared. After having read the first sentence, participants 
pressed the yes button again to make the first sentence disappear and to make the 
second sentence appear. According to their response, they then pressed the yes or the 
no button (= it’s (not) a sensible continuation). The participants were instructed to 
respond as quickly yet as precisely as possible, by pressing yes or no after having read 
the second sentence (Gygax et al., 2008: 475 f.). I henceforth call this presentation 
mode Self-Paced Reading Whole Sentence Presentation (SPR WSP). 

Now that the rationale and method of the study on which Experiment 1 is based 
has been thoroughly presented, in the next section, I briefly discuss its outcome.

12 Fr. Continuation possible is the original translation of sensible continuation in English 
by Gygax et al. (2008). It can be discussed whether this was the closest translation possi-
ble (in French, continuation logique or sensée could be considered to be closer). However, 
as I wanted to replicate the experiment as closely as possible, I decided to stick to the original 
wording. 
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4.1.3 Results 

The inspection of the French and German data showed that there were fewer 
and slower yes responses for women continuations than for men continuations 
in French and German. Importantly, this was the case across all stereotype con-
ditions. Conversely, in English, after sentences containing stereotypically female 
role nouns, there were more positive responses for women continuations; after 
sentences containing stereotypically male role nouns, there were more positive 
responses for men continuations; there was a balanced number of yes responses 
for both continuation types in the stereotypically neutral condition. Thus, the 
role nouns’ stereotypicality influenced the English participants’ mental represen-
tations of the referents’ biological/social gender, whereas the morphosyntactic 
factor masculine form seems to have prevailed over the extra-linguistic factor 
stereotypicality in French and German. The authors concluded that masculine 
role nouns intended as generics are interpreted specifically in French and Ger-
man, regardless of the stereotypicality of the masculine role nouns (Gygax et al., 
2008: 464, 476–480, 483).13 I present Gygax et al.’s (2008) French results in 
more detail when comparing them to the outcome of Experiment 1 in Sect. 4.4.3. 

4.2 The Rationale Behind the Replication 

In the present section, I explain why replication research is needed and why it 
constitutes a path to further knowledge. Further, I give examples of replication 
studies that have focused on the interpretation of masculine forms and discuss in 
more detail why I judged it necessary to replicate Gygax et al.’s (2008) French 
sample about ten years after the initial study was run.14 

13 See also Gabriel et al. (2017: 797); Misersky et al. (2019: 644).
14 Gygax et al. seem to have run the experiment in 2006, but it was first published in 2008. As 
the study is commonly known as Gygax et al. (2008), for the sake of simplicity, I stick to the 
year 2008 when mentioning their experiment. However, I am aware of the fact that there is 
a bigger difference in time between the running of the initial experiment and the replication 
study (i.e., 2006 to 2019, rather than 2008 to 2019). However, as previously indicated, a lively 
discussion of alternative forms for the generic use of masculine role nouns in France only 
started in 2017. It should thus not make a difference whether the initial data were collected 
in 2008 or 2006, as they could not have been influenced by the more common integration of 
(contracted) double forms like artisan·es (‘artisansM·F.PL’) in either case. This also applies 
to previous replications of Gygax et al. (2008) conducted by Garnham et al. (2012) and Sato 
et al. (2013). 
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The so-called replication crisis appeared on the academic scene around the 
year 2015, when only 39 replication studies of 100 psychology experiments that 
had been published in highly ranked journals were judged to have replicated the 
original results (Open Science Collaboration 2015: aac4716–7). This has raised 
fundamental questions about the validity and reliability of scientific findings. 
While replication research can be seen as a key element of the scientific process 
and as the basis of good scientific practice, academia still presents low rates of 
replication research. Within applied linguistics, too, replication research remains 
scarce, which results in the same findings being reiterated without verification, 
while the conducting of ‘innovative’ studies is encouraged. Yet, replication is 
required precisely to examine novel findings (Marsden et al. 2018: 323, 363, 375; 
Porte & McManus 2019: 1, 3–5). However, the interpretation of replicated data 
is quite challenging. This is why scientists have recently called for more clearly 
defined standards for replications. Furthermore, in order to analyze the extent to 
which the effects stated in the initial study replicate, more than one replication 
study is needed. Also, one has to explain exactly why a certain study should be 
repeated and why it should be replicated in a certain way (Schauer & Hedges 
2021: 138).15 In the following section I explain why Gygax et al.’s (2008) study 
sparked my interest in doing a replication study. 

The study by Gygax et al. (2008) has made a significant contribution to the 
field of language and gender: Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 108) consider it the most 
comprehensive and sophisticated study on the question of whether masculine role 
nouns are interpreted specifically. First, by investigating the grammatical gender 
languages French and German and by comparing them to the natural gender 
language English, it is one of the few cross-linguistic studies that exist in the 
field. Secondly, by investigating French, the study contributed to the closing of a 
significant research gap, as research on the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
in French (and Romance languages in general) had been scarce so far. Thirdly, 
Gygax et al. (2008) present a carefully designed study, which only implicitly hints 
at a group’s biological/social gender composition, thanks to a sentence evaluation 
paradigm and the recording of response times. This permits a more subtle analysis 
of the interpretation of masculine role nouns than other experiments with more 
explicit designs, such as explicitly asking the participants to judge the biological/ 
social gender composition of a previously named group, as done by Brauer &

15 See also Hedges & Schauer (2019a: 550 f., 563, 567); Hedges & Schauer (2019b: 557 f.); 
Porte & McManus (2019: 3, 12–15, 22–25). 
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Landry (2008).16 Finally, the study’s relevance is also illustrated by its frequent 
citation by scholars examining the issue (about 100 citations on Google Scholar in 
2019),17 but it is also mentioned in non-scientific discussions promoting a gender-
fair use of language (e.g., Lobin & Nübling in the Süddeutsche Zeitung, 2018/06/ 
07; the best seller Invisible Women on data bias by Caroline Criado-Perez, 2019; 
and the comic Sea, sexisme and sun, by Marine Spaak, 2019). 

Furthermore, in the 2010s, the study was extended and adapted to other lin-
guistic backgrounds (i.e., for French-English bilinguals, see Sato et al. 2013; for 
speakers of Norwegian, see Gabriel & Gygax 2008) and has been repeated with a 
different experimental setup integrating pronominal reference (e.g., ils ‘theyM.PL’) 
(Garnham et. al. 2012). While these replications have confirmed the stability of 
the effects stated by Gygax et al. (2008), several years have passed since the 
experiment was last repeated for French (by Sato et al. 2013).18 Concerning 
the French sample, this is especially surprising as gender equality has been a 
key issue in the past decade: from 2012–2014, François Hollande reconstituted 
the Ministry of Women’s Rights for his administration and Emmanuel Macron 
declared in 2015 that gender equality would be a major cause during his man-
date.19 Indeed, in the past decade French society has moved on and women are 
more actively involved in diverse domains of the labor market (European Insti-
tute for Gender equality (= EIGE) 2005–2019); Institut national de la statistique 
et des études économiques (= INSEE) 2018: 39). This could result in an easier 
association of women with masculine role nouns (Eisenberg 2018). Moreover, 
since 2017, the #MeToo/BalanceTonPorc movement has sparked new discussions 
on feminism and the role of women in society in general.

16 See also the studies run by Braun et al. (1998) and Rothmund & Scheele (2004) on 
German. 
17 To date, the study remains Pascal Gygax’s most cited study. The interest in it has increased 
since 2019; on 2022/04/25 it had been cited 231 times according to Google Scholar (< https:// 
scholar.google.ch/citations?user=OUzhe58AAAAJ&hl=fr>). 
18 Of course, studies have explored the findings in new ways, such as Lévy et al. (2014) on 
French masculine role nouns, who gradually increased the level of exposure to female refer-
ents, or Vervecken & Hannover (2015) on Dutch and German. Note that the French sample 
has very recently been replicated by Tibblin et al. (2023a, 2023b). Moreover, Glim et al. 
(2023) and Körner et al. (2022, 2024) adapted Gygax et al.’s (2008) stimuli for German, as 
did Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) for Spanish. I do not include the latter replication studies in 
the main text as they were published after I had run Experiment 1 in 2019, and thus obviously 
could not have influenced my decision to replicate Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample. 
19 See the Ministère chargé de l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes, de la Diversité et de 
l’Égalité des chances < www.egalite-femmes-hommes.gouv.fr/25948> [12.09.2022]. 

https://scholar.google.ch/citations%3Fuser%3DOUzhe58AAAAJ%26hl%3Dfr
https://scholar.google.ch/citations%3Fuser%3DOUzhe58AAAAJ%26hl%3Dfr
http://www.egalite-femmes-hommes.gouv.fr/25948


4.2 The Rationale Behind the Replication 97

Crucially, the mid-2010s can be considered as a turning point concerning the 
discussion on the use of gender-fair language in France. For instance, the use 
of double forms instead of the generic use of masculine role nouns has been 
officially promoted (e.g., Pour une communication sans stéréotype de sexe, edited 
by the Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes 2016). L’écriture 
inclusive20 ‘inclusive writing’ has been broadly discussed by national educational, 
political and linguistic institutions, as well as in the media, since then. This was 
triggered in 2017 by the publication of the first French schoolbook (Questionner 
le Monde, by Sophie Le Callennec) using elements of the écriture inclusive; in  
order to avoid the generic use of masculine role nouns, contracted double forms 
such as artisan.e.s ‘artisansM.F.PL’ were used. The publication of the schoolbook 
led to a statement on the topic by the French Prime Minister Édouard Philippe, 
defining the gender-fair use of the French language in official documents. While 
the French government encourages the use of both masculine and feminine role 
nouns (e.g., complete double forms), it bans the abbreviation of double forms 
with the point médian ‘interpunct’ (e.g., artisan·es ‘artisansM·F.PL’) from official 
speech (Circulaire du 21 novembre 2017 relative aux règles de féminisation et de 
rédaction des textes publiés au Journal officiel de la République française).21 The 
Académie française also responded immediately to the publication of the school-
book and characterized l’écriture inclusive as “a mortal danger” (my translation) 
to the French language. However, in early 2019, the Académie revised its critical 
position on feminization,22 and finally accepted the latter (e.g., une architecte 
‘anF.SG architectF.SG’) (l’Académie française 2017, 2019).23 

Importantly, the social debate on the generic use of masculine role nouns and 
an increase in the use of feminine role nouns (Abbou 2011: 60 f.)24 may have 
influenced the interpretation of masculine role nouns such that they tend to be 
even more readily associated with men than they were before (Gygax & Gabriel. 
2008: 146 f.; Lévy et al. 2014: 37).25 

20 For a detailed diachronic and synchronic analysis of the term écriture inclusive, see Abbou 
(2023). 
21 The schoolbook Questionner le Monde had however not used the interpunct, but abbrevi-
ations like artisan.e.s ‘artisansM.F.PL’. 
22 Féminisation ‘feminization’ is the discussion about how to create feminine forms for job 
titles that so far have been used in the masculine form for men and women (see footnote 6 
in Chap. 1). 
23 For an analysis of the debate on gender-fair writing in French, see Cerquiglini (2018); 
Elmiger (2022a). 
24 See also Tibblin et al. (2023a: 29).
25 See also Stahlberg & Sczesny (2001: 138).
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However, Miller & James (2009) observed that the 1980s empirical finding 
that the generic he in English is interpreted specifically usually caused great 
disbelief 30 years later. Their students, who seemed to perceive themselves as 
being free from social bias compared to and unlike previous generations, were 
skeptical. This is why Miller & James indicated a “need for replication” (Miller & 
James 2009: 486) and decided to repeat MacKay & Fulkerson’s 1979 study. 
Following the initial study design, Miller & James analyzed whether a sentence 
featuring a role noun (e.g., runner) followed by a he was judged as being able 
to “refer to one or more females” (Miller & James 2009: 487). After inspection 
of their data, the authors conclude that the male bias of the generic he seems 
to have remained stable between 1979 and 2009 (Miller & James 2009: 485 f., 
492–494). 

The findings of the studies by Garnham et al. (2012) and Sato et al. (2013) 
that replicated Gygax et al. (2008) go in the same direction: both find that the 
claims by Gygax et al. (2008) concerning French are robust, irrespective of the 
linguistic background of the participants (French-English bilinguals in Sato et al. 
2013) and the addition of pronouns to the stimuli (e.g., ils ‘theyM.PL’ in Garnham 
et al. 2012). They thus confirm that, in French, role nouns in the masculine plural 
form continue to bias readers towards a specific interpretation (Garnham et al. 
2012: 497 f.; Sato et al., 2013: 11, 13).26 Moreover, Garnham et al. (2012: 493, 
498) showed in their replication that the male bias was stronger for stereotypically 
male role nouns than for stereotypically neutral and female role nouns. 

In contrast to these findings, Nissen (2013) (see Sect. 3.1.2) investigated mas-
culine plural role nouns in Spanish and showed, in a questionnaire study in 
which participants had to fill in first names following masculine role nouns, that 
masculine role nouns were interpreted generically in 2005, while they had been 
interpreted specifically ten years before (Nissen 2013: 100, 105, 112 f.).

26 This is further corroborated by replication studies based on Gygax et al. (2008) that have 
been published since I ran Experiment 1, namely by Tibblin et al. (2023 a, 2023b) on French, 
by Körner et al. (2022, 2024) on German and by Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) on Spanish. 
As Schunack & Binanzer’s (2022) study was published after I ran my replication study in 
2019, I do not integrate their findings into the main text as they did not influence my con-
siderations when deciding to replicate Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample. Yet it should 
be noted that they replicated a norming study (Gabriel et al. 2008) and a naming study 
(Stahlberg & Sczesny 2001) featuring masculine role nouns in German and found the same 
trends indicating a male bias ascribed to the masculine role nouns as those at the start of 
the 2000s. However, not all of these trends were statistically significant (any longer) (Schu-
nack & Binanzer 2022: 309, 318–320, 324, 332–334). See Keith et al. (2022) for similar 
findings on German when replicating Stahlberg et al. (2001). 
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Still, we cannot be sure whether the finding concerning the instability of the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns in Spanish can be transferred to French, 
as the French grammatical gender system is quite different from the Spanish 
one, even though both are Romance languages. Moreover, we also do not know 
whether the claims made by Miller & James concerning a pronoun free of gram-
matical gender marking (e.g., he) hold true for French role nouns as well, or, 
if so, to what extent this is the case, especially as French presents a com-
pletely different grammatical gender system than English. Additionally, the use 
of gender-fair language has not been implemented simultaneously in all (French-
speaking) countries and thus may impact the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns differently (Gygax et al. 2019a: 5). Accordingly, in the context of the con-
troversial and very emotional social debate on gender-fair language, there seems 
to be an urgent need for interchangeable data: to establish a valid basis for reasons 
for and against language policies, it is crucial to investigate whether prior find-
ings can (still) be considered stable over time (Gygax et al. 2008: 481; Porte & 
McManus 2019: 22–24). 

Only a close replication permits a direct comparison of previous and present 
findings and that is why I decided to run a close replication. A close replication is 
a replication “whereby only one major variable is modified each time […] and all 
others are kept as constant as possible” (Porte & McManus 2019: 73). The ratio-
nale behind this is that it helps when it comes to analyzing the replicated data. 
If we only change one major variable (e.g., the point in time when the data were 
collected), a different outcome would suggest that it could be that this particular 
variable contributes to the observed effect to a much greater extent than the initial 
study suggested. If the outcome of a close replication is identical to that of the 
initial study, this would suggest that the changing of the major variable has not 
influenced the observed effect significantly (Porte & McManus 2019: 71–73). Put 
differently, if I find the same data patterns in 20219 as Gygax et al. (2008), the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns in French has not been affected by the fac-
tor time. In this vein, my close replication also analyzes whether the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns is influenced by language and social change. 

Thus, the use of the same study design as Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sam-
ple will lead to a more nuanced understanding of prior claims and will permit 
a direct comparison between prior and current findings. Moreover, SPR WSP 
combined with a SEV paradigm, which was used by Gygax et al. (2008), is 
an established method in psycholinguistic research in general (Cook & O’Brien 
2023: 244; Sato & Vanek 2023: 218, 225 f.) and has shown repeatedly that it 
generates interpretable results when the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
is analyzed (as in Garnham et al. 2012). Importantly, the yes/no responses are



100 4 Experiment 1

directly related to the interpretation of the masculine role nouns and thus to 
my main research question (RQ 1: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger a 
male-specific interpretation?), while the length of the response times indicates 
the ease or difficulty of processing the stimuli (see the hypotheses put forward 
by Gygax et al. in Sect. 4.1.1 and the experiment’s procedure in Sect. 4.1.2.2; 
Cook & O’Brien 2023: 244 f.; Sato & Vanek 2023: 217 f., 225 f.). Finally, the 
conclusions based on my replication may serve as a basis for future experiments 
on masculine role nouns in general and for my second experiment in particular 
(Porte & McManus 2019: 13 f.). 

I now explain the way in which the initial study was modified before I ran the 
close replication (i.e., Experiment 1). 

4.3 From Gygax et al. (2008) to Experiment 1 

As mentioned before, since a close replication was to be carried out, all efforts 
were made to replicate Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample in the most faithful 
of ways (Porte & McManus 2019: 73). Apart from the manipulation of one major 
variable (i.e., data collection in 2019 instead of 2008), only minor changes were 
made. These are summarized below. First, I introduce the major change; secondly, 
I explain the minor adaptions. 

4.3.1 Major Change: Factor Time 

While the initial study was run in 2008,27 Experiment 1 was conducted in 2019. 
As previously indicated, the lapse of time between the studies includes several 
social evolutions such as a more gender-fair labor market (INSEE 2018: 39; EIGE 
2005–2019) and a feminist language reform encouraging the use of feminine role 
nouns in parallel with masculine role nouns when reference is made to both men 
and women (Abbou 2011: 60 f.; Pour une communication sans stéréotype de sexe 
(2016) by the Haut Conseil à l’Égalité entre les femmes et les hommes). Given 
these important societal and linguistic changes that occurred between 2008 and 
2019 (see Sect. 4.2), I considered the factor time a major change. 

Given the lively and recent discussions on gender-fair language in France, I 
can consider my participants to be more used to role nouns in the feminine form

27 See footnote 14.
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than the participants from 2008.28 Moreover, the 2000s mainly concentrated on 
the feminization of job titles, while alternatives to the generic use of masculine 
role nouns (e.g., double forms) have been at the center of more recent discus-
sions on the gender-fair use of French (Elmiger 2000: 213). My participants 
(see Sect. 4.3.2.1) should thus at least be aware of the existence of alternatives 
to masculine role nouns. Apart from public discussions on the gender-fair use 
of language, we have to take a closer look at the linguistic environment within 
which my participants were receiving their academic education. 

Judging by the language used on the website of the Aix-Marseille University 
(= AMU), we can proceed from the assumption that its students are used to 
gender-fair language. For instance, on the home page, double forms for most 
of the role nouns are used (e.g., étudiantes et étudiants ‘male studentsM.PL and 
female studentsF.PL’). We can also find some abbreviations using the point median 
‘interpunct’ (AMU’s website as in October 2019: <www.univ-amu.fr>). However, 
while double forms are frequently used on the home page, masculine role nouns 
(most probably generically intended) are used when more detailed information on 
a topic is provided. For instance, when clicking on étudiantes et étudiants ‘male 
studentsM.PL and female studentsF.PL’ on the website, one is redirected to the site 
étudiants ‘studentsM.PL’. These inconsistencies in linguistic style reflect the fact 
that AMU does not have an official policy for gender-fair language (which is the 
case for most French universities). Nonetheless, AMU has acted in response to 
recent discussions, especially by using feminine and masculine role nouns side 
by side when reference is made to both men and women. Thus, the participants of 
the replication study can be expected to have been exposed to a mix of supposedly 
generically intended masculine role nouns and gender-fair alternatives like double 
forms. 

4.3.2 Minor Changes 

Apart from the factor time, I considered all the other adaptions I made when 
replicating Gygax et al. (2008) to be minor changes. In what follows, I explain 
these minor changes, starting with the comparison of Experiment 1’s sample and 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample before turning to the stimuli used in Exper-
iment 1. I then present the ways in which Experiment 1’s apparatus, procedure

28 However, the broader and earlier discussion in German-speaking Switzerland might 
already have influenced the initial study’s participants in 2008. Likewise, the feminization of 
job titles is a less recent phenomenon in French-speaking Switzerland than in France (Gygax 
et al. 2019a: 5). 

http://www.univ-amu.fr
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and corresponding instructions, as well as the statistical analyses used to interpret 
the results, differ from the initial study. 

4.3.2.1 Participants 
While the participants for the French sample in the initial study were students 
from Fribourg University in French-speaking Switzerland, the participants in the 
replication study were students from AMU. As the grammatical gender system is 
a fundamental phenomenon of the French language and does not differ between 
Hexagonal and Helvetian French, I considered the change in location as a minor 
variable (Porte & McManus 2019: 99). 

Gygax et al.’s final sample was composed of 35 participants (Gygax et al. 
2008: 471); I tested 44 students. Unfortunately, I did not have any further 
information on the original sample before running the experiment. However, 
in Gabriel & Gygax’s work on masculine role nouns in Norwegian (Gabriel & 
Gygax 2008: 453), we get information on the age and biological/social gender 
of the participants in the study on French: the Swiss French-speaking students 
must have been in their early twenties and the group comprised around as many 
women as men. Although I was not aware of this before running the replication, 
the participants from my replication study were more or less of the same age 
(my sample’s M = 19.95, SD = 1.95). My sample comprised nine males and 35 
females. Moreover, for Experiment 1, only French monolinguals were recruited— 
bilinguals were excluded from the study; there was no indication of the possible 
multilingualism of the participants in Gygax et al. (2008). 

4.3.2.2 Experimental Items 
Given the societal changes that have occurred in France in the past decade (see 
Sect. 4.2), assumptions concerning gender roles might have changed. I therefore 
checked the stereotypicality of the role nouns used by Gygax et al. (2008) by 
comparing them to the more recent norming study by Misersky et al. (2014), 
which showed that the stereotypicality index of the role nouns remained almost 
the same between 2008 and 2014.29 I therefore cautiously assume that from 
2014 to 2019, no huge changes concerning the perception of gender roles have

29 The biggest differences concerned coiffeurs ‘hairdressersM.PL’ (rated as 62% female in 
2008 and as 75% female in 2014) and couturiers ‘dressmakersM.PL’ (rated as 60% female 
in 2008 and as 73% female in 2014). However, the role nouns remained within their respec-
tive categories, i.e., stereotypically female, male or neutral, which is the most important 
point in terms of comparability. Nevertheless, note that chanteurs ‘singersM.PL’ was  rated  
52% female, thus neutral in 2008, and 58% female in 2014, which approaches the category 
of stereotypically female (yet, in my experiment, on a descriptive level, chanteurs received 
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occurred. The role nouns used in the experimental items thus did not have to be 
adapted and were exactly the same as in the initial study. 

Based on the slightly adapted materials from Gygax et al.’s (2008) French 
sample (see Sect. 4.1.2.1 and the 2×3 design in Table  4.2), I created six lists of 
stimuli (see Sect. 1.1 of Appendix 1 in the electronic supplementary material). 
Most of the changes were slight grammatical and lexical changes. Below, for the 
sake of illustration, I present a sentence pair in which five minor changes were 
made (three lexical and two grammatical). The initial and adapted experimental 
items are presented in (28a)–(28b) and (29a)–(29b) respectively. In the following, 
the arrow → indicates that something has been changed in the replication study. 

(28a) Les diseurs de bonne aventure entrèrent dans le kiosque./ 
‘The fortune tellersM.PL went into the kiosk./’ 

(28b) Après autant de temps, la plupart des hommes [femmes] semblaient vouloir 
partir. 
‘After so much time most of the men [women] seemedPL to want to 
leave.’ 
→ 

(29a) Les voyants entraient dans la boulangerie./ 
‘The fortune tellersM.PL were going into the bakery./’ 

(29b) Après un certain temps, la plupart des hommes [femmes] semblait vouloir 
partir.

relatively few yes responses to femmes items (41% of yes responses for femmes items com-
pared to 86% for hommes items). For the role nouns promeneurs ‘walkersM.PL’, auditeurs 
de concert ‘concert goersM.PL’ and  écoliers ‘school childrenM.PL’, which were used in 2008, 
piétons ‘pedestriansM.PL’, spectateurs ‘spectatorsM.PL’ and  élèves ‘studentsM.PL’ had  to  be  
checked, since the original role nouns had not been rated in 2014. Note that Gabriel et al.’s 
(2008) and Misersky et al.’s (2014) norming studies are based on judgements from Swiss 
French-speaking participants. I thus cannot be sure that the stereotypicality of all of the 
role nouns is exactly the same in France. However, to ensure the comparability of the data, 
I decided to stick to the original role nouns from Gygax et al. (2008) for the replication. 
Accordingly, I also kept politiciens ‘politciansM.PL’, which is used pejoratively in France and 
whose feminine form, politiciennes ‘politicansF.PL’, is rarely used to refer to female politi-
cians. However, the more frequently used hommes/femmes politiques would have stressed the 
referent’s biological/social gender, which is why I decided to stick to the original role noun 
used by Gygax et al. (2008). Importantly, Misersky et al.’s (2014) data indicate that partici-
pants of all European languages investigated showed a high consensus when judging the role 
nouns (Misersky et al. 2014: 847; Xiao et al. 2023: 88). Moreover, the reliability of Misersky 
et al.’s (2014) norming study has been demonstrated for Hexagonal French for epicene nouns 
by Richy & Burnett (2021: 10–12). See Sebastián-Tirado et al.’s (2023) recent findings on 
the stability of stereotypes concerning occupations.
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‘After some time, most of the men [women] seemedSG to want to leave.’ 

Lexical Changes 
First, diseurs de bonne aventure in (28a)–(28b) has been changed to voyants in 
(29a)–(29b), which is more commonly used in France nowadays (Trésor de la 
langue française informatisé: s.v. “diseur, -euse”, “voyant, -ante”). Additionally, 
the stereotypical perception of voyants (female stereotype) is comparable to that of 
diseurs de bonne aventure (Misersky et al. 2014: 853, 865). Secondly, in France, a 
kiosque is a small street shop that you stand in front of to buy newspapers from the 
staff behind the counter. Unlike the Swiss kiosque, it is not a building that you enter 
(Le Grand Robert 2017: s.v.). Therefore, entrer dans le kiosque has been changed to 
entrer dans la boulangerie. Thirdly, the noun phrase après autant de temps, which  
would sound peculiar to French speakers from France, was changed to après un 
certain temps. These changes were implemented in order to adapt the stimuli so that 
speakers from France would consider them idiomatic without being distracted by 
Helvetisms. 

Grammatical Changes 
In Gygax et al. (2008), the grammatical tense of most sentences was the imparfait; 
there were only a few in the passé simple, with no obvious reason for this choice. 
These few sentences might thus stand out and create confusion among participants. 
Additionally, the passé simple is used primarily in literary texts in France and might 
trigger literary connotations among the French participants. As there was no seman-
tic or grammatical necessity to use the passé simple in (28a), the tense was changed 
to the imparfait in (29a). 

Finally, in the second sentence, a singular instead of the original plural agreement 
to la plupart des was chosen. This is consistent with common usage in France. 

4.3.2.3 Filler Items 
Original Fillers 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) study featured 36 fillers. Gygax et al.’s (2008) fillers were 
intended to generate no answers. However, in some cases, it was possible to interpret 
the filler pairs in an affirmative way. Adaptions thus were made so that these items 
would elicit a clear no answer. Also, grammatical and lexical changes of the same 
nature as those concerning the experimental items were implemented. An example 
goes as follows: 

(30a) Les gouverneurs profitaient du soleil./
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‘The governorsM.PL were enjoying the sun./’ 
(30b) Du mauvais temps étant prévu, la plupart des hommes portaient un 

imperméable. 
‘Since bad weather was forecast, most of the men had an umbrella.’ → 

(31a) Les gouverneurs profitaient du soleil./ 
‘The governorsM.PL were enjoying the sun./’ 

(31b) Etant donné le mauvais temps, la plupart des hommes portait un imper-
méable. 
‘Given the bad weather, most of the men had an umbrella.’ 

In (30a)–(30b), the forecast of bad weather might be interpreted as a valid reason 
for wearing a raincoat. In (31a)–(31b), however, the actual bad weather conditions 
make it less plausible that the governors in the sun are wearing raincoats. 

Additionally, four no fillers from Gygax et al.’s (2008) filler type 3 (semantic 
inconsistence) were entirely replaced by new ones as the original ones had been 
estimated to be quite likely to trigger a yes answer, e.g.: 

(32a) Les manucures prenaient leur petit-déjeuner./ 
‘TheM./F.PL manicuristsM./F.PL were having their breakfast./’ 
→ 

(32b) A la fin de la journée, la majorité des hommes semblait vouloir partir.‘ 
At the end of the day, the majority of the men seemed to want to leave.’ 
→ 

I considered that à la fin de la journée in the second sentence (32b) could simply be 
understood as later in the day, i.e., after the breakfast mentioned in the first sentence 
(32a), which would generate a yes response, and not, as intended, a no response. I 
thus changed the filler as follows: 

(33a) Les manucures marchaient sous la pluie./ 
‘TheM./F.PL manicuristsM./F.PL were walking in the rain./’ 

(33b) Etant donné le beau temps, la majorité des hommes n’avait pas de veste. 
‘Given the good weather, the majority of the men weren’t wearing coats.’ 

Due to the contradiction between rain in the first sentence (33a) and the good weather 
in its continuation (33b), the new filler item seems to be more evidently semantically 
inconsistent and should elicit a no response.
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Additional Fillers 
The rationale from Gygax et al. (2008) was that 36 no fillers should balance out 36 
experimental items, which should generate yes responses. However, as the research 
topic language and gender does not seem to be too difficult to guess, I decided 
to double the number of filler items for Experiment 1 and created 36 new filler 
items. In addition, to reduce the possibility of a strategic answering process among 
participants, I decided that half of the additional fillers (i.e., 18 items) should elicit 
a clear yes response. The new fillers were eight subject fillers (filler type 1) and 
ten biological/social gender fillers (filler type 2) (see Sect. 4.1.2.1.2). Additional 
fillers based on semantic incongruence (filler type 3) were not implemented as, in 
combination with a positive response, they would have been of the same structure as 
the experimental items. An example of a yes filler is the following sentence in which 
the biological/social gender of uncles matches the hommes continuation (filler type 
2): 

(34a) Les oncles attendaient au bar./ 
‘The unclesM.PL were waiting at the bar./’ 

(34b) A la fin de la journée, un des hommes semblait vouloir rester. 
‘At the end of the day, one of the men seemed to want to leave.’ 

To sum up, Experiment 1 comprised 36 experimental items and 72 filler items. 
The fillers comprised 54 items whose intended response was no and 18 items whose 
intended response was yes. Overall, including the experimental items, 54 items were 
intended to elicit a yes and 54 items a no response. 

Interspersion of Filler and Experimental Items 
In the initial study, the filler items were randomly interspersed with the experimental 
sentence pairs. I decided to pseudo-randomly combine experimental and filler items 
in the replication study so that the experiment does not start with an experimental 
item and so that not too many experimental items succeed each other. 

4.3.2.4 Apparatus, Procedure and Instructions 
The initial study had used a Power Macintosh computer 4400 using PsyScope 
Software and a button box that permitted millisecond accuracy (Gygax et al. 
2008: 475). In the replication study, the stimuli were presented on a Lenovo 
ThinkPad L480 laptop using DMDX Software. Responses were collected using 
a gamepad permitting millisecond accuracy. These changes were made due to 
different technical conditions.
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Gygax et al. (2008) had asked their participants to keep the index finger of 
their dominant hand on the yes button. On my gamepad, the yes button was on 
the right, the no button on the left. This change hence was made due to different 
technical conditions. Also, in the initial study, the participants could pause the 
experiment whenever they wanted between the sentence pairs (Gygax et al. 2008: 
475 f.). In Experiment 1, in order to systematize the pausing, I integrated a pause 
after each fifth of the experiment; participants were free to choose the length of 
each break. 

The instructions given to the participants were based on the original instruc-
tions from Gygax et al. (2008). However, as the procedure had been changed 
slightly (e.g., pauses, yes/no buttons), this information was updated for the 
replication. 

4.3.2.5 Statistical Analyses 
Since the 2000s, novel insights into the statistical analysis of linguistic data have 
emerged. Accordingly, instead of running ANOVAs like in the initial study, the 
replication study used logit mixed models for the yes/no answers and linear mixed 
models for the response times (as done in Gabriel et al. 2017: 801).30 

As for the response times, they were log-transformed in the replication study 
(as in Gabriel et al. 2017: 802), which was not the case for the initial study. The 
former was helpful, as after the trimming, the replication’s data approximated 
normality more closely. 

Additionally, the outlier treatment differed between the two studies. Gygax 
et al. (2008: 478) decided to replace data points 2.5 SD or more above each 
participant’s mean by the 2.5 SD cut-off, which affected 2.4% of the response 
times for positive responses. In Experiment 1, data points 2.5 SD above or below 
each participant’s mean were considered outliers and were excluded. This affected 
17 data points in the response times for positive responses, i.e., 1.5% of data. 
This represents the individual differences in response times more accurately than 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) process would have done. In this vein, excluding the data 
points I had defined as outliers respects the fact that I cannot know the reason for 
an especially long or short response time. In all, the above-listed adaptions were 
made while preserving the initial study design and can be considered as minor 
modifications.

30 See also Koster et al. (2018: 42). For a theoretical discussion of mixed-effects models, see 
Baayen (2008); Baayen & Milin (2010). 



108 4 Experiment 1

4.4 The Replication Study: Experiment 1 

Having pointed out all the modifications made to the initial study, I present my 
replication study, Experiment 1, in detail. We now turn to the research questions 
and hypotheses I formulated before running Experiment 1, then move on to the 
method. 

4.4.1 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Questions 
As discussed in Sect. 1.1, and in line with Gygax et al.’s (2008) research ques-
tions (Gygax et al. 2008: 470 f.; see Sect. 4.1.1), Experiment 1 aims to answer the 
following main research questions: 

RQ 1: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger a male-specific interpretation? 
RQ 2: Does stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns) 

influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

As I only investigate masculine role nouns, Experiment 1 obviously aims to analyze 
the interaction of the masculine form (a morphosyntactic factor) and stereotypical-
ity (an extra-linguistic factor), which results in the following additional research 
question. Note that, in order to stick to the numeration of my research questions as 
presented in the introduction (Sect. 1.1), in which RQ 3 is linked to Experiment 2, 
I continue with RQ 4: 

RQ 4: Do the masculine form and stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/ 
neutral/female role nouns) interact when a masculine role noun is 
interpreted? 

Furthermore, Gygax et al.’s (2008) data present a (statistically non-significant) ten-
dency toward a reinforced male bias in the male stereotype condition. In Experiment 
1, when replicating Gygax et al. (2008), I want to further investigate this issue, which 
results in the following additional research question: 

RQ 5: Are stereotypically male role nouns more often interpreted specifically 
than stereotypically female and stereotypically neutral role nouns in 
comparison to what has been previously suggested?
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Finally, the main difference between Gygax et al.’s (2008) study and Experiment 1 
is the factor time: I replicate Gygax et al. (2008) about a decade later; during the 
intervening period French society has evolved, both in terms of gender equality and 
the generic use of masculine role nouns (Abbou 2011: 60 f.;31 INSEE 2018: 39; 
EIGE 2005–2019). Thus, it is important to ask the following question: 

RQ 6: To what extent do the findings from Gygax et al. (2008) hold true today? 

Hypotheses 
The hypotheses of my replication study are basically identical to the three hypotheses 
put forward by Gygax et al. (2008: 470 f.), which I have reported in Sect. 4.1.1 (see 
Sect. 4.1.1 for the possible outcomes linked to these hypotheses). They can briefly 
be summarized as follows: 

H1: The masculine form (a morphosyntactic factor) might influence the interpre-
tation of masculine role nouns. 

H2: A role noun’s stereotypicality (an extra-linguistic factor) might influence the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

H3: An interaction of both factors might influence the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns. 

In the sense of RQ 6, when replicating Gygax et al. (2008), I focus on the factor 
time. Correspondingly, the differences (if any) between my findings and the initial 
study should be insightful regarding the different interpretation of masculine role 
nouns over this time span. In this sense, if the findings from Gygax et al. (2008) are 
replicated (at least to some extent), they can be considered to be stable across time 
(at least to some extent). Conversely, if Gygax et al.’s (2008) finding that masculine 
role nouns generate a male bias is not replicated in 2019, the findings of Gygax et al. 
(2008) might not be stable across time. 

Having formulated the assumptions that guide my investigation, I present the 
method of Experiment 1. I first present my sample and then illustrate my materials 
and design. Afterwards, we turn to the apparatus and then the procedure. As already 
explained, I followed the original method as much as possible (see Sect. 4.3). The 
following descriptions are thus based on Gygax et al.’s (2008) study (see Sect. 4.1) 
and remain brief where no further explanations are needed.

31 See also Tibblin et al. (2023a: 29).
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4.4.2 Method 

Participants 
44 students (35 females) from AMU participated in this experiment; 31 students 
received course credits for their participation. The sample included participants aged 
between 17 and 28 years (M = 19.95, SD = 1.95). All participants were French 
native monolinguals (native bilinguals could not take part in the experiment). 

All participants provided written informed consent. The study was approved by 
the ethics committee of the University of Bonn (Ethikkommission an der Medizinis-
chen Fakultät der Rheinischen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität Bonn), my home 
university; AMU did not require any further ethical approval for the running of the 
experiment. 

Materials and Design 
Materials 
Based on the slightly adapted experimental and filler items from Gygax et al.’s 
(2008) French sample (see Sect. 4.1.2.1), I created six lists of stimuli. 72 filler 
sentence pairs (= original and new filler items), comparable to the experimental 
items, were pseudo-randomly interspersed with 36 experimental sentence pairs (see 
Sect. 4.3.2 and the 2×3 design in Table  4.2). All experimental and filler items for 
Experiment 1 can be found in Sects. 1.1 and 1.2 of Appendix 1 in the electronic 
supplementary material. 

Apparatus 
The stimuli were presented on a Lenovo ThinkPad L480 laptop using DMDX 
Software (Forster & Forster 2003). Responses were collected using a gamepad 
permitting millisecond accuracy (Gygax et al. 2008: 475). 

Procedure 
The participants were tested one by one in a small quiet room. Before the begin-
ning of the experiment, they received oral and written information concerning the 
experiment’s procedure and filled in a sociodemographic questionnaire. After the 
experiment, the participants filled in a questionnaire on their knowledge and usage 
of gender-fair language and feminist attitudes and then were debriefed. 

Just as in Gygax et al. (2008), during the experiment, the participants’ task 
was to decide whether the second sentence (with either a hommes or a femmes 
continuation) was a continuation possible of the first sentence, which had introduced 
a stereotypically male/neutral/female masculine role noun in the plural form. The 
yes button was on the right, the no button on the left side of the gamepad. Participants
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were asked to keep their fingers on the gamepad during the experimental session 
(Gygax et al. 2008: 472, 475 f.). To minimize fatigue, there was a break after each 
fifth of the experiment; participants were free to choose the length of each break. 

Before the experiment started, participants received instructions on the exper-
iment’s procedure and were familiarized with the procedure through six practice 
trials. These trials were the same as used in Gygax et al. (2008). 

I now present Experiment 1’s outcome. When analyzing the results of my repli-
cation study, in Sect. 4.4.3.1, I concentrate on the proportion of the yes/no responses 
from my participants, compared to those from 2008. In Sect. 4.4.3.2, I analyze the 
yes responses’ response times. 

4.4.3 Results: Main Analyses 

As in Gygax et al. (2008), the participants’ yes and no answers were recorded, 
as well as the time it took them to read the second sentence and respond to the 
question continuation possible ? Following Gygax et al. (2008), these measures 
were considered to serve as an indication of how easy it was for participants to 
integrate the information in the target sentence: if respondents have no difficulties 
doing so, they should be more likely to respond yes quite quickly. However, if 
they have difficulties integrating the information, they should be more likely to 
respond no and/or take more time responding yes (or no). In other words, the yes 
and no answers, as well as the associated response times, should show whether 
or not it was difficult to link the stereotypically male/neutral/female masculine 
plural role nouns of the first sentence to the hommes/femmes continuations of the 
second sentence (Gygax et al. 2008: 476).32 

Data Analyses 
Mixed-effect logistic regression was used to model participants’ yes/no responses to 
the question Continuation possible ?. Linear mixed-effects regression was used to 
analyze participant’s response times. All analyses were performed using R; p-values 
were obtained using the lmerTest package (Gabriel et al. 2017: 801). 

As for the response times, in a first step, the response times for all responses (yes 
and no) were log-transformed; the response time distributions then approximated 
normality more closely. Secondly, individual response times that deviated more than 
2.5 standard deviations from each participant’s mean were considered outliers and

32 See also Gabriel et al. (2017: 804).
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excluded from the analysis. This affected 17 data points of the yes responses (i.e., 
1.5% of data). 

4.4.3.1 Mean Percentage of Yes Responses 
Descriptive Statistics 
As can be seen in Table 4.3, sentence pairs featuring hommes in the second sentence 
generated more yes responses (M = 85%, SD = 36%) than femmes continua-
tions (M = 59%, SD = 49%). This is a mean difference of 26%. Moreover, the 
numerical effect of hommes continuations generating more positive answers than 
femmes continuations is more or less equal for all three stereotype conditions (i.e., 
stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns). Nevertheless, we can distinguish a 
trend towards an interaction: the difference between the acceptance of hommes and 
femmes continuations is largest in the male stereotype condition at 30%, while it is 
at approximately 24% in both the stereotypically female and neutral condition. The 
effect sizes per condition are shown in Table 4.3 and show quite robust effects. 

Moreover, the results shown in Table 4.3 are quite similar to those of Gygax et al.’s 
(2008) French sample (see Table 4.4). Both samples thus show the same main trends. 
Generally speaking, the sample from 2019 was more affirmative for the hommes 
continuations, while the acceptance of the femmes continuations remained roughly 
the same. Therefore, the effect sizes of the replication are bigger than in the initial 
study. 

Table 4.3 Mean percentage of yes responses: effect sizes in percentage points (= pp), 
Experiment 1 

Stereotypicality 

Continuation Effect size Male Effect size Neutral Effect size Female 

Hommes 87 % 84% 83% 

Femmes −30 pp 57% −23 pp 61% −25 pp 58%
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Table 4.4 Mean percentage of yes responses: effect sizes in percentage points (= pp), 
Gygax et al. (2008: 477) 

Stereotypicality 

Continuation Effect size Male Effect size Neutral Effect size Female 

Hommes 83% 73% 77% 

Femmes −25 pp 58% −17 pp 56% −18 pp 59% 

Inferential Statistics 
The final linear mixed-effects model (1584 data points) contained stereotypicality, 
continuation and their interaction as fixed effects and subjects and items as random 
effects (random intercepts) and random slopes by subjects and items for the factor 
continuation (Barr et al. 2013: 255). 

There was a statistically significant main effect of continuation (p < .0001), with 
hommes continuations generating more yes answers than femmes continuations. 
There was no statistically significant effect of stereotypicality (p > .05), nor an 
interaction (p > .05). These results are shown in Table 4.5. They indicate that par-
ticipants were biased towards a specific interpretation of the masculine role nouns, 
regardless of stereotypicality. 

Table 4.5 Answers to comprehension questions—inferential statistics, Experiment 1 

Estimate Std. Error Wald’s z p 

(Intercept) 1.130 .134 8.431 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. femmes) 

−1.361 .168 −8.140 < .001 *** 

Stereotypicality 1 
(‘female vs. neutral’) 

−.062 .233 −.265 .791 

Stereotypicality 2 
(‘female vs. male’) 

−.110 .236 −.466 .642 

Continuation x 
Stereotypicality 1 
(‘female vs. neutral’) 

−.411 .359 −1.145 .252 

Continuation x 
Stereotypicality 2 
(‘female vs. male’) 

.601 .369 1.632 .103 

Note: Mixed-effects logistic regression model for answers to comprehension questions. 
Formula: answer/ansyes ~ continuation * stereotypicality + (1 + continuation | participant) 
+ (1 | item)
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The analysis of the yes/no responses gives insights into how the experimental 
items were actually interpreted. Therefore, it is the most direct measurement relating 
to Experiment 1’s aim of examining whether the role noun’s masculine form and/ 
or stereotypicality influences whether it is interpreted generically or specifically. 
However, compared to this offline measurement, a more subtle measurement is the 
evaluation of the online measure, the corresponding response times, which make 
it possible to evaluate the difficulty or ease with which masculine role nouns are 
linked to femmes and hommes continuations. We now proceed to the presentation 
of the response times, i.e., the measurements of the time it took participants to read 
the second sentences and to answer the final question (i.e., continuation possible ?). 

4.4.3.2 Response Times for Yes Responses 
Descriptive Statistics 
As shown in Table 4.6, within all three stereotype conditions, experimental 
items with hommes continuations generated quicker yes responses (M = 3002 ms, 
SD = 1230), while participants took more time to respond yes for second sentences 
containing a femmes continuation (M = 3436 ms, SD = 1602). The mean differ-
ence between the two continuation types is 434 ms. This indicates that it takes more 
time to consider femmes to be a continuation possible of the first sentence than 
hommes. Note that the standard deviations for femmes continuations are higher, 
which indicates a higher variance in participants’ reactions to these stimuli. 

More exactly, the difference between the response times for second sentences 
containing a hommes or femmes continuation was smallest within the female stereo-
type condition (+328 ms for the femmes continuations); it was slightly higher in the 
neutral condition (+350 ms for the femmes continuations). Finally, the difference 
between response times was highest in the male stereotype condition (+609 ms 
for the femmes continuations). The latter indicates a higher male bias in the male 
stereotype condition. However, the differences in response times are quite small. 

The response times of Experiment 1 (see Table 4.6) are comparable to those 
of Table 4.7, which summarizes Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample. The 2008 
participants were generally slower to react than the 2019 participants. In contrast to 
the replication study, the difference between the hommes and femmes continuation 
in Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample was second highest in the female stereotype 
condition. Essentially, the mean differences between the hommes and femmes con-
tinuations in the three stereotype conditions are quite small in the sample of 2008, 
smaller than in the replication in 2019. Also, both the 2008 and 2019 studies show 
high values for standard deviations, indicating a high variance in response times 
(however, reading times are quite variable in nature).
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Table 4.6 Mean response times for yes responses across conditions (in milliseconds) (SD 
in brackets), Experiment 1 

Stereotypicality 

Continuation Effect size 
(ms) 

Male Effect size 
(ms) 

Neutral Effect 
size 
(ms) 

Female 

Hommes 2783 
(1096) 

3143 
(1337) 

3088 
(1223) 

Femmes +609 3392 
(1325) 

+350 3493 
(1939) 

+328 3416 
(1448) 

Note: Being a quantitative standardized index, milliseconds serve as effect sizes. 

Table 4.7 Mean response times for yes responses across conditions (in milliseconds) (SD 
in brackets), Gygax et al. (2008: 478) 

Stereotypicality 

Continuation Effect 
size 
(ms) 

Male Effect 
size 
(ms) 

Neutral Effect 
size 
(ms) 

Female 

Hommes 3523 
(1380) 

3701 (1102) 3665 
(1626) 

Femmes +340 3863 
(1794) 

+172 3873 (1355) +206 3871 
(1486) 

Note: Being a quantitative standardized index, milliseconds serve as effect sizes. 

Inferential Statistics 
The final model (1567 data points) contained random intercepts by subject and by 
item and continuation slope by item (Barr et al. 2013: 255). 

As shown in Table 4.8, there was a statistically significant main effect of con-
tinuation (p < .0001). There was no significant main effect of stereotypicality (i.e., 
stereotypically male/neutral/female role nouns) (p >. 05) but there was an interaction 
of continuation and the male (vs. female) condition (p = .0245). 

First, the results from the positive response times indicate that it takes more 
time to respond when a femmes continuation is a continuation possible of the first 
sentence. Secondly, this suggests that it is more difficult to associate femmes with 
a masculine plural role noun than hommes (Gygax et al. 2008: 479). Thirdly, the 
trend that was observed in the descriptive part concerning the proportions of yes 
responses is confirmed: in the male stereotype condition, the male bias is reinforced.
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It is thus even more difficult to map femmes to a stereotypically male role noun in 
the masculine plural form. 

Table 4.8 Response times for the second sentence for yes responses across conditions— 
inferential statistics, Experiment 1 

Estimate Std. 
Error 

df t value Pr(>|t|) 

(Intercept) 799.351 .038 5.128.112 207.373 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. 
femmes) 

.121 .024 3.154.519 4.934 < .001 *** 

Stereotype 1 
(‘female vs. 
neutral’) 

−.027 .044 3.153.137 −.623 .5376 

Stereotype 2 
(‘female vs. 
male’) 

.054 .044 3.185.619 1.227 .2289 

Continuation x 
Stereotype 1 
(‘female vs. 
neutral’) 

.067 .068 3.009.639 .983 .3334 

Continuation x 
Stereotype 2 
(‘female vs. 
male’) 

−.163 .069 3.082.189 −2.364 .0245 * 

Note: Linear mixed-effects model for log-transformed response times for the second sen-
tence. Only yes answers were analyzed; no answers were excluded. 
Formula: logrt ~ continuation * stereotypicality + (1 | id) + (1 + continuation | item) 

In the present section, I conducted statistical analyses that were directly linked to 
the initial study design. However, after the inspection of my data, I wondered whether 
or not participant-specific factors such as feminist attitude influence the interpre-
tation of masculine role nouns (Körner et al. 2024: 173). Of course, the analyses 
related to this question have to be evaluated carefully as I did not previously control 
for participant-specific factors. The additional analyses concerning participants’ 
feminist attitude therefore only serve as propositions for further research, which 
would adapt the study design accordingly.33 Note that Gygax et al. (2008) did not

33 See Appendix 1 in the electronic supplementary material, Sect. 1.3, for a data split accord-
ing to participants’ biological/social gender. In sum, hommes continuations get more yes 
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examine the following issues. Thus, I cannot compare my additional results to their 
data. 

4.4.4 Results: Additional Analyses—Variation According 
to Participants’ Feminist Attitude 

After the experiment, I asked my participants whether they defined themselves as 
feminists, whether they were in favor of langage inclusif 34 ‘gender-fair language’ 
and whether they used it frequently. To check whether they knew what langage 
inclusif meant, I asked them to define it before asking the questions on their 
perception and use of langage inclusif (see the post-experiment questionnaire in 
Sect. 1.4 of Appendix 1 in the electronic supplementary material). Nearly two 
thirds of my participants were unable to define langage inclusif properly and the 
questions related to the use of langage inclusif could not be evaluated. However, 
as participants had also indicated their feminist attitudes on a five-step graded 
scale, I used these scores to evaluate the possible influence of feminist attitudes 
on the responses to my stimuli.35 

Descriptive Statistics 
My participants’ overall mean score on the five-step graded scale (i.e., 1 = pas du 
tout ‘not at all’—5 = tout a fait féministe ‘completely feminist’) was 3.64 (SD = 
0.9; range = 2–5). Overall, this indicates a rather feminist sample. 

In Figs. 4.1 and 4.2, I split my participants into one group with a high feminism 
score and one group with a lower one (i.e., 2–3 vs. 4–5).

answers than femmes continuations across all stereotype conditions and among both male 
and female participants. Note, however, that the male sub-group is very small (N = 9/44). 
Accordingly, the female subgroup generated the vast majority of my data, which implies that 
an analysis of the data based on the split according to participants’ biological/social gender 
is not accurate. This is why I did not integrate these analyses into this section.
34 I used the  term  langage inclusif ‘gender-fair language’ instead of the more commonly 
used écriture inclusive ‘inclusive writing’ as the latter focuses on the written code. While 
this might have created confusion among my participants, the discussion I had with them 
after the experiment revealed that most of them were just not familiar with the concept of 
gender-inclusive language. 
35 For a general analysis of the relationship between sexism and attitudes toward gender-fair 
language, see Sarrasin et al. (2012) and De Lemus & Estevan-Reina (2021). 
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Fig. 4.1 Mean proportions of yes responses for less feminist participants, Experiment 1 

Fig. 4.2 Mean proportions of yes responses for feminist participants, Experiment 1
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Figures 4.1 and 4.2 show that the male bias is present among all participants and 
across all stereotype conditions, irrespective of the feminism score. That is, femmes 
continuations generally get fewer yes answers than hommes continuations. 

Nevertheless, the effect seems to be strengthened according to the (non-)feminist 
attitude of the participant within certain stereotype conditions. On the one hand, we 
can observe a stronger effect in the male stereotype condition for less feminist par-
ticipants (i.e., in the male condition, the difference between hommes and femmes 
continuation is 38%, vs. 16% and 13% in the neutral and female conditions respec-
tively; see Fig. 4.1). On the other hand, feminist participants show a fairly equal 
effect across the different stereotype conditions, with a slightly more important 
effect in the female condition (i.e., differences of 26%, 26% and 32% between 
the hommes and femmes continuations in the male, neutral and female conditions 
respectively; see Fig. 4.2). The less feminist participants hence give even fewer yes 
responses to femmes continuations if they are preceded by stereotypically male role 
nouns. The more feminist participants, in contrast, answer no to femmes continua-
tions quite consistently. However, note that the feminist sub-group includes 27 of 
the 44 participants; they thus generate the majority of the data analyzed. 

Inferential Statistics 
Data Analyses 
Mixed-effects logistic regression was used to model a possible influence of par-
ticipants’ feminist attitudes on their answers to the final question. The final model 
(1584 data points) contained random intercepts by subject and by item and a random 
slope for the predictor continuation by item (Barr et al. 2013: 255). The inferential 
statistics are shown in Table 4.9.
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Table 4.9 Answers to comprehension questions linked to the feminist attitudes of partici-
pants—inferential statistics, Experiment 1 

Estimate Std. 
Error 

z-value Pr(>|z|) 

(Intercept) 118.017 .140 8.406 < .001 *** 

Feminism score (z-value) .191 .129 1.478 .13943 

Continuation (hommes vs. 
femmes) 

−152.384 .132 −11.542 < .001 *** 

Stereotypicality 1 
(‘female vs. neutral’) 

−.131 .234 −.561 .57503 

Stereotypicality 2 
(‘female vs. male’) 

.090 .237 .384 .70122 

Feminism score (z-value): 
continuation.main effect 

−.130 .132 −.984 .32510 

Feminism score (z-value): 
stereotypicality 1 
(‘female vs. neutral’) 

.090 .182 .494 .62140 

Feminism score (z-value): 
stereotypicality2 
(‘female vs. male’) 

−.034 .190 −.179 .85827 

Continuation.main effect: 
stereotypicality 1 
(‘female vs. neutral’) 

0.111 .365 .304 .76126 

Continuation.main effect 
:stereotypicality 2 (‘female vs. 
male’) 

−.522 .372 −1.403 .16051 

Feminism score (z-value): 
continuation: 
stereotypicality 1 (‘female vs. 
neutral’) 

−.948 .367 −2.585 .00975 ** 

Feminism score (z-value): 
continuation:stereotypicality 2 
(‘female vs. male’) 

125.945 .383 3.285 .00102 ** 

Note: Mixed-effects logistic regression model for answers to comprehension questions linked 
to the feminist attitudes of participants. 
Formula: ansyes ~ feminism score * continuation * stereotypicality + (1 | id) + (1 | item)
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As can be seen in Table 4.9, there was a statistically significant main effect of 
continuation (p < .001), as well as two statistically significant three-way interac-
tions between feminist score, continuation and stereotype condition (i.e., feminism 
score: continuation: stereotypicality ‘female vs. male’: p = .0010; feminism score: 
continuation: stereotypicality ‘female vs. neutral’: p = .0098). 

The significant main effect of continuation (p < .001) confirms the general pattern 
I observed in all my analyses (i.e., more yes responses for hommes continuations), 
as well as in the descriptives of the more or less feminist sub-groups of my sample. 
In this vein, across all stereotype conditions, both more and less feminist partici-
pants36 give significantly more yes answers to hommes continuations than to femmes 
continuations. 

Moreover, based on the inspection of the graphs concerning the descriptive 
statistics, I can interpret the three-way interactions. If we compare the size of the con-
tinuation effect in the three stereotype conditions among feminist versus less feminist 
participants, we see that participants with high scores show effects of similar sizes 
across all stereotype conditions (male 26%, neutral 26%, female 32%). Participants 
with low scores, in contrast, show greater differences between the stereotype condi-
tions (male 38%, neutral 16%, female 13%). This contrast results in the statistically 
significant three-way interaction between feminist score, continuation and female 
vs. male stereotype (p = .0010). My data thus suggest that it is even more difficult for 
participants with a low feminism score to map women onto stereotypically male role 
nouns in the masculine plural form. Correspondingly, participants with lower fem-
inism scores might be influenced more by social assumptions (e.g., women cannot 
be engineers) than more feminist participants. Note that a similar boosting effect 
could already be perceived in the main analysis, including all participants, when 
analyzing the response times of positive responses (i.e., the statistically significant 
two-way interaction of continuation and male stereotype vs. female stereotype). 

The three-way interaction of feminism score, continuation and female vs. neutral 
stereotypicality (p = .0098) can also be interpreted when looking on the graphs (see 
Figs. 4.1 and 4.2): if we compare the female and neutral stereotype condition of both 
sub-groups, we see that less feminist participants show a slightly weaker effect of 
continuation in the female than in the neutral condition. More feminist participants, 
in contrast, show a stronger effect in the female condition than in the neutral one.

36 Contrary to my descriptive statistics, my inferential analysis is not based on two sub-
groups (more feminist vs. less feminist participants), but on a continuous scale of feminism 
score. However, for the sake of consistency, I also use the terms more and less feminist par-
ticipants in the present section. My wording hence implies the following: the more or less 
feminist participants judge themselves, the more or less probable it is that they show a certain 
effect. 
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Thus, according to the feminism score of participants, the effects of continuation in 
the female and neutral conditions go in different directions. A possible explanation 
for this interaction could be that participants with less feminist scores are possibly 
more influenced by stereotypes. Correspondingly, participants with less feminist 
scores show a weaker effect of continuation for female stereotypes as this confirms 
their quite stereotypical worldview (e.g., nurses are female). 

Stahlberg & Sczesny (2001: 137) found for German that participants in favor 
of gender-fair language showed a male bias, while opponents did not show any 
effect.37 My data also show an effect of modification, although not as strong as the 
one found by Stahlberg & Sczesny (2001: 137). More precisely, I found that the 
male bias that we ascribe to masculine role nouns is present among all participants, 
but that it is modified according to the feminist attitudes of the participant and to the 
stereotypicality of the role noun. At the same time, the effect of different reactions 
to masculine role nouns might be even stronger or more complex if a stratified 
sample (i.e., chauvinists vs. feminists) had been investigated. Hence, it is possible 
that feminist attitudes moderate the interpretation of masculine role nouns more or 
in a different way than my data could reveal (Körner et al. 2024: 173). 

4.4.5 Discussion 

In the grammatical gender language French, it is common to refer to groups 
consisting of both men and women with a masculine role noun (e.g., voisins 
‘neighborsM.PL’), while the same form is used for an entirely male group (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 479). Feminist Linguistics assumes that masculine role nouns generate 
a male bias and thus judges the generic use of masculine role nouns as dis-
criminatory against women (see Sect. 3.2.1.1; Gygax et al. 2008: 480; Schwarze 
2008: 211). Others (e.g., Eisenberg 2018), on the contrary, do not blame language 
itself, but extra-linguistic information, such as stereotypes. In order to examine 
this issue, closely replicating Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample, Experiment 
1 examined whether the morphosyntactic factor masculine form (of a role noun 
in the plural form), the extra-linguistic factor stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically 
male/neutral/female role nouns) or an interaction of both factors influences the 
interpretation of role nouns (see RQs 1, 2, 4 in Sect. 4.4.1) in a SEV WSP

37 On the opposite effect for Spanish-speaking participants, see Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 
1260, 1268, 1270). For more recent investigations on the influence of speakers’ attitudes 
towards gender-fair language, see Stetie & Zunino (2022b: 171) on Spanish; see Körner et al. 
(2022: 560, 565); Körner et al. (2024: 166, 171, 173) and Schunack & Binanzer (2022: 331) 
on German; see also Sect. 3.2.4. 
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paradigm. In this vein, Experiment 1 aimed to verify whether the claims made 
by Gygax et al. in 2008 hold true a decade later and following important social 
changes, including debates on the gender-fair use of French and criticism of the 
generic use of masculine role nouns (see RQ 6 in Sect. 4.4.1). The results of 
Experiment 1 were mostly similar to those of the initial study by Gygax et al. 
(2008), although there were some additional findings. 

We now turn to the discussion of Experiment 1 on a general level and compare 
my findings to those of Gygax et al. (2008) (see Sect. 4.4.5.1). Afterwards, I 
discuss how my findings relate to other previous research (see Sect. 4.4.5.2). In 
Sect. 4.4.5.3, I examine which implications my findings may have for gender-fair 
language policies. I discuss the limitations of Experiment 1 and directions for 
future research, including Experiment 2, in Sect. 4.4.5.4. 

4.4.5.1 Comparison of Experiment 1 and Gygax et al. (2008) 
First, corroborating previous findings by Gygax et al. (2008), the data from 2019 
suggest that the morphosyntactic factor masculine form influences how masculine 
role nouns are interpreted. More precisely, participants’ (i.e., university students) 
reactions to my experimental items indicate that they tend to interpret the mas-
culine role nouns specifically regardless of the stereotypicality of the role noun, 
at least if we only look at the proportion of yes answers. 

In this vein, Experiment 1 revealed that yes responses to femmes continuations 
are statistically significantly slower than those to hommes. This effect appeared 
as a numerical trend in Gygax et al.’s (2008) data,38 but reached statistical signif-
icance in Experiment 1. This indicates that it requires more effort to link femmes 
to masculine role nouns than hommes. Note that the more subtle statistical analy-
sis (i.e., mixed-effects models with random effects for items and subjects) used to 
evaluate the data in the replication study might have helped to reveal this pattern. 

Secondly, concerning the positive response times, Experiment 1 goes beyond 
the initial study in that it provides evidence of an interaction of a linguistic factor 
(i.e., the masculine form) and an extra-linguistic factor (i.e., a role noun’s (male) 
stereotypicality) in the interpretation of masculine role nouns in French. This 
confirms a trend that could already be observed in the descriptive statistics of 
Gygax et al. (2008), but which had not reached statistical significance in 2008 
(see RQ 5 in Sect. 4.4.1): Experiment 1 found a reinforced male bias in the male 
stereotype condition. Moreover, this data pattern had also been found concerning

38 They found a marginally significant effect of continuation when participants were consid-
ered as random effect in the ANOVA (Gygax et al. 2008: 478). This trend was supported by 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) German sample in which a significant main effect of continuation for 
the positive response times was found (Gygax et al. 2008: 479). 
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the proportion of positive judgements in a previous replication of Gygax et al. 
(2008) (Garnham et al. 2012: 493, 498). 

Given that less than half of the empirical studies in psychology ‘manage’ to 
replicate originally reported results (Open Science Collaboration 2015: aac4716– 
7), it is particularly noteworthy that the effect indicating a specific interpretation 
of masculine role nouns, which are commonly used generically, has been repli-
cated. The male bias can thus be perceived as a reliable result. Crucially, we can 
assume that the point in time at which the study was run has not contributed to 
the observed effect. The replication in 2019 of the claims put forward in 2008 fur-
ther corroborates the findings from previous replications of Gygax et al.’s (2008) 
experiment (e.g., Garnham et al. 2012; Sato et al. 2013). Note that these replica-
tion studies were run before the generic use of masculine role nouns in French 
had been more broadly discouraged. This renders the findings of my replica-
tion study even more meaningful: even after the introduction of various measures 
to foster gender equality, including the more diverse participation of women in 
the labor market and guidelines on the gender-fair use of the French language, 
masculine role nouns are still interpreted specifically in 2019. At the same time, 
as indicated before, further replication studies are needed in order to access the 
actual reliability of previous and current claims (Hedges & Schauer 2019a: 550 f., 
563, 567).39 

My findings concerning the (possible) interaction of morphosyntactic and 
stereotype information partially corroborate H3: both types of information inter-
act and influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns (see Sect. 4.4.1; see  
also Sect. 4.1.1). Nonetheless, H3 assumed that both factors would come into play 
in all conditions. Yet the situation presented by my data is more complex than 
previously hypothesized: stereotypically male role nouns seem to reinforce the 
male bias of masculine role nouns, while female and neutral stereotypes do not 
seem to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns (Gabriel & Gygax 
2008: 453, 455 f.).40 

Of course, just like Gygax et al. (2008: 481), I cannot exclude the possibility of 
a stronger influence of stereotype information on the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns when more contextual information is provided than is the case within

39 See also Hedges & Schauer (2019b: 557 f.); Schauer & Hedges (2021: 136 f.). See 
Sect. 4.2 and footnote 18 on replications of Gygax et al. (2008) other than mine. 
40 It could be argued that male stereotypes are ‘stronger’ than female and neutral stereotypes. 
This possibility is worthy of further study. For the time being, it can be stated that Gygax 
et al. (2008) had chosen role nouns, which were more or less equally stereotypical in each 
condition. 
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Experiment 1’s research paradigm.41 For instance, the experiments run by Braun 
et al. (1998: 272 f., 281), based on longer texts in German, which might resemble 
natural communication more closely, revealed an attenuating influence of female 
stereotypicality and a reinforced male bias of male stereotypicality.42 At the same 
time, these experiments also accessed the biological/social gender ratio of the 
referents more explicitly, which may have reinforced the influence of gender 
stereotypicality (Gygax et al. 2008: 481). 

Moreover, my additional analysis of the yes/no answers, indicating a strength-
ened male bias concerning stereotypically male role nouns for less feminist 
French-speaking students, suggests that the feminist attitude of a person also 
moderates the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Hence, it is not only the 
morphosyntactic factor masculine form and the extra-linguistic factor stereo-
typicality that seem to influence the interpretation of a role noun, but also 
the pragmatic factor individual beliefs and their interaction with a role noun’s 
stereotypicality. This complex interaction was not addressed by the initial study. 

As indicated by Gygax et al. (2008: 483), Experiment 1’s SEV WSP does not 
permit us to differentiate between automatic and strategic cognitive processes. 
Yet, automatic mental processes have been judged more suitable than strategic 
processes for explaining how gender representations are constructed. At the same 
time, it is not an unlikely scenario for people, when interpreting role nouns in 
the masculine plural (e.g., voisins), to ask themselves whom they could imagine 
doing this kind of activity. So, even if I had investigated strategic processes, my 
findings are still noteworthy concerning the discussion of the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns (Gygax et al. 2008: 483). 

Gygax et al. (2008) summarized their findings with the following title: Gener-
ically intended, but specifically interpreted: When beauticians, musicians and 
mechanics are all men. To conclude the comparison of my findings to Gygax 
et al.’s (2008) results, I want to comment on Gygax et al.’s (2008) conclu-
sions. First, looking at my results regarding the yes/no questions, I want to point 
out, first, that beauticians, musicians and mechanics are not all men, but that in 
approximately 59% of the cases, these role nouns were associated with women 
in Experiment 1 (in about 58% of the cases in Gygax et al. 2008). Thus, while 
women have indeed fewer chances to be represented by masculine role nouns, 
they can still be linked to them in some way (Gygax et al. 2021a: 5 f.; Kotthoff &

41 Stereotype information was linked to the role nouns only. Indications like walking through 
a station were balanced across all role nouns to avoid any plausibility effect (Gygax et al. 
2008: 472, 475). 
42 See Rothmund & Scheele (2004), who also investigate the interaction of stereotypicality 
and masculine form in longer text passages in German. 
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Nübling 2018: 115–117; see Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine pronouns). Sec-
ondly, as my analysis of the positive response times has shown that participants 
take even longer to respond yes to femmes continuations in the male stereotype 
condition, I want to modify Gygax et al.’s (2008) title as follows: beauticians, 
musicians and mechanics are mostly men, but mechanics are even more male. 
Finally, my additional analysis indicates that less feminist participants have more 
difficulties in linking stereotypically male role nouns in the masculine form to 
women. Thus, mechanics are even more male to less feminist students. 

In order to judge the outcome of Experiment 1 in relation to previous stud-
ies that also investigated the stability of the effects generated by masculine role 
nouns, I come back to the replication studies I already mentioned in Sect. 4.2 in 
the following section. 

4.4.5.2 Comparison of Experiment 1 With Other Work 
My findings, which demonstrate the stability of a male bias generated by mascu-
line role nouns in French across time, are at odds with Nissen (2013), who found 
that in a ten year period (1995–2005), masculine role nouns in Spanish nearly 
lost their male bias. Nissen concludes that the interpretations of certain linguistic 
forms “do not seem to be stable at all, but, instead, are subject to change over 
time” (Nissen 2013: 114). In opposition to him, Garnham et al. (2012) and Sato 
et al. (2013) also claimed Gygax et al.’s findings on the interpretation of role 
nouns in the masculine plural form in French to be stable.43 My finding con-
cerning the stability of the male bias is also in accordance with the replication 
study by Miller & James (2009), which showed that the generic he in English 
continues to be interpreted specifically (see Sect. 4.2). Taking into account these 
opposing results, we see, once again, that further replication research is needed 
in order to judge findings on the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

Due to an increased use of gender-fair alternatives to masculine role nouns, 
Stahlberg & Sczesny (2001: 138) predicted that masculine role nouns might 
become more specific over time.44 This hypothesis is supported by a study 
from Gygax & Gabriel (2008: 149), which showed that exposing speakers to 
both feminine and masculine role nouns decreases the generic interpretation 
of masculine role nouns. Based on Experiment 1’s findings, I cannot confirm

43 See footnote 26 on replications of Gygax et al. (2008) that were run after 2019 and which 
indicate that the findings from 2008 can still be considered to be stable across time. 
44 See also De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 261, 267); Elmiger (2000: 213); Gabriel et al. 
(2017: 806); Gygax & Gabriel (2008: 149). 
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Stahlberg & Sczesny’s (2001: 138) assumptions: comparing the result of my repli-
cation to Gygax et al.’s (2008) study, we can state that the male bias remained 
the same45 —despite the more common use of alternative forms to the generic 
use of masculine forms about ten years after the initial study. 

Thus, the male bias may simply be quite stable over time and across lin-
guistic change. Still, it is also possible that speakers have to commit themselves 
to actively using gender-fair language to show different reactions to masculine 
role nouns. As most of my participants did not know what the langage inclusif 
‘gender-fair language’ is, we can assume that they were not that interested in 
it, although their own university avoids the generic use of masculine role nouns 
by using alternative forms (see Sects. 4.3.1 and 4.4.4). Given that my additional 
analysis of the feminist attitudes of my participants showed that an involvement 
with feminism may moderate the interpretation of masculine role nouns, it is not 
improbable that a real involvement with gender-fair language may also moderate 
the interpretation of masculine role nouns (see Sects. 4.4.4 and 3.2.4). In this 
regard, my findings may have implications for gender-fair language policies. 

4.4.5.3 Implications for Gender-Fair Language Policies 
If we follow Eisenberg (2018), societal changes will solve the problem of men 
being better representatives of masculine role nouns.46 Extra-linguistic transfor-
mation would thus render the avoidance of role nouns in the masculine form and 
the use of alternatives a negligible or even a useless action in working towards 
a more gender-fair society. French society has indeed evolved in terms of work-
related gender equality in the past years (INSEE 2018: 39; EIGE 2005–2019). 
Accordingly, it would seem plausible that femmes continuations following mas-
culine role nouns should trigger more positive responses in 2019 than in 2008 
(unless, of course, double forms have become the status quo). However, as Exper-
iment 1 reveals more or less the same male bias as in 2008, the assumption that 
extra-linguistic change makes linguistic change unnecessary is not supported by 
my data. 

At the same time, external reality (e.g., work-related gender equality, more 
women have become engineers) does not equate to social assumptions (e.g., engi-
neers are male), which have remained mostly the same in the past years (see

45 See also De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 261, 267); Stahlberg & Sczesny (2001). The 
sample of 2019 presented a higher acceptance of hommes continuations and hence gen-
erated bigger effect sizes. Nonetheless, if masculine role nouns would have significantly 
become more male-specific, the acceptance of femmes continuations should have decreased 
essentially from 2008 to 2019. 
46 See also Hagège (2017: 1 f.).
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the norming studies from Gabriel et al. 2008 and Misersky et al. 2014).47 Thus, 
we do not know how strong the male bias of masculine role nouns would be if 
stereotypes had changed since 2008. 

When discussing the usefulness and urgency of a gender-fair use of langue, 
one has to decide whether the overall 26% difference between hommes 
and femmes continuations in the mean proportion of the yes answers (see 
Sect. 4.4.3.1) is ‘enough’ to consider it as being “discriminatory to women” 
(Gygax et al. 2008: 480). Yet, whether this 26% is a relevant difference is not 
a linguistic question, but one which society has to discuss. Nonetheless, if the 
aim of French-speaking communities was to equally represent both men and 
women, it would seem fair to revisit the still common generic use of masculine 
role nouns. In this vein, the consideration of the usage of alternatives to mas-
culine role nouns seems to be particularly important where role nouns perceived 
as ‘male’ are concerned (e.g., in an information brochure on job descriptions) 
(Vervecken et al. 2015: 8 f.).48 Accordingly, future research might further inves-
tigate whether gender-fair alternatives to masculine role nouns, like double forms, 
help to increase the cognitive availability of women. Previous findings (e.g., 
Braun et al. 2005; Nissen 2013) point in that direction.49 

As we have seen in this section, some studies on the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns confirm my findings while others do not. Correspondingly, it is 
now time to discuss the limitations of Experiment 1. I first point out the implica-
tions that arise from my sample. I then present the constraints of my experimental 
and filler items. In doing so, I present directions for future research in general 
and for Experiment 2 specifically.

47 See Sebastián-Tirado et al.’s (2023: 1) recent findings indicating that stereotypes about 
occupations are not declining. 
48 See also Gygax et al. (2008: 480); Heap (2024: 226); Pozniak et al. (2023: 18); Rother-
mund & Strack (2024: 482); Sebastián-Tirado et al. (2023: 326, 341 f.); Vervecken & Han-
nover (2015: 87); Zapf (2024: 408). For a discussion far beyond the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns, see Moyano et al. (2023); Vervecken et al. (2015); Vervecken & Hannover 
(2015) whose studies investigate whether the generic use of masculine role nouns influences 
a woman’s self-efficacy. 
49 See Tibblin et al. (2023a & b) and Xiao et al. (2023) for comparable and more recent find-
ings on French. But see Pozniak et al. (2023) for diverging findings on gender-fair forms in 
French. See Safina (2024), who does not find an effect of form manipulation when analyzing 
epicene nouns in Italian. 
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4.4.5.4 Limitations and Future Directions 
4.4.5.4.1 Participants 
Factor Birth Cohort and Factor Profession 
Based on my results, I argued that masculine role nouns are still more easily inter-
preted specifically. However, we have to keep in mind that both the initial and the 
replication study investigated students, that is, young adults. Consequently, we can-
not be sure whether the findings hold true across birth cohorts or different professions 
(Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482).50 As, for instance, senior citizens are less accus-
tomed to gender-fair language and the discussion of masculine role nouns and their 
alternatives, they might have more reactions supporting the generic interpretation 
of masculine role nouns than those I found among my participants. 

Yet, as previously indicated, the linguistic and societal changes that have occurred 
in the past few years do not seem to have influenced the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns significantly within student populations. This could suggest that the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns in the plural form might be the same for 
French native speakers in general, irrespective of the epoch they have grown up in 
(see Brauer & Landry’s (2008) findings). 

At the same time, my additional analyses of the individual behavior of partic-
ipants, as well as participants’ reactions to the stimuli according to their feminist 
attitudes, indicate that the extent of the male bias of masculine role nouns in com-
bination with stereotyped role nouns may differ across different persons. For the 
moment, as empirical evidence on a possible influence of the participants’ age, pro-
fessional background and/or individual beliefs on the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns is scarce and studies on these issues have generated inconsistent data, it 
remains an empirical question whether these variables mediate the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns (Gabriel & Gygax 2008: 456; Körner et al. 2024: 173). 

Factor Region 
While the initial study was run in French-speaking Switzerland, the data of Experi-
ment 1 were collected in France. France has been defined as being more gender-equal 
than Switzerland (see the UN’s Gender Development Index 2018 (= GDI); Human 
Development Index 2019 (= HDI)).51 This might have affected the outcome of 
Experiment 1. For instance, a higher acceptance of masculine plural role nouns +

50 See also Glim et al. (2024: 1366); Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 312). See Spinelli et al. (2023: 
10) on gender-fair French. 
51 Despite being one of the wealthiest countries in the world (HDI rank 2 in 2019), Switzer-
land scores poorly when it comes to gender equality (GDI rank 82; value 0.963/1). France, 
in comparison, ranked 26 on the HDI in 2019, but 42nd on the GDI in 2018 (value 0.984/1) 
(GDI 2018; HDI 2019). 
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femmes by my French participants compared to the Swiss French students would 
have been imaginable, reflecting a higher acceptance of working women in France. 
At the same time, the use of alternative forms instead of masculine role nouns are 
implemented more in Swiss French than they are in France (Gygax et al. 2019a: 
5), which might have resulted in an easier linking of a masculine role noun with 
femmes for French than for Swiss French participants. Nonetheless, the Swiss data 
from 2008 and the French data from 2019 show the same tendencies. Consequently, 
we may assume that the change in location, which corresponds to different societal 
backgrounds of the participants, has not influenced the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns considerably. This is in line with Kim et al.’s (2023a: 1, 23) findings that 
Swiss French and Quebec French speakers’ interpretations of masculine role nouns 
were equally male-biased.52 

To conclude, the interpretation of masculine role nouns does not seem to have 
been affected by the participants’ home region or dialect (i.e., France/Hexagonal 
French- vs. Switzerland/Swiss French-speaking participants). However, it would 
be important to further investigate whether the pattern shown by my data (i.e., a 
detectable male bias even though there has been a change in country) is replicated 
when the factor region/dialect is systematically varied when time is not a factor. A 
repetition of my replication in a French-speaking country other than France as soon 
as possible is thus needed to determine the stability of my findings more fully. 

4.4.5.4.2 Experimental Items 
In this section, I discuss whether the experimental items in Experiment 1 are 
informative (or not) concerning the question of whether masculine role nouns are 
interpreted generically or specifically and consider how potential issues could be 
tackled in Experiment 2. 

Male-as-Norm Principle 
Concerning the interpretation of the experimental items, the following question 
arises: I cannot entirely exclude the possibility of the male-as-norm principle being

52 Conversely, Diehl (1992: 384) used an acceptability judgement task to show, for Germany, 
that the acceptance of masculine role nouns is relative to the region. While masculine role 
nouns are less approved in Western Germany, they are more common and more accepted 
in Eastern Germany. In the latter, the GDR’s official definition of masculine role nouns as 
gender-neutral still (that is, in 1992) seems to influence speakers (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 
117; Schröter et al. 2012: 374 f.). See also Schröter et al. (2012) on German in Switzerland 
and Germany; Arnold (2024: 623–625) on laypersons’ attitudes towards gender-fair language 
in different French-speaking countries. 
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the cause of the positive and quick reactions to masculine role nouns in the plu-
ral form in combination with hommes continuations. Correspondingly, my results 
would not provide any information on the impact of the masculine form on the 
interpretation of role nouns, but would show that men are prototypically judged as 
more suitable for linking to role nouns (or, in general, more representative of the 
category human being) (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 104, 93, 96; Schwarze: 2008: 
261; 214 f., 236). In line with this, my data would indicate the influence of extra-
linguistic influence (i.e., prototypes) on the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
(Eisenberg 2018; Michel 2017: 76). 

Taking into account the results from Gygax et al.’s English experiment, in which 
role nouns had no marking of grammatical gender and in which the stereotypicality 
of the role nouns influenced participants’ reaction to hommes and femmes continua-
tions, we may assume that it was not only the male-as-norm principle that generated 
more yes answers for hommes than for femmes in my experiment on French (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 470).53 Obviously, we cannot transfer the results from English, a natural 
gender language, directly to the grammatical gender language French. Nonetheless, 
if the influence of stereotypes had an important impact on the interpretation of mas-
culine role nouns, my French data should resemble the data of Gygax et al.’s (2008) 
English sample more closely. 

Role Noun Type 
In Experiment 1, as in the initial study, I investigated role nouns which had formerly 
been judged as stereotypically male, neutral or female. These include occupational 
nouns (e.g., ingénieurs ‘engineersM.PL’) and non-occupational nouns (e.g., voisins). 
The differences in the semantics of the role nouns need to be discussed critically. 

According to Becker (2008: 66; De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 257, 261 f., 
266 f.), the referents’ biological/social gender is generally not relevant for non-
occupational nouns like voisins, as an equal distribution of both biological/social 
genders in the extra-linguistic world is expected within these social groups. Cor-
respondingly, these masculine role nouns would be interpreted generically. For

53 Nonetheless, when looking at the response times of Gygax et al.’s English sample, we can 
see that sentences with femmes continuations took more time to be interpreted than those 
with hommes continuations. There might thus be a slight influence of the male-as-norm prin-
ciple here; however, the differences are very small and did not reach statistical significance 
(Gygax et al. 2008: 478). See also the English L1 sample in Sato et al. (2013: 9 f.), which 
shows a higher rate of positive responses to men continuations in the neutral and male stereo-
type condition and lower SDs for men continuations in general, possibly hinting at an easier 
processing of men. 
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occupational nouns like ingénieurs ‘engineersM.PL’, in contrast, the referent’s bio-
logical/social gender is relevant as fewer women are expected to be engineers. 
Consequently, masculine role nouns referring to occupational nouns are more read-
ily interpreted specifically (Becker 2008: 66; De Backer & De Cuypere 2012 : 257, 
261 f., 266 f.).54 It could thus be that some of the role nouns I investigated in 
Experiment 1 are interpreted more often specifically than others (e.g., ingénieurs 
‘engineersM.PL’ vs.  voisins). However, based on my dataset, I cannot distinguish 
between isolated cases and a general tendency. Thus, in order to discard the possi-
bility that the male bias found in Experiment 1 was mainly generated by occupational 
nouns, in Experiment 2, I present a study design which permits a reliable analysis 
of role noun types (i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational nouns). 

Interpretation of the Experimental Items 
Coreference 
Following the initial study by Gygax et al. (2008), I inferred that the higher rate 
of no responses to femmes continuations indicates that the masculine role nouns 
were interpreted specifically (Gygax et al. 2008: 482). There is, however, an issue 
already discussed by Gygax et al. (2008: 482) that deserves attention: the possibly 
very different interpretation of the stimuli by the participants. We come back to the 
already cited example of an experimental item featuring voisins in the first sentence 
and femmes in the second to illustrate the problem: 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’ 

I thus inferred that une des femmes was to be interpreted as a subset of a group of 
male and female neighbors (i.e., a (sub-)subset—of the female neighbors in a group 
of male and female neighbors, one has an umbrella). Yet, as mentioned by Gygax 
et al. (2008: 482), the participants might have interpreted voisins when reading 
une des femmes in a way that une des femmes are not interpreted as a subset of 
the neighbors, but that they are actually coreferential with the neighbors (i.e., one 
female neighbor in an exclusively female group has an umbrella) (Anaya-Ramírez 
et al. 2022: 1260).55 The broader rejection of femmes continuations might therefore

54 See also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 117).
55 A subset (e.g., one of the women) cannot be identical with its main set (e.g., all the women). 
Put differently, a subset cannot be coreferential with its main set. Accordingly, the above 
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simply be due to a grammatical problem: when reference is made to a female group 
only, one would expect a feminine role noun (e.g., voisines ‘neighborsF.PL’) in the 
first sentence.56 Thus, a femmes continuation would be judged a poor continuation 
of the first sentence because a feminine role noun would have been expected in the 
first sentence, but not because of a specific interpretation of the masculine role noun 
(Gygax et al. 2008: 482).57 

Moreover, participants who might have imagined a mixed group having read 
the first sentence might be confused when reading la majorité des femmes and 
reinterpret it as an entirely female group. Thus, the experimental items might even 
bring participants to change their interpretation in a way that was not intended. A 
struggle with the interpretation might thus make participants reflect on the items, 
which would result in higher response times. Yet I counted higher response times 
for positive judgments as an indication of the effort involved in combining femmes 
and a role noun in the masculine plural form. So, if the higher response times refer to 
a different type of confusion than I thought, my whole analysis would be incorrect. 

It is also possible that participants react differently to different test items. That is, 
their interpretation might sometimes opt for the same set, sometimes for the subset 
possibility. With my experimental design, these heterogeneous reactions (e.g., subset 
or same set) would still be interpreted in a homogeneous way (i.e., subset). As a 
consequence, this renders my assumption concerning the specific interpretations of 
the masculine plural role nouns less reliable. The experimental items also offer a 
third possible interpretation of the featured referents; we turn to this possibility in 
the next paragraph.

usage of coreferential in the sense of ‘a part of the (female) group—the entire (female) group’ 
(e.g., one female neighbor in an exclusively female group) might be misleading. However, 
coreferential has been established in this sense in the field of language and gender (e.g., 
Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022: 1260; Gygax et al. 2008: 482), which is why I also use it in this 
way.
56 However, although, in French, it is not common usage, theoretically, it is not impossible 
to refer to a female group only with a masculine role noun. When no feminine equivalent has 
been established, this is, on the contrary, common usage. For instance, les professeurs ‘the 
professorsM.PL’ for a group of female professors (see Sect. 2.2.2). 
57 Actually, the English and German stimuli, as well as their translations, present several 
problems too. For instance, in German and English the interpretation of women as a sub-
set depends on the accentuation of women, otherwise speakers would more readily opt for a 
coreferential interpretation and stress one of the women (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 109). As 
accentuation is a parameter that written stimuli cannot represent, we cannot know in which 
way the participants interpreted it. See Körner et al. (2024), who replicated Gygax et al. 
(2008) with oral stimuli in German, but who do not indicate which way the second sen-
tences were pronounced. However, as I opted for a replication of the French sample, I do 
not concentrate on these issues here. 
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Different Set 
Some of the experimental items in Experiment 1 are better suited to trigger a generic 
interpretation of the masculine role nouns than others. Although the below discus-
sion applies to all experimental items featured in Experiment 1, let us have a look 
at the following example, which makes my point more clearly than the above-cited 
example featuring voisins (as in (15a)–(15b1)): 

(35a) Les infirmiers marchaient dans la gare./ 
‘The nursesM.PL were walking through the station./’ 

(35b) Du beau temps étant prévu, la majorité des femmes n’avait pas de veste. 
‘Since sunny weather was forecast, the majority of the women weren’t 
wearing a coat.’ 

Here, the items could be interpreted such that la majorité des femmes are completely 
independent from the nurses (i.e., nurses are walking in a station where some women 
do not wear a coat). In this case, my results would show whether the participants 
judged it plausible for nurses to be walking in a station where there were some other 
women, too. I would thus get an answer to a question I did not ask. 

However, and importantly, due to the parallel subject placement of the two noun 
phrases in question (e.g., les infirmiers ‘nursesM.PL’, la majorité des femmes), it 
seems more plausible to interpret the second sentence’s subject noun phrase 2 (e.g., 
la majorité des femmes) as a subset of the first sentence’s subject noun phrase 1 
through topic continuity (e.g., infirmiers ‘nursesM.PL’). Although a topic change 
and thereby a change of reference of noun phrase 2 to a different entity than noun 
phrase 1 cannot be entirely excluded, this would be the more difficult interpretation 
(Givón 1983a: 11 f.). 

To sum up, at least for some of Experiment 1’s experimental items, the partici-
pants’ answers risk being vague verdicts about group membership. Future research 
examining the interpretation of masculine role nouns would therefore be well-
advised to design less ambiguous experimental items, which permit a more accurate 
interpretation by the participants. This would in turn lead to and facilitate a more reli-
able interpretation of participants’ reactions. I come back to this issue in Experiment 
2, for which I adapted the experimental items accordingly (see Sect. 5.1.4.1). 

4.4.5.4.3 Filler Items 
Despite the fact that more fillers were featured in Experiment 1 (i.e., a 1:1 vs. 
1:2 ratio of experimental and filler items in Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 
1; see Sect. 4.3.2.3), the effects stated by Gygax et al. (2008) remained practi-
cally the same in 2019. This indicates that the adaption of the filler items has
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not considerably influenced the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Actually, 
my participants do not seem to have been entirely distracted from the exper-
iment’s aim: the vast majority of my participants had at least considered that 
gender stereotypes might be under investigation when they were asked during the 
debriefing whether they had any idea regarding the research aim of the study.58 

Importantly, during the debrief, some of the participants explicitly cited filler 
type 2, in which the role nouns presented in the first sentence did not match the 
biological/social gender of the referents presented in the second sentence (e.g., 
monks—women in (26a)–(26b)) when explaining why they thought that the exper-
iment was investigating gender issues. These fillers thus may even have reinforced 
participants’ attention concerning the referents’ biological/social gender and may 
have contributed either to a higher acceptance of masculine role nouns + femmes 
(i.e., no semantic mismatch between the role noun and a femmes continuation) 
or to a weaker acceptance of masculine role nouns + femmes (i.e., an increased 
attempt to match grammatical gender and biological/social gender). Either way, 
the accentuation of the referents’ biological/social gender by filler type 2 does 
not seem to be the best way of distracting the participants’ attention from gender 
issues such as the gender-fair use of language. Accordingly, for Experiment 2, 
more fillers, and more distractive ones had to be integrated in order to properly 
conceal the experiment’s research aim. 

4.5 Summary 

Investigating the influence of the morphosyntactic factor masculine form and 
the extra-linguistic factor stereotypicality on the interpretation of role nouns in 
French, Experiment 1 presents a close replication of the French sample of Gygax 
et al. (2008). It shows that the finding that masculine role nouns tend to be inter-
preted specifically can be considered to be stable across time. Crucially, changes 
in the linguistic usages (e.g., alternatives to masculine role nouns) and extra-
linguistic reality (e.g., an increase in gender equality in the workspace) do not 
seem to have influenced the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Yet Exper-
iment 1 goes beyond the initial study by revealing that stereotype information 
(i.e., male stereotypicality), as well as participant-specific factors (i.e., feminist 
attitudes), can influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. This indicates 
that the repetition of previous research is important to gain a better understanding

58 I do not have any information on the perceptions of the participants from 2008 on the initial 
study. 
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of the interpretation of masculine role nouns. At the same time, the discussion 
of the limitations of Experiment 1 shows that a more detailed examination of the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns is worthy of further study. Amongst other 
issues, the analysis of whether different types of masculine role nouns are inter-
preted differently (e.g., occupational vs. non-occupational noun) is still needed. 
Another research desideratum is the examination of whether a better indication of 
the female referent’s membership of the main group designated by a masculine 
role noun generates different results. In this vein, it also became clear that it is 
important to better conceal the experiment’s research aim with the filler items. 
These issues are addressed when setting up Experiment 2.
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This chapter describes Experiment 2, which examines the influence of the 
lexico-semantic factor role noun type (i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational 
nouns) on whether a masculine role noun is interpreted generically or specif-
ically. Section 5.1 sets out the rationale behind Experiment 2 and points out 
the differences between Experiments 1 and 2. Experiment 2’s research aims 
and hypotheses, its methodology, procedure and materials are presented in 
Sects. 5.1.1, 5.1.2, 5.1.3 and 5.1.4 respectively. Section 5.2 focuses on method. 
Section 5.2.1 introduces the norming study, which was run prior to the actual 
experiment in order to investigate whether role nouns are considered as occu-
pational or non-occupational. Section 5.2.2 further delineates Experiment 2’s 
methodology and materials. The results are presented in Sect. 5.3 and discussed 
in Sect. 5.4. Section 5.5 provides a summary of the chapter. 

5.1 From Experiment 1 to Experiment 2 

In the following, I explain how Experiment 2 draws inspiration from Experiment 
1 (see Chap. 4), while presenting the different experimental setup of Experi-
ment 2, including the different research questions and innovative experimental 
materials.
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5.1.1 Research Aims 

Research Aim 1: Analysis of the Influence of Role Noun Type 
Experiment 1 investigated whether the morphosyntactic factor masculine form and/ 
or the extra-linguistic factor stereotypicality (i.e., male/female/neutral) influences 
the interpretation of role nouns. The results showed a general male bias in the 
interpretation of the role nouns. Nonetheless, the male bias was found to be stronger 
for stereotypically male role nouns (compared to stereotypically neutral and female 
role nouns). However, Experiment 1 did not systematically distinguish between 
different types of role nouns, such as occupational (e.g., ingénieurs ‘engineersM.PL’) 
and non-occupational nouns (e.g., voisins). Instead, the three stereotype conditions 
in Experiment 1 contained a mixture of occupational and non-occupational nouns, 
which were not evenly distributed (see Sect. 4.4.5.4.2). 

Yet, it can be assumed that non-occupational nouns are interpreted differently 
than occupational nouns. For instance, on the one hand, with regard to a non-
occupational noun in the masculine plural form such as voisins, we can assume 
that as many men as women are neighbors. On the other hand, the assumptions 
concerning occupational nouns in the masculine plural form, even if they are 
stereotypically neutral (e.g., pharmaciens ‘pharmacistsM.PL’), might be interpreted 
specifically more easily: based on experiences in the extra-linguistic world and/ 
or assumptions concerning men and women’s professional lives, women might be 
less readily associated with an occupational role than men. This might result in 
a stronger male bias for occupational over non-occupational nouns (Becker 2008: 
66; De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 257, 262).1 Given the uncontrolled mixture of 
occupational and non-occupational nouns in Experiment 1, Experiment 1 was not 
able to detect whether there was a more pronounced male bias for occupational or 
non-occupational nouns. Based on the above assumptions, in Experiment 2, I thus 
decided to examine whether masculine non-occupational and occupational nouns 
in the plural form are interpreted differently. In doing so, I decided not to focus 
on stereotypicality and tested only stereotypically neutral role nouns. The norms 
for the gender stereotypicality of the role nouns in Experiment 2 are based on the 
norming study by Misersky et al. (2014). 

Firstly, the systematic examination of whether non-occupational and occupa-
tional nouns in the masculine plural form are interpreted differently has been 
neglected so far: previous research mostly does not differentiate between differ-
ent types of masculine role nouns, probably assuming that they all behave in

1 Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 92–95) also discuss this issue concerning masculine role nouns 
in German. 
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the same way. However, the one study that examines whether occupational and 
non-occupational role nouns in the Germanic languages Dutch and German are 
interpreted differently shows that there are indeed some differences, with plural 
occupational nouns being interpreted specifically more often than plural non-
occupational nouns (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 266 f.).2 To my 
best knowledge, there is no such study on French. Importantly, De Backer & De 
Cuypere’s (2012) research paradigm is based on explicit questions and answers and 
thus does not investigate online language processing, which is what I am aiming 
for by not only recording the yes/no responses, but also by analyzing the reading/ 
response times (see Research Aim 2 below). Secondly, if it turns out that one of 
the role noun types induces a more pronounced male bias, this would be of prac-
tical relevance for the use of gender-fair language as it might be more helpful to 
promote gender-fair alternatives for occupational than for non-occupational nouns 
(Heap 2024: 226; Zapf 2024: 408). 

To sum up, while I still aim to analyze whether the morphosyntactic factor 
masculine form influences the reader’s interpretation of role nouns in French, in 
Experiment 2, I abandon the question regarding the influence of the extra-linguistic 
factor stereotypicality on the interpretation of masculine plural role nouns; instead 
I include the systematic analysis of the lexico-semantic factor role noun type. More  
precisely, I examine whether non-occupational and occupational nouns in the mas-
culine plural form that are stereotypically neutral are interpreted differently from 
each other (e.g., with a stronger male bias for occupational nouns). 

Research Aim 2: Definition of the Crucial Region(s) 
In Experiment 1, the reading times of the entire second sentences, which included the 
decision-making concerning the final question (i.e., Continuation possible?), were 
collected and called response times (i.e., the SPR WSP paradigm; see Sect. 4.4.3.2). 
However, the reading time of an entire sentence, which, besides including the 
response time to the final question, is quite noisy and does not permit us to analyze 
which sentence region(s) cause(s) processing difficulties (if any). In Experiment 2, I 
therefore decided to rely on a more fine-grained experimental method, which allows 
me to analyze reading times for particular regions in the sentence by presenting the 
second sentences bit by bit: the self-paced reading paradigm with moving window 
presentation (=SPR MvW) (Nikolayeva 2015; Jegerski 2014: 21–23). Reading time 
differences between the hommes and femmes conditions should be specific to the

2 In German, masculine singular occupational nouns were also interpreted more often specif-
ically than non-occupational nouns (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260 f., 267). 
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regions of the sentence in which the sentence is disambiguated (if so).3 Moreover, 
the separate presentation of the final question (for details, see Sect. 5.1.3), permits 
me to examine precisely whether responses to femmes items are slower than those to 
hommes items. Thus, in opposition to Experiment 1, Experiment 2 is able to indicate 
in which specific region(s) of the sentence a processing difficulty arises (if any). It 
is also able to indicate whether a processing difficulty arises when the participants 
respond to the final question. 

5.1.2 Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Questions 
My main research question remains the same as in Experiment 1 (see Sect. 1.1): 
I want to examine whether the morphosyntactic factor masculine form generates a 
specific interpretation of a masculine role noun; in other words: 

RQ 1: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger a male-specific interpretation? 

Moreover, Experiment 2 aims to examine the lexico-semantic factor role noun type 
and to answer the following research question; note that research questions 2, 4, 5 
and 6 are tackled by Experiment 1 (see Sect. 4.1.1), which is why I address RQ 3 
and RQ 7 here (De Backer & De Cuypere’s 2012: 257): 

RQ 3: Does the role noun type (i.e., occupational nouns vs. non-occupational 
nouns) influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

As I only tested masculine role nouns, Experiment 2 aims to examine the interaction 
of the morphosyntactic factor masculine form and the lexico-semantic factor role 
noun type (De Backer & De Cuypere’s 2012: 253, 255–257, 267). This results in 
the following additional research question:

3 In Experiment 2, the second sentences are thus segmented. While it would seem straight-
forward to speak of segments (i.e., spillover segment), in the field, the term regions (e.g., 
spillover region) has been established, which hints more at the viewing direction than at 
the viewing of specific words of a sentence (Redl 2021: 112–114; Szuba et al. 2022: 830– 
834). For the sake of comparability, I also speak of regions (see Jegerski (2014: 30 f.) on 
phrase-by-phrase vs. word-by-word presentation). 
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RQ 7: Do the masculine form and the role noun type (i.e., occupational nouns 
vs. non-occupational nouns) interact when a masculine role noun is 
interpreted? 

Furthermore, based on my findings in Experiment 1, which did not permit me to 
analyze in which sentence region(s) the reading times were slowed down—when 
reading femmes or when answering the final question—in Experiment 2, I ask the 
following additional research question: 

RQ 8: Do reading times increase when the continuation region and/or spillover 
region and/or the final question are processed? 

Hypotheses 
In relation to my research questions, I hypothesize the following and assume that 
the below-listed outcomes of Experiment 2 are possible (Gygax et al. 2008: 470 f.; 
De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 253, 257, 260–262, 266 f.):4 

H1: The masculine form (i.e., a morphosyntactic factor) may influence the 
interpretation of the role nouns.

• In this case, irrespective of role noun type, I expect items featuring femmes to 
get fewer yes responses than items featuring hommes.

• In this case, irrespective of role noun type, I also assume that reading/response 
times of items featuring femmes should be longer than those of items featuring 
hommes. More precisely, reading times of the continuation region (i.e., hommes/ 
femmes) and/or the spillover region (i.e., the region directly after hommes/ 
femmes)5 and/or the response time to the final question (i.e., Continuation pos-
sible?) should be slower when the second sentence contains femmes than when 
it contains hommes.6 These longer reading and decision latencies would reflect 
processing difficulties.

4 See also Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 215–217).
5 This is in accordance with the analysis of SPR MvW tasks (Nikolayeva 2015). See Redl 
(2021: 113 f.), who investigated the generic he in Dutch with a SPR MvW paradigm and 
who also analyzed the continuation and the spillover region; see also Szuba et al. (2022) and 
Sect. 6.1. 
6 As the only difference in the two conditions was the mention of hommes or femmes, a dif-
ference induced by the continuation type obviously could not arise before hommes/femmes. 
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H2: The role noun type (i.e., a lexico-semantic factor) may influence the 
interpretation of the role nouns.

• In this case, I expect occupational nouns to generate a male bias, while non-
occupational nouns are interpreted generically (i.e., fewer yes responses and 
heightened corresponding reading/response times for occupational nouns, but a 
similar number of yes responses and similar length of the corresponding reading/ 
response times for non-occupational nouns). 

H3: An interaction of the two factors may influence the interpretation of the role 
nouns.

• In this case, I expect occupational nouns to generate a stronger male bias than 
non-occupational nouns (i.e., fewer yes responses and heightened corresponding 
reading/response times for masculine occupational nouns than for masculine 
non-occupational nouns). 

Finally, as no previous study has analyzed whether the response times for the final 
question differ when preceded by a male or a female referent, I do not put forward 
any hypothesis in this regard. 

5.1.3 Methodology and Procedure 

Methodology: Self-Paced Reading Moving Window 
The first sentences were presented as a whole, just as in Experiment 1. The partic-
ipants were free to spend as much time as they needed reading the first sentence 
before switching to the second sentence.7 Yet, in accordance with my research aim 
of exploring in which region of the sentence exactly processing difficulties arise (if 
any), Experiment 2 makes use of the SPR MvW paradigm for the second sentences 
of the experimental pairs. The different presentation mode of the first and second 
sentences simplified the task for my participants (i.e., less clicking). It is also jus-
tified by the fact that the first sentences’ reading times were not of interest for my 
research aim: as the only difference in the experimental pairs was the mentioning of 
hommes/femmes in the second sentences, a possible processing difficulty induced

7 For more details on the procedure linked to the SPR WSP paradigm used in Experiment 1, 
see Sects. 4.1.2.2, 4.3.2.4 and 4.4.2. 
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by the continuation type could not arise earlier than when hommes/femmes was 
processed. 

Importantly, the second sentences were broken down into five regions of interest 
and presented one after the other. Thus, the second sentences were displayed in a 
moving window: only one region was visible at a time, while the other regions were 
indicated as (illegible) dashes. The participants switched from one region to the 
next by clicking yes (e.g., from En discutant ‘while discussing’ to la majorité des) 
(Nikolayeva 2015; Jegerski 2014: 21–23; Witzel et al. 2012: 113). 

The segmentation of the second sentences of the experimental items into five 
regions is shown in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 Segmentation scheme for the second sentences of the experimental items (SPR 
MvW presentation), Experiment 2 

Region (In)visible regions 

Gerund region: En discutant, -- -------- --- ------ -------- -- --------. 

Quan�fier region: -- ---------, la majorité des ------ -------- -- --------. 

Con�nua�on region 
(hommes/femmes): 

-- ---------, -- -------- --- hommes -------- -- --------. 

Spillover region 
(verb): 

-- ---------, -- -------- --- ------ évoquait -- --------. 

Final region: 
(object) 

-- ---------, -- -------- --- ------ -------- la montagne. 

Thus, when turning to the second sentences, the participants first saw the gerund 
region (e.g., En discutant ‘while discussing’), then moved on to the quantifier region 
(e.g., la majorité des), the continuation region (e.g., hommes), the spillover region 
(e.g., évoquait ‘brought up’) and the final segment (e.g., la montagne ‘the moun-
tains’) (see the presentation of the experimental items in Sect. 5.1.4.1). Note that the 
regions of interest are the continuation region, in which either hommes or femmes 
was displayed, as well as the spillover region, onto which a processing difficulty 
provoked by femmes might spill over (i.e., be tangible) (Nikolayeva 2015).8 

8 Note that, as sentence wrap-up effects often increase reading times at the end of sentences, 
I did not analyze the second sentences’ last region. This is an established procedure in SPR 
MvW tasks (Jegerski 2014: 29, 44; Just et al. 1982: 234; Nikolayeva et al. 2015). 
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Moreover, reading was self-paced as the participants decided how much time they 
spent on each region. Accordingly, the recording of the reading times of the second 
sentences resulted in five reading times for five regions, as well as one response 
time resulting from the final question (i.e., Continuation possible ?). Finally, thanks 
to the separate collection of the regions’ reading times and the response times for 
the final question, I can also examine whether a possible processing difficulty only 
arises when readers are asked to link a masculine role noun and femmes (and not 
during the reading process itself). Moreover, the separate presentation of the final 
question is in accordance with the presentation of a SPR MvW paradigm (Witzel 
et al. 2012: 113). 

Procedure 
The procedure of Experiment 2 was as similar as possible to that of Experiment 
1. However, the alteration of the methodology (i.e., the use of SPR MvW for the 
second sentences of the experimental pairs) required an adaption of the procedure. In 
Experiment 1, I had asked my participants to respond to the question Continuation 
possible ? by pressing yes or no after reading the second sentence, but the question 
did not appear on the screen (see Sects. 4.4.2 and 5.2.2.2; Gygax et al. 2008: 476). 

In Experiment 2, the second sentences were segmented and the yes button was 
used to switch from one region to the next. Accordingly, in order to have the same 
procedure for all regions, the participants also pressed yes in order to finish the 
second sentence’s last region. Subsequently, the question Continuation possible ? 
appeared and the participants answered it by pressing yes or no. To sum up, in Exper-
iment 1 the question Continuation possible ? was implicit, while in Experiment 2 
it appeared on the screen. 

Moreover, in order to make the differentiation between the different sentence 
types easier, different colors were used. In Experiment 1, I had only used black 
(sentence pairs) and red (introductory questions and further indications). In Exper-
iment 2, the introductory question (Prochaine paire ? ‘Next pair?’) appeared in 
green, the stimuli in black, the final question (Continuation possible ?) in red and 
indications concerning the procedure in blue (e.g., PAUSE (1/4). Pour continuer 
l’expérience, appuyez sur OUI ‘PAUSE (1/4). To continue the experiment, press 
YES’).
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5.1.4 Materials 

5.1.4.1 Experimental Items 
Generality vs. Plausibility 
While the role nouns in Experiment 1 were chosen according to their stereotypical-
ity (i.e., 12 stereotypically male, 12 stereotypically neutral and 12 stereotypically 
female role nouns), efforts were made to minimize any further effect of stereotypical-
ity. In this vein, Gygax et al. (2008) created different contents for their gender-neutral 
content. In other words, these contents should neither evoke any gendered associa-
tions nor alter or reinforce those triggered by the chosen role nouns. Accordingly, the 
six different stereotypically neutral contents chosen for the first sentences (e.g., the 
mentioned group of people came out of a place) and the three different stereotypi-
cally neutral content types chosen for the second sentences (e.g., weather conditions) 
could be matched with any of the 36 chosen role nouns (Gygax et al. 2008: 272, 
275; see Sect. 4.1.2.1.1). An example is the following: 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’ 

However, while the stimuli of Experiment 1 and Gygax et al. (2008) are as gender-
neutral as possible (except the role nouns), they are also somewhat inauthentic. In 
that sense, a first sentence about a specific group of people (e.g., les voisins), which 
features an activity which is not related to the mentioned group, and in a random 
place (e.g., to have an umbrella, leaving the cafeteria as in (15a)–(15b1)), might 
be perceived as unlikely. Also, in Experiment 1, the first sentences were arbitrarily 
matched with the second sentences, which was possible thanks to the generic con-
tents of both sentences. However, this results in semantically more or less unrelated 
sentence pairs. For instance, in example (15a)–(15b1), the neighbors leaving the 
cafeteria is followed by the semantically rather unrelated cloudy weather. 

Yet, in natural language, we tend to encounter role nouns in their contexts. For 
instance, neighbors are featured in their neighborhood, not in a random location, 
and are engaged in activities related to their role as neighbors—they walk the dogs, 
instead of being engaged in less neighbor-related activities such as being in a cafe-
teria. Correspondingly, for Experiment 2, I decided to present sentences that are 
less general in nature, but which have the potential to be more authentic and to be 
perceived as more plausible and coherent.
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Thus, in contrast to Experiment 1, in Experiment 2, the first sentence featured an 
activity that is related to the specific role noun so that a plausible scene is depicted. 
For instance, when talking about neighbors in the first sentence, the neighbors were 
walking the dogs, as I considered that to walk the dogs is a reasonable activity for 
neighbors. Crucially, the second sentence is semantically linked to the scene depicted 
in the first sentence by featuring a gerund construction in which the action expressed 
by the verb phrase is entailed by the event mentioned in the first sentence (e.g., the 
verb phrase walk the dogs and the verb walk). In other words, the second sentence 
fills a slot of the frame evoked in the first sentence (e.g., walk the dogs—walk 
and watch the trees). I hence call the gerund constructions semantically coherent 
gerund constructions. An example of an experimental pair from Experiment 2 is the 
following: 

(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b1) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ femmes/ observait/ les arbres./9 

‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ women/ watched/ the trees./’ 
(36b2) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ hommes/ observait/ les arbres./ 

‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ men/ watched/ the trees./’ 

Thanks to the semantic relation that the first and the second sentence share, the coher-
ence between the two sentences should be enhanced in Experiment 2. Following 
Kehler (2019: 450), I define coherence as “the underlying semantic relationships that 
characterize and structure the transitions between utterances”. The higher degree of 
coherence between the first and second sentences in Experiment 2 becomes obvious 
when directly comparing experimental pairs from Experiment 1 (e.g., (15a)–(15b1)) 
with those of Experiment 2 (e.g., (36a)–(36b1)): 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’

9 The dashes indicate the region boundaries in the self-paced reading task (MvW presenta-
tion). The dash at the end of the second sentence indicates that the participants pressed the 
yes button in order to move on to the final question (see Sect. 5.1.3). I henceforth use this 
presentation for the stimuli featured in Experiment 2. 



5.1 From Experiment 1 to Experiment 2 147

vs. 

(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b1) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ femmes/ observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ women/ watched/ the trees./’ 

Obviously, the degree of coherence of a sentence pair has to be considered in relation 
to another sentence pair. While coherent and incoherent stand at the opposite ends 
of the coherence continuum, a (relatively) less coherent sentence pair can still be 
fairly coherent. Thus, the experimental items of Experiment 1 can still be considered 
as rather coherent although they are less coherent than those of Experiment 2. 

Finally, while choosing plausibility over generality, the activities displayed in 
Experiment 2’s experimental items were still considered to be neutral in terms of 
gendered associations (e.g., both male and female neighbors walk their dogs). Note 
that Experiment 2 only featured stereotypically neutral role nouns (based on the 
norming study by Misersky et al., 2014), which should avoid the emergence of 
gendered associations.10 

Towards a More Straightforward Subset Interpretation 
Before discussing how I adapted the experimental items to facilitate the interpreta-
tion of femmes as a subset of the group which had previously been referred to by 
a masculine role noun, let us first have another look at an experimental item from 
Experiment 1:11 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’

10 If my items nevertheless evoked gendered associations, I would assume participants’ reac-
tions to the stimuli to be influenced by gender stereotypes (e.g., more yes answers for 
neighbors walking their dogs and femmes continuations if the activity was judged to be 
stereotypically female). However, as about 92% of the experimental items received quick 
yes answers for both femmes and hommes continuations, I assume that stereotypicality did 
not play an important role in the interpretation process. 
11 See footnote 8 in Chap. 4 on subset. 
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Although the experiment only aimed at analyzing whether the subset interpretation 
was accessed or not, in Experiment 1, femmes could be interpreted in three different 
ways. Firstly, femmes could be interpreted as coreferential12 with the group men-
tioned in the first sentence (i.e., all the neighbors are female). Secondly, femmes 
could be interpreted as a completely different set than the previously mentioned 
group (i.e., the scene depicts neighbors and women). Thirdly, femmes could be 
interpreted as a subset of the group mentioned in the first sentence (e.g., one female 
neighbor in a mixed group of neighbors). Accordingly, it is difficult to tell exactly 
how the participants depicted the scene, especially as it is possible that the inter-
pretations vary between participants with regard to different items. I have already 
discussed these issues in Sect. 4.4.5.4.2. 

Note that, in Sect. 4.4.5.4.2, I presented an experimental item featuring infirmiers 
‘nursesM.PL’ (35a)–(35b) to illustrate an example that might potentially lead to 
an interpretation of femmes as a different set than the aforementioned masculine 
role noun. There is more unnecessary ambiguity in this example than in the item 
featuring voisins (15a)–(15b1). Yet, in order to better compare the experimental 
items of Experiment 1, which tested stereotypically male, female and neutral role 
nouns and Experiment 2, which only tested stereotypically neutral role nouns, in 
the present section, I stick to example (15a)–(15b1), featuring the stereotypically 
neutral voisins. 

For Experiment 1, it was essential that the stimuli resemble the original stimuli as 
much as possible in order to be able to directly compare the findings of Gygax et al. 
from 2008 with those from 2019. However, in Experiment 2, it was time to ensure that 
the subset solution truly is the most likely and most generally accessed interpretation 
across all experimental pairs. Accordingly, I wanted the items of Experiment 2 to 
clearly indicate the group membership of the female referents featured in the second 
sentence (i.e., the female group is a subset of the aforementioned group designated 
by a masculine role noun) and opted for more plausible and coherent experimental 
items. In this vein, the semantically coherent gerund constructions help to ensure 
that that the interpretation of femmes as a subset of the group designated by the 
masculine role noun is the most probable interpretation, while the link between the 
subset in the second and the main group in the first sentence is less straightforward 
in Experiment 1 (see Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022: 1260 f., 1269 and Rothermund & 
Strack 2024: 472, who also aimed at more clearly indicating that women are a part 
of the group designated by the masculine role noun).

12 See footnote 55 in Chap. 4 on coreference. 
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More specifically, as the gérondif must necessarily have the same subject13 as 
the main verb (Le bon usage 2016: §333, 334, 920, 926; Weinrich 1982: 480),14 

in (36a)–(36b1), la majorité des femmes is the subject of the main verb of the 
second sentence (i.e., observait ‘was watching’), as well as the subject of the gerund 
construction (i.e., en marchant ‘while walking’). As the gerund semantically links 
the events depicted in the first and second sentences, the inference that the subject 
of marcher, une partie des femmes, is a subset of the subject of sortir in the first 
sentence (i.e., voisins) is quite straightforward. Moreover, as the gerund is positioned 
at the beginning of the second sentence (a gerund at the end of the sentence would 
be equally correct), it functions even more as a connective element between the 
two sentences (La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 1345; Weinrich 1982: 
481).15 In sum, thanks to the interplay of lexico-semantic and syntactic means, the 
interpretation of femmes as a subset of the masculine role noun is more plausible 
than it was in Experiment 1. 

At the same time, the grammatical rule according to which the gerund must have 
the same subject as the main verb is not always respected. Nonetheless, exceptions 
are generally restricted to lexicalized collocations which do not cause any confu-
sion (e.g., En attendant de vous voir, veuillez agréer mes salutations distinguées 
‘Looking forward to seeing you, please accept my best regards’, cited by Le bon 
usage 2016: §334). Alternatively they may be used with an inanimate subject (e.g., 
L’idée m’est venue en lisant ‘The idea came up while I was reading’) (Le bon usage 
2016: §334; Weinrich 1982: 482 f.). Hence, it is nearly impossible for my partic-
ipants to interpret the subject of the second sentence, la majorité des femmes who 
are watching the trees, as a different set from those who are walking in the first sen-
tence. If they nonetheless did so, the interpretation would be based on a grammatical 
violation. Importantly, as the second sentence is part of a sentence pair in which 
en marchant ‘while walking’ and sortir les chiens ‘walk the dogs’ are two related 
events within a semantic frame, it is very unlikely that the subject of en marchant 
(i.e., la majorité des femmes) will be considered as a completely different set than

13 Since the gerund construction features a non-finite verb, it would be better to speak of the 
agent/logical subject of the verb phrase. However, in alignment with the literature on the 
topic (e.g., La Grande Grammaire du Français 2021: 1334, 1337, 1345; Weinrich 1982: 481), 
I speak of the subject of the gerund consruction. Note that La Grande Grammaire du Français 
(2021: 1334, 1337) defines the so-called gerund as present participle with ‘en’. 
14 See also La Grande Grammaire du Français (2021: 1344–1347); see Givón (1983a: 23 f.).
15 See also Dethloff & Wagner (2002: 278).
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the subject of sortir les chiens (i.e., les voisins). Accordingly, the inference should 
be that la majorité des femmes is indeed a subset of voisins. 

Also, just as in Experiment 1, la majorité des femmes could have been inter-
preted as corefererential with voisins. If the two subjects were interpreted as the 
same set, instead of the masculine form voisins, the feminine form voisines would 
have been expected. In this case, femmes items should receive no responses (see 
Sect. 4.4.5.4.2). Yet the majority of the items featuring femmes received (quick) yes 
responses (see Sect. 5.3). I can thus assume that the participants of Experiment 2 
did not tend to interpret la majorité des femmes as coreferential with voisins. 

As plausible scenes were featured in Experiment 2, coherence is also estab-
lished thanks to the information given after the (female) subset, such as watch 
the trees (while walking the dogs) in example (36a)–(36b1). Moreover, while the 
coherence between the first and second sentences is especially increased thanks to 
the gerund construction in all of Experiment 2’s experimental pairs, several of the 
experimental items would also show a high degree of coherence without the gerund 
construction. For instance, the following example does not necessarily need the 
semantically coherent gerund construction En jouant ‘While playing’ in order to 
feature a coherent and plausible scene: 

(37a) Les musiciens répétaient à l’opéra./ 
‘The musiciansM.PL were rehearsing in the opera.’ 

(37b) En jouant,/ une partie des/ femmes/ scrutait/ la partition. / 
‘While playing,/ some of the/ women/ were scanning/ the sheet music./’ 

To sum up, when analyzing my data, thanks to experimental items with the above 
defined properties, I hope to be able to draw conclusions concerning the interpreta-
tion of masculine role nouns which are more representative of natural language than 
might be those from Experiment 1. All experimental items featured in Experiment 
2 can be found in Sect. 2.1 of Appendix 2 in the electronic supplementary material. 

5.1.4.2 Filler Items 
In order to balance the participants’ potential yes answers to the experimental 
items, Gygax et al.’s (2008) intention was to trigger clear no responses with their
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three different filler types. Like the experimental items, it is a central feature of 
these fillers that all of them use role nouns in the plural form to introduce a group 
of people in the first sentence and that they feature a part of the aforementioned 
group/a different group in the second sentence. Moreover, the subset in the second 
sentence is referred to by indicating its biological/social gender (i.e., hommes/ 
femmes) (see Sect. 4.1.2.1.2). 

In Experiment 1, while slightly adapting and increasing Gygax et al.’s (2008) 
original filler items, I stuck to the original fillers as much as possible. I also 
replicated the frequent use of role nouns and the frequent reference to biologi-
cal/social gender (Sect. 4.3.2.3). Therefore, Experiment 1 comprised more than 
108 role nouns. The debrief after Experiment 1 showed that the majority of my 
participants had had a good guess at the experiment’s aim, while often citing sen-
tences of the filler type in which the biological/social gender of the two groups 
mentioned in the first and second sentences did not match (e.g., monks—women; 
i.e., Experiment’s 1 filler type 2). In this sense, when discussing Experiment 1, 
I have argued that it would be beneficial not to attract further attention to the 
group of people featured and not to accentuate biological/social gender through 
the fillers (see Sect. 4.4.5.4.3). 

Moreover, after Experiment 1 and prior to Experiment 2, gender-fair language 
was widely discussed again in French society: while advocates of gender-fair 
language continue to encourage the use of the point median ‘interpunct’, its use 
was officially banned from schools in May 2021 (Bulletin Blanquer 2021). This 
was fervently supported by the Académie française (Académie française 2021). 
Furthermore, the integration of the non-binary pronoun iel (a contraction of il ‘he’ 
and elle ‘she’) into the Robert en ligne dictionary in October 2021 has heated the 
debate on gender-fair language again, especially in the media. At the same time, 
the use of double forms continues to be recommended by the French government 
and is even more common than before (Bulletin Blanquer 2021; Xiao et al. 2023: 
84).
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Accordingly, when setting up Experiment 2, given that the experiment’s 
research aim was both widely discussed and easy to guess, I wanted the filler 
items, above all, to conceal my study’s research aim and decrease the salience 
of biological/social gender (for a similar approach, see Pozniak et al. 2023: 8).16 

In order to achieve this, I introduced four different filler types featuring collec-
tive nouns (filler type 1), animals (filler type 2), inanimate objects (filler type 
3) and role nouns (filler type 4)17 in the first sentences and fewer mentions of 
hommes/femmes in the second sentences. When referring to humans (i.e., filler 
types 1 and 4), the filler items of Experiment 2 feature personnes, groupe and 
gens ‘personsF.PL, groupM.SG and peopleM.PL’. Nonetheless, for the sake of sim-
ilarity with the experimental items, some of the fillers of type 1 and 4 feature 
hommes or femmes in their second sentences.18 In order not to further attract 
the attention to the interpretation of the masculine role nouns in the experimen-
tal items (i.e., masculine role noun—male/female subset), the fillers’ no answers 
were intended to be elicited by a semantic mismatch between the first and second 
sentences that does not result from a mismatch between the featured groups, as 
it was often the case in Experiment 1 (e.g., monks—women). See Table 5.2 for 
an example of each filler type.

16 See also Kim et al. (2023a: 22); Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 302). See Samuel et al. (2019: 
1769 f., 1779 f.) for a similar approach with a focus on inanimate and non-human animate 
nouns. 
17 As fillers, while distracting from the research aim, should also resemble the experimental 
items (Nikolayeva et al. 2015; see Sect. 6.2), I also included fillers featuring role nouns in 
the plural form as subjects in the first sentences (i.e., filler type 4). Like the experimental 
items, half of these fillers consist of occupational nouns and half non-occupational nouns. 
Furthermore, they mirror the 24 experimental items by matching them as much as possible 
in terms of their genderwise stereotypical neutrality (based on the norming study by Misersky 
et al. 2014). 
18 When referring to animals (i.e., filler type 2), I tried to stick to groupe ‘groupM.SG’, but, 
for the sake of coherence, sometimes opted for the equivalents corresponding to the animals 
(e.g., troupe de lions ‘prideM.SG of lions M.PL’ instead of *groupe de lions ‘groupM.SG of 
lions’). Moreover, when referring to inanimate objects (i.e., filler type 3), it was opportune 
to directly name a part of the formerly introduced subject (e.g., la voiture—(ses) boutons ‘the 
carF.SG—(its) buttonsM.PL’); see Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2 Filler types, Experiment 2 

Filler 
type 

Subject 
first 
sentence 

Example for a no response 
(dashes indicate SPR MvW regions) 

1 Collective 
nouns 

Le comité patientait au soleil./ 
‘The committeeM.SG was waiting patiently in the sun./’ 
En s’énervant,/ plusieurs/ personnes/ maudissaient/ l’orage./ 
‘While getting angry,/ several/ people/ cursed/ the storm./’ 

2 Animals Les lions observaient la proie./ 
‘The lionsM.PL were observing the prey./’ 
En scrutant,/ la majorité de la/ troupe/ se mordait/ les sabots./ 
‘While glaring,/ the majority of the/ pride/ bit/ their hooves./’ 

3 Inanimate 
objects 

La voiture marchait impeccablement./ 
‘The carF.SG was running smoothly./’ 
En s’avançant,/ une partie des/ boutons/ sonnait/ l’alarme./ 
‘While moving forward,/ some of the/ buttons/ rang/ the alarm./’ 

4 Role nouns Les électeurs fêtaient la victoire./ 
‘The votersM.PL were celebrating the victory./’ 
En s’amusant,/ la majorité du/ groupe/ déprimait/ à cause de la 
défaite./ 
‘While having fun,/ the majority of the/ group/ got depressed/ 
about the defeat./’ 

The syntax of the filler items was comparable to that of the experimental 
pairs. The first sentences were presented one at a time and introduced an entity 
doing something. The second sentences gave further information on what the 
subset19 of the previously mentioned entity was doing and were presented region-
by-region (see Table 5.2).20 The filler items featured the same quantifiers as the 
experimental items (i.e., quelques, plusieurs, une partie de, la majorité de ‘some/ 
several, one part of, the majority of’) (see Table 5.2).21 

19 Naturally, concerning inanimate objects (filler type 3), the subset was an inanimate object, 
too. 
20 Just as the experimental pairs, the fillers’ second sentences consisted of five regions. Obvi-
ously, the filler items do not have a target region and thus no spillover region. Nonetheless, 
for instance, the fillers’ ‘continuation’ regions also featured a subset and are thus comparable 
to the experimental items (see Table 5.2). See Table 5.1 concerning the defined regions for 
the experimental pairs. 
21 For practical reasons, filler type 4 (i.e., inanimate objects) exceptionally features the quan-
tifier un/e des ‘oneM./F.SG of the’ once. 
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Furthermore, in order not to trigger any biological/social gender-bias through 
grammatical features of the subjects of the fillers’ first sentences, half of the items 
of filler type 1, 2 and 3 (i.e., collective nouns, animals and inanimate objects) 
consisted of masculine nouns, the other half of feminine nouns.22 Finally, in order 
to resemble the experimental items, the role nouns used in the first sentences of 
filler type 4 were masculine.23 I will henceforth refer to the above-described 
characteristics of Experiment 2’s fillers as the fillers’ properties. All filler items 
featured in Experiment 2 can be found in Sect. 2.2 of Appendix 2 in the electronic 
supplementary material. 

Crucially, in order to better conceal my research aim compared to Experiment 
1, I increased the amount of fillers to a ratio of experimental and filler items of 
1:3. See Table 5.3 for a summary of the ratio between experimental and filler 
items in Gygax et al. (2008) and my Experiments 1 and 2. 

Table 5.3 Ratio of experimental items and filler items, Gygax et al. (2008), Experiment 1 
and Experiment 2 

Study Experimental 
items 

Filler items Total items 
(experimental and 
filler items) 

Ratio of 
experimental 
items: 
filler items 

Gygax et al. 
(2008) 

36 36 72 1:1 

Experiment 1 36 72 108 1:2 

Experiment 2 24 72 96 1:3 

Finally, the fillers featuring role nouns (filler type 4) were supposed to trigger 
no answers in order to balance out the experimental items, which were expected 
to trigger yes answers. Half of filler types 1, 2 and 3 were supposed to elicit yes 
answers, the other half to generate no answers. Including the 24 experimental 
items, this resulted in 48 items out of the 96 stimuli that were intended to elicit 
a yes response and 48 items intended to elicit a no response. See Table 5.4 for a 
detailed description of the item types.

22 The 12 fillers featuring inanimate objects consisted of seven masculine and five feminine 
nouns. 
23 However, for practical reasons, filler type 4 (i.e., role nouns) also included six epicene 
nouns out of 24 (e.g., les archivistes ‘theM./F.PL archivistsM./F.PL’). Each sub-group (i.e., occu-
pational vs. non-occupational term) featured three epicene nouns and nine masculine role 
nouns. 
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Table 5.4 Item types, Experiment 2 

Item type Filler 
type 

Subject 
first 
sentence 

Total Second sentence 
featuring 

Intended 
response 

hommes/ 
femmes 

groupe etc. 

Filler item 1 Collective 
nouns 

28 4 24 14 Yes, 
14 No 

Filler item 2 Animals 8 0 8 4 Yes,  
4 No  

Filler item 3 Inanimate 
objects 

12 0 12 6 Yes,  
6 No  

Filler item 4 Role nouns 24 4 20 24 No 

Experimental 
item 

– Role nouns 24 24 0 24 Yes 

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Method: Norming Study 

I now present the norming study, which was run prior to the actual experi-
ment, and then turn to the design of Experiment 2. As Experiment 2 investigates 
whether the interpretation of occupational masculine nouns is different from that 
of non-occupational masculine nouns, I had to evaluate whether a role noun is 
considered as a reference to a person engaged in a professional activity (e.g., 
pharmaciens ‘pharmacistsM.PL’) or to a person assuming a non-occupational role 
(e.g., voisins). 

Participants 
37 participants from the University of Fribourg (i.e., the French-speaking part of 
Switzerland) took part in the online survey. Six participants had to be excluded as 
French was not their native language. The final sample was composed of 31 students 
(one male) aged from 19 to 25 (M = 21.5; SD = 1.39). Students received course 
credits for their participation (Misersky et al. 2014: 843).
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Materials and Design 
Firstly, role nouns that had been judged as stereotypically neutral were extracted 
from Misersky et al.’s (2014) previous norming study on French role nouns. In the 
latter study, participants had to judge to what extent the role nouns investigated 
consisted of men or women by indicating a proportion on an 11-point rating scale 
(i.e., 0–100%) (Misersky et al. 2014: 841–845). Accordingly, based on Misersky 
et al.’s (2014) 0–100 rating scale, I selected only role nouns that received a female 
score between 30 and 70.24 

Moreover, for my research purposes, I chose masculine nouns in the plural form 
which are orthographically different from the feminine form (e.g., les boulangers/ 
les boulangères ‘the bakersM.PL/the bakersF.PL’). I thus excluded all role nouns that 
did not meet this requirement. For instance, I excluded epicene role nouns, as their 
grammatical gender information is neutralized in the plural form (e.g., les violonistes 
‘theM./F.PL violinistM./F.PL’; see Sect. 2.2). I also excluded masculine role nouns that 
have no widely accepted feminine form according to the Robert en ligne dictionary 
(e.g., auteurs ‘authorsM.PL’/autrices ‘authorsF.PL’; see <dictionnaire.lerobert.com/ 
definition/auteur> [1.10.2021]). This resulted in a list of 126 stereotypically more 
or less neutral role nouns in the masculine plural form, which were rated in the 
norming study on their occupational aspect. 

Procedure 
The procedure of the norming study on the occupational aspect of role nouns was as 
similar as possible to Misersky et al.’s norming study (2014) on the stereotypicality 
of the role nouns. The questionnaire was administered online via Qualtrics (<www. 
qualtrics.com>).

24 Naturally, I aimed for role nouns with a female score of 50. However, in order to have 
some margin, I chose to have role nouns evaluated with a female score between 30 and 70 
and to further reduce the selection after the norming study. Note that Misersky et al.’s (2014) 
study was also conducted in French-speaking Switzerland. Importantly, Misersky et al.’s 
(2014) data indicate that participants of all the European languages investigated showed a 
high consensus when judging the role nouns (Misersky et al. 2014: 847; Xiao et al. 2023: 88). 
Correspondingly, I have no reason to think that the role nouns would yield different results 
when evaluated in France. Moreover, the reliability of Misersky et al.’s (2014) norming study 
has been demonstrated for Hexagonal French for epicene nouns by Richy & Burnett (2021: 
10–12). See Sebastián-Tirado et al.’s (2023: 1) recent findings indicating that stereotypes 
about occupations are not declining. 

http://www.qualtrics.com
http://www.qualtrics.com
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The participants first gave information about their native language, age and pro-
fession. After reading the instructions, the participants gave their consent by clicking 
Enter. The participants were then asked to estimate whether the role noun presented 
referred to an occupation or not. The participants were informed that there was no 
wrong answer and were asked to respond as quickly as possible. The participants 
expressed their judgement by placing the curser somewhere between 100%—Oui, 
c’est clairement un métier ‘Yes, it is clearly a job’ and 0%—Non, ce n’est clairement 
pas un métier ‘No, it is clearly not a job’. Role nouns were presented in sets of a 
maximum of six role nouns per page and in a fully randomized order (Misersky 
et al. 2014: 844). 

Results 
For each role noun (by-items analysis), the mean proportions and standard deviations 
of its occupational character were calculated. A higher proportion indicates that the 
participants globally judged a role noun as being occupational rather than non-
occupational or vice versa (Misersky et al. 2014: 844, 862). I now explain how I 
treated the data in order to use them in Experiment 2. 

For Experiment 2, considering the mean scores of the role nouns as occupations 
as well as their stereotypicality scores from Misersky et al (2014), I divided the role 
nouns into two groups. While both final groups of role nouns were to be stereotypi-
cally equally neutral, they were to differ considerably concerning their mean scores 
indicating whether they had been judged as occupational or not. 

Firstly, role nouns that were considered as referring to occupations scored 90% 
(SD = 8.3%) in the norming study. Put differently, the role noun was considered to 
refer to a person engaged in an occupational activity by 90%. Secondly, role nouns 
that were considered as referring to non-professionals scored 7% (SD= 8.6%) in the 
norming study. In other words, the corresponding role noun was considered to refer 
to a person engaged in an occupational activity by 7%. Moreover, occupational and 
non-occupational nouns were both estimated to refer to women by 52%. The final 
groups of all role nouns that were used for the experimental items in Experiment 2 
are shown in Table 5.5.
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Table 5.5 Role nouns chosen for Experiment 2 

Role noun English 
translation 

Evaluated as 
occupation 
% 

Evaluated proportion 
of women in 
% 

Occupational nouns 
(i.e., participants indicated a high score when responding to the question yes, it is a job) 

Pharmaciens pharmacists 99.5 58 

Comédiens comedians 85.3 50 

Techniciens 
dentaires 

dental technicians 98.2 57 

Boulangers bakers 97.7 41 

Bijoutiers jewelers 97.2 51 

Greffiers law clerks 83.3 49 

Conseillers 
professionnels 

counsellors 96.3 52 

Assistants de vente sales assistants 96.0 55 

Romanciers novelists 81.8 52 

Employés clerks 84.9 51 

Musiciens musicians 74.4 47 

Présentateurs des 
informations 

news readers 89.5 56 

Mean 
(SD in brackets) 

90.3 
(8.3) 

51.6 
(4.7) 

Non-occupational nouns 
(i.e., participants indicated a low score when responding to the question yes, it is a job) 

Étudiants students 30.9 58 

Clients clients 11.2 56 

Chanteurs de 
karaoké 

karaoke singers 10.5 57 

Joueurs de bingo bingo players 10.1 54 

Spectateurs spectators 7.7 51 

Manifestants protestors 4.9 47 

Campeurs campers 4.0 42 

Retraités pensioners 1.4 55 

Adolescents teenagers 1.2 52

(continued)
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Table 5.5 (continued)

Patients patients 1.2 50 

Piétons pedestrians .5 52 

Voisins neighbors .4 51 

Mean 
(SD in brackets) 

7.0 
(8.6) 

52.1 
(4.5) 

Note: Indications as to whether a role noun was judged as an occupational or non-
occupational noun are based on my norming study. Indications on the stereotypicality of the 
role nouns are based on Misersky et al.’s (2014) norming study. 
The data from Misersky et al. (2014) are reproduced with permission from Springer Nature. 
Misersky et al. (2014). Norms on the Gender Perception of Role Nouns in Czech, English, 
French, German, Italian, Norwegian, and Slovak. Behavior Research Methods, 46(3), 848– 
851, 854–860, 862–864, 866–870, Springer Nature, https://link.springer.com/journal/13428. 

5.2.2 Method: Experiment 2 

Participants 
46 students (39 females) from AMU participated in this experiment; 39 participants 
received course credits and seven participants received 10e for their participation. 
The sample included participants aged between 17 and 23 years (M = 19, SD = 
1.3). All participants were French native monolinguals (native bilinguals could not 
take part in the experiment). 

All participants provided written informed consent. The study was approved by 
the ethics committee of the University of Bonn (Ethikkommission an der Medizinis-
chen Fakultät der Rheinischen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität Bonn), my home 
university; AMU did not require any further ethical approval for the running of the 
experiment. 

5.2.2.1 Materials and Design 
5.2.2.1.1 Experimental Items 
24 experimental sentence pairs were constructed. The first sentence of each pair 
introduced a group of people using a masculine role noun in the plural form 
(e.g., voisins). The second sentence featured either some men or some women 
and indicated that these men or women were part of the group mentioned in the 
first sentence (e.g., la majorité des hommes/femmes) (Gygax et al. 2008: 471). 
An example of an experimental sentence pair with a second sentence featuring 
femmes is the following:

https://link.springer.com/journal/13428
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(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b1) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ femmes/ observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ women/ watched/ the trees./’ 

Firstly, 24 stereotypically neutral role nouns were chosen based on Misersky 
et al.’s (2014) norming study. The role nouns used in Experiment 2 thus do not 
evoke any gender-related stereotypes. 12 of the 24 role nouns were occupational 
nouns and 12 were non-occupational nouns. The role nouns were chosen from 
a previously conducted norming study in which the participants had to indicate 
whether they referred to persons engaged in occupational activities or not (see 
Sect. 5.2.1). The chosen role nouns are shown in Table 5.5 (Gygax et al. 2008: 
272 f.). In the previous example (36a)–(36b1), the first sentence features a non-
occupational noun and is followed by femmes in the second sentence. An example 
of a first sentence with an occupational noun and a second sentence featuring 
femmes is illustrated in (38a)–(38b). The factor role noun type varied between 
items, but within participants. 

(38a) Les pharamciens vérifaient l’ordonnance./ 
‘The pharmacistsM.PL checked the prescription./’ 

(38b) En contrôlant,/ plusieurs/ femmes/ apercevaient une erreur./ 
‘While checking,/ several/ women/ noticed/ an error./’ 

Secondly, and importantly, the second sentence featured either men or women 
(i.e., hommes vs. femmes). 12 of the 24 second sentences mentioned femmes, 
12 mentioned hommes. The factor continuation varied within both items and 
participants (Gygax et al. 2008: 474 f.).25 The hommes counterpart of example 
(36a)–(36b1), which features femmes, would thus be: 

(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b2) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ hommes/ observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ men/ watched/ the trees./’ 

Across the experiment I created two lists in order to ensure that each role noun 
was followed by hommes as often as by femmes. Accordingly, each participant 
saw 12 second sentences featuring femmes and 12 second sentences featuring

25 See also Gabriel & Gygax (2008: 454).
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hommes; these were preceded by six first sentences with occupational nouns and 
six first sentences with non-occupational nouns respectively. See Table 5.6 for 
the illustration of my model (i.e., 2 role noun types × 2 continuations) (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 472, 475): 

Table 5.6 2×2 Design, Experiment 2 

Continuation 

hommes femmes 

R
ol

e 
no

un
 ty

pe
 

Non-

occupational 

noun 

Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

En marchant,/ la majorité des/ 
hommes / observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ men/ 

watched/ the trees./’ 

En marchant,/ la majorité des/ 
femmes / observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ 

women/ watched/ the trees./’ 

Occupational 

noun 

Les pharmaciens vérifiaient l'ordonnance./ 
‘The pharmacists M.PL checked the prescription./’ 

En contrôlant,/ plusieurs/ hommes / 
apercevaient/ une erreur./ 
‘While checking,/ several/ men/ noticed/ 

an error./’ 

En contrôlant,/ plusieurs/ femmes / 
apercevaient/ une erreur./ 
‘While checking,/ several/ women/ 

noticed/ an error./’ 

To sum up, exactly the same first sentences featuring either occupational 
or non-occupational nouns were presented to all participants (e.g., Les voisins 
sortaient les chiens. ‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs.’). The second 
sentences, however, differed in one single feature: the mention of hommes or 
femmes (Gygax et al. 2008: 472). Correspondingly, while one participant saw 
one particular second sentence with a hommes continuation, another participant 
saw the same sentence featuring femmes (e.g., En marchant,/ la majorité des/ 
hommes [femmes]/ observait/ les arbres./ ‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ men 
[women]/ watched/ the trees./’). Ergo, the experiment is based on two important 
experimental manipulations: firstly, the role noun type of the masculine role noun 
(i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational nouns), and secondly, the subset presented 
in the second sentence (i.e., hommes vs. femmes).
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Moreover, the experimental pairs featured activities and/or locations that are 
related to the role noun so that plausible scenes were depicted (e.g., example 
(36a)–(36b1)). The second sentences started with a gerund construction (e.g., en 
marchant ‘while walking’), which was semantically closely linked to the first 
sentence’s main verb (e.g., sortir les chiens ‘to walk the dogs’). 

Finally, the second sentences qualified hommes or femmes with la majorité 
des, quelques, une partie des or plusieurs ‘the majority of the, few of the, some 
of the or several of the’) (Gygax et al. 2008: 472, 475).26 

5.2.2.1.2 Filler Items 
In order to conceal the research aim, a significant number of filler items were 
integrated into the stimuli (i.e., 72 fillers were interspersed with 24 experimental 
items). The fillers were of four different types, which resembled the experimental 
items as much as possible, while diminishing the references to biological/social 
gender. Filler type 1 featured collective nouns in the first sentences (e.g., le comité 
‘the committeeM.SG’), while filler types 2 and 3 featured animals (e.g., les lions 
‘the lionsM.PL’) and inanimate objects (e.g., la voiture ‘the carF.SG’) respectively. 
Filler type 4 featured role nouns in the first sentences (e.g., les électeurs ‘the 
votersM.PL’), just like the experimental items (see Sect. 5.1.4.2; Table  5.2). 

In order to have a balanced number of stimuli intended to generate yes and no 
answers, 48 of the filler items were intended to elicit a no response and 24 filler 
items were intended to elicit a yes response. Fillers should hence balance out the 
24 experimental items, which were intended to elicit a yes response. Across the 
experiment, this results in 48 items intended to generate a positive response and 
48 items a negative one. The 72 filler items were pseudo-randomly interspersed 
with the 24 experimental items (see Sect. 5.1.4.2; Table  5.4).

26 In Experiment 1, and based on Gygax et al. (2008), I had also used the quantifier un/e des 
‘oneM./F.SG of the’. However, within Experiment 2’s SPR MvW paradigm, the segmented 
indication un/e des ‘oneM./F.SG of the’ would have indicated that either a masculine (e.g., 
hommes) or a feminine continuation would follow (e.g., femmes). As this might have affected 
the reading times of the continuation region (i.e., hommes vs. femmes), I discarded un/e des 
‘oneM./F.SG of the’. I also eliminated la plupart des ‘most of the’ as it had generated less 
inclusive readings (i.e., 61%) than the other quantifiers (i.e., 65–94%), as stated in Garnham 
et al. (2012: 491). 
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5.2.2.2 Apparatus and Procedure 
Apparatus 
Sentence pairs were presented on a Lenovo ThinkPad L480 laptop using DMDX 
Software (Forster & Forster 2003). Responses were collected using a gamepad 
attached to the laptop permitting millisecond accuracy (Gygax et al. 2008: 475). 

Procedure 
The participants were tested one by one in a small quiet room (Gygax et al. 2008: 
475). Before the beginning of the experiment, they received oral and written infor-
mation concerning the procedure and filled in a sociodemographic questionnaire. 
After the experiment, the participants filled in a questionnaire on their knowledge 
and usage of gender-fair language and feminist attitudes and were questioned about 
their hobbies and professional experiences (see the questionnaires in Sect. 2.4 of 
Appendix 2 in the electronic supplementary material). Afterwards, the participants 
were debriefed. 

The participants’ task was to decide whether the second sentence was a contin-
uation possible ‘sensible continuation’ of the first sentence. The yes button was on 
the right, the no button on the left side of the gamepad. The participants were asked 
to keep their fingers on the gamepad during the session (Gygax et al. 2008: 475 f.). 

Furthermore, the participants were asked to read the stimuli at a normal reading 
pace and to make prompt decisions when answering the final question (Continu-
ation possible ?). Before each passage, Prochaine paire ? ‘Next pair?’ appeared 
in green on the screen. All stimuli were presented in black and the final question 
Continuation possible ? was presented in red. Indications concerning the procedure 
of the experiment appeared in blue (e.g., PAUSE (1/4). Pour continuer l’expérience, 
appuyez sur OUI ‘PAUSE (1/4). To continue the experiment, press YES’). To min-
imize fatigue, there was a break after each fifth of the experiment; the participants 
were free to choose the length of each break (Gygax et al. 2008: 475 f.). 

The first sentence was displayed as a whole. After reading Prochaine paire ? 
‘Next pair?’, the participants pressed yes to make the first sentence appear; they 
pressed yes again to make it disappear and to switch to the second sentence (Gygax 
et al. 2008: 476). The second sentence was displayed in five regions, with one 
region being presented at a time. Each region was presented at its normal position 
in the sentence. The words outside the region window were displayed as dashes. 
In other words, while the structure of the whole second sentence was apparent (as 
indicated by the dashes), only the words in the region window could be read. The 
presentation duration of each region was self-paced as each participant determined 
how long they spent on each region. Correspondingly, the participants pressed the 
yes button to make the first region of the second sentence appear (e.g., En marchant
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‘while walking’); they pressed it again to make it disappear and to reveal the second 
region (e.g., la majorité des), and so on and so forth (Jegerski 2014: 21–23; Witzel 
et al. 2012: 113; see also Table 5.1 in Sect. 5.1.3, which exemplifies the scheme 
according to which all second sentences were segmented and presented). 

When the participants had read the final region of the second sentence, they 
pressed the yes button to make it disappear. Subsequently, the final question Con-
tinuation possible ? appeared. The participants answered it by clicking yes or no. 
Afterwards, the whole procedure started all over again. 

Before the start of the experiment, the participants were familiarized with the 
procedure of the experiment through six practice trials. 

5.3 Results 

In the present experiment, I recorded the yes/no answers to the final question (i.e., 
Continuation possible ?), the reading times of the second sentences per region and 
the response times to the final question. This resulted in five reading times (i.e., 
five regions) as well as one response time resulting from the final question. I 
refer to this as response time for the final question; it includes the time it took 
participants to read and answer the final question. 

In order to verify whether there is more difficulty linking a masculine role 
noun with femmes than with hommes, the critical reading times are the follow-
ing. Firstly, the continuation region (i.e., hommes vs. femmes) is of interest as 
it is the only element that differs when stimuli are presented to the participants, 
while the rest of the regions are exactly the same. Hence, a processing difficulty 
might arise as soon as femmes (or hommes) has to be included in the group 
mentioned in the first sentence (e.g., voisins). Secondly, as processing difficulties 
induced by one region often spill over to the next, it was crucial to also analyze 
the spillover region (Nikolayeva et al. 2015).27 The latter directly follows the 
continuation region and always presented a verb in the imparfait (see Table 5.1 
in Sect. 5.1.3).28 Finally, the response time to the question Continuation possi-
ble ? was of interest as it is conceivable that the association of masculine role 
nouns and femmes might only be perceived as problematic when participants are 
explicitly asked to combine them (but not when only reading them).

27 On the analysis of SPR MvW tasks, see footnote 5.
28 On sentence wrap-up effects, see footnote 8.
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5.3.1 Mean Percentage of Yes Responses 

Descriptive Statistics 
As Table 5.7 indicates, occupational nouns generate 92% positive responses for 
both hommes and femmes continuations (SD = 27% and 28% respectively). Non-
occupational nouns present the following pattern: when followed by hommes, they  
achieve 93% positive responses (SD = 26%); when followed by femmes, they  
achieve 92% positive responses (SD = 28%). Ergo, numerically the difference 
between the two role noun types (i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational) and the 
continuations (hommes vs. femmes) is quite small. This means that items featuring 
hommes and femmes were judged in much the same way across both role noun types 
(see Table 5.7). 

Table 5.7 Mean percentage of yes responses, Experiment 2 

Role noun type Continuation Mean N SD 

occupational hommes 92% 276 27% 

femmes 92% 276 28% 

non-occupational hommes 93% 276 26% 

femmes 92% 276 28% 

Inferential Statistics 
A mixed-effects logistic regression was used to model participants’ yes/no 
responses. All analyses were performed using R; p-values were obtained using the 
lmerTest package. The final linear mixed-effects model (1104 data points) contained 
continuation, role noun type and their interaction as fixed effects, random intercepts 
for subjects and items, and a random slope by items for the factor continuation (Barr 
et al. 2013: 255). 

As shown in Table 5.8, there was neither a statistically significant main effect 
of continuation (hommes vs. femmes) nor a statistically significant main effect of 
role noun type (occupational vs. non-occupational noun) nor an interaction of both 
factors (all ps > .05). 

To conclude, the data of Experiment 2 indicate that readers judged most of 
the second sentences as sensible continuations of the first sentences. This was the 
case irrespective of whether the masculine role noun in the plural form of the first 
sentence was followed by hommes or by femmes in the second sentence. Hence, 
unlike in Experiment 1, readers were not biased towards the specific interpretation,
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but towards the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns. Moreover, in 
contrast to previous findings on German (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260 f.), 
the different role noun types (occupational vs. non-occupational) do not seem to 
influence the choices readers make when interpreting masculine role nouns. 

Table 5.8 Yes responses to the final question—inferential statistics, Experiment 2 

Estimate Std. Error z value p 

(Intercept) 3.318 .364 9.123 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. femmes) 

.090 .371 .243 .808 

Role noun type 
(occupational vs. 
non-occupational noun) 

.163 .604 .270 .787 

Continuation x Role noun 
type 

−.008 .515 −.016 .987 

Note: Mixed-effects logistic regression model for answers to comprehension questions. 
Formula: answer ~ continuation * role noun type + (1 | ID) + (1 + continuation | itemno) 

5.3.2 Reading and Response Times for Yes Responses 

For the analyses in the present section only positive judgements were taken 
into account (i.e., the second sentence was considered a sensible continuation 
of the first sentence). Accordingly, Reading and Response Times for yes responses 
means that I analyze data which preceded or resulted in positive responses to the 
question Continuation possible ?29 

This process resulted in the analysis of 1017 yes responses out of 1104 
responses in total. Response times were log-transformed in order to achieve nor-
mal distribution of the data (Szuba et al. 2022: 829). Individual reading and 
response times that were more than 2.5 standard deviations away from the mean 
of the individual participant were excluded from the analyses. This affected 27

29 For the continuation and spillover region, reading times comprise the time it takes to read 
the corresponding region (and to press a button to continue). However, for the response times, 
they comprise the reading of the question (i.e., Continuation possible ?) and the decision 
making, as well as the pressing of a button in order to indicate the answer (i.e., yes or no). 
Note that, in Experiment 1, response times subsumes the time it took participants to read the 
second sentences (i.e., the reading time) and to answer the final question (i.e., the response 
time). 
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data points for the continuation region (i.e., 2.7% of reading times for sentences 
with yes responses). Regarding the yes responses and their corresponding reading 
times for the spillover-region, this affected 31 data points (i.e., 3% of reading 
times of yes responses). Finally, for the response times for yes responses to the 
question Continuation possible ?, this affected 21 data points (i.e., 2% of response 
times for yes responses). 

Continuation Region—Reading Times for Yes Responses 
Descriptive Statistics 
Reading times for the continuation region for sentences with yes responses are 
numerically slightly shorter (i.e., 24 ms) for occupational nouns with femmes 
continuations than occupational nouns with hommes continuations (i.e., 448 ms, SD 
= 225 vs. 472 ms, SD = 282). Non-occupational nouns, however, are marginally 
slower (i.e., 10 ms) in combination with femmes than with hommes (i.e., 461 ms, 
SD = 221 vs. 451 ms, SD = 256) (see Table 5.9). 

Table 5.9 Mean reading times for yes responses for continuation region (in milliseconds), 
Experiment 2 

Role noun type Continuation Mean N SD 

occupational hommes 472.1 249 281.5 

femmes 447.7 245 224.7 

non-occupational hommes 451.3 247 255.6 

femmes 460.8 249 221.4 

Inferential Statistics 
Linear mixed-effects regression was used to analyze reading times for yes responses. 
All analyses were performed using R (glmer); p-values were obtained using the 
lmerTest package. The final model (990 data points) contained random intercepts 
by subject and by item and random slope per continuation by participant (Barr et al. 
2013: 255). 

As shown in Table 5.10, there was neither a statistically significant main effect 
of continuation (hommes vs. femmes) nor a statistically significant main effect of 
role noun type (occupational vs. non-occupational noun) (all ps > .05). The inter-
action of both factors was marginally significant (p = 0.057). The means shown in 
Table 5.9 suggest that this trend towards an interaction is based on the fact that, for 
occupational nouns, reading times for the hommes continuation are very slightly
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longer than for the femmes continuations, while this is the other way around for 
non-occupational nouns. 

Table 5.10 Reading times for yes responses for continuation region—inferential statistics, 
Experiment 2 

Estimate Std. Error df t value p 

(Intercept) 6.030e+00 5.345e-02 6.073e+01 112.822 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. 
femmes) 

−7.380e-03 1.681e-02 4.491e+01 −.439 .663 

Role noun type 
(occupational vs. 
non-occupational 
noun) 

9.111e-05 5.019e-02 2.198e+01 .002 .999 

Continuation x 
role noun type 

5.931e-02 3.115e-02 8.839e+02 1.904 .057 . 

Note: Linear mixed-effects model for log-transformed reading times for continuation region. 
Only yes answers were analyzed; no answers were excluded. 
Formula: log_RT_continuation ~ continuation * role noun type + (1 + continuation | ID) + 
(1 | itemno) 

Spillover Region—Reading Times for Yes Responses 
Descriptive Statistics 
Reading times for yes responses for the spillover region are numerically very slightly 
slower for occupational nouns with femmes continuations (i.e., 8 ms) than with 
hommes-continuations (i.e., 504 ms, SD = 242 vs. 496 ms, SD = 210). Non-
occupational nouns, too, are marginally slower (i.e., 19 ms) in combination with 
femmes than with hommes (i.e., 502, SD = 236 ms vs. 483 ms, SD = 210) (see 
Table 5.11).



5.3 Results 169

Table 5.11 Reading times for yes responses for spillover region (in milliseconds), Experi-
ment 2 

Role noun type Continuation Mean N SD 

occupational hommes 496.1 243 209.5 

femmes 504.0 241 241.5 

non-occupational hommes 482.5 251 209.7 

femmes 501.9 251 235.7 

Inferential Statistics 
Linear mixed-effects regression was used to analyze participants’ reading times for 
yes responses. All analyses were performed using R; p-values were obtained using 
the lmerTest package. The final model (986 data points) contained fixed effects for 
the factors continuation, role noun type, and their interaction, random intercepts by 
subject and by item, and random slopes by continuation for subjects and items (Barr 
et al. 2013: 255). 

As shown in Table 5.12, there was neither a statistically significant main effect 
of continuation (hommes vs. femmes) nor a statistically significant main effect of 
role noun type (occupational vs. non-occupational noun) nor an interaction of both 
factors (all ps > .05). 

Table 5.12 Reading times for yes responses for spillover region—inferential statistics, 
Experiment 2 

Estimate Std. Error df t value p 

(Intercept) 6.123 .045 54.307 134.232 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. 
femmes) 

.018 .019 2.359 .959 .349 

Role noun type 
(occupational vs. 
non-occupational 
noun) 

−.027 .035 21.771 −.778 .445 

Continuation x 
role noun type 

.012 .034 22.487 .355 .726 

Note: The table shows a linear mixed-effects regression model for log-transformed reading 
times for the spillover region. Only yes answers were analyzed; no answers were excluded. 
Formula: log_RT_spillover ~ continuation * role noun type + (1 + continuation | ID) + (1 + 
continuation | itemno)
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Response Times for Yes Responses to the Final Question 
Descriptive Statistics 
Response times for the final question for yes responses are slightly quicker (i.e., 
53 ms) for occupational nouns with hommes continuations than occupational nouns 
with femmes continuations (i.e., 586 ms, SD = 543 vs. 639 ms, SD = 716). 
Non-occupational nouns, on the contrary, are very slightly slower (i.e., 5 ms) in 
combination with hommes than with femmes (i.e., 626 ms, SD = 598 vs. 621 ms, 
SD = 550) (see Table 5.13). 

Table 5.13 Response times for yes responses to the final question (in milliseconds), Exper-
iment 2 

Role noun type Continuation Mean N SD 

occupational hommes 585.5 254 543.1 

femmes 638.8 248 715.9 

non-occupational hommes 625.5 250 598.2 

femmes 621.2 244 550.0 

Inferential Statistics 
Linear mixed-effects regression was used to analyze participants’ response times 
for yes responses to the final question. All analyses were performed using R; p-
values were obtained using the lmerTest package. The final linear mixed-effects 
model (996 data points) contained continuation, role noun type and their interaction 
as fixed effects, random intercepts for subjects and items, and random slopes by 
subjects for the factors continuation, role noun type and their interaction (Barr et al. 
2013: 255). 

As shown in Table 5.14, there was neither a statistically significant main effect 
of continuation (hommes vs. femmes) nor a statistically significant main effect of 
role noun type (occupational vs. non-occupational noun) nor an interaction of both 
factors (all ps > .05).
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Table 5.14 Response times for yes responses to the final question—inferential statistics, 
Experiment 2 

Estimate Std. Error df t value p 

(Intercept) 6.161 .058 53.804 106.516 < .001 *** 

Continuation 
(hommes vs. 
femmes) 

.017 .042 48.047 0.399 0.691 

Role noun type 
(occupational vs. 
non-occupational 
noun) 

.057 .063 21.713 0.910 0.373 

Continuation x 
role noun type 

.015 .078 89.010 0.194 0.847 

Note: The table shows a linear mixed-effects regression model for log-transformed reading 
times for the final question. Only yes answers were analyzed; no answers were excluded. 
Formula: log_RT_question ~ continuation * role noun type + (1 + continuation * role noun 
type| ID) + (1 | itemno) 

To conclude, the results of the reading times for yes responses (i.e., continuation 
and spillover regions) suggest that it is not more difficult to link femmes with a 
masculine plural form than it is for hommes. Moreover, the data on the response 
times for yes responses to the final question indicate that it does not take significantly 
more time to decide whether a femmes continuation is a sensible continuation of 
the first sentence than it does for a hommes continuation. Further, the different role 
noun types (occupational vs. non-occupational) do not seem to influence readers’ 
interpretation of the role nouns. As I did not find a male bias in Experiment 2, 
no additional analyses as they had been run for Experiment 1 could be run for 
Experiment 2. I thus move on directly to the discussion of Experiment 2’s results in 
the following section. 

5.4 Discussion 

Experiment 2 examined, with a SEV SPR MvW paradigm, whether mascu-
line French role nouns trigger a male-specific interpretation (see RQ 1). Role 
nouns were presented in the plural form and were stereotypically neutral. By 
presenting role nouns that were either occupational or non-occupational, Exper-
iment 2 explored whether occupational nouns lead to a stronger male bias than
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non-occupational nouns. Thus, Experiment 2 examined the interaction of the 
morphosyntactic factor masculine form with the lexico-semantic factor role noun 
type when masculine role nouns are interpreted (see RQ 3, 7; De Backer & De 
Cuypere 2012: 257, 267). Finally, Experiment 2 analyzed in which region(s) a 
processing difficulty might occur, and whether the male bias materializes also 
or exclusively when readers indicate whether the evaluated sentence pair makes 
sense (see RQ 8). 

Contrary to my assumptions, Experiment 2 did not find any indication of a 
male bias. Indeed, the ratio of yes responses, the corresponding reading times of 
the continuation and spillover regions and the response times to the final ques-
tion were quite similar when a stereotypically neutral masculine plural role noun 
was followed by hommes or femmes. Thus, the masculine role nouns seem to 
have been interpreted generically by my participants (i.e., university students). 
Moreover, response patterns for occupational and non-occupational nouns were 
very similar: in contrast to what I had expected, occupational nouns did not yield 
a more pronounced male bias than non-occupational nouns. Whether a generic 
or specific interpretation of a masculine role noun is accessed thus seems to go 
beyond the factor masculine form and role noun type. Finally, since my data did 
not show any processing difficulty induced by femmes, I could not analyze the 
region(s) in which this non-existent processing difficulty might arise. 

In contrast to Experiment 2, an extensive body of research, including Experi-
ment 1, demonstrates nearly without exception that masculine role nouns tend to 
be interpreted specifically (Gygax et al. 2021a: 4–7; Rothermund & Strack 2024: 
468; see Redl et al. 2021: 24 f. on masculine pronouns; see Chap. 3). While 
Experiment 2 used a similar research paradigm and sample to Experiment 1 (and 
most of the previous psycholinguistic research on the topic), it is of course not 
impossible that Experiment 2 yielded an erroneous outcome (i.e., type II error). 
As the replication of an experiment always helps to analyze the extent to which 
an empirical finding proves to be true (Hedges & Schauer 2019a: 550 f., 563, 
56; Marsden et al. 2018: 323, 363, 375; Porte & McManus 2019: 1, 3–5; see 
Sect. 4.2), I encourage the close replication of Experiment 2. However, when 
looked at in isolation, the results from Experiment 2 suggest that the masculine 
role nouns were interpreted generically. The factors potentially generating the 
diverging results of Experiments 1 and 2 will be discussed in depth in Chap. 6.
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5.5 Summary 

Experiment 2 examines whether stereotypically neutral masculine role nouns in 
the plural form are more easily interpreted specifically than generically. Further-
more, to gain more insights into the possibly different interpretation strategies 
of masculine occupational and non-occupational nouns, it systemically tests both 
types of masculine role nouns, assuming that occupational nouns might reveal 
a more pronounced male bias. In this vein, Experiment 2 examines the interac-
tion of the morphosyntactic factor masculine form and the lexico-semantic factor 
role noun type. Experiment 2 was inspired by Experiment 1 (see Chap. 4), but 
presents subtle, yet significant changes in order to generate more precise data on 
the topic. Firstly, it uses a SPR MvW paradigm (vs. a SPR WSP in Experiment 1). 
Secondly, the experimental items were adapted to present a high degree of coher-
ence, which more clearly indicate that the female referent is a subset of the main 
group introduced by a masculine role noun. Finally, the filler items were also 
adapted so that the research aim was better concealed than in Experiment 1 (e.g., 
by less frequently referring to biological/social gender). Crucially, irrespective of 
the role noun type (i.e., occupational and non-occupational nouns), the results of 
Experiment 2 indicate that the masculine role nouns were interpreted generically. 
This finding is in strong contrast to previous research, including Experiment 1. 
The potential factors generating these diverging results are thoroughly analyzed 
in Chap. 6.



6Why a Male Bias in Experiment 1, 
but No Male Bias in Experiment 2? 

This chapter opens with a brief introduction to the similarities and differences 
between Experiments 1 and 2. In order to examine which of these differences 
might have generated the diverging findings (Experiment 1 suggesting that mas-
culine role nouns are interpreted specifically and Experiment 2 that they are 
interpreted generically), Sect. 6.1 provides a discussion of the methodological 
issues, while Sects. 6.2 and 6.3 present how the properties of the different filler 
items and experimental items of the two experiments might have generated the 
different interpretations of the masculine role nouns in the two experiments. The 
chapter concludes with a summary in Sect. 6.4. 

In terms of experimental setup, there are both similarities and differences 
between Experiments 1 and 2. In Experiment 2, I asked the same main research 
question as in Experiment 1, namely: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger 
a male-specific interpretation? (= RQ 1). Furthermore, the experimental items in 
both experiments consisted of sentence pairs that featured a definite masculine 
role noun in subject position and as agent in the first sentence in the plural form 
(e.g., les voisins were doing something), while the second sentence featured a 
subset of the aforementioned group designated by the role noun (e.g., la majorité 
des femmes). The second sentence featured the subset in subject position and as 
agent, introduced by a quantifier (e.g., la majorité des). Moreover, some of the 
masculine role nouns used in Experiment 2 were the same as in Experiment 1, 
namely: spectateurs, voisins and musiciens ‘spectatorsM.PL, neighborsM.PL and 
musiciansM.PL’. Further, étudiants, chanteurs de karaoke and joueurs de bingo
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‘studentsM.PL, karaoke singersM.PL and bingo playersM.PL’, which were used in 
Experiment 2, resemble étudiants en psychologie/physique, chanteurs and joueurs 
de tennis ‘psychology/physics studentsM.PL, singersM.PL and tennis playersM.PL’, 
used in Experiment 1.1 Finally, just like in Experiment 1, the participants’ task 
was to read and evaluate the sentence pairs presented, and they were asked 
the same question (i.e., Continuation possible ?) (Gygax et al. 2008: 475). In 
sum, Experiments 1 and 2 share important features. It is thus surprising that 
they yielded such diverging outcomes. Hence, the diverging outcomes of Experi-
ments 1 and 2 can probably be attributed to the changes I made when setting up 
Experiment 2. 

As for the differences, let us recall the following: in Experiment 2, I wanted to 
know whether different role noun types of stereotypically neutral masculine role 
nouns (i.e., non-occupational vs. occupational nouns) are interpreted differently. 
More precisely, I assumed that occupational nouns would generate an even more 
pronounced male bias than non-occupational nouns (see Sect. 5.1.2). Conversely, 
Experiment 1 analyzed whether stereotypically female, neutral and male mascu-
line role nouns are interpreted differently (see Sect. 4.4.1). Moreover, as it was 
my intention to gain more precise insights into the online processing of masculine 
role nouns, my research paradigm was different (i.e., SPR MvW vs. WSP) (see 
Sect. 5.1.3). The analyses of Experiment 2 were also based on a slightly different 
sample size than Experiment 1 (N = 46 vs. N = 44 AMU students). 

In Experiment 2, I also adapted the filler items in order to divert attention 
from biological/social gender. In this way, I wanted to minimize interference 
with the language processing procedures due to frequent mention of biological/ 
social gender. Crucially, in Experiment 2, I also increased the coherence of the 
experimental items in order to make it clearer that the group mentioned in the 
second sentence was a subset of the group designated by a masculine role noun 
in the first sentence (e.g., les voisins—la majorité des femmes).2 

As the result of Experiment 2 not only contrasts with the findings of Exper-
iment 1, but also with most previous research on the topic (see Chap. 3; Gygax  
et al. 2021a: 4–7; Redl et al. 2021: 24), it is worth examining in more detail 
which factors might have influenced the (non-)appearance of a male bias. Apart 
from the possibility of a type II error, the diverging outcomes of Experiments 1 
and 2 should result from the differences between the two studies, which are the 
following:

1 As I focused on stereotypically neutral occupational and non-occupational nouns in Exper-
iment 2, I could not use more of the role nouns featured in Experiment 1. 
2 For a more detailed description of all adaptions, see Sect. 5.1. 



6.1 Influence of the Method: Self-Paced Reading Moving Window … 177

1. The presentation mode: the presentation of whole sentences versus a seg-
mented presentation (i.e., WSP vs. SPR MvW). 

2. The filler items: the number and properties of the filler items. 
3. The linguistic properties of the experimental items: the degrees of the 

plausibility and of coherence within an experimental sentence pair. 

In the following sections, I therefore discuss the factors Method (6.1), Filler Items 
(6.2) and  Experimental Items (6.3) with regard to the diverging outcomes of my 
two experiments. 

6.1 Influence of the Method: Self-Paced Reading 
Moving Window vs. Whole Sentence Presentation 

While Experiment 1 was based on a SPR WSP paradigm, Experiment 2 employed 
a SPR MvW paradigm. As a result, in Experiment 1, the second sentences of an 
experimental pair appeared in their entirety, while they appeared region by region, 
i.e., one region at a time, in Experiment 2. 

In both Experiments 1 and 2, the participants’ task was to decide whether 
the second sentence was a sensible continuation of the first sentence (i.e., Con-
tinuation possible ?) (Gygax et al. 2008: 475). However, in Experiment 1, 
the memorization of the sentence pair might have been easier than in Experi-
ment 2. More precisely, in Experiment 1, the sentence’s visualization was quite 
straightforward: participants were presented with the entire first sentence, which 
disappeared when participants switched to the presentation of the entire second 
sentence. Having read the second sentence, participants indicated yes or no in 
response to the final question. As the second sentence remained on the screen 
until participants had given their answer to the (implicit) final question, the par-
ticipants of Experiment 1 had to recall the first sentence, but could reread the 
second sentence or some parts of it if necessary. 

In contrast, the participants of Experiment 2 read the second sentences seg-
mented into five regions, which were presented one after another (while the other 
regions were invisible). Moreover, in Experiment 2, the final question did not 
appear on the screen before the last region of the second sentence had disap-
peared. Although SPR MvW is an established method for research questions 
comparable to my own (Jegerski 2014: 23–25, 31; University of Edinburgh 1998; 
Witzel et al. 2012: 105, 113, 122–125; see also Sect. 6.1.3),3 this choice of

3 See also Ferreira & Henderson (1990: 556); Just et al. (1982: 228, 230–232, 234).
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experimental setup might have engendered issues that need to be addressed (see 
Redl 2021: 121, who discusses the role of the method when analyzing masculine 
pronouns in Dutch).4 

6.1.1 Clicking Rhythm, No Male Bias? 

Given the requirements of the SPR MvW paradigm, the participants of Experi-
ment 2 may have developed a clicking rhythm: participants might have continued 
clicking without finishing the processing of each region. If this was the case, the 
participants would not have inspected each region with the required care (Witzel 
et al. 2012: 105; 108; 125). Obviously, no male bias could have emerged if the 
participants did not properly read the sentences (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 
482). 

Yet, if the participants did not read all the regions of the second sentences 
properly, they should have had difficulties in responding to the final question 
(i.e., Continuation possible ?). As the filler items were designed to trigger a clear 
yes or no response, the accuracy rate of the response to the final question on 
these items should be informative as to whether the participants were able to 
respond correctly or not.5 The measured judgement accuracy suggests that the 
participants read the sentence pairs well enough to be able to accurately answer 
the final question: 89% (SD = 32%) of the fillers were answered in the way 
I had intended them to be answered (i.e., 90%, SD = 30% of the yes fillers; 
88%, SD = 33% of the no fillers) (see Table 1 in Appendix 2 in the electronic 
supplementary material). 

In the literature, the asynchronous clicking/processing rhythm that can emerge 
in SPR MvW experiments has been related to delayed and distributed effects, for 
instance in the spillover region (Witzel et al. 2012: 125; see Sect. 6.1.3 below). 
As my data show no spillover effect, it is unlikely that the clicking process made 
it impossible to reveal a male bias. However, if the male bias involves semantic 
interpretation at a deeper level than superficial parsing (Rothermund & Strack 
2024: 482), then the possibly higher cognitive workload in Experiment 2 might

4 See also Gygax et al. (2021a: 5); Gygax et al. (2012: 405, 407) who discuss the assessment 
of different processing stages of masculine role nouns. See Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 
1772–1781) who focus on inanimate and non-human nouns and who claim that a study’s task 
strongly influences its outcome. 
5 I based the accuracy judgement on the filler items because they were designed to trigger a 
clear yes or no response. In contrast, concerning the experimental items, my research aimed 
to analyze whether the participates would respond yes or no. 



6.1 Influence of the Method: Self-Paced Reading Moving Window … 179

have prevented the participants from engaging in this level of analysis, thereby 
bypassing the source of the bias effect. 

6.1.2 No Memorization, No Male Bias? 

In Experiment 2, the participants had to memorize each region of the second 
sentence, as well as the first sentence of an experimental pair. Compared to 
Experiment 1, the memorization of the sentences thus might have been more 
difficult. This is significant as it was important that the participants memorize 
both sentences in order to respond to the final question. 

If the participants of Experiment 2 had forgotten whether hommes or femmes 
were featured in the second sentence and/or that a masculine role noun was 
presented in the first sentences, obviously, no male bias could have emerged 
when they answered the final question. Put differently, if the possibly increased 
memory activity hinders a male bias from emerging, this could suggest that the 
male bias tends to disappear when the participants do not keep in mind each text 
region (e.g., femmes). In sum, if SPR MvW makes it harder to fully memorize the 
sentence pairs, this could explain why I did not find a male bias in Experiment 
2. 

Yet, even though the latter is a possible explanation as to why the femmes 
items, in contrast to previous research, received as many affirmative responses 
as hommes items, it does not explain why femmes items were read at the same 
pace as hommes items. Hence, if the memorization was indeed more difficult 
in Experiment 2, I should have been able to register these difficulties in the 
online processing of the femmes and hommes items: as the act of reading itself 
is not dependent on a participant’s final answer, the reading times of femmes and 
hommes items should have revealed differences in their processing if there had 
been any. 

In sum, the different outcomes of my experiments should not be related to the 
relative difficulty of the clicking task or an increase in memory activity due to the 
SPR MvW paradigm employed in Experiment 2. However, there are more aspects 
concerning the methodology used in Experiment 2 to be discussed. We now turn 
to the question of whether the impossibility of previewing6 text regions or of

6 For the sake of convenience, I use preview as opposed to regression, which are ‘fixations 
that regress to preceding text regions’ (Irmen & Schumann 2011: 1001). Prevision thus 
means that the participants start to fixate on an upcoming text element while still looking 
at a preceding region. Note that preview, in opposition to regression, is not a technical term 
for the analysis of reading strategies. 
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regressing to previous regions within the second sentences might have influenced 
the outcome of Experiment 2. 

6.1.3 No Saccades, No Male Bias? 

The SPR MvW paradigm I used in Experiment 2 presents the second sentences 
region-by-region and thus shows one region at a time. Obviously, this does not 
permit saccadic eye movements that jump from one word to another (Irmen & 
Schumann 2011: 1001). More precisely, in Experiment 2, it was neither possible 
to preview a subsequent region, nor was it possible to regress to a preceding 
region. Experiment 1, in contrast, permitted both strategies within the second 
sentences as the second sentence was displayed as a whole (e.g., it was possible 
to skip to femmes when the second sentence appeared on the screen and also to 
regress to femmes when answering the final question). Thus, it is possible that 
Experiment 1 was able to detect a male bias by means of regressions or previsions 
during the reading of the second sentence. Conversely, these reading strategies 
could not be used in Experiment 2 due to its SPR MvW paradigm. 

In Experiment 1, the masculine role noun and its subset were not presented in 
one sentence, but in two different sentences, and relatively far from each other. 
Thus, it was not possible to preview femmes when reading the masculine role 
noun nor to regress from femmes to the masculine role noun. In that sense, Exper-
iment 1 is comparable to Experiment 2. Of course, it is not impossible that the 
participants of Experiment 1 skimmed to femmes immediately when the second 
sentence was presented. However, there is no reason to believe that they did so, 
unless they developed a reading strategy that concentrated on the resolution of 
the previously mentioned masculine role noun over the course of the experiment. 
In short, as the direct visual linking of the masculine role noun and the female 
referent were not possible in Experiment 1 either, it seems that the impossibility 
of going back and forth in the text in Experiment 2 should not be the reason why 
Experiment 2 did not find a male bias, while Experiment 1 did. 

However, eye-tracking studies investigating masculine forms have shown that 
a male bias can indeed occur in the form of saccades to the masculine form or to 
the female referent (as in Irmen & Schumann 2011: 1010 f.; Redl et al. 2021: 12). 
At the same time, the study of Irmen & Schumann (2011: 1002–1007, 1010 f.) 
also found a male bias in the first pass reading times in the spillover region, 
which is a measure that was covered by my SPR MvW. Crucially, SPR MVW is 
an established method in psycholinguistics to detect processing difficulties dur-
ing ambiguity resolution Furthermore, the moving window paradigm, compared



6.1 Influence of the Method: Self-Paced Reading Moving Window … 181

to other presentation modes (e.g., cumulative window), most resembles normal 
reading and provides data which are comparable to eye-tracking results (Jegerski 
2014: 23–25, 31; University of Edinburgh 1998; Witzel et al. 2012: 105, 113, 
122–125).7 Accordingly, we have no reason to believe that SPR MvW would not 
have been able to detect a processing difficulty when reading femmes if there had 
been one. Importantly, there are two SPR MvW experiments on the interpretation 
of generically intended masculine forms (i.e., Redl 2021: 105–116; Szuba et al., 
2022).8 We will have a closer look at their findings in order to verify whether 
SPR MvW is able to detect a male bias during reading. 

Experiments Investigating the Interpretation of Masculine Forms Using 
the Self-Paced Reading Moving Window Paradigm 
Redl (2021: 105–116) investigated the generic he in Dutch, and Szuba et al. (2022) 
(see Sect. 3.2.3.2) analyzed whether gender-marked past tense verbs in Polish 
yielded processing difficulties when the grammatical gender marking mismatches 
the readers’ biological/social gender, using a SPR MvW paradigm. Both studies 
found significant effects in the target and the spillover regions, indicating that mas-
culine forms lead to male-biased representations of biological/social gender (Redl 
2021: 113 f.; Szuba et al. 2022: 830 f.). 

While both Redl (2021) and Szuba et al. (2022) used SPR MvW with word-by-
word presentation, in Experiment 2, I had opted for a region-by-region segmentation, 
which can be considered closer to normal reading (Jegerski 2014: 31; Witzel et al. 
2012: 113). However, in order to obtain precise data, the target and spillover regions 
of Experiment 2 also presented only one word (i.e., hommes/femmes as target and a 
verb in the imparfait as spillover) and thus can be compared to those of Redl (2021) 
and Szuba et al. (2022).9 

7 See also Ferreira & Henderson (1990: 556); Just et al. (1982: 228, 230–232, 234).
8 See Stetie & Zunino (2023: 695–698), who present a different experimental design, but who 
also use a moving window paradigm when analyzing role nouns in Spanish. 
9 Redl (2021) and Szuba et al. (2022) did not ask for evaluations of their sentences as was 
done in Experiment 2. It could thus be argued that the separate presentation of the final 
question in Experiment 2, in opposition to Redl and Szuba et al.’s studies, further increased 
clicking and memory activity, so that the male bias had ‘worn off’ before the participants 
answered the final question (see Sect. 6.1.1). However, as Redl (2021) and Szuba et al. (2022) 
found a male bias in the main region of interest and in the spillover region, I should have 
found one too if there had been one. Moreover, Redl (2021: 105–116) and Szuba et al. (2022) 
had presented separate comprehension questions with some of their stimuli (although not to 
all). Accordingly, the integration of a question after the presentation of the stimuli does not 
seem to hinder the indication of online processing difficulties related to the masculine form. 
Note that Redl (2021) and Szuba et al. (2022) only analyzed the main region of interest and
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In sum, the clear outcomes of the cited studies indicate that SPR MvW is able to 
detect online processing difficulties induced by masculine forms. Hence, the surpris-
ing result of Experiment 2 is unlikely to be ascribed to SPR MvW. Correspondingly, 
if the male bias is not present in my data, this must be due to other factors. Apart 
from the change of methodology, the other main differences between Experiments 
1 and 2 concern the filler items and the experimental items. Therefore, the diverging 
results of Experiments 1 and 2 should have been influenced by the filler items and/ 
or the experimental items and not by the research paradigm. I thus exclude the dif-
ferent research paradigms used in Experiments 1 and 2 when analyzing the reasons 
for the experiments’ diverging findings in a more general way in Chaps. 7 and 8. 
Before turning to the possible influence of the experimental items, I now discuss 
the ways in which the filler items might have generated the diverging outcomes of 
Experiments 1 and 2. 

6.2 Influence of the Filler Items 

In psycholinguistic experiments, it is considered important to conceal the key 
research question: if the participants had detailed knowledge of the purpose 
behind the experiment and the linguistic phenomenon of interest, they could 
potentially adjust their reading behavior. In this case, the experiment would 
not investigate natural language processing, but would instead reflect strategic 
decisions made by the participants (Nikolayeva et al. 2015).10 While this is an 
important issue in psycholinguistic research in general, it is certainly particu-
larly important for research on the interpretation of masculine role nouns, as the 
potential problems with masculine role nouns have been extensively discussed 
in the French media, which means that a lot of people might be aware of the 
topic. Moreover, in the media, the majority of statements presented are generally 
clearly either in favor of or against a gender-fair use of language (Arnold 2024: 
230–250; Mots Clés & Google 2021: 29; Tibblin 2020: 36).11 Accordingly, my

the spillover region. However, they did not analyze the response times to the comprehension 
questions, as was done for the final questions of Experiment 2. 
10 See also Spinelli et al. (2023: 8) on an experiment investigating gender-fair French.
11 See also Mots-Clés (2017: 8). Actually, the post-experiment questionnaire of Experiment 
2 revealed that 19 out of 46 participants (i.e., 41%) more or less correctly defined langage 
inclusif and that several more had heard of it. This is less than I had expected, but more than 
in Experiment 1, where about one third had heard of it prior to the experiment. Note that 
young and/or female populations are known to be more in favor of gender-fair language than 
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research interest might not only be rather present in the minds of a lot of speak-
ers, but might be linked to strong opinions on the issue. In this vein, participants’ 
answers may be influenced by explicit metalinguistic information about masculine 
role nouns, such as the assumption that masculine role nouns refer to men only 
(i.e., fewer yes responses to femmes items than there would be without strategic 
behavior). Alternatively, it is also possible that (other) participants might want to 
indicate that masculine role nouns can refer to men and women alike (i.e., more 
yes responses to femmes items than there would be without strategic behavior). In 
sum, blinding the participants to my research aim is both particularly important 
and challenging (see Sect. 5.1.4.2). 

An established method for concealing the research question is the inclusion 
of a substantial number of filler items so that the phenomenon of interest is 
less salient during a test session (see Sect. 6.2.1). Yet both the number and the 
linguistic properties of the fillers can potentially have an influence on how the 
experimental items are interpreted. For instance, if an experiment contains only 
a small number of fillers, the research aim might not be properly concealed. As 
it is also possible that particular properties of the fillers bias the processor in 
favor of a certain interpretation of the experimental items (Kim et al. 2023a: 22; 
Voga et al. 2014: 346 f.),12 in the following, I therefore discuss to what extent 
the quantity (Sect. 6.2.1) and the linguistic properties of the fillers (Sect. 6.2.2) 
included in Experiments 1 and 2 might have influenced the results of my two 
experiments.

other populations (Arnold 2024: 632 f.; Mots-Clés 2017: 8; Mots Clés/Google 2021: 30 f., 
35; Tibblin 2020: 36). Hence, my samples certainly are not the best to represent the strong 
opinions which exist on gender-fair language across French society. Indeed, in Experiment 
2, among those who had more or less correctly defined langage inclusif , 14 participants indi-
cated that they were in favor of its use vs. seven participants who had no clear-cut opinion on 
it. The majority of this group thus had a high opinion on langage inclusif . In Experiment 1, 
on the other hand, seven participants said that they were in favor of its use, one person was 
against it and seven had no clear-cut opinion. This indicates that the attitudes of Experiment 
1’s participants (tested in 2019) towards gender-fair language were less favorable than those 
of Experiment 2 (tested in 2021). See Sauteur et al. (2023: 21), who find that the more to the 
right of the political spectrum people are and the less they know about gender-fair language, 
the more they reject it.
12 See also Nikolayeva et al. (2015); Pozniak et al. (2023: 17 f.); Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 
302). 
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6.2.1 Quantity 

In order to blind the participants to a research aim, it is generally recommended 
that an experiment should feature at least twice as many filler items as exper-
imental items (Nikolayeva et al. 2015). Yet, in Gygax et al. (2008), which 
constitutes the foundation for Experiment 1, only a small number of filler items 
were included—it featured a 1:1 ratio of experimental vs. filler items. 

In Experiment 1, my replication of Gygax et al. (2008), I increased the number 
of fillers to a ratio of 1:2. However, as shown in the results from my post-
experiment questionnaire for Experiment 1, a majority of my participants still had 
at least a vague idea what the research aim of the study was (see Sect. 4.4.5.4.3). 
Therefore, in Experiment 2, I decided to increase the number of fillers and opted 
for a proportion of one experimental item to three filler items (see Table 5.3 in 
Sect. 5.1.4.2).13 The experimental-filler item ratio of 1:3 used in Experiment 2 
is above average for experiments on the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 
Most of the studies rely on a 1:1 ratio, or even less (e.g., Misersky et al. 2019; 
Sato et al. 2016). Moreover, the inspection of previous research shows that stud-
ies that include only a small number of fillers tend to find a male bias for the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns (e.g., Gygax et al. 2008; Misersky et al. 
2019; Sato et al. 2016).14 

Concerning Experiment 2, we can assume that my research aim was con-
cealed quite well: only 2 of my 46 participants correctly guessed the purpose of 
my experiment (i.e., one participant guessed it completely correctly, the other one 
nearly did so). This is much less than in Experiment 1, where 27 out of 44 partic-
ipants made a good guess as to the aim of the study (i.e., 61% of the participants

13 Obviously, more fillers also mean more sentences to read and to process for the partici-
pants. This might render the experiment more tiring. However, the total number of items I 
presented in Experiment 2 (i.e., 96 sentence pairs) is a common number of items to be pre-
sented in studies on the interpretation of masculine forms (e.g., in Experiment 1, I presented 
108 sentence pairs; Redl (2021) presented 96 sentences in her SPR MvW experiment that 
were of a similar length to the sentence pairs in Experiment 2). The lack of a male bias in 
my data thus should not be due to increased fatigue resulting from too many (filler) items. 
14 Redl et al.’s (2018) study also present a 1:1 ratio of experimental and filler items and 
did not find a male bias. However, the study examines masculine pronouns in Dutch. It is 
thus possible that other factors are involved (e.g., gender salience of pronouns; fewer public 
discussions on gender-fair language and pronouns, the Dutch grammatical gender system, 
neutral filler items). De Backer & De Cuypere (2012) did not find a male bias either, even 
though they presented more experimental than filler items. For an exception to the generally 
low proportion of filler items, see Experiment 1 in Trutkowski (2018), which features a ratio 
of four fillers to one experimental item without finding a male bias. 
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compared to only 4% in Experiment 2). It is particularly noteworthy that few 
participants correctly surmised the aim of Experiment 2 given that the integra-
tion of the non-binary pronoun iel ‘theySG’ into the French reference dictionary 
Robert en ligne had been hotly discussed in the media only weeks before I ran 
my experiment. Indeed, several of my participants referred to iel when defining 
gender-fair language in the post-experiment questionnaire or mentioned it later 
on when they were debriefed. 

In sum, the inclusion of more fillers constitutes a potential explanation for 
why Experiment 2 generated a null result: if the male bias in previous studies 
was at least partially based on explicit strategies, it might not have emerged 
in Experiment 2 because the research aim was more concealed (Pozniak et al. 
2023: 17 f.).15 Yet, while the number of filler items can have an impact on the 
interpretation of the experimental items, the linguistic properties of the filler items 
also might have one (Nikolayeva et al. 2015). This is the topic to which I turn in 
the next section. 

6.2.2 Linguistic Properties 

As the properties of filler items can influence participants’ reactions to the exper-
imental items, it is generally recommended that the filler items should be as 
similar as possible to the experimental items. However, they should not accen-
tuate certain aspects of the experimental items in order to conceal the studies’ 
research aim (Nikolayeva et al. 2015). Especially concerning the easy-to-guess 
research aim and in order to prevent participants from reacting strategically, it is 
important to analyze the ways in which the different linguistic properties of the 
filler items might have influenced the outcome of Experiments 1 and 2. 

Based on the above considerations and as explained in Sect. 5.1.4.2, I wanted  
my fillers to reduce the references to human animacy (for a similar approach, 
see Pozniak et al. 2023: 8).16 In doing so, I wanted to reduce the possibility that 
grammatical gender would be associated with biological/social gender. 

6.2.2.1 Concealing the Research Aim 
My literature review suggests that most research on the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns that has found a male bias has used filler items resembling the

15 See also Kim et al. (2023a: 22); Spinelli et al. (2023: 8). See also Voga et al. (2014: 346 f.), 
who discuss whether a large number of filler items affects morphological priming. 
16 See also Kim et al. (2023a: 22); Voga et al. (2014: 346 f.); Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 302).
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experimental items as much as possible (e.g., Experiment 1; Gygax et al. 2008; 
Lévy et al. 2014). For instance, a no filler in an experiment from Gygax and 
colleagues often features a role noun in the prime and men or women in the 
target item (e.g., monks—women; see Sect. 5.1.4.2; (26a)–(26b)). In other words, 
the focus often is on the interpretation of the masculine role noun. Simultane-
ously, this kind of filler renders the research aim rather obvious: if the focus on 
biological/social gender is not emphasized, it is at least not attenuated by the 
fillers. 

Given the constant discussions on gender-fair language in the media, surpris-
ingly few studies have asked their participants whether they had guessed the 
research aim. The only studies which seem to have done so are my experiments, 
the studies by Kim et al. (2023a), Redl et al. (2018), Redl et al. (2021), Redl 
(2021), Szuba et al. (2022) and Pozniak et al. (2023). Crucially, the experiments 
which use filler items in which biological/social gender is particularly salient 
(see example (26a)–(26b)), and which ask their participants whether they have 
guessed the research aim (i.e., Experiment 1; Kim et al. 2023a), show that the 
majority of participants had done so. 

Conversely, studies like Experiment 2 that featured filler items, which reduced 
the number of masculine forms and the explicit mention of men and women in 
their fillers, seem to have better distracted their participants from the research 
aim and tend to find no or a less pronounced male bias (i.e., Redl et al. 2018; 
Redl et al. 2021: Experiment 1; but see Szuba et al. 2022, who still find a male 
bias). It is thus possible that the character of the fillers in Experiment 2 (see 
Sect. 5.1.4.2) concealed the purpose of the experiment so well that the process of 
interpreting the masculine role nouns was not influenced by strategical reasoning 
(Spinelli et al. 2023: 8).17 Accordingly, the generic interpretation of masculine 
role nouns might have been accessed. 

However, it is worth noticing that empirical findings also indicate that the male 
bias cannot only be based on strategic behavior. For instance, Redl et al.’s (2021: 
Experiment 1) results show a slight male bias (i.e., in the stereotypically neutral 
condition for male participants only). As none of the participants had guessed 
the research aim of the study, it is highly improbable that the stated male bias 
was only due to strategic behavior. In this vein, the fact that fewer participants 
had guessed the research aim in Experiment 2 than in Experiment 1 might only 
partly explain the diverging outcomes of the two experiments. 

To sum up, apart from the larger number of filler items, the less frequent ref-
erence to human animacy in Experiment 2’s filler items seems to have helped to

17 See also Kim et al. (2023a: 17); Pozniak et al. (2023: 17).
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conceal the research aim. An issue related to that is the possibility that the con-
cept biological/social gender might not have been further activated in Experiment 
2. 

6.2.2.2 Activation of the Concept Biological/Social Gender 
In order to better understand what I mean by the influence of the fillers’ linguistic 
properties on the interpretation of the masculine role nouns in the experimental 
items, let us first recall the structure of a no filler (type 2) in Experiment 1 by 
looking again at example (26a)–(26b): 

(26a) Les moines traversaient le cloître./ 
‘The monksM.PL were walking through the cloister./’ 

(26b) On pouvait voir que la majorité des femmes était vraiment de bonne humeur. 
‘It was obvious that the majority of the women were in a really good 
mood.’ 

In this sentence pair, the mismatch is based on the fact that femmes refers to the 
(masculine) role noun moines ‘monksM.PL’ that can only refer to men. In Exper-
iment 1’s fillers, the featuring of role nouns and biological/social gender (e.g., 
monks—women) was frequent. Conversely, due to their lexical properties, the 
fillers of Experiment 2 highlighted neither biological/social gender nor its associa-
tion with grammatical gender (see Table 5.2 in Sect. 5.1.4.2). Thus, in Experiment 
2, the concept biological/social gender was less salient than in Experiment 1. 

In this vein, in Experiment 1, given the frequent featuring of role nouns and 
men and women, the concept biological/social gender might have been acti-
vated (see Samuel et al. 2019: 1769 f., 1779 f. for a similar approach with a 
focus on inanimate and non-human animate nouns).18 This means that the par-
ticipants’ language processing system might have focused on role nouns such 
as moines’monksM.PL’, hommes/femmes, etc., when interpreting the stimuli. This 
might have resulted in a reinforced association of the masculine form with the 
male biological/social gender, resulting in the specific interpretation of the mas-
culine role nouns. Correspondingly, the activation of the concept biological/social 
gender in Experiment 1 could be compared to a priming effect in the sense that

18 See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) who recently showed that con-
textual (stereotypical) information can foster the generic interpretation of stereotypically 
neutral masculine role nouns in German. See Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 302), who rendered 
biological/social gender less salient through their filler items when investigating masculine 
role nouns in German. See Kim et al. (2023a: 22) and Pozniak et al. (2023: 8) on French. See 
Voga et al. (2014) on morphological priming. 
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the participants were exposed to gender-salient fillers, which might have mediated 
the interpretation of the experimental items. Rather than the participants becom-
ing aware of the research aim during the study, this would have been a subtle, 
unconscious influence on the language processing system. Note that I did not test 
for priming. Strictly speaking, I thus cannot speak of a priming effect, which is 
why I simply stick to activation of the concept biological/social gender. 

Conversely, in Experiment 2, since the salience of biological/social gender 
was lower than in Experiment 1 and the concept biological/social gender might 
not have been further activated. When interpreting the experimental items, the 
participants’ language processing systems thus might not have focused on the 
association of grammatical gender with biological/social gender. As a result, 
the masculine role nouns were not interpreted specifically, but generically (see 
Samuel et al. 2019: 1769 f., 1779 f. for a similar approach focusing on inanimate 
and non-human animate nouns). 

Interestingly, Redl (2021: 105–116) investigated the Dutch generic pronoun hij 
‘he’ and still found a male bias, even though neither biological/social gender nor 
grammatical gender was highlighted by the filler items. Conversely, the fillers 
in Redl et al. (2021: 17–25, Experiment 2) on the Dutch possessive zijn ‘his’ 
are based on the interpretation of the masculine form and did not find a male 
bias. Yet, Redl et al. (2021: 17–25, Experiment 2) featured, amongst other types 
of fillers, non-human mis-matching referents (e.g., plants—gemstone). The latter 
might also have decreased the possibility that the concept biological/social gender 
would be activated.19 Thus, the studies’ outcomes (i.e., a male bias or not) do 
not seem to be influenced by the linguistic properties of the filler items alone. 
However, the influence of a less gender-salient character of the filler items on 
the interpretation of masculine forms could be a factor that interacts with other 
factors such as the number of fillers. 

In previous psycholinguistic studies, filler items have indeed been found to 
influence the results (Nikolayeva et al. 2015; Voga et al. 2014: 346 f.). More-
over, Tibblin et al. (2023a: 28, 35, 43 f.) showed that gender-fair alternatives to 
the generic use of masculine role nouns increased the estimated percentage of 
women as forming part of a group denoted by gender-neutral forms (i.e., collec-
tive nouns, generic nouns, epicene nouns) (e.g., the group) compared to masculine

19 Nonetheless, we have to bear in mind that the findings on Dutch masculine (possessive) 
pronouns are not necessarily transferable to French masculine role nouns: the grammatical 
gender system of Dutch is different from that of French as Dutch combines grammatical 
gender and natural gender (see Sect. 2.1). Moreover, a pronoun always refers to a linguistic 
referent in the text. 
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role nouns.20 Thus, Experiment 2’s fillers, which featured (amongst others) col-
lective nouns, might have biased the processor to interpret the masculine role 
nouns featured in the experimental items generically. In that sense, in an exper-
imental setup where biological/social gender is salient, the language processor 
might interpret a masculine role noun more easily in a specific way. Conversely, 
when references to biological/social gender are less frequent, the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns could be pushed towards the generic interpretation. 

As indicated in Sect. 6.2, by definition and in opposition to experimental items, 
filler items are not designed to investigate an experiment’s research aim, but to 
conceal it. However, as the examination of my diverging findings indicates, the 
filler items might influence how the experimental items are interpreted. It is thus 
necessary to discuss whether it should generally be acknowledged that the lines 
between experimental and filler items are blurred. If the frequency of the mention 
of biological/social gender in the filler items indeed influences the results obtained 
in the interpretation of the masculine role nouns featured in the experimental 
items, this would be an important find for the whole field of language and gender. 
Existing research should thus be meta-analyzed in order to reveal potential biases 
introduced by the filler items. At the same time, as most previous research is at 
least inspired by Gygax and colleagues, it utilizes very similar experimental set-
ups and, correspondingly, similar filler items. Thus, in order to test the robustness 
of previous and present findings, it should be systematically tested whether the 
same experimental items generate different results when presented together with 
different sets of filler items (see Sect. 7.4). 

Apart from the fillers’ possible further activation or not of the concept biolog-
ical/social gender affecting whether the masculine role nouns in the experimental 
items are interpreted generically or specifically, another important question is 
whether the featuring of semantically incoherent gerund constructions in the no 
fillers might have influenced the interpretation of the experimental pairs. We turn 
to this issue in the next section.

20 Note that Safina (2024) does not find an effect of form manipulation when analyzing 
epicene nouns in Italian. 
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6.2.2.3 Focusing on the Semantically (In-)coherent Gerund 
Constructions 

Let us first recall the structure of Experiment 2’s experimental items, to which 
the response should be yes if respondents thought that both parts form a sensible 
pair: 

(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b1) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ femmes/ observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ women/ watched/ the trees./’ 

As previously explained (see Sect. 5.1.4.1), the gerund forms of the yes items 
(i.e., experimental items and yes fillers) are closely semantically linked to the 
first sentence verb (e.g., marchant—sortir les chiens ‘while walking—walk’ as 
in (36a)–(36b1)). Moreover, the verb of the second sentence is linked thanks to 
the gerund construction: the main verb generally presents a subactivity of the 
preceding gerund construction (e.g., observer—en marchant ‘to watch—while 
walking’). 

Due to the strong link between the verb in the first sentence and the gerund 
construction in the second, it was not always easy to construct no fillers that used 
gerund constructions in the second sentence that were closely semantically linked 
to the verb of the first sentence as was done for the yes items. In order to pro-
voke a clear  no response several no fillers therefore featured gerund constructions 
which were not closely semantically linked to the verb of the first sentence, so 
that the sentence pair could be perceived as rather incoherent, as in (39a)–(39b): 

(39a) Le comité patientait au soleil./ 
‘The committeeM.SGwaited in the sun./’ 

(39b) En s’énervant,/ plusieurs/ personnes/ maudissaient/ l’orage./ 
‘Getting angry,/ several/ people/ cursed/ the storm./’ 

Thus, the contrast between the semantically incoherent gerund constructions in 
this kind of no filler and the yes items might have resulted in more yes responses 
for the experimental items. 

At the same time, other no fillers indicated a mismatch between the two sen-
tences presented not before the end of the second sentence and, like the yes items, 
featured gerund constructions that were relatively coherent. These no fillers thus 
kept the participants focused beyond the gerund constructions. For instance, in 
(40a)–(40b), the goats from the first sentence are in contrast with the meowing in
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the second sentence. The verb sautiller ‘make small successive jumps’ appears 
in the first sentence and is closely related to the gerund construction of sauter 
‘jump’ in the second sentence. The meowing only appears at the end of the second 
sentence: 

(40a) Les chèvres sautillaient dans le pré./ 
‘The goatsM.PLwere making small jumps in the meadow./’ 

(40b) En sautant,/ une partie du/ troupeau/ miaulait/ bruyamment./ 
‘While jumping,/ a part of the/ herd/ meowed/ loudly./’ 

In terms of semantical relatedness and degree of coherence, this kind of no filler 
thus resembles the experimental items of Experiment 2. At the same time, a 
semantic mismatch at the end of the second sentence such as meowing (goats) 
might have been perceived as rather strong compared to an experimental item in 
which, theoretically, the only potentially confusing element was the masculine 
role noun in combination with a female subset. When contrasted with the quite 
sensible experimental items, this kind of no filler thus might also have increased 
participants’ positive responses to the experimental items, but for different reasons 
than for the no fillers that featured semantically incoherent gerund constructions. 

However, previous research also presented no fillers that were in contrast to 
the experimental items. For instance, in Experiment 1, no answers were, amongst 
others, elicited by oppositions between monks in the first sentence and femmes 
in the second sentence. Thus, the contrast between a masculine role noun and 
femmes in an experimental item also seems less strong. Further, other no fillers in 
Experiment 1 featured semantic oppositions such as contrary weather conditions 
(e.g., good weather in the first and bad weather in the second sentence). Interest-
ingly, the latter filler type indicated the contrasting information at the beginning 
of the second sentence and before the mention of hommes/femmes, just like some 
of the no fillers in Experiment 2, so that the close inspection of hommes/femmes 
might have been skipped. In spite of this, Experiment 1 found a male bias, while 
Experiment 2 did not. 

In short, in Experiment 2, the contrast between the rather nonsensical no filler 
items and the more sensible yes items might have influenced the interpretation of 
the experimental items such that they were interpreted more readily as making 
sense. However, this might also have been the case in Experiment 1 and other 
previous work, which did find a male bias. The issue is thus not the sole problem 
of Experiment 2 and, correspondingly, should not be the reason why Experiment 
2 did not find a male bias induced by masculine role nouns. Importantly, even if
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Experiment 2’s filler properties increased the yes responses in general, if a male 
bias had been present, we would still expect it to manifest in some way. 

Moreover, 90% (SD = 30%) of the yes fillers and 88% (SD = 33%) of the 
no fillers were answered in the way I had intended them to be answered (see 
Table 1 in Appendix 2 in the electronic supplementary material). This shows that 
the participants read the filler items carefully enough to correctly answer the final 
question. Importantly, some of the no fillers were more difficult than the yes items 
(i.e., the yes fillers and the experimental items) because the participants had to 
stay focused until the end of these filler items in order to detect the component 
indicating a no answer. Thus, if the participants were able to answer no in most 
of the cases when I had wanted them to do so, we can assume that they also 
stayed focused until the end of the second sentences when reading the somewhat 
easier items. 

Nonetheless, it has to be taken into account that, in opposition to the yes items, 
which presented semantically coherent gerund constructions, the participants 
might have decided to respond no as soon as they encountered the semanti-
cally incoherent gerund construction of a no filler. Crucially, they thus might 
not have considered the end of the second sentence. Following this pattern for 
experimental items too, participants might have decided when they came to the 
semantically coherent gerund construction that they would respond yes and thus 
also would not have read hommes/femmes properly. In other words, the proces-
sor’s focus would not have been on the interpretation of the masculine role noun 
(see the discussion of how the SPR MvW paradigm used in Experiment 2 might 
have encouraged participants to keep on clicking; see also the above discussion 
of the activation of the concept biological/social gender in Sect. 6.2.2.2; see also 
Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482). Thus, the inattentive reading of the regions 
following the semantically (in-)coherent gerund construction might explain why 
hommes and femmes items present the same data pattern in Experiment 2. If this 
was the case, the results of Experiment 2 would suggest that a male bias does not 
materialize when the participants’ attention is not attracted to the interpretation 
of the masculine role noun, but to other factors such as the degree of coherence 
between the sentence pairs. However, note that, if the null result of Experiment 
2 was indeed due to the fact that not all regions after the gerund constructions 
were read properly, this should be apparent in the reading times. 

When having a closer look at the reading times of each region of the fillers’ 
second sentences, I did not find any hint that the participants had just clicked 
through the sentences once they had read the gerund construction: if so, the read-
ing times of the regions following the gerund construction should have become 
quicker over the course of the experiment. However, my inspection suggests that
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the regions following the gerund construction were not read faster and faster 
across the experiment (apart from a general habituation process).21 This suggests 
that all the fillers’ second sentence regions were properly read and taken into 
account in answering the final question. Hence, we can assume that the partic-
ipants did the same when reading and responding to the experimental items. In 
sum, the post hoc analyses concerning the fillers suggest that all the second sen-
tence regions were read properly.22 Thus, the male bias found in Experiment 1 
does not seem to have vanished because of a less careful reading in Experiment 
2. 

Crucially, participants should have needed some time to figure out that the 
semantically (in-)coherent gerund constructions (i.e., the first region of the second 
sentence) might be sufficient in many cases to respond to the question of whether 
the first and second sentence formed a sensible pair. In other words, a strategic 
response pattern should not have been developed right at the very beginning of 
the experiment and it should have been visible only after that the first items of 
the experiment had been presented. Ergo, we would predict that there should 
be a pronounced male bias at the beginning of the experiment, which would 
subsequently rapidly decrease. To further investigate this, I examined the possible 
male bias of each experimental item in additional analyses for the yes answers, as 
well as the reading times of the continuation and spillover regions of the second 
sentences. 

Instead of finding a pronounced male bias at the beginning of the experiment 
which quickly disappears, as can be seen in Fig. 6.1, I found a rather inconsistent 
picture, with some of the first experimental items of the experiment presenting a 
male bias and others presenting a female bias; several items present no bias at all 
(i.e., femmes items received exactly as many yes responses as did hommes items) 
(see Appendix 2 in the electronic supplementary material, Figs. 3 and 4 on the 
male bias by item in reading times for the continuation and spillover regions). 
Hence, the data do not suggest that the participants started to skip the regions 
following the gerund construction, including hommes/femmes, after  a while. It is  
thus rather unlikely that the influence of the fillers’ linguistic properties ‘overrode’

21 Concerning the final regions of the filler items, I observe a sentence wrap-up effect and 
the response times to the final question indicate that some participants respond as quickly as 
possible, while others prioritize giving accurate answers (i.e., a speed-accuracy trade-off). 
However, these findings are not specific to my experiment and present patterns generally 
found in this type of experimental setup. 
22 The experiment’s rationale was to check whether a processing difficulty arises in the exper-
imental items after femmes (compared to hommes). Thus, it would not make sense to run the 
same additional analyses for the experimental items as for the filler items. 
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the male bias found in Experiment 1. Of course, this argument is only convincing 
if the specific interpretation of the masculine role noun is the default value—as 
suggested by Gygax et al. (2012: 395; 406 f.; see also Lévy et al. 2014: 36 f.). 
Obviously, if there is no default value for masculine role nouns, or if the default 
value is the generic interpretation, the specific interpretation could not have been 
overridden. In this case, the less gender-salient filler items in Experiment 2 might 
have fostered the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns instead of 
the specific one. 

Fig. 6.1 Male bias by item—mean proportions of yes answers by item and in percentages, 
Experiment 2 

To conclude, it appears unlikely that the concealing of the research aim 
(see Sect. 6.2.2.1) and/or the focusing of the semantically (in-)coherent gerund 
through Experiment 2’s fillers (see Sect. 6.2.2.3) were the only reason why the 
masculine role nouns were interpreted generically in Experiment 2. One expla-
nation as to why Experiment 2 did not find a male bias is the influence of the 
filler items that did not further activate the concept biological/social gender (see 
Sect. 6.2.2.2). This may have mediated the interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns such that masculine grammatical gender was not associated with male bio-
logical/social gender, so that a generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns 
was accessed. Crucially, if the fillers had indeed influenced the interpretation of
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the masculine role nouns featured in the experimental items, the findings of my 
two experiments would be diverging, but not contradictory. Further, this would 
indicate that the male bias found in previous work does not persist for any given 
set of filler items it can be combined with. If this held true, the appearance of 
a male bias could be considered to be influenced by multiple factors (e.g., the 
masculine form, the filler items’ properties). At the same time, the interpreta-
tion of the masculine role nouns might also have been affected by the linguistic 
properties of the experimental items themselves. I discuss this point in the next 
section. 

6.3 Influence of the Experimental Items 

In the following sections, I discuss how the properties of Experiment 2’s exper-
imental items might explain why the masculine role nouns were interpreted 
generically in Experiment 2—in contrast to the findings of Experiment 1 and 
of most previous research, which indicate that masculine role nouns are inter-
preted specifically (see Chap. 3; Gygax et al. 2021a: 4–7; Redl et al. 2021: 24). 
For a detailed description of the differences between the experimental items in 
Experiments 1 and 2, see Sect. 5.1.4.1. 

6.3.1 No Stereotype Information, No Male Bias? 

It could be argued that the use of stereotypically neutral role nouns in Experiment 
2 is the reason why my hommes and femmes items show the same data patterns: 
participants might have interpreted the link between the masculine role noun 
and hommes or femmes similarly, judging that the roles presented are similarly 
represented among men and women. In this case, the masculine form of the role 
noun would not have affected the sentences’ interpretation. 

Interestingly, Gabriel et al. (2017: 805) showed in their study on Norwegian 
that stereotype information has a more important impact on oral comprehension 
than on reading comprehension. As, during oral comprehension, listeners cannot 
go back and forth in the text in order to check or complete information when 
interpreting it, the morphosyntactic factor masculine form seems to lose influ-
ence, while stereotype information becomes more important. As the SPR MvW 
paradigm used in Experiment 2 does not permit a close text inspection either (see 
the discussion of methodological aspects in Sect. 6.1), it is thus possible that the 
influence of the stereotype information (i.e., none, as stereotypically neutral role
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nouns were chosen) was more important than the masculine grammatical gen-
der marking of the role nouns. As a result, in Experiment 2, the masculine role 
nouns might have been interpreted generically. However, Anaya-Ramírez et al. 
(2022: 1261, 1272) find an interaction of stereotypicality and masculine form 
when replicating Gygax et al. (2008) with Spanish oral stimuli and argue that the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns presented in the oral and written codes is 
similar.23 

Moreover, in Experiment 1, in which I analyzed stereotypically female, male 
and neutral role nouns, all stereotype conditions showed a significant male bias. 
This suggests that linguistic information (i.e., the masculine form) was key when 
the masculine role noun was interpreted, even for stereotypically neutral role 
nouns (Gygax et al. 2008: 479 f.). Importantly, the male bias concerning stereo-
typically neutral masculine role nouns has recently been replicated for French by 
Kim et al. (2023a), Tibblin et al. (2023a), Tibblin et al. (2023b) and Xiao et al. 
(2023) (see Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022 on Spanish; Körner et al. 2022; Körner 
et al. 2024; Rothermund & Strack 2024 on German). Hence, even in stereotyp-
ically neutral conditions, a male bias associated with masculine role nouns has 
been found repeatedly. 

Note, however, that the male bias in the stereotypically neutral condition in 
the cited studies tends to be numerically weaker than the male bias found in 
Experiment 1 (i.e., 23% in the stereotypically neutral condition). For instance, 
Kim et al. (2023a: 12), who investigated French word pairs (e.g., musiciens 
‘musiciansM.PL’—Léa), found a statistically significant difference of 5% between 
the male and female conditions (see Garnham et. al. 2012, who found a differ-
ence of 10% in the stereotypically neutral condition in their French sample in a 
replication of Gygax et al. 2008). As more recent studies investigating the inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns indicate that the male bias might be weaker for 
stereotypically neutral role nouns, this might explain the generic interpretation 
of the role nouns in Experiment 2 to some extent. Yet, in contrast to the cited 
studies, my data do not show any indication of interpretation differences between 
hommes and femmes items. 

It is also possible that the interpretation of the stereotypically neutral role 
nouns presented in Experiment 2 would have been different if they had been pre-
sented together with stereotypically male and female role nouns as in Experiment 
1 (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482; Tibblin et al. 2023a: 44 f., 48). Possibly, 
male and female stereotypicality activate the concept biological/social gender so

23 See also Körner et al. (2024) on the interpretation of masculine role nouns in German 
presented orally, who also find a male bias. 
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that stereotypically neutral and masculine role nouns are associated with male 
biological/social gender (see Sect. 6.2.2.2). Nonetheless, Tibblin et al. (2023a: 
40 f.), for instance, found a stronger male bias for masculine forms in French 
than for their alternatives (e.g., double forms), although they only presented 
stereotypically neutral masculine role nouns, as was done in Experiment 2. 

All in all, I assume that the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns 
in Experiment 2 is unlikely to be due to the fact that stereotypically neutral role 
nouns were presented. Hence, I assume that Experiment 2’s outcome must have 
been generated by other features of the experimental items (if any). We now turn 
to an issue already mentioned when discussing the filler items: the increase of 
coherence between the sentences within a sentence pair. In the next section, I 
discuss how this could explain the diverging results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

6.3.2 An Increase in Coherence Facilitates 
the Interpretation of Masculine Role Nouns 

As previously indicated, according to Kehler, coherence can be defined as “the 
underlying semantic relationships that characterize and structure the transitions 
between utterances” (Kehler 2019: 450). He argues that the establishment of 
coherence plays an important role when connections between ideas are expressed 
and when a discourse is continued in a way that is felicitous (Kehler 2019: 450 f., 
453, 466, 469, 476). Moreover, language processors “implicitly track expectations 
about how the current discourse will be continued with respect to coherence” 
(Kehler 2019: 466).24 A higher degree of coherence within a text may thus influ-
ence the interpretation of a masculine role noun in a way that allows for a globally 
coherent representation of the depicted scene. 

Concerning Experiment 2, this could mean that, thanks to the higher degree 
of coherence between the first and second sentences in Experiment 2 (see 
Sects. 5.1.4.1 and 6.2.2.3), the first and the second sentences of a pair were per-
ceived as a sensible match for both hommes and femmes items. In fact, hommes 
items (which should not pose a problem) received more yes responses in Exper-
iment 2 than in Experiment 1: about 92% of both hommes and femmes items 
received a yes response in Experiment 2, while about 85% of hommes and 58% 
of femmes items received a yes response in Experiment 1. Hence, for the experi-
mental items in Experiment 2, the participants showed a strong tendency towards 
yes responses irrespective of the continuation.

24 See Harley (2014: 292, 300) on parsing strategies based on expectations.



198 6 Why a Male Bias in Experiment 1, but No Male Bias …

Moreover, in Experiment 2, in which the featured items possess a relatively 
higher degree of coherence than in Experiment 1, the processor may assume that 
the information in the second sentence relates to the information given in the 
first sentence. Accordingly, the processor may be biased in favor of an inter-
pretation of the masculine role noun: femmes would be considered a subset of 
the group designated by the masculine role noun. Put differently, in Experiment 
2, the generic interpretation allows for a globally coherent representation of the 
scene and thus seems to be preferred. 

In Experiment 1, in contrast, the information given at the beginning of the 
second sentence is less coherent with the first sentence than in Experiment 2. 
Thus, in Experiment 1, the processor may assume that the second sentence refers 
to different entities and events than the first sentence (Kehler 2019: 450 f., 453, 
469).25 In this vein, femmes might not have been pushed as much in Experiment 
1 as in Experiment 2 to be associated with the masculine role noun. Accordingly, 
the masculine role nouns were interpreted specifically. In the words of Kehler: 
“coherence-driven constraints play a role in determining the contexts in which 
various discourse-sensitive linguistic phenomena can be felicitously employed” 
(Kehler 2019: 476). 

Noteworthily, a high degree of coherence between the sentences can have the 
opposite effect than discussed with regard to the sentence pairs featured in Exper-
iment 2. For instance, in a sentence pair that presents a high degree of coherence, 
such as the following (see (41a)–(41b)), the masculine role noun should be inter-
preted specifically. In fact, in (41a)–(41b), the sentences fit really well together 
only if voisins is interpreted as ‘male neighbors’, in opposition to the female 
neighbors mentioned in the second sentence: 

(41a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The (male) neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs.’/ 

(41b) Cela réjouissait les voisines. 
‘This made the female neighborsF.PL happy.’ 

In (41a)–(41b), cela connects the first and second sentence and the high degree 
of coherence between the sentence pair facilitates a specific interpretation of the 
masculine role noun. Set in contrast with my discussion of coherence concerning 
the diverging findings of my experimental study, this indicates that there are 
several types of coherence that may influence the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns. Accordingly, a relatively high (or low) degree of coherence does

25 See also Givón (1983a: 11 f.).
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not always generate a generic (or specific) interpretation of a masculine role 
noun. The different types of coherence and their influence on the interpretation 
process (if any) therefore have to be more closely examined when discussing how 
masculine role nouns are interpreted. 

Also, in contrast to Experiment 2’s experimental pairs, between (41a)–(41b), 
there is both a topic shift (i.e., voisins (male) neighborsM.PL’—voisines ‘female 
neighborsF.PL’) and an event shift (i.e., walk the dogs—be happy). Crucially, this 
indicates the need for further analysis of whether the factor/one of the factors that 
influence(s) whether a generic or specific interpretation of a masculine role noun 
is accessed is indeed coherence or whether it might be other discourse structuring 
devices such as topic and/or event continuity (cf. Experiment 1’s items such as 
(15a)–(15b1) in which coming out of the cafeteria in the first sentence switches 
to having an umbrella (because of the cloudy weather) in the second sentence) 
(Chiriacescu & von Heusinger 2010: 306–310; Givón 1983a: 3, 7–17, 19–27, 
30–35).26 

Note that my assumption that the higher degree of coherence within the sen-
tence pairs in Experiment 2 may account for the lack of a male bias in the 
offline measures for Experiment 2, while the lack of a male bias in the reading/ 
response times is more difficult to account for. The fact that the generic interpre-
tation offers a globally coherent representation of the scene becomes clear only 
after the femmes region has been read. As a result, if a high degree of coher-
ence causes a bias in favor of a globally coherent interpretation, the reading and/ 
or response times for this region(s) should still show a male bias, with longer 
reading times for femmes than for hommes (see Gygax et al. 2012, who found 
such a data pattern; see Rothermund & Strack 2024: 471, 476, 480–482 on prim-
ing vs. (mis)understanding a masculine role noun’s meaning).27 In this respect, 
coherence alone constitutes only a partial explanation for the data pattern. 

Finally, it is also possible that the higher degree of coherence between the 
first and second sentences in Experiment 2 may have affected participants’ strate-
gic behavior during the experiment: the gerund construction at the beginning of 
the second sentence may have created the impression that the sentences fit well 
together. As a result, participants might have already decided on a yes response 
at the gerund construction, without even reading the remaining part of the second 
sentence. If the continuation region is not read properly at all, it is obviously

26 See also Givón (1983a: 1–41); Musan (2010: 37–39, 41); Roberts (2019: 381–392).
27 See also Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1272); Gygax et al. (2021a: 4–7); Lévy et al. (2014: 
27, 36 f.). See Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 16–18) on contextual dilution effects in gender-
fair French. 
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impossible for a male bias to emerge (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482). How-
ever, I consider this possibility unlikely: the post hoc analyses for the fillers’ 
reading times do not indicate that the regions in the last half of the second sen-
tence were not read properly (see Sect. 6.2.2.3).28 Moreover, the participants 
could only develop such a reading strategy after having encountered at least a 
couple of experimental items. Thus, if the lack of a male bias in Experiment 
2 was really based on participants adopting such a strategy, at least the items 
shown at the beginning of the experiment should still have shown a trend for 
a male bias. The data, however, show no signs of such a trend for these items 
(see Fig. 6.1 in Sect. 6.2.2.3 and Figs. 3 and 4 in Appendix 2 in the electronic 
supplementary material). 

To conclude, if the different character of the experimental items featured in 
Experiments 1 and 2 indeed influenced the interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns, the diverging outcomes of Experiments 1 and 2 would not be contrary to 
each other, but complementary: while the experimental sentence pairs presenting 
a relatively high degree of coherence might have biased the participants towards 
a generic interpretation of the masculine role noun, the experimental sentence 
pairs presenting a lower degree of coherence might have biased the participants 
towards a specific interpretation. This would suggest that the male bias induced 
by masculine role nouns that has previously been shown to be robust across time 
and different experiments is not persistent in all types of sentences (see Rother-
mund & Strack 2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482 on recent findings suggesting that 
contextual cues mediate whether a male bias arises or not). Crucially, if the prop-
erties of the sentences into which masculine role nouns are embedded influence 
the role nouns’ interpretation, factors other than the masculine form itself would 
(also) contribute to its interpretation. One of these could be the degree of coher-
ence within the sentence pair featuring a masculine role noun and its female 
subset. In that sense and in parallel with my point concerning the filler items (see 
Sect. 6.2.2.2), we can consider the appearance of a male bias as being influenced 
by the presence or absence of different factors. 

In the next section, I examine the properties of the experimental items used in 
previous psycholinguistic experiments investigating the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns. This helps me to further analyze whether Experiment 2’s outcome 
might be different from that of Experiment 1 because of the differences in the 
experimental items.

28 See also footnotes 21 and 22.
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6.3.3 The Sensitivity of the Male Bias in Relation 
to the Specific Experimental Items in Previous Work 

While it has been shown that the influence of stereotypes on language processing 
is sensitive to the specific stimuli (Esaulova et al. 2014: 799),29 it has not been 
analyzed in depth whether the properties of an experimental item modify the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns. On the contrary, the literature criticizing 
the use of masculine role nouns tends to assume that all masculine role nouns 
are (equally) discriminatory to women (e.g., Feminist Linguistics). While De 
Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 260 f.), Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 91, 115) and 
Redl (2021: 120–122) conclude that several factors have an impact on whether 
a masculine form is interpreted generically or not (see Sects 3.2.3 and 3.3),30 

the question of whether a masculine role noun’s embedding into a specific type 
of experimental item influences its interpretation deserves further attention (see 
Rothermund & Strack 2024, who have addressed the question quite recently). 

The scarce previous examination of the question of whether a masculine role 
noun’s integration into different types of sentences influences its interpretation 
might be due to the fact that most stimuli in previous psycholinguistic research 
present quite similar features. In fact, most research on masculine role nouns in 
French has been run by Gygax and colleagues or has been inspired by their work. 
This entails that the experimental items in which the masculine role nouns were 
embedded is very similar across various experiments. More precisely, in Gygax 
et al.’s SEV SPR WSP experiments, masculine role nouns in the plural form 
appear at the beginning of the first sentence in subject position, while men or 
women are explicitly featured as subjects towards the end of the second sentence 
(e.g., voisins—hommes/femmes).31 Importantly, the two sentences are not clearly 
semantically linked to each other, as was also the case in Experiment 1. 

Yet, based on the diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2, it does not 
seem unlikely that the male bias triggered by the above-described experimen-
tal item type has been replicated repeatedly and that a masculine role noun’s 
integration into different types of sentences might yield different outcomes (see 
Rothermund & Strack’s (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) recent findings, which 
go in the same direction). Together with the discussion of the possible influence

29 See also Kim et al. (2023a: 21); Irmen & Schumann (2011: 1007).
30 See also Diewald & Nübling (2022a: 10).
31 In Gygax and colleagues’ other studies, the rationale for their stimuli is comparable. For 
instance, Lévy et al.’s (2014) word pair study uses a kinship term as prime and a masculine 
role noun as the target item (e.g., tante ‘aunt’ — musiciens ‘musiciansM.PL’). 
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of the method and filler items used on the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
(see Sects. 6.1 and 6.2), this suggests that it is not only important to closely 
replicate previous studies (see Chap. 4), but also to meta-methodologically and 
linguistically question and expand previous experimental set-ups in order to gain 
more diversified insights into the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

Interestingly, Kim et al. (2023a) conceptually replicated Lévy et al. (2014), in 
which the latter presented kinship nouns together with masculine role nouns (e.g., 
sœur/frère ‘sister/brother’—musiciens ‘musiciansM.PL’). However, Kim et al.’s 
(2023a) study presented male and female first names together with masculine 
role nouns (e.g., Léa/Thomas—musiciens ‘musiciansM.PL’). While the male bias 
was still present in 2023, it was less pronounced than in 2014 (i.e., for the yes 
responses in the stereotypically neutral condition, the difference between male 
and female referents was about 19% in 2014 and about 5% in 2023) (Kim et al. 
2023a: 12; Lévy et al. 2014: 32 f.). This difference in effect sizes could be due 
to the different experimental designs (i.e., varying exposure to female referents 
in the 2014 study and stable exposure to female referents in 2023), but it could 
also be due to the properties of the stimuli: namely, kinship nouns in 2014 versus 
first names in 2023.32 

Further, Tibblin et al. (2023a: 28, 39 f.; 43; 45) found a male bias for mascu-
line role nouns in their study, in which participants had to estimate the percentage 
of women in a group (e.g., voisins—50%). They found a more pronounced male 
bias when female referents were named on the left and male referents on the 
right side of the screen, rather than in the opposite case—that is, when women 
were named before men—in the reading direction from left to right.33 

In this vein, Esaulova et al.’s eye-tracking experiment (2014: 781, 798) also 
found a male bias induced by masculine role nouns, but demonstrated that it can 
affect language processing at an earlier or later stage depending on whether a 
pronoun or a noun phrase is presented after the masculine role noun (e.g., Ger. 
der Elektriker—sie/diese Frau—‘the electricianM.PL—she/this woman’). Körner 
et al. (2022: 560, 565) conceptually replicated the German part of Gygax et al.’s 
(2008) study and also found a significant male bias induced by masculine role 
nouns. Interestingly, the authors found that items which introduced the masculine 
role noun with the quantifier Ger. die ‘the’ instead of Ger. alle ‘all’ (e.g., Ger. 
Die/Alle Apotheker ‘The/All pharmacistsM.PL’) received fewer yes responses. At

32 This finding challenges Kotthoff & Nübling’s (2018: 92, 191) assumption that hardly any 
other linguistic category is as closely associated with biological/social gender as personal 
names. 
33 See also Misersky et al. (2014: 846).
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the same time, the reading times of sentences introduced by alle were longer than 
those with die (i.e., possibly a speed-accuracy trade-off). Importantly, these find-
ings are irrespective of whether the quantifiers were followed by men or women. 
Nonetheless, they demonstrate that subtle lexical changes within the experimen-
tal items can have an impact on the general processing of sentences featuring 
masculine role nouns. 

Note that the male bias found in studies which feature sentences into which a 
masculine role noun is embedded (e.g., sentence pairs) seems to be more impor-
tant than in studies which present the masculine form separately from any other 
context, as in word pair studies in which a prime and target consist of one word 
each. For instance, Experiment 1 used a SEV SPR WSP paradigm for sentence 
pairs and found a 23% difference in the yes responses between hommes and 
femmes items in the stereotypically neutral condition (see also Gygax et al. 2008; 
Xiao et al. 2023). However, the study by Kim et al. (2023a) (see also Tibblin 
et al. 2023a), which presented both the masculine form and its prime without 
any further filler items (e.g., Léa/Thomas—musiciens ‘musiciansM.PL’), found a 
male bias of only approximately 5% in the stereotypically neutral condition. This 
could be due to the fact that the group membership of the referents in a sentence 
pair might be less clear than when participants are explicitly asked whether a 
separately presented masculine role noun can represent a female referent.34 At 
the same time, the sentence(s) into which masculine role nouns are embedded 
can also clarify the link between a masculine role noun and a female referent: 
in contrast to Experiment 1, in Experiment 2, the experimental items’ properties 
did indeed seem to have fostered the generic interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns. 

Interestingly, Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) replicated Gygax et al. (2008) for 
the grammatical gender language Spanish with oral stimuli and, just as I did in 
Experiment 2, aimed to eliminate the same set interpretation that might have been 
triggered by Gygax et al.’s (2008) original stimuli (i.e., in the female condition, 
the designated group consists of women only). Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022: 
1260 f., 1269) adaptions of the original stimuli are thus driven by the same goal 
as the one I pursued in Experiment 2: the clear indication that the female subset 
is part of the group designated by the masculine role noun (see Rothermund &

34 Contrary to the above assumptions, Lévy et al. (2014: 35) found a male bias in the sec-
ond part of their experiment, which is similarly important as that of the studies presenting 
a masculine role noun in a sentence although having presented the masculine form without 
any context (i.e., about 20% of the yes answers as in Experiment 1). However, this outcome 
might be influenced by the first part of the experiment in which participants already had been 
exposed to masculine role nouns and male and female referents. 
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Strack 2024 for a similar approach). Unlike Experiment 2, Anaya-Ramírez et al. 
(2022) found a male bias. However, it was less significant than that of Gygax 
et al. (2008) and Experiment 1. In the next section, we therefore have a closer 
look at the properties of Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) experimental items and 
their results. 

Experiment 2 Compared to Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) 
Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1260–1263) suggest that Gygax et al.’s (2008) exper-
imental items might have been interpreted such that the referents of the second 
sentences (e.g., some of the women) were interpreted so that the aforementioned 
group (e.g., the neighbors) consisted of women exclusively. Hence, the second sen-
tences featuring women would be rejected because they were not introduced by a 
feminine role noun, but not because they cannot be part of the group designated by 
the masculine role noun. In order to eliminate this and to encourage the accessing 
of the subset interpretation of the masculine role noun (i.e., there are some women 
in a mixed group), Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1260–1263) replaced the subset 
of sentence pairs used by Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1 which featured a 
quantifier and men or women. For instance, instead of using some of the women, 
viz., ‘some of the women in the group consisting of men and women’, they featured 
uno/una ‘oneM./F.SG [of the aforementioned group]’ as in the following example: 

(42a) Los ingenieros se tomaron el resto de la tarde libre./ 
‘The engineersM.PL took the rest of the afternoon off./’ 

(42b) Una/Uno estaba cansada/o y se fue directo a su casa. 
‘OneM./F.SG was tiredM./F.SG and went straight to their house.’ 

Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) found a male bias in their data for both yes responses 
and response times. Yet, the authors found a less pronounced male bias than Gygax 
et al. (2008), with an 8% difference between the yes responses for items featuring 
men and women in the stereotypically neutral condition compared to the 17% dif-
ference found by Gygax et al. (2008). Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) assume that the 
weakened male bias found in their study is due to a frequent subset interpretation of 
the female referent, whereas in Gygax et al. (2008), the same set interpretation would 
have been accessed (Anaya-Ramírez et al. 2022: 1260, 1263, 1265–1270). Thus, 
Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) results, indicating a weaker male bias than that found 
by Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1, and an influence of male stereotypicality, 
can be classified as being between those of Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiments 1 
and 2, while their approach is comparable to that of Experiment 2.
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An issue that has not been discussed by Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) is that they 
not only manipulated the quantifier referring to the subset of the group formerly 
introduced by a masculine role noun. In fact, just as in Experiment 2, in Anaya-
Ramírez et al.’s (2022) experiment, the first sentences presented the specific group 
in a frame in which the said group is likely to play a role (e.g., engineers in a work-
related context). Moreover, the second sentence fills a slot of the frame evoked in 
the first sentence (e.g., being tired and go home). Hence, the sentence pairs are more 
coherent than those of Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1. In this vein, compared 
to Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1, the weaker male bias found by Anaya-
Ramírez et al. (2022) could result from adaptions to the experimental items other 
than—or not exclusively from—the modification of the quantifier referring to the 
subset of the main group. It is possible that, in Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study, 
the established coherence relation between the two sentences rendered the linking 
of the masculine role noun with the female subset much easier than in Gygax et al. 
(2008) and Experiment 1. The weaker male bias in Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) 
study could hence be due to the same factor as in Experiment 2—an increase in 
coherence within the experimental pairs—and might not (exclusively) be due to the 
use of una ‘oneF.SG’ instead of the quantifiers introduced by Gygax et al. (2008). 

It is noteworthy that Experiment 2 yielded a null result while being based on 
the same quantifiers35 when referring to the subset of the main group denoted by a 
masculine role noun as Gygax et al. (2008) (e.g., voisins—la majority des femmes). 
This suggests that the results from Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) should indeed not 
only differ from those of Gygax et al. (2008) because of the omission of the initial 
quantifier (e.g., most of the women vs. una una ‘oneF.SG’). Moreover, recall that, 
first, in examples like (36a)–(36b1) featured in Experiment 2, the coherence is also 
established thanks to watch the trees (while walking the dogs), which is placed after 
the female subset. Secondly, while the coherence is increased especially thanks to 
the gerund construction in all of Experiment 2’s experimental pairs, several of them 
would also show a high degree of coherence without the gerund construction (see 
(37a)–(37b) and Sect. 5.1.4.1)—just like the experimental pairs of Anaya-Ramírez 
et al. (2022). 

At the same time, the empirical findings are diverging: Redl et al. (2018) did 
not find a male bias in their study on the masculine possessive pronoun zijn ‘his’ in 
Dutch, which rather clearly indicates the group membership of the female referent. 
Surprisingly, having adapted the stimuli so that the link between the masculine 
pronoun and the female referent was even more clear, they found a slight male 
bias. Thus, while both Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) and Redl et al. (2021), who

35 See Sect. 5.2.2.1.1. 
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also explicitly indicate the group membership of the women, find a (slight) male 
bias, Experiment 2 does not. This suggests that it is not only one factor in isolation, 
for instance, coherence, that may influence the way in which masculine forms are 
interpreted. 

Finally, given that the degree of coherence of the sentence pairs used in Anaya-
Ramírez et al. (2022) and Experiment 2 seems to be comparable, it is worth analyzing 
where the difference in results (i.e., male bias vs. null result) might come from. I 
therefore now analyze the order of mention of the female subset in the second sen-
tence, which differed between Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study and Experiment 
2. 

Positioning of the Female Referent 
In Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study, the subject of the second sentence, the 
subset of the group designated by a masculine role noun, is right at the beginning of 
the sentence (see example (42b)). Thus, biological/social gender might have been 
more influential than in Experiment 2 in which the second sentence did not start 
with the sentence’s subject, but with the semantically coherent gerund construction. 
Moreover, in their study, Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) featured few fillers (i.e., a 1: 
1 ratio) and the same filler types as Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1, which 
frequently refer to biological/social gender. Thus, in contrast to Experiment 2, the 
association of grammatical gender and biological/social gender might have been 
activated so that the masculine role nouns were associated with the male biological/ 
social gender. This might have resulted in a male bias (see Sect. 6.2.2.2). 

Moreover, in Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study, the emergence of a male bias 
might be due to the fact that the information in the second sentence that semantically 
continues the frame of the first sentence is positioned after uno/una ‘oneM./F.SG’. As 
a result, the processor might not have been influenced early enough by the factor 
coherence to accommodate the upcoming information. Correspondingly, the female 
referent of the second sentence might not have been immediately interpreted as a 
subset of the referent of the first sentence. Thus, the positioning of the more seman-
tic link only after the female referent might have rendered the subset interpretation 
less straightforward than was intended by Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022). In contrast 
with Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study, concerning Experiment 2’s experimental 
items, the expectation that the second sentence is coherent with the first sentence is 
immediately confirmed (at least partly) by the semantically coherent gerund con-
struction right at the beginning of the second sentence. Based on this confirmation,
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the following information (e.g., femmes) might have been accommodated more 
easily so that the generic reading of the masculine role noun was accessed.36 

In this regard, Kehler et al. (2008: 28–32) and Wolf et al. (2004: 673) have 
shown that the order of mention of the coherence-establishing information has an 
important influence on pronoun resolution. Moreover, Ferreira & Henderson (1991: 
739, 742–744) have shown that temporarily ambiguous sentences (see Sect. 6.3.4) 
are more difficult to process the greater the distance between the ambiguous and 
disambiguating information.37 Taken together, this suggests that a sentence is harder 
to process, the more assumptions have to be made over a longer time (Harley 2014: 
300).38 Probably, in Experiment 2, there were less assumptions to be made and 
challenged, which rendered the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns 
more accessible. 

Speaking of Experiment 2’s experimental items, note that, from a grammatical 
point of view, placing the gerund construction at the end of the second sentence 
would have the same effect: the syntactic linking of the verb form’s subjects in 
the second sentence would be identical. Yet, from a processing point of view, I 
assume that it would not: if language users constantly keep track of how a discourse 
could be continued coherently (Kehler 2019: 463–466), then the position of specific 
information within a sentence should not be irrelevant. In that sense, the findings 
of Experiment 2 might result from an interaction of an increase in coherence and 
the positioning of the semantically coherent gerund construction as the introduc-
tory element of the second sentence. Correspondingly, we could also speak of an 
interaction of syntactic and pragmatic factors. 

At the same time, it is worth noting that other recent studies than Anaya-Ramírez 
et al. (2022) that investigate masculine role nouns with a SEV paradigm have found 
a less pronounced male bias in the stereotypically neutral condition too, compared 
to Gygax et al. (2008) and Experiment 1 (i.e., 17% and 23% respectively) (see 
Sect. 6.3.1). For instance, Körner et al. (2024: 168, Experiment 2), who conceptu-
ally replicated Gygax et al.’s (2008) German sample, found a 9% difference between 
items featuring men and items featuring women in the stereotypically neutral con-
dition. It is thus also possible that the 8% difference found by Anaya-Ramírez et al.

36 Of course, it is also possible to feature incoherent information after the semantically coher-
ent gerund construction in order to trigger a no response. Actually, the high accuracy rates 
for the fillers suggest that the participants were able to handle this kind of mismatch cor-
rectly, although the contradictory information followed sensible information in the form of 
a semantically coherent gerund construction (see Sect. 6.2.2.3). 
37 See also Crain & Steedman (1985).
38 See Kehler et al. (2008: 2) on the importance of pragmatic factors on pronoun resolution; 
see Givón (1983a) on topic continuity in discourse. 
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(2022: 1265–1267) is generated by other factors than the modification of the ref-
erence to the subset and/or by other factors than the more coherent experimental 
sentence pairs. 

Note that, compared to Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample and Experiment 
1, Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1270) not only find a weaker male bias in the 
stereotypically neutral condition, but also in the stereotypically female condition 
(i.e., an 18% difference in Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample vs. a 3% difference 
between the male and female condition in Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022)). Also, the 
male bias in the stereotypically male condition is much more pronounced than in 
Gygax et al.’s (2008) French sample and Experiment 1 (i.e., 36% vs. 25 % in Gygax 
et al. 2008 and 30% in Experiment 1). This suggests that the influence of stereotype 
information can be much stronger than previously suggested in similar work (e.g., 
as in Gygax et al. 2008 and Experiment 1). This could be in relation to the more 
coherent sentence pairs in Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study: as the chosen role 
nouns were presented in a plausible scene such as we tend to find in everyday 
language, the stereotype information seems to have unfolded, which it could not in 
Gygax et al. (2008) or Experiment 1, as generic activities and places were randomly 
combined with the chosen groups (e.g., engineers at a fountain vs. engineers in a 
work-related context) (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482; Tibblin et al. 2023a: 44 f., 
48). 

It thus seems that (male) stereotypicality can have a more or less important influ-
ence on the interpretation of masculine role nouns depending on the sentence(s) into 
which they are embedded (see Sects. 4.4.5.1 and 6.3.1). Crucially, the embedding of 
role nouns in a more authentic sentence pair apparently renders the sentence pairs 
not only generally more sensible, but also more sensitive to stereotype information. 
Hence, the experimental items of Experiment 1 might be less informative concerning 
the interpretation of masculine role nouns in natural language than expected, while 
those of Experiment 2 might be more representative of the processing of natural 
language. 

From the comparison of Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022) study with Experiments 
1 and 2 and with Gygax et al. (2008), we can conclude that (1) the experimental 
items’ properties do potentially influence a masculine role noun’s interpretation 
(Rothermund & Strack 2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482); (2) a clearer link between the 
masculine role noun and the female subset seems to render a generic interpretation 
more accessible, whereas a specific interpretation is accessed less frequently; and 
(3) it seems that the order of mention of the coherence-increasing information and/ 
or that of the female subset influences whether the processor is pushed towards 
the generic or the specific interpretation of the masculine role noun. Moreover, (4) 
when masculine role nouns are integrated into sentences featuring activities that are
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semantically related to the role noun (e.g., engineers in a work-related context), 
the influence of (male) stereotypicality is more important than previously assumed. 
Accordingly, (5) research on masculine role nouns that uses such sentences might 
be more representative of natural language processing than research that does not 
(e.g., Experiment 2 vs. Experiment 1). 

In sum, we have seen that seemingly minor differences within the experimen-
tal items featuring masculine forms might have an impact on their interpretation. 
Crucially, if we assume the experimental item’s properties to influence the mas-
culine role noun’s interpretation in an experimental item, the findings of my two 
experiments can be considered, once again, as diverging, yet complementary: the 
experimental sentence pairs of Experiment 1 might have biased the processor 
towards the specific interpretation of a masculine role noun, while the experimental 
sentence pairs of Experiment 2 might have biased the processor towards the generic 
interpretation of a masculine role noun. 

Interestingly, within a more general framework of ambiguity resolution, the 
interpretation of temporally ambiguous sentences has repeatedly been found to be 
sensitive to the sentences framing them. In the next section, we will see how the 
findings on ambiguity resolution in general and on so-called garden-path sentences 
specifically can be helpful in order to explain the diverging findings of Experiments 
1 and 2. 

6.3.4 The Interpretation of Masculine Role Nouns 
as a Garden-Path Effect 

From a psycholinguistic point of view, we can compare the accessing of the 
generic or the specific interpretation of a masculine role noun to ambiguity res-
olution in general. Yet, surprisingly, this comparison is nearly missing in the 
literature on the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Gygax et al. (2021a: 5) 
have compared the interpretation of masculine role nouns to that of ambiguous 
words and, correspondingly, argue that the activation of their meaning is “de-
pendent on context”. In this vein, Gygax et al. (2021a: 5) assume that, in the 
absence of a particular context, the activation of one of the meanings depends 
on “how much one is exposed to it” and suggest that the more frequent and thus 
dominant meaning of a masculine role noun is its specific meaning (Gygax et al. 
2021a: 6).39 Yet, quite in contrast to the assumption that the specific meaning is

39 See Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) who, while focusing on inanimate and 
non-human animate nouns, conclude that a possible influence of grammatical gender on men-
tal representation is context-dependent. On frequency/exposure effects on the interpretation 
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more frequent than the generic meaning, I would like to argue that generically 
intended masculine role nouns are far more frequent than those used specifically. 
Obviously, in order to shed light on the actual frequencies of the generic and spe-
cific meanings in language production, a corpus analysis is needed. However, as 
it is not always clear whether a masculine role noun is generically or specifically 
intended, a corpus-based study would also have challenges (Kotthoff & Nübling 
2018: 113). 

Moreover, the frequency of a masculine role noun’s generic or specific mean-
ing can be considered as forming part of the context in which it occurs and thus 
might influence its interpretation not only when it is encountered as a single word, 
but also when it is embedded into a whole sentence. Interestingly, Rodd et al. 
(2013: 180, 190–192, 194) suggest that the lexical representation of an ambigu-
ous word is fluid and continually updated: they show that a single encounter with 
an ambiguous word in a context that requires the subordinate meaning is suffi-
cient to deactivate the dominant meaning even for subsequent interpretations of 
this word. In this vein, future research might be able to determine whether the 
frequent initial interpretation of a masculine role noun (e.g., as generic) influ-
ences subsequent interpretations of other masculine role nouns (e.g., so that they 
are interpreted generically, too). 

While Gygax et al. (2021a: 5 f.) base their comparison of masculine role nouns 
with ambiguous words on findings from (single) word-association tasks, it is also 
interesting to compare the interpretation of masculine role nouns to ambiguity 
resolution in sentence processing. In fact, we can compare the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns in combination with female referents to sentences featur-
ing temporal ambiguities (i.e., the ambiguity is disambiguated later on), such as 
garden-path sentences (Fujita 2021: 1234; Prasad & Linzen 2019: 1156). Accord-
ingly, the findings on the processing of garden-path sentences could be helpful 
in explaining the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Moreover, approaching 
the interpretation of masculine role nouns from a more general framework on the 
interpretation of ambiguous sentences helps to get some distance from the heated 
debate on their usage. 

A garden-path sentence is a temporarily ambiguous sentence which causes 
reading disruption. This disruption is reflected in slower reading times compared

of masculine role nouns, see also Claus & Willy (2022: 235); Corbett (1991: 221); Gabriel & 
Gygax (2016: 186); Gygax et al. (2021a: 5 f.); Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 104). See Poz-
niak et al. (2023: 18) on frequency effects with regard to gender-fair forms in French. On the 
activation of one of the meanings of a masculine role noun, see Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 
1272); Gygax et al. (2021a: 4–7); Lévy et al. (2014: 27, 36 f.); Rothermund & Strack (2024: 
471, 476, 480–482).
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to its unambiguous counterpart. The slowdown of reading times is in turn ascribed 
to a revision process. During the revision process, readers tend to revise the initial 
interpretation, which turned out to be incorrect, into an interpretation that makes 
sense (Fujita 2021: 1234; Prasad & Linzen 2019: 1156). Consider the following 
example from Sturt (2007: 479): 

(43) The explorers found the South Pole was actually right at their feet. 

Most readers get confused when encountering was actually towards the end of 
the sentence. In other words: they have been led up the garden path due to 
the analysis of found as a main verb with a direct object in the sense of ‘The 
explorers found the South Pole’. However, this interpretation turns out to be 
wrong if the combination with was actually is going to make sense. Found thus 
has to be reanalyzed in order to accept a tensed clause as its complement, such 
as ‘The explorers found [that] the South Pole was actually right at their feet’. 
In sum, the initial interpretation of the ambiguous found at the beginning of 
the sentence conflicts with the disambiguating information in the form of was 
actually at the end of the sentence. In order to bring the two together, found has 
to be reinterpreted (Choe et al. 2022: 7; Sturt 2007: 479).40 

Let us now (re)consider an example of an experimental pair of Experiment 1, 
in which voisins can be considered as temporarily ambiguous: 

(15a) Les voisins sortaient de la cafétéria./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were coming out of the cafeteria./’ 

(15b1) A cause du temps nuageux, une des femmes avait un parapluie. 
‘Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.’ 

Applied to the discussions concerning the interpretation of masculine role nouns, 
a garden-path effect would be the following: the ambiguous voisins at the begin-
ning of the first sentence would be interpreted specifically, yet this would conflict 
with the upcoming (disambiguating) information femmes in the second sentence. 
As femmes cannot be integrated into the specific interpretation of voisins, its inte-
gration with a masculine role noun is only possible if the generic interpretation 
is adopted later on during a revision process. Thus, if the initial interpretation 
of voisins was its specific meaning, it would have to be revised to a generic 
interpretation. This revision process would take time and would result in slower 
reading times for femmes. Conversely, no revision should be needed when voisins

40 See also Clifton & Staub (2008: 246); Harley (2014: 289 f.).
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is followed by hommes. The reading times for hommes should thus be quicker 
than for femmes. 

As for Experiment 1, it provided clear evidence of a male bias, suggesting that 
a garden-path effect was created. Conversely, the results of Experiment 2 showed 
no differences between the hommes and femmes conditions, which suggests that 
the combination of a female referent with a masculine role noun did not induce 
additional processing costs. In other words, no hints of a garden-path effect were 
found in Experiment 2. 

Interestingly, garden-path sentences have been found to be sensitive to the 
sentences framing them. Consider the following examples from Altmann et al. 
(1992: 686–688) on relative/complement ambiguity: 

(44) The fireman told the woman that he had risked his life for to install a smoke 
detector. 

(45) The fireman told the woman that he had risked his life for many people in 
similar fires. 

As the preferred resolution is the simple noun phrase, no processing difficulty 
should arise in (45), featuring many people. Conversely, in (44), which presents a 
complex noun phrase, a garden path should occur on to install. Yet, the reading 
of (44) framed by the following introductory sentences changes the game: the 
contextualization of to install, thanks to the introduction of two women among 
which one was rescued, in (46) hinders a garden path from occurring (Altmann 
et al. 1992: 687–689): 

(46) An off-duty fireman was talking to two women. 
He was telling them how serious the situation had been when their house 
caught fire. 
The fireman had risked his life to rescue one of the women while the other 
had waited outside. 
The fireman told the woman that he had risked his life for to install a smoke 
detector. 

Thus, the sentences surrounding an ambiguous sentence can activate an interpre-
tation preference for the ambiguous sentence. Although it is critically discussed 
when and in what way the surrounding sentences influence the resolution of tem-
porary ambiguities such as garden-path sentences, it has been shown repeatedly 
that they influence how ambiguity is processed in some way (Altmann et al.
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1992: 685–687, 705; Pan & Felser 2011: 221–223, 230).41 The findings on tem-
porary ambiguities could thus be helpful in order to explain the diverging results 
of Experiments 1 and 2 (Pozniak et al. 2023: 2 f., 6, 17). 

Admittedly, in my experiments, the ambiguous and the disambiguating infor-
mation (i.e., masculine role noun—femmes) go beyond the boundary of one 
sentence. Moreover, I did not test the properties of the experimental or filler 
items. Importantly, contrary to the studies on garden-path sentences that test for 
the activation of one or another interpretation of an ambiguous sentence, the filler 
items of Experiment 2 were independent from the experimental items. Hence, 
the influence of the fillers on the interpretation of the experimental pairs should 
have been more subtle. Nonetheless, the filler items were designed to cover the 
research aim and the fact that they referred much less to biological/social gender 
than those of Experiment 1 could still have had an impact on the interpretation 
of the masculine role nouns featured in the experimental items (see Sect. 6.2). 
Crucially, as the experimental items of Experiment 2 were intended to clearly 
indicate the subset membership, the embedding of the masculine role noun in 
this type of sentence pairs might indeed have activated a different interpretation 
of the masculine role nouns than in Experiment 1 (see Sect. 6.3.2). 

In sum, the interpretation of masculine role nouns shares similarities (at least 
in Experiment 1) with the ambiguity resolution of garden-path sentences in the 
sense that the language processor tries to reanalyze information that turns out to 
conflict with upcoming information. Correspondingly, if we consider the specific 
interpretation of a masculine role noun in combination with a female subset to 
potentially yield a garden path, there is no reason to think that the sentences sur-
rounding the masculine role noun do not influence the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns (Pozniak et al. 2023: 2 f., 6, 17). 

Interestingly, the findings from Lévy et al. (2014), who investigated the inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns in French, showed that the increase of the 
exposure to female referents in combination with masculine role nouns seems to 
“be sufficient to activate a more generic interpretation of the masculine form” 
(Lévy et al. 2014: 36; see also 27, 37). There is also some recent evidence sug-
gesting that the interpretation of masculine role nouns might be influenced by 
the wider linguistic context in which a masculine role noun is featured: Pozniak 
et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 16–18), while focusing on gender-fair forms, did not find 
a difference between a masculine role noun featured in a detailed context (i.e., a

41 See also Crain & Steedmann (1985); Trueswell et al. (1994); Trueswell & Tanenhaus 
(1994); Spivey-Knowlton et al. (1993). See Kambe et al. (2001) on lexically ambiguous 
words. 
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university brochure) versus the interpunct (i.e., étudiants ‘studentsM.PL’ vs.  étudi-
ant·e·s ‘studentsM·F·PL’). Yet a male bias for the masculine form has previously 
been found in shorter texts. The possible influence of contextual information is 
corroborated by Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482), who have 
recently shown that information indicating that a group consists of both men and 
women leads to the generic interpretation of stereotypically neutral masculine 
role nouns in German, while non-disambiguating information leads to a specific 
interpretation (e.g., The newscastersM.PL wore fancy suits and dresses vs. The 
newscastersM.PL wore fancy clothes).42 

In a similar vein, and as mentioned before, De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 
260 f.), Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 91, 115) and Redl (2021: 120–122) suggest 
that various factors (e.g., the degree of referentiality) influence whether a mas-
culine form is interpreted generically or specifically (see Sect. 3.3).43 Crucially, 
these findings go in the same direction as my explanation of the diverging find-
ings of Experiment 1 and 2 as being based on the different properties of the 
fillers and/or experimental items: if we consider the male bias to be influenced 
by multiple factors (e.g., a high degree of coherence; the activation of the concept 
biological/social gender), the outcomes of Experiments 1 and 2 might diverge, 
but they might also complement each other—masculine role nouns might be inter-
preted generically when certain factors come into play, but specifically with other 
factors. Hence, to gain more diversified insights into the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns, it seems that not only replication is needed (see Experiment 1), 
but also meta-methodological and linguistic reflections on previous experimental 
set-ups in order to explore the potential factors that may influence the interpreta-
tion of masculine role nouns (see Experiment 2). In the same vein, the systematic 
variation of experimental setups, including the filler and experimental items used, 
should be encouraged (see Sect. 7.4). 

To conclude, it is not only classic garden-path sentences that seem to be influ-
enced by the properties of the sentence(s) framing them, but the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns, too. In this vein, models explaining the processing of tem-
porarily ambiguous sentences (e.g., Jacob 2009; van Gompel et al. 2006) could

42 Note that, while these novel and important empirical findings align with the assumption 
that multiple factors influence how masculine role nouns are interpreted, they are only inte-
grated as a side note into Chaps. 7 and 8 are not included in my preliminary approach in 
Sect. 7.3. Ergo, they are not summarized in Fig. 7.1 and Table 7.1. 
43 See also Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) who, while focusing on inanimate 
and non-human animate nouns, conclude that a possible influence of grammatical gender on 
mental representation is context-dependent. See Zapf (2024: 405–407) on masculine forms 
and their alternatives in Spanish. 
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be used as a basis to analyze the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Accord-
ingly, I present a preliminary approach that conceives of the interpretation of 
masculine role nouns as a multifactorial phenomenon in Chap. 7. 

6.4 Summary 

The findings of Experiment 2, which suggest a generic interpretation of mas-
culine role nouns, are in contrast to those of Experiment 1, as well as to the 
majority of previous studies based on a similar methodological approach, which 
have consistently reported that masculine role nouns are interpreted specifically. 
These diverging findings indicate that the presentation mode (e.g., moving widow 
presentation), the filler items (e.g., the frequent reference to biological/social gen-
der) and the properties of the experimental items (e.g., the degree of coherence 
between the sentences featuring a masculine role noun and its subset) might influ-
ence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. Accordingly, not only is the close 
replication of previous experiments important in order to gain diverse insights 
into the interpretation of masculine role nouns (see Experiment 1), but also meta-
methodological and linguistic reflections that expand on previous experimental 
setups (see Experiment 2). Thus, although the male bias triggered by masculine 
role nouns has previously been shown to be robust across multiple experiments, 
it might in fact be sensitive to the specific filler and/or experimental sentences 
and the corresponding factors that are at play (e.g., activation of the concept 
biological/social gender and a high degree of coherence). Amongst others, this 
assumption is supported by findings on temporarily ambiguous sentences (i.e., 
garden-path sentences), whose interpretation has been found to be influenced 
by the sentences framing them and with which the experimental sentence pairs 
featuring a masculine role noun and a female subset potentially share similari-
ties. Taking into account these findings, the results of Experiments 1 and 2 can 
be considered as diverging, but complementary at the same time: it seems that 
masculine role nouns are interpreted specifically when certain factors come into 
play, but are interpreted generically with others. In this vein, Chap. 7 presents a 
preliminary multifactorial approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns.



7General Discussion 

The present chapter summarizes the main findings from my experimental study 
and takes on a big-picture perspective. To this end, in Sect. 7.1, I address my 
research questions; I come back to previous theoretical findings in Sect. 7.2. 
Based on this, Sect. 7.3, sketches a multifactorial approach illustrating the inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns. Derived from these considerations, further 
research questions are put forward in Sect. 7.4. 

7.1 Summary of Key Findings 

In order to summarize the results of my experimental study, consisting of two 
experiments, I now come back to the research questions put forward in Sect. 1.1. 
For the sake of convenience, I repeat them below and address them one after 
another. Recall that the findings of my self-paced reading experiments apply to 
French masculine role nouns in the plural form and concern the interpretations 
of university students whose native language is French. 

RQ 1: Do masculine role nouns in French trigger a male-specific interpreta-
tion? 

RQ 2: Does stereotypicality (i.e., stereotypically male/neutral/female role 
nouns) influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

RQ 3: Does the role noun type (i.e., occupational vs. non-occupational nouns) 
influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns? 

As for RQ 1, Experiment 1 finds a male bias, while Experiment 2 does not. 
These diverging results thus indicate that the morphosyntactic factor masculine

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer-Verlag GmbH, DE, part of 
Springer Nature 2025 
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form may influence the interpretation of a role noun and generate a male bias, but 
does not always do so. In this sense, the interpretation of a masculine role noun 
seems to depend on the influence of multiple factors that determine whether it is 
interpreted generically or specifically. Crucially, my answer to RQ 1 challenges 
most of the previous empirical research on masculine role nouns, which has 
answered the same question by suggesting that the interpretation of a masculine 
role noun is biased towards a specific interpretation (e.g., Gygax et al. 2008: 
480, 483; Rothermund & Strack 2024: 468; see Chap. 3). The assumption that 
masculine role nouns can be interpreted either generically or specifically seems 
to be especially true if we consider that, even in Experiment 1, in about 60% 
of the cases, sentences featuring a female subset were judged to be sensible 
continuations of sentences featuring a group designated by a masculine role noun 
(Gabriel & Gygax 2016: 187; Gygax et al. 2021a: 5 f.; Kotthoff & Nübling 
2018: 115–117). The interpretation of masculine role nouns thus seems to be 
more complex than previously assumed (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–117; see 
Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine pronouns).1 

As for RQ 2, in Experiment 1 (see Chap. 4), when closely replicating Gygax 
et al.’s (2008) French sample, I examined whether the extra-linguistic factor 
stereotypicality influences the interpretation of masculine role nouns. I found 
stereotypically male role nouns in the masculine form to show a stronger male 
bias than stereotypically neutral or female role nouns in the masculine form. 
Thus, the interpretation of stereotypically male role nouns seems to have been 
influenced by both the masculine form and (male) stereotypicality. At the same 
time, the interpretation of stereotypically neutral and female role nouns did not 
equal out or diminish the overall male bias found in Experiment 1: in the stereo-
typically neutral and female conditions, the participants tended to interpret the 
role nouns specifically, too. In other words, the role nouns’ neutral or female 
stereotypicality did not influence the interpretation of the masculine role nouns. 
Taken together, this shows that stereotypicality influences a masculine role noun’s 
interpretation to some extent, at least in the specific setup of Experiment 1. This 
finding goes beyond that of the study initial to Experiment 1, which did not find 
(male) stereotypicality to significantly influence the interpretation of the mascu-
line role nouns in French. Interestingly, the replication of Gygax et al. (2008) by 
Garnham et al. (2012: 493, 498) also showed that the male bias was stronger for

1 See also De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 260–262, 267); for recent findings in this sense, 
see Strack & Rothermund (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482). See Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11– 
14, 16–18) on contextual dilution effects in gender-fair French. 
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stereotypically male role nouns than for stereotypically neutral and female role 
nouns. 

Moreover, Experiment 1 finds the stated male bias also to be influenced by 
participant-specific factors: for instance, less feminist participants show a stronger 
male-specific interpretation than more feminist participants. It thus seems that 
the interpretation of a masculine role noun is not only driven by the morphosyn-
tactic factor masculine form, but that it is influenced by multiple factors (De 
Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–119; 
see Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine pronouns).2 Accordingly, the verification 
of previous claims in Experiment 1 helped me to gain a more nuanced under-
standing (Porte & McManus 2019: 4 f., 9) of the interaction of linguistic and 
extra-linguistic information in the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

As for RQ 3, in Experiment 2 (see Chap. 5), I focused on the lexico-semantic 
factor role noun type in order to verify whether stereotypically neutral occupa-
tional nouns are interpreted specifically more often than stereotypically neutral 
non-occupational nouns. In contrast to Experiment 1, Experiment 2 did not 
find any evidence of a male bias—neither for occupational nouns nor for non-
occupational nouns. In other words, the masculine role nouns were as easily 
associated with women as with men, while the interpretation of occupational 
and non-occupational nouns was identical. This is in contrast to the findings 
of De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 260 f.) on masculine role nouns in Ger-
man, which suggest that occupational nouns generate a more pronounced male 
bias. The diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2 thus suggest that the specific 
conditions under which the morphosyntactic factor masculine form and the lexico-
semantic factor role noun type interact so that a generic or specific interpretation 
is accessed go beyond these two factors. I have argued that the specific interpre-
tation of the masculine role nouns in Experiment 1 and the generic interpretation 
of the masculine role nouns in Experiment 2 might result from increased atten-
tion to biological/social gender by the language processor, caused by the different 
filler items in Experiments 1 and 2 (see Sect. 6.2). Alternatively or additionally, 
the specific interpretation of the masculine role nouns in Experiment 1 and their 
generic interpretation in Experiment 2 might be due to the lower or higher degree

2 See also Gabriel & Gygax (2016: 187); Gygax et al. (2021a: 5 f.); Rothermund & Strack 
(2024: 481 f.). See Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 16–18) on gender-fair French; Zapf (2024: 
405–407) on Spanish; Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) on inanimate and non-
human animate nouns. 
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of coherence within an experimental sentence pair: in Experiment 1, the member-
ship of the female subset in the aforementioned group designated by a masculine 
role noun was less clear (see Sect. 6.3).3 

In sum, my experimental study confirms some of the previous findings on the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns: a specific interpretation of masculine role 
nouns in Experiment 1, as well as the influence of role nouns’ (male) stereo-
typicality on their interpretation. However, the present experimental study also 
revealed that masculine role nouns can be interpreted generically and suggests 
that a masculine role noun’s type does not always influence its interpretation. 
In this vein, my experimental study indicates that not only is close replication 
needed to verify the stability of previous claims (e.g., Experiment 1), but that the 
meta-methodological and linguistic questioning of previous experimental set-ups 
is also needed to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns (e.g., Experiment 2). Importantly, although this has so far 
received little attention in the field (but see De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260– 
262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–119; Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine 
pronouns), the diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2 open the discussion of 
the importance of the influence of multiple factors on the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns. I deal with the influence of multiple factors on the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns in Sect. 7.3, but first turn to the explanation of their 
interpretation put forward in previous research in order to discuss whether it can 
explain the diverging findings from Experiments 1 and 2. 

7.2 Previous Claims on the Interpretation 
of Masculine Role Nouns 

In Chap. 6, I compared Experiments 1 and 2 in detail in order to analyze which 
factors might have caused their diverging results; I also compared them to previ-
ous empirical findings. In order to take in the bigger picture, I now come back 
to the claims from theoretical work on the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
and examine them in contrast to my findings. 

The structuralist approach assumes that masculine role nouns can function as 
generics without any problem, basing its explanation on the concept of marked-
ness/ the (effective) neutralization of inclusive oppositions (l’Académie française

3 See Sect. 6.1 on why I exclude methodological issues as the cause of my diverging findings. 
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2004; Schwarze 2008: 216–218; see Sect. 3.1.1). Yet, even if we take into consid-
eration Lyons’ (1977: 308) assumption that markedness is a “matter of degree”,4 

the structuralist approach is not able to account for the diverging results of Experi-
ments 1 and 2: the gradual character of markedness explains why some masculine 
role nouns within one language are ‘more’ unmarked/generic than others, but it 
does not explain why the masculine role nouns functioned as the unmarked terms 
in Experiment 2, but not in Experiment 1. Furthermore, Coseriu’s (1992: 224) 
explanation that the situation or context indicates whether the generic or specific 
meaning of a masculine role noun is accessed does not permit us to understand 
how this interpretation process works (Schwarze 2008: 228). In this vein, the 
structuralist approach does not provide any testable hypotheses. To conclude, the 
structuralist approach to masculine role nouns is not detailed enough to explain 
the diverging results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

Feminist Linguistics is not fine-grained enough to account for the diverg-
ing results of Experiment 1 and 2 either: it stipulates that masculine role nouns 
are generally interpreted specifically and refers the male-specific interpretation 
of masculine role nouns to the morphosyntactic factor masculine form (see 
Sect. 3.2.1.1). 

Experiment 1’s finding that the male bias is reinforced when the masculine 
role nouns are stereotypically male can be related to Eisenberg’s (2018) claim 
that stereotype information influences the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
(see Sect. 3.2.2).5 However, as Experiment 1 found a male bias in all stereotype 
conditions (i.e., for stereotypically male/neutral/female masculine role nouns), 
this suggests that the masculine form itself also played a role. Correspondingly, 
the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns in Experiment 2, which 
only featured stereotypically neutral role nouns, should not exclusively build on 
the absence of (male) stereotypicality. Thus, my experiments present a more com-
plex data pattern than predicted by Eisenberg (2018).6 As the pragmatic approach 
to masculine role nouns takes into account the broader context in which mascu-
line role nouns are integrated, it might be better equipped to explain the diverging 
results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

The pragmatic approach to masculine role nouns stresses that the relative fre-
quency of a feminine role noun (i.e., the ratio in frequency between the masculine

4 See also Coseriu (1992: 225 f.); Lyons (1977: 209–311).
5 See also Hagège (2017: 1 f.).
6 Eisenberg’s (2018) assumption that a masculine role noun’s literal meaning is gender-open, 
i.e., generic in the narrower sense (e.g., professeur ‘teacherM.SG’ in the sense of ‘someone 
who teaches’) (see Sect. 3.2.2.1), can neither be confirmed nor denied by my experiments as 
I investigated male and female subsets following the masculine role noun. 
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and feminine forms of a role noun) is decisive regarding whether a masculine role 
noun is interpreted generically or specifically (i.e., when a feminine role noun is 
frequent, the masculine role noun is more easily interpreted specifically and vice 
versa), but it does not analyze in depth whether the sentence(s) in which a mas-
culine role noun is featured may influence its interpretation (Becker 1997, 2008; 
Klein 2001; see Sect. 3.2.3.1). As I did not control for relative frequency in my 
experimental study, I cannot say whether the relative frequencies of the mascu-
line role nouns tested would be able to account for my results. Nonetheless, by 
presenting an approach that can be empirically tested (e.g., by means of a can-
cellability test), the pragmatic approach presents the possibility of empirically 
testing its hypotheses (see Sect. 7.4; see Becker 1997: 64; 2002: 105; 2008: 65, 
73 and Klein 2001: 62–64 on masculine role nouns and autohyponymy). 

Moreover, the thinking-for-speaking hypothesis put forward by Slobin (1996, 
2003) would suggest that a French native speaker’s attention when ‘speaking’ 
French is always attracted to biological/social gender (see Sect. 3.2.1.1). Cor-
respondingly, the masculine form should always be associated with the male 
biological/social gender. Strictly speaking, the thinking-for-speaking hypothesis 
is thus not able to account for the generic interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns in Experiment 2. At the same time, one could interpret Slobin’s hypothesis 
as supporting my suggestion that the language processor can prioritize a certain 
type of information, such that a generic or specific interpretation of the masculine 
role noun is accessed: in Experiment 1, the fillers featuring frequent mentions of 
biological/social gender might have activated the concept biological/social gen-
der so that the masculine form was associated with the male biological/social 
gender, resulting in the specific interpretation of the masculine role nouns (see 
Sect. 6.2.2.2). Conversely, in Experiment 2, as the fillers featured men, women 
and role nouns far less frequently, I suggested that the concept biological/social 
gender was not processed as a priority, resulting in the generic interpretation of 
the masculine role nouns. In this sense, the pragmatic approach could also be 
assumed to conceive of the fillers’ properties as a context that influences whether 
a conversational implicature generating a specific interpretation of the masculine 
role noun arises. However, given their lack of precision on the issue, both the 
thinking-for-speaking hypothesis (Slobin 1996, 2003) and the pragmatic approach 
to masculine role nouns (Becker 1997, 2008; Klein 2001) do not permit me to 
meaningfully interpret my data. 

Kotthoff & Nübling (2018) stipulate that several factors influence the inter-
pretation of masculine role nouns and have highlighted the importance of 
referentiality (see Sect. 3.2.3.3). Referentiality is tied to multiple factors, namely 
definiteness, specificity and syntactic function. Accordingly, the more referential a
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masculine role noun is, the more important it is to linguistically indicate its ref-
erents’ biological/social gender. Put differently, a definite, specific masculine role 
noun in subject position should be interpreted specifically as it presents a high 
degree of referentiality, while an indefinite, non-specific masculine role noun in 
object position should be interpreted generically as it presents a low degree of 
referentiality. The degree of referentiality of the masculine role nouns featured in 
my two experiments was kept constant: both experiments featured specific, def-
inite masculine role nouns in subject position and thus presented a high degree 
of referentiality. Following Kotthoff & Nübling (2018), the masculine role nouns 
in both experiments thus should have been interpreted specifically, yet in Exper-
iment 2, they were interpreted generically. This suggests that a high degree of 
referentiality does not always generate a specific interpretation of a masculine 
role noun. In fact, Experiment 2’s findings can be interpreted as suggesting that 
a masculine role noun can be interpreted generically even when the degree of 
referentiality is high, when the main group and the subset are clearly linked 
(see Sect. 6.3.2). Interestingly, this would suggest that, at least in regard to the 
yes/no answers, the pragmatic factor coherence prevails over the semantic factor 
referentiality and, crucially, also over the morphosyntactic factor masculine form. 

In sum, none of the claims put forward by previous theoretical research pro-
vides a convincing explanation of my findings, at least not without substantial 
revision. In all of the theoretical approaches, more factors would have to be inte-
grated in order to account for the diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2. 
At the same time, previous empirical research on the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns also cannot fully explain why Experiment 1 yielded a male bias, 
while Experiment 2 did not (see Chap. 6). In other words, the view of masculine 
role nouns as either generally resulting in a generic interpretation or as gener-
ally resulting in a specific interpretation is too rigid (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 
115–122; see Redl 2021: 120–122 on masculine pronouns)7 to account for the 
diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2. 

To date, the multiple factors that may influence whether a specific or a generic 
interpretation of a masculine form is accessed have rarely been discussed (but 
see e.g., De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling

7 See also De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 260–262, 267).
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2018: 115–119; Redl 2021: 120–122; and Sect. 3.3).8 This is especially surpris-
ing as the use of masculine role nouns when reference is made to both men 
and women is heatedly debated in scientific discussions, as well as in the media 
and society in general. It is noteworthy that the comparison of my experimen-
tal items featuring masculine role nouns and femmes to temporarily ambiguous 
sentences (i.e., garden-path sentences) and the examination of previous empiri-
cal research that indicates that a masculine role noun’s interpretation is sensitive 
to the context in which it occurs (e.g., Lévy et al. 2014; Rothermund & Strack 
2024; see Sect. 6.3.4) suggest that whether a masculine role noun is interpreted 
specifically or not seems to be influenced by several factors. Put differently, my 
diverging findings support the notion that the interpretation of a masculine role 
noun is not influenced by one factor only and that it seems to be a complex 
phenomenon. Correspondingly, the interpretation of masculine role nouns can 
be conceived as a multifactorial phenomenon in the sense that multiple factors 
mediate whether the generic or the specific interpretation is accessed (see the dis-
cussions in Sects. 6.2 and 6.3). Accordingly, we need an approach that represents 
the multifactorial phenomenon that seems to be a masculine role noun’s inter-
pretation. Based on previous and present findings and as a step towards a more 
comprehensive approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns, I therefore 
suggest a preliminary multifactorial approach to the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns. 

7.3 The Interpretation of Masculine Role 
Nouns—A Preliminary Multifactorial Approach 

Given the diverging findings of Experiment 1 and 2 and the difficulty of using 
previous research to explain why the masculine role nouns were interpreted 
specifically in Experiment 1, while they were interpreted generically in Experi-
ment 2, we have to approach the interpretation of masculine role nouns by going

8 See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) on the recent finding concern-
ing the influence of conversational context on the interpretation of masculine role nouns in 
German. See Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 16–18) on contextual dilution effects in gender-
fair French. See Zapf (2024: 405–407) on Spanish, who also takes into account how factors 
such as stereotypicality and participant-specific factors come into play. See Samuel et al. 
(2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) who, based on their literature review focusing on inanimate 
and non-human animate nouns, conclude that a possible influence of grammatical gender 
on mental representation is context-dependent (e.g., dependent on the factor age of the 
participant). 
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beyond the binary conception of either a generic or specific interpretation of a 
specific masculine role noun no matter what factors are at play (De Backer & 
De Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115; see Redl 2021: 
120–122 on masculine pronouns).9 Accordingly, in order to explain my findings, 
we need an approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns that accounts 
for a male bias emerging when certain factors are at play, but that is also able 
to explain why no male bias is generated when different factors are at play (see 
the similar approach to the syntactic processing of L2 speakers by Jacob 2009: 
179). In the following, I therefore propose a preliminary multifactorial approach 
to the interpretation of masculine role nouns, which takes into account how the 
presence of multiple factors can affect a role noun’s interpretation. 

By illustrating which factors influence whether masculine role nouns are inter-
preted generically or specifically, my approach below builds on constraint-based 
models that have been proposed for the processing of temporarily ambiguous 
sentences (e.g., Jacob 2009: 182; van Gompel et al. 2006: 335 f., 359 f.). Accord-
ingly, during the interpretation of the sentence(s) in which a masculine role noun 
is featured, certain factors are evaluated, and either the generic or the specific 
interpretation is chosen. In this sense, for the time being, my approach assumes 
that there is no default interpretation of a masculine role noun that is accessed in 
all conditions no matter what factors come into play. Nonetheless, my approach 
is compatible with the assumption that the specific interpretation is the default 
interpretation—as suggested, for instance, by Gygax et al. (2021a: 5 f.; see 
also Sauteur et al. 2023: 2). There might be a tendency towards the specific 
interpretation, which, however, can be ‘overridden’.10 

My preliminary multifactorial approach to the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns is based on previous and present findings and is shown in Fig. 7.1. I first  
provide a visualization of the approach and then define the factors and explain 
the functioning of the approach. I then turn to an explanation of my experimental 
study’s diverging findings in the light of my multifactorial approach.

9 See also footnote 8.
10 See Zapf (2024: 405–407), who, based on her recent findings on Spanish, defines the non-
generic interpretation of masculine forms as a continuum at the end of which is located the 
male-specific interpretation. 
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As you can see in Fig. 7.1, the vertical arrangement of the factors belongs to 
the following three domains of language: the morphosyntactic (including the fac-
tor number), the lexico-semantic (including role noun type and referentiality) and  
the pragmatic domain (including relative frequency, coherence, activation of the 
concept biological/social gender, participant-specific factors).12 Finally, it also 
contains extra-linguistic factors that can influence the interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns (i.e., stereotypicality). Note that the vertical presentation of the 
factors, starting at the top with number and ending at the bottom with stereotypi-
cality, does not imply any hierarchy among the factors in terms of their influence 
on the interpretation of a masculine role noun, but simply represents the three 
domains of language mentioned, plus extra-linguistic factors. While the influ-
ence of the factors listed on the interpretation of masculine role nouns may not 
be equally important, for the time being, we do not know whether one factor is 
more important than another (see my suggestions for future research in Sect. 7.4). 

It is worth noting that the clustering of the factors that have been found to 
influence a masculine role nouns’ interpretation in terms of the three domains 
of language plus extra-linguistic factors permits us to synthesize previous and 
present findings. Certainly, the membership of the various factors in these four 
domains can be approached from different angles (e.g., referentiality could be 
defined as a pragmatic factor rather than as a semantic factor).13 However, 
this would not alter the main claim put forward by my approach, which sug-
gests conceiving of the interpretation of masculine role nouns as a multifactorial 
phenomenon. 

In this vein, my approach illustrates that the specific interpretation of mascu-
line role nouns is not only influenced by the morphosyntactic factor masculine 
form (as, amongst others, suggested by Feminist Linguistics), nor, conversely, 
only influenced by extra-linguistic factors (as suggested, amongst others, by 
Eisenberg 2018). Thus, even if the list of factors and/or their belonging to the 
different domains of language or extra-linguistic factors was adapted, we can 
still see that it is not one factor in isolation, but several factors that contribute 
to whether a masculine role noun is interpreted generically or specifically (De 
Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115; see Redl 2021: 
120–122 on masculine pronouns).

12 Note that I use pragmatic factors as a broad cover term: it comprises factors that relate 
to textual discourse (e.g., coherence), as well as factors that relate to the broader context 
in which a masculine role noun is featured (e.g., activation of the concept biological/social 
gender). 
13 In this vein, recall the discussion of the assignment of stereotypicality to extra-linguistic 
information instead of to linguistic (i.e., pragmatic) information in Sect. 2.1; see also footnote 
11 in Chap. 2. 
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Note that the list of factors that mediate a masculine form’s interpretation put 
forward by previous research overlaps with those listed in my approach (see De 
Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–119; 
Redl 2021: 120–122; see Sect. 3.3 and Table 3.2). However, previous research 
does not group the factors according to their attributed domain of language, nor 
into extra-linguistic factors. Obviously, previous research also does not discuss 
the factors that have been introduced as a result of the present research (i.e., 
coherence and activation of the concept biological/social gender).14 Also, while 
De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 267) speak of several variables, Kotthoff & 
Nübling (2018: 115) of a range of factors and Redl (2021: 120, 122) of a multi-
tude of factors that influence whether masculine forms are interpreted generically 
or specifically, the interpretation of masculine role nouns has previously not lit-
erally been defined as a multifactorial phenomenon. Crucially, although it is not 
able to predict a masculine role noun’s final interpretation, the above-sketched 
approach highlights the impact of multiple linguistic and extra-linguistic fac-
tors that influence whether a masculine role noun is interpreted generically or 
specifically. 

Moreover, it is important to note that the list of factors in my approach is 
preliminary and not exhaustive. Put differently, it is possible that other, so far 
unidentified, factors also influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns. My 
approach also assumes that the factors interact with one another. For instance, 
participant-specific factors, a pragmatic factor, might interact with the extra-
linguistic factor stereotypicality: in Experiment 1, we have seen that less feminist 
participants showed a stronger male bias when interpreting stereotypically male 
masculine role nouns than participants who defined themselves as more feminist. 
However, the approach cannot say which interactions exactly come into play 
when masculine role nouns are interpreted. Moreover, the defined factors are not 
thought to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns in every case. For 
instance, when a masculine role noun is encountered without any context the fac-
tor coherence does not come into play.15 Finally, note that, in an experimental

14 On the salience of the concept biological/social gender, see Samuel et al. (2019: 1769 f., 
1779 f.), who focus on inanimate and non-human animate nouns. See also Rothermund & 
Strack (2024: 476, 481 f.) on role nouns in German. See Kim et al. (2023a: 22); Pozniak 
et al. (2023: 8); Zacharski & Ferstl (2023: 302), who discuss the issue concerning their filler 
items. The factor coherence can be related to the discussion of contextual cues as discussed 
by Rothermund & Strack (2024: 471, 476, 480–482) and by Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 
16–18). 
15 Nevertheless, it could be argued that there is no such thing as a context-free interpretation, 
so that language users always accommodate the corresponding information (Mihatsch 2018: 
117). 
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setup, it is nearly impossible to systemically manipulate all the factors figuring 
in the multifactorial approach at the same time.16 

Before turning to the descriptions of the defined factors in more detail, it 
is important to note that, like any approach, my approach is a simplified illus-
tration of the phenomenon depicted. Moreover, my multifactorial approach is 
preliminary and thus hypothetical in nature and combines factors that have been 
highlighted by theoretical research (e.g., referentiality) and empirical research 
(e.g., participant-specific factors). Put differently, while all factors were assumed 
to influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns in previous and present 
research, they have not all been systematically tested. This also applies to the 
factors coherence and activation of the concept biological/social gender, which  
have been introduced based on the discussion concerning the diverging findings 
of Experiments 1 and 2. In other words, I did not compare a set of experimen-
tal pairs presenting a low degree of coherence (which would have rendered the 
inference that the female referents are a subset of the group designated by the 
masculine role noun less straightforward) to a set of experimental pairs present-
ing a high degree of coherence (which would have rendered the inference that 
the female referents are a subset of the group designated by the masculine role 
noun more straightforward) while all other conditions were kept constant. Instead, 
when trying to account for my diverging results, I hypothesized that this could 
be due to the higher degree of coherence in Experiment 2’s experimental items 
than in those in Experiment 1. As I had, for instance, simultaneously changed 
the quantity and the properties of the filler items, I cannot know whether the 
diverging findings are due to the different experimental items, the filler items or 
an interaction of both (if any). 

In a similar vein, I did not compare one identical set of experimental items 
(e.g., those of Experiment 1) presented together with filler items that are sup-
posed to activate the concept biological/social gender (as in Experiment 1) to the 
same set of experimental items (e.g., those of Experiment 1) presented together 
with fillers that are supposed to not further activate the concept biological/social 
gender (like those of Experiment 2). Thus, in order to be able to put forward 
definite predictions on the final interpretation of a masculine role noun, the fac-
tors presented by my approach and the corresponding interactions would have 
to be further investigated. Accordingly, my multifactorial approach will have to

16 For instance, in Experiment 2, I first wanted to test for role noun type, neutral stereo-
typicality and relative frequency. However, as the frequencies of the stereotypically neutral 
non-occupational nouns were three times higher than those of the occupational ones (based 
on New et al. 2004), I had to abandon the factor relative frequency. As I did not find any statis-
tically significant effect in Experiment 2, we may exclude the possibility that an effect might 
ultimately stem from the different relative frequencies of occupational and non-occupational 
nouns. For Experiment 1, I cannot entirely exclude this possibility; the same applies to role 
noun type. 
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be further specified based on the findings of future research. It could then be 
extended to a model that predicts a masculine role noun’s final interpretation. In 
other words, my multifactorial approach can be used to set up future experiments 
investigating the suggested factors, as well as their interactions and the hierarchy 
between them (see Sect. 7.4). 

The factors included in my preliminary multifactorial approach are further 
described below. In the following, only findings supporting the influence of the 
defined factors are presented. Correspondingly, research claiming the opposite is 
not discussed. For instance, when presenting the factor stereotypicality, I do not 
present Gygax et al. (2008), who did not find stereotypicality to influence the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

Number: Masculine role nouns in the plural form refer to a group of people, 
which renders the identification of each individual more difficult than when a 
masculine role noun in the singular form refers to only one person. Masculine role 
nouns in the singular form have thus been found to be more readily associated 
with male biological/social gender than masculine role nouns in the plural form 
(De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260).17 At the same time, masculine role nouns 
in the plural form have been repeatedly found to be interpreted specifically (e.g., 
in Experiment 1). In sum, while it has been found that a male bias exists for 
singular and plural forms alike, it is assumed that the effect is stronger for singular 
forms. 

Role noun type: Masculine occupational nouns have previously been found 
to be more likely to be associated with men than non-occupational nouns (De 
Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260–262). 

Relative frequency: The relative frequency of a masculine role noun can be 
defined “as the ratio between the absolute frequency of the masculine nouns and 
the absolute frequency of their feminine counterparts” (De Backer & De Cuypere 
2012: 258) (e.g., voisins ‘neighborsM.PL’—voisines ‘neighborsF.PL’). Thus, a mas-
culine role noun is more likely to be interpreted generically when the feminine 
equivalent is rarely used (i.e., a high relative frequency of the masculine role 
noun) than when the feminine equivalent is rather frequent (i.e., a low relative 
frequency of the masculine role noun) (Becker 1997: 64 f.; 68, Becker 2008: 
66 f., 71–73; De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 258).18 

Referentiality: A high degree of referentiality means that the referent is iden-
tifiable, which implies a heightened relevance of biological/social gender and a 
heightened importance of indicating the referents’ biological/social gender with

17 See also Coseriu (1992: 224, 229); Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 94).
18 In their survey study on German, De Backer & De Cuypere (2012) find only singular mas-
culine role nouns to be influenced by relative frequency (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012: 260, 
262). However, relative frequency has also been discussed in theoretical approaches to the 
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the corresponding grammatical gender marking. This has been linked to the fac-
tors definiteness, specificity and syntactic function by Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 
92–95). For instance, the biological/social gender of the referent of a specific and 
definite masculine role noun in subject position is more relevant than the bio-
logical/social gender of the referent of a non-specific, indefinite masculine role 
noun in object position. Accordingly, the higher the degree of referentiality of a 
masculine role noun, the more likely it is that its masculine grammatical gender 
marking is associated with the male biological/social gender. In other words, it 
is interpreted specifically. Conversely, when the degree of referentiality of a mas-
culine role noun is low, the relevance of its referent’s biological/social gender is 
low. Accordingly, it is more likely that the generic meaning of a masculine role 
noun is accessed (Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 92–95). 

Coherence: Coherence can be defined as “the underlying semantic relation-
ships that characterize and structure the transitions between utterances” (Kehler 
2019: 450). As, based on a discourse’s coherence, the processor shapes expec-
tations on how the discourse will be continued (Kehler 2019: 466),19 a higher 
degree of coherence within a text may influence the interpretation of a mascu-
line role noun in a way that allows for a globally coherent representation of the 
depicted scene. Accordingly, when a sentence pair featuring a masculine role 
noun and its female subset presents a relatively high degree of coherence, the 
generic interpretation of a masculine role noun may be accessed. Conversely, a 
lower degree of coherence between the sentence featuring a group designated 
by a masculine role noun and the sentence featuring its female subset seems to 
trigger a specific interpretation of the masculine role noun. This seems to be the 
case at least in the context of Experiments 1 and 2. 

As we have seen in Sect. 6.3.2 (see (41a)-(41b)), a relatively high degree of 
coherence within a sentence pair can also bias the processor towards a specific 
interpretation as it can also help to clarify that two different sets are referred 
to. In sum, it is difficult to formulate a binary hypothesis concerning the factor 
coherence—in the sense of a high degree of coherence equals a generic interpre-
tation and a low degree of coherence equals a specific interpretation. In this vein, 
it has to be stressed that the further analysis of different types of coherence and 
the influence of discourse structuring devices such as topic and/or event conti-
nuity seems crucial to better understanding the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns. For the time being and based on the discussion of the diverging findings 
of Experiments 1 and 2, I nonetheless cautiously integrate a low vs. high degree

interpretation of masculine role nouns (e.g., Becker 1997, 2008). I thus do not further con-
centrate on the interaction between relative frequency and number. However, future research 
might want to clarify this issue.
19 See Harley (2014: 292, 300) on parsing strategies based on expectations.
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of coherence as favoring a specific vs. generic interpretation of masculine role 
nouns into my multifactorial approach (see Table 7.1). 

Activation of the concept biological/social gender: Whether the context in 
which a masculine role noun is featured activates the concept biological/social 
gender or not seems to influence the interpretation of a masculine role noun 
(see Samuel et al. 2019: 1769 f., 1779 f., who focus on inanimate and non-
human animate nouns).20 For instance, within an experimental setup, the fillers’ 
properties and/or the number of fillers may activate the concept biological/social 
gender by frequently featuring mentions of biological/social gender. As a result, 
the language processor’s attention may be drawn to biological/social gender, 
which increases the possibility that the masculine form is associated with the 
male biological/social gender. Accordingly, the masculine role noun is interpreted 
specifically. Conversely, when the concept biological/social gender is not further 
activated, the processor may be biased towards the generic interpretation of the 
masculine role noun (see Experiments 1 and 2).21 

Participant-specific factors: It has been shown that characteristics and atti-
tudes of the person interpreting a masculine role noun can influence whether 
the generic or specific interpretation is accessed. For instance, male participants 
have been found to present a more pronounced male bias than female participants 
(Brauer & Landry 2008: 268). 

Stereotypicality: Stereotype information can affect the interpretation of mas-
culine role nouns in such a way that the male bias is more or less pronounced. 
For instance, Experiment 1 has shown that the male bias induced by a mascu-
line role noun is reinforced when the noun is stereotypically male, while other 
studies have found stereotypically female masculine role nouns to generate a less 
pronounced male bias (e.g., Gygax et al. 2012: 406). 

The assumptions sketched by my multifactorial approach are summarized in 
Table 7.1.

20 See also Rothermund & Strack (2024: 476, 481 f.) on the activation of gender-relevant 
associations. 
21 The factor activation of the concept biological/social gender can also be tied to the extra-
linguistic factor stereotypicality described below. See Kotthoff & Nübling (2018: 115), who 
list (stereotypical) context as a factor that influences a masculine role noun’s interpreta-
tion. See Gygax et al. (2021a: 5–7), who briefly refer to sentential context (e.g., stereotype 
information) when explaining how the specific interpretation of a masculine role noun is 
its default interpretation. This is also related to the discussion of the influence of the factor 
coherence on the interpretation on masculine role nouns. See Rothermund & Strack (2024: 
471, 476, 480–482) on semantic priming with regard to the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns, as well as on the influence of conversational context. See Pozniak et al. (2023) on 
gender-fair French. 
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Table 7.1 Preliminary list of factors that contribute to a generic or specific interpretation of 
a masculine role noun based on previous and present findings 

Factor Generic Specific 

Morphosyntactic Factors 

Number plural singular 

Lexico-semantic Factors 

Role Noun Type non-occupational occupational 

Referentiality low high 

Pragmatic Factors 

Relative Frequency high low 

Coherencea high low 

Activation of the Concept 
Biological/Social Gender 

weak strong 

Biological/Social Gender of 

Participantb 

female male 

Extra-linguistic Factors 

Stereotypicality female male 

a See my discussion above on why it is difficult to formulate a binary hypothesis for the factor 
coherence (see also Sect. 6.3.2). 
b For the sake of simplicity‚ participants‘ biological/social gender serves as an example of 
participant-specific factors. 
Note: Future research should further analyze the defined factors, the hierarchy of the fac-
tors and the interactions between them, as well as whether other factors come into play when 
masculine role nouns are interpreted.22 

22 Note that recent findings on the influence of context on the interpretation of masculine 
forms (e.g., Rothermund & Strack 2024; Pozniak et al. 2023) could not be included in detail 
in the present research and thus are not integrated into Table 7.1.
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We now turn to the question of how my approach would explain the diverging 
findings of Experiments 1 and 2. 

How Would My Multifactorial Preliminary Approach Explain the Diverging 
Results of Experiments 1 and 2? 
Based on my multifactorial approach sketched in Fig. 7.1 and Table 7.1, it is possible 
to formulate hypotheses regarding the way in which each of the factors listed may 
have influenced the interpretation of the masculine role nouns in Experiments 1 and 
2: 

Number: In both my experiments I featured plural nouns, which should evoke 
maleness less than singular role nouns. At the same time, based on previous find-
ings, we can assume that masculine plural nouns nonetheless tend to be interpreted 
specifically. As number was kept constant in both experiments, it should not have 
caused the diverging results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

Role noun type: Experiment 1 contained a mixture of occupational and non-
occupational nouns, which had not been evenly distributed; there are thus no reliable 
data and associated suggestions available. For Experiment 2, my approach would 
assume that the interpretation of occupational nouns is pushed more towards a 
specific interpretation than that of non-occupational nouns. 

Relative frequency: In my experimental study, I did not examine the factor rel-
ative frequency. Accordingly, my approach cannot make any suggestions regarding 
this factor in my experiments.23 

Referentiality: I featured specific, definite masculine role nouns in subject posi-
tion as agents in both experiments. Thus, the degree of referentiality was high and the 
referent’s biological/social gender should have been relevant (Kotthoff & Nübling 
2018: 92–95). Accordingly, my approach suggests that the factor referentiality biases 
the language processor towards a specific interpretation. As referentiality was kept 
constant in both experiments, this factor alone cannot account for the diverging 
results of Experiments 1 and 2. 

Coherence: Concerning Experiment 1, my approach proposes that the low 
degree of coherence between the sentences featuring masculine role nouns and 
those featuring their female subsets biases the processor towards a specific interpre-
tation of the masculine role nouns. Conversely, Experiment 2 featured a high degree 
of coherence: thanks to the semantic link between the first and the second sentences, 
which supports the inference that femmes is a subset of the group designated by the 
masculine role noun, their interpretation should be biased towards the generic one.

23 See footnote 16.
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Activation of the concept biological/social gender: In Experiment 1, the 
fillers featured frequent mentions of social/biological gender (e.g., by featuring 
monks—women). In other words, the concept biological/social gender should have 
been activated. According to my multifactorial approach, this should result in the 
association of the masculine role nouns with the male biological/social gender. Cor-
respondingly, the role nouns’ interpretation should be drawn to the specific meaning. 
Conversely, in Experiment 2, the fillers featured fewer references to biological/social 
gender, for instance by featuring collective nouns. Accordingly, the concept biolog-
ical/social gender should not have been further activated, which should favor the 
generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns.24 

Participant-specific factors: While I did not test for participant biological/ 
social gender, the AMU students who participated in my two experiments were 
mainly female. It can thus be argued that most of these female participants would be 
more inclined towards a generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns than the 
male participants. Also, as my samples should be comparable, the male bias found in 
Experiment 1 should not stem from a different interpretation of masculine role nouns 
among different populations. However, in Experiment 1, I found that participants’ 
feminist attitudes influence whether masculine role nouns tend to be interpreted 
generically or specifically. For instance, less feminist participants showed an even 
stronger male bias in the male stereotype condition. Yet, I did not sample my par-
ticipants according to their feminist attitudes, which is why these findings have to 
be interpreted with caution. As I did not find any effect in Experiment 2, I could not 
analyze whether the feminist attitudes of Experiment 2’s participants influence this 
non-existent effect. 

Stereotypicality: For Experiment 1, my approach would assume that the stereo-
typically male role nouns in the masculine form generate a stronger male bias than 
the stereotypically neutral and female role nouns in the masculine form. The male 
bias could also be weaker in the stereotypically female condition. Conversely, for 
Experiment 2, which featured only stereotypically neutral role nouns, my approach 
would assume the emergence of a less pronounced male bias than in the male condi-
tion in Experiment 1. As the male bias in the stereotypically neutral condition found 
in Experiment 1 was not replicated in Experiment 2, the factor stereotypicality does 
not seem to be able to explain why Experiment 2 does not find a male bias—if so, 
the stereotypically neutral role nouns in Experiment 2 should have generated a male 
bias comparable to that of the stereotypically neutral role nouns in Experiment 1.

24 As previously indicated, neither Experiment 1 nor Experiment 2 systematically tested for 
coherence and activation of the concept biological/social gender. I thus cannot know for sure 
whether these factors impacted the experiments’ diverging outcomes. 
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In sum, the factors defined by my approach do not all point to the same interpreta-
tion of the masculine role nouns even within one of the experiments: for Experiment 
1 (excluding the factors for which no reliable data are available: role noun type and 
relative frequency), we can state that most factors point towards a specific inter-
pretation—(a high degree of) referentiality, (a low degree of) coherence, (a strong) 
activation of the concept biological/social gender and male stereotypicality—while 
(plural) number and the female biological/social gender of most of the partic-
ipants and female stereotypicality instead push towards a generic interpretation. 
Conversely, for Experiment 2, most factors point towards a generic interpretation 
(still excluding the factors for which no data are available: (plural) number, non-
occupational nouns, (a high degree of) coherence and (no further) activation of the 
concept biological/social gender, as well the female biological/social gender of 
most of the participants. In this vein, (neutral) stereotypicality should generate a 
weaker male bias than stereotypically male role nouns in the masculine form. Finally, 
occupational nouns and (a high degree of) referentiality should point towards a spe-
cific interpretation of the masculine role noun. At the same time, my multifactorial 
approach also proposes that other factors than those indicated by my approach, as 
well as interactions between the factors, may have influenced the interpretation of 
the masculine role nouns in both experiments. 

To conclude, my approach is not able to give a conclusive answer to the question 
of why Experiment 1 yielded a male bias, while Experiment 2 did not. However, it 
illustrates that seemingly subtle differences concerning the factors defined may bias 
a role noun’s interpretation towards a generic or a specific interpretation. In doing 
so, it lends support to the notion that multiple factors and interactions can come 
into play when masculine role nouns are interpreted (De Backer & De Cuypere 
2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–119; see Redl 2021: 120–122 
on masculine pronouns). In other words, the final interpretation of a masculine role 
noun does not seem to be triggered by one factor in isolation and appears to be a 
complex phenomenon.25 Thus, in the light of the diverging findings of Experiment 1 
and 2, my multifactorial approach seems to be the most appropriate approach that is 
available so far. Crucially, to date, pragmatic factors such as coherence have not been 
analyzed in depth when the interpretation of masculine role nouns was examined. 
However, my findings suggest that they play an important role. Correspondingly, in

25 For more recent findings on the issue, see Rothermund & Strack (2024); Pozniak et al. 
(2023); Zapf (2024). See Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784) on inanimate and 
non-human animate nouns. 
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order to gain a better insight into the process of interpreting masculine role nouns, the 
factors at play themselves, the hierarchy between the factors and their interactions 
should be closely examined in a step-by-step process through various follow-up 
studies. I provide some suggestions for such research in the next section. 

7.4 Future Directions 

As previously indicated, my above-presented multifactorial approach is not a fully 
developed model that can predict the final interpretation of a masculine role noun. 
Thus, as most of the approach’s factors have not empirically been investigated 
sufficiently, my approach remains speculative until further empirical investiga-
tions can be conducted. At the same time, my approach can be used as a tool to 
derive informed hypotheses based on previous research and which can be tested 
empirically in future research. In this sense, research investigating the factors put 
forward by my approach in a step-by-step fashion could establish a hierarchy of 
the factors and their interactions. Furthermore, future research might be able not 
only to investigate the possible interactions between the stated factors, but also to 
identify further factors that might influence the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns. In doing so, it would be able to shed more light on the multiple fac-
tors and interactions that increase or decrease the probability that masculine role 
nouns are interpreted generically or specifically. Correspondingly, a model that is 
capable of predicting the final interpretation of a masculine role noun could be 
developed. 

Importantly, if a masculine role noun’s interpretation was indeed influenced by 
the presence or absence of specific factors, this would be of practical relevance for 
an effective use of gender-fair language. For instance, if it turned out that (male) 
stereotypicality (pushing towards a specific interpretation) has a more important 
impact on the interpretation of masculine role nouns than a low degree of referen-
tiality (pushing towards a generic interpretation) and that (male) stereotypicality 
interacts with role noun type, in a brochure presenting stereotypically male profes-
sions (e.g., an engineer needs to be creative in thinking…), the use of generically 
intended masculine role nouns could be especially discouraged if it is the writ-
ers’ intention to unambiguously refer to men and women alike. Conversely, in 
sentences in which the interpretation is pushed towards a generic interpretation 
of the masculine role noun anyway (e.g., when a high degree of coherence clearly 
links a female subset with a masculine role noun), a generic use of masculine
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role nouns could be maintained (Pozniak et al. 2023: 18; Rothermund & Strack 
2024: 482).26 

Investigating the Hierarchy of the Factors and the Interactions between the Fac-
tors 
In order to further refine my multifactorial approach, I would like to encourage future 
research to systematically examine the question of what happens when (at least) two 
factors ‘contradict’ each other. For instance, based on the findings of De Backer & 
De Cuypere (2012: 260 f.) on German masculine role nouns, we could assume that 
the factor number, which is a morphosyntactic factor, interacts with the lexico-
semantic factor role noun type. In De Backer & De Cuypere’s (2012) data, plural 
and singular masculine role nouns were frequently interpreted generically, but were 
less often interpreted generically when the masculine role noun was an occupational 
noun. However, given the fact that the masculine role nouns in Experiment 2 were 
interpreted generically, it could be assumed that the pragmatic factor (a high degree 
of) coherence had more impact on the interpretation of the masculine role nouns 
than had the morphosyntactic factor number or the lexico-semantic factor role noun 
type. 

Moreover, it would also be fruitful to examine whether the generic interpretation 
is accessed when the pragmatic factor coherence generates a clear link between 
the masculine role noun and the female subset, while all other factors point to the 
specific interpretation. In this vein, it would be useful to examine which kind of 
‘cancellations’ between the factors never occur or only occur under specific condi-
tions. For instance, it might not be possible to override a high degree of coherence 
pushing towards the generic interpretation, or it might only be overridden by the 
activation of the concept biological/social gender. Thus, based on the findings of 
future research, a hierarchal structure of the factors and the interactions between 
them that influence the interpretation of masculine role nouns could be integrated 
into my above-suggested approach. 

Importantly, when discussing whether the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
can be considered a multifactorial phenomenon, I argued that the properties of the 
filler items surrounding the experimental items might influence how the masculine 
role nouns are interpreted. The systematic variation of the filler items is therefore a 
research gap which should be addressed. I present some ideas for such a follow-up 
study in the next paragraphs.

26 See also Gygax et al. (2008: 480); Heap (2024: 226); Sebastián-Tirado et al. (2023: 326, 
341 f.); Vervecken et al. 2015: 8 f.); Vervecken & Hannover (2015: 87); Zapf (2024: 408). 
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Experimental Manipulation of the Filler Items 
The discussion of the diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2 suggests that the 
filler items might influence the interpretation of the masculine role nouns featured in 
the experimental items (see Sect. 6.2). Crucially, if the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns turned out to be influenced by the frequency of mentions of biological/ 
social gender among the filler items, this would be of immense importance when 
examining the robustness of previous empirical findings suggesting that masculine 
role nouns tend to be interpreted specifically. In this vein, the systematic testing 
of the filler items’ influence on the interpretation of masculine role nouns seems 
to be a major methodological issue that should be tackled by future research. It 
would therefore be illuminating to further investigate this kind of ‘priming effect’ by 
systematically manipulating it. This could be done by using the same experimental 
items with one set of filler items in one experiment and by using exactly the same 
experimental items with a different set of filler items in another experiment. 

Concerning my experiments, a follow-up study could involve the blending of the 
experimental items from Experiment 1 (i.e., experimental items presenting a low  
degree of coherence) with the type of fillers from Experiment 2 (i.e., filler items 
that do not further activate the concept biological/social gender) and comparing 
the findings to Experiment 1, in which I assume the fillers to have activated the 
concept biological/social gender (see Sect. 6.2.2.2). In such a follow-up study, 
the low degree of coherence featured in the experimental items should bias the 
interpretation of the masculine role nouns towards a specific interpretation. At the 
same time, the fillers from Experiment 2 should not further activate the concept 
biological/social gender and should bias the interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns towards the generic interpretation. In order to check to what extent the filler 
items may have influenced the interpretation of the experimental items, the results of 
this follow-up study could be compared to those of Experiment 1. For instance, it is 
conceivable that no male bias emerges—as in Experiment 2. This would indicate that 
filler items (pushing towards a generic interpretation) surrounding the experimental 
items featuring masculine role nouns play an important role when masculine role 
nouns are interpreted. Moreover, this would indicate that the factor (no further) 
activation of the concept biological/social gender has a more important influence 
than the (low degree of) coherence featured in the experimental items. 

Conversely, if a male bias comparable to that found in Experiment 1 emerged, this 
would indicate that the properties of the experimental items in which the masculine 
role nouns are featured are key to whether the masculine role nouns are interpreted 
generically or specifically. Put differently, this would suggest that the factor (low 
degree of) coherence affects a masculine role noun’s interpretation more than (no 
further) activation of the concept biological/social gender. Alternatively, if this
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follow-up study found a weaker male bias than Experiment 1, this could mean 
that the factors (low degree of) coherence featured in the experimental items and 
(no further) activation of the concept biological/social gender featured in the filler 
items interact with each other. 

Furthermore, significant insights into the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
could be gained by systemically manipulating the experimental items in which the 
masculine role nouns are featured. 

Experimental Manipulation of the Experimental Items 
Based on the diverging findings of my experimental study, it would be interesting to 
further examine the impact of the pragmatic factor coherence on the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns by replicating Experiment 2 with adapted experimental 
items. As discussed in Sect. 6.3.3, the findings of the study by Anaya-Ramírez et al. 
(2022) suggest that experimental items featuring a high degree of coherence that 
clearly link the female subset with the aforementioned group designated by the 
masculine role noun alone do not seem to hamper a male bias from emerging.27 

I therefore suggest that future research should focus on this issue in French by 
featuring experimental items without gerund constructions, but which are otherwise 
as coherent as the experimental items of Experiment 2. This would reveal whether 
the generic interpretation of the masculine role nouns in Experiment 2 was due to 
the semantically coherent gerund constructions. An experimental pair could be the 
following example in which the dogs’ leashes indicate a strong semantic relationship 
to the first sentence, in which the dogs are taken for a walk (see also example (37) 
in Sect. 5.1.4.1): 

(47a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PLwere walking the dogs./’ 

(47b) Une partie des femmes vérifiait les laisses. 
‘Some of the women were checking the leashes.’ 

If a male bias emerged, this would suggest that the semantically coherent gerund 
constructions used in Experiment 2 helped to strengthen the inference that femmes 
are a subset of the group mentioned by the masculine role noun in the first sentence. 
Conversely, if no male bias emerged, this would indicate that a clear indication that 
femmes are a subset of the aforementioned group can be generated by sentence pairs

27 I momentarily exclude the possibility of an interaction between the experimental items and 
the filler items used by Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022), which I assume to activate the concept 
biological/social gender. 
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that present a high degree of coherence without featuring the semantically coherent 
gerund construction. 

In (47a)-(47b), an experimental item from Experiment 2 is adapted and fea-
tured without the gerund construction, which entails that the coherence-establishing 
information is placed after the (female) subset (e.g., neighbors, dogs—(some of the) 
women, leash). This was the case in Anaya-Ramírez et al.’s (2022: 1263) study, as 
can be seen in the following example: 

(42a) Los ingenieros se tomaron el resto de la tarde libre./ 
‘The engineersM.PL took the rest of the afternoon off./’ 

(42b) Una/Uno estaba cansada/o y se fue directo a su casa. 
‘OneM./F.SG was tiredM./F.SG and went straight to their house.’ 

However, in Experiment 2, the coherence-establishing information, in the form of 
the gerund constructions, was placed before the female subset (e.g., neighbors, walk 
the dogs—walk, women): 

(36a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PL were walking the dogs./’ 

(36b1) En marchant,/ la majorité des/ femmes/ observait/ les arbres./ 
‘While walking,/ the majority of the/ women/ watched/ the trees./’ 

As Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1271 f.) found a male bias, while Experiment 2 did 
not, it is possible that the placement of the coherence-establishing information after 
the female subset in Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) came ‘too late’ to hinder a male 
bias from emerging. Accordingly, in Experiment 2, the positioning of the coherence-
establishing information before the mention of femmes might have inhibited the 
generation of a male bias (see Kehler et al. 2008: 2 on coherence-driven pronoun 
interpretation; see also Sect. 6.3.2). 

However, recall that, in the experimental items of Experiment 2, as in exam-
ple (36a)-(36b1), coherence is also established thanks to the information which is 
placed after the (female) subset, like watch the trees (while walking the dogs) (see 
Sect. 5.1.4.1). It would thus also be informative to examine whether the placement 
of the coherence-establishing information before the (female) subset and without 
a gerund construction would result in a generic or specific interpretation of the 
masculine role noun. Such an experimental sentence pair could be the following: 

(48a) Les voisins sortaient les chiens./ 
‘The neighborsM.PLwere walking the dogs./’
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(48b) Les laisses étaient vérifiées par une partie des femmes. 
‘The leashes were checked by some of the women.’ 

If the featuring of the coherence relation indicating a clear link between the female 
subset and the aforementioned group designated by the masculine role noun before 
the mention of femmes generated no male bias—as in Experiment 2—this would 
suggest that the order in which coherence is established is influential when masculine 
role nouns are interpreted. Furthermore, this would indicate that the placement of 
the coherence-establishing information before the female subset should bias the 
language processor towards a generic interpretation of a masculine role noun, while 
the inverse order might generate a bias towards a specific interpretation. 

Note that a second sentence featuring a passive voice as suggested in example 
(48a)-(48b), instead of an active voice as in Experiment 2, would entail a topic 
shift from voisins to laisses (i.e., les laisses ‘the leashes’ becoming the subject 
of the second sentence instead of femmes), which might create unwanted noise. 
Furthermore, in the passive voice, the past participle would have to agree with the 
grammatical gender of the agent, which could activate the concept biological/social 
gender more than in the active voice, as featured in Experiment 2. However, the 
gender agreement in Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) does not seem to have impacted 
the outcome of the study in the sense that they found a male bias even though they 
featured feminine forms in the female condition (e.g., Una estaba cansada ‘OneF.SG 
was tiredF.SG’). Importantly, as the degree of coherence might not be the decisive 
factor per se, it seems crucial to investigate the influence of discourse-structuring 
devices such as topic and/or event continuity to better understand the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns (see the discussion of the factor coherence in Sects. 6.3.2 
and 7.3). 

Finally, as my findings suggest that the presence of specific factors influences how 
a masculine role noun is interpreted, this could indicate that the specific meaning is 
indeed derived from the generic meaning by means of a conversational implicature 
(see the pragmatic approach in Sect. 3.2.3.1). At the same time, these considerations 
have to be taken with caution. Firstly, I did not systematically manipulate the exper-
imental and filler items’ properties. Accordingly, I have no quantifiable evidence 
that a factor such as coherence or activation of the concept biological/social gender 
influenced the interpretation of the masculine role nouns. Secondly, I did not test 
for the cancellation of a conversational implicature. However, future research could 
test whether the conversational implicature +> men only that (potentially) arises 
from the masculine role noun featured in (49a) is accepted as being cancelled by 
(49b) (Becker 1997: 65; Klein 2001: 63):
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(49a) Nous cherchons un instituteur pour cette tâche./ 
‘We are looking for an elementary school teacherM.SG for this task./’ 

(49b) Nous cherchons une femme. 
‘We are looking for a woman.’ 

In this vein, it would be fruitful to analyze whether masculine generic nouns like 
individu ‘individualM.SG’ are also associated with the biological/social male gender 
(Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 117). Storme & Saillen (2024: 298) argue that the non-
existence of a feminine counterpart excludes competition effects that could confound 
the interpretation of a noun’s grammatical gender such that generic nouns are more 
informative concerning the question of whether masculine grammatical gender is 
associated with male biological/social gender. At the same time, the grammatical 
gender of generic nouns might be less associated with biological/social gender 
compared to the grammatical gender of role nouns as, obviously, no feminine and 
masculine counterparts exist. Therefore, Gygax et al. (2019a: 3 f.) classify them as 
exceptions. Nonetheless, Storme & Saillen (2024: 297, 303, 306) find masculine 
generic nouns to be associated more with men than with women.28 

Noteworthily, De Backer & De Cuypere (2012: 253, 262 f., 266 f.) showed 
that masculine role nouns are more often interpreted specifically in the grammat-
ical gender language German than in Dutch, a language that has a combination 
of grammatical gender and natural gender and that presents fewer possibilities for 
distinguishing morphologically between the masculine and feminine forms of role 
nouns (see Sect. 2.1). My above-sketched multifactorial approach is based on find-
ings on masculine role nouns in grammatical gender languages such as French. 
However, based on further research, the superordinate factor grammatical gender 
system might be integrated into it. 

A further insight that might help to explain the diverging findings of my experi-
mental study and to analyze whether the interpretation of masculine role nouns can 
indeed be considered a multifactorial phenomenon could be gained by replicating 
my experimental study while tracking eye movements during reading. I examine 
this research desideratum in the next paragraph.

28 See also Brauer & Landry (2008: 261) and Mihatsch (2018: 111) for similar findings on 
individu ‘individualM.SG’ in French (but see Mihatsch (2018: 111) on personne ‘personF.SG’; 
see also Storme & Saillen 2024: 303 f., 306). See Motschenbacher (2010: 45), who found 
Mensch ‘humanM.SG’ and  Person ‘personF.SG’ in German to have been judged as neither par-
ticularly male nor female; see also Mihatsch (2018: 111) on Ger. Person ‘personF.SG’, which 
was found to be more easily accepted for female referents. See also Trutkowski (2018: 91 f.), 
who finds Ger. Gast ‘visitorM.SG’ to function more or less as a generic depending on whether 
it is the target or controller gender of the sentence. 
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Gaining Additional Insights With Eye-Tracking 
While my SPR WSP (Experiment 1) and SPR MvW (Experiment 2) paradigms are 
appropriate to investigate whether a generic or specific interpretation of a masculine 
role noun is accessed, they cannot give information on the time course of the inter-
pretation process (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482). As Experiment 1 generated 
reading times for the whole sentence plus the answer to the final question and as 
Experiment 2 did not permit the participants to preview or to regress between the 
words within the sentences displayed, the replication of my experimental study with 
an eye-tracker would give helpful insights into the process of interpreting mascu-
line role nouns. By presenting both sentences at the same time, such an eye-tracking 
study would permit us to analyze whether previsions29 and/or regressions between 
the masculine role noun in the first sentence and the female subset in the second one 
occur.30 Moreover, the replication of my experiments while tracking readers’ eye 
movements would permit us to analyze whether the male bias found in Experiment 
1 is, for instance, realized when femmes is read or when the participants answer the 
final question. It could also complement the present work by indicating whether the 
participants regress and/or preview text regions of the sentence pairs in Experiment 
1, but not in Experiment 2. 

Finally, while previous research has predominantly focused on the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns during reading, it would be interesting to extend this kind 
of research question to the comprehension of oral speech. In the following section, 
I present some ideas on how future research could close this research gap. 

Investigating Oral Speech Comprehension 
The scarce previous research investigating oral stimuli has presented variable find-
ings concerning the question of whether the use of masculine role nouns in oral 
speech comprehension results in different interpretation patterns than in reading 
comprehension.31 Gabriel et al. (2017: 795, 806) have investigated role nouns in

29 On my use of prevision, see footnote 6 in Chap. 6. 
30 So far, a comparable study has only been run by Redl et al. (2018, 2021) on masculine 
pronouns in Dutch. 
31 For experiments using oral stimuli, see Gabriel et al. (2017) on role nouns in Norwegian; 
Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) on role nouns in Spanish; Körner et al. (2024) on German. 
See Gygax et al. (2019b) and Lévy et al. (2016) on French role nouns presented to young 
children. On the activation of stereotypes during oral speech processing in the genderless 
language Finnish, see Pyykkönen et al. (2010). 



7.4 Future Directions 245

Norwegian and assume that stereotype information has a more important influ-
ence during oral speech comprehension than during reading comprehension, in 
which the former masculine form32 seems to bias the readers more towards a spe-
cific interpretation of the role noun, irrespective of its stereotypicality. Conversely, 
Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022: 1261, 1272 f.) analyzed oral speech comprehension of 
masculine role nouns in Spanish and suggest that there is no such difference.33 It 
would be interesting to further investigate the issue, especially as oral speech com-
prehension concerns all parts of daily life (Gabriel & Gygax 2017: 295). If there was 
a difference, my multifactorial approach could be expanded with the factor (oral vs. 
written) code. 

Moreover, as indicated in Sect. 2.2, the difference between masculine and femi-
nine grammatical gender is more often neutralized in the French oral code than in the 
written code. Accordingly, it would be interesting to investigate whether masculine 
role nouns such as apprentis [apʀɑ̃ti] ‘traineesM.PL’, whose feminine counterpart 
apprenties [apʀɑ̃ti] ‘traineesF.PL’ is pronounced in the same way, are processed dif-
ferently than masculine role nouns whose feminine form is also different in the 
oral code—such as my voisins [vwazɛ̃] ‘neigborsM.PL’ vs. its feminine counterpart 
voisines [vwazin] ‘neigborsF.PL’. It is imaginable that masculine role nouns whose 
masculine and feminine forms are pronounced the same way more often trigger a 
generic interpretation, in comparison to role nouns for which masculine and femi-
nine forms differ in the oral code. If this turned out to be the case concerning the 
oral speech comprehension of masculine role nouns in French, the neutralization 
of grammatical gender information (Richy & Burnett 2021: 20 f.) could also be 
considered a factor that influences the interpretation of masculine role nouns. 

It would also be interesting to investigate whether the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns is affected when they are used in different communicative situations 
(Heap 2024: 226). For instance, in a conversation with friends, a masculine role 
noun like amis ‘friendsM.PL’ might be interpreted generically. Conversely, in an 
official speech in which the use of gender-fair alternatives would be expected (Arnold 
2024: 561–567) a masculine role noun like (les) Français ‘(the) FrenchM.PL’ might

32 In Norwegian, while it is possible to mark role nouns for (masculine and feminine) gram-
matical gender, due to language amendments for a gender-fair use of the Norwegian lan-
guage, the feminine form has been abandoned. Accordingly, the former masculine form is 
now also used to refer to women (Gabriel & Gygax 2008: 453, 456). 
33 Note that Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) did not directly compare oral and written stimuli as 
did Gabriel et al. (2017). Anaya-Ramírez et al. (2022) thus base their assumption that there 
is no difference between the two conditions on the fact that they find similar effects in oral 
speech comprehension to those found by Gygax et al. (2008), who investigated the reading 
comprehension of masculine role nouns in French and German. 
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be interpreted specifically (Gygax & Gabriel 2008: 149; Stahlberg & Sczesny 2001: 
138).34 Likewise, it would be important to verify whether previous findings on the 
interpretation of masculine role nouns hold true for populations other than student/ 
young adult populations (Heap 2024: 226; Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482; see 
also Sect. 4.4.5.4.1). 

To conclude, we need not only more but also more diverse data based on different 
methods and stimuli in order to obtain a fuller understanding of the interpretation 
of masculine role nouns (Rothermund & Strack 2024: 482). In this vein, general 
concluding remarks on my findings are presented in the next chapter.

34 See also Lévy et al. (2014: 36 f.). See Pozniak et al. (2023: 18) concerning gender-fair 
forms in French and Zapf (2024: 408) on Spanish. Consider Macron, who uses double forms 
in his speeches (see my discussion of the quote from En Marche in Chap. 1). 
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With this chapter, I close this book by briefly summarizing the main findings 
and general conclusions that can be drawn from my experimental study, con-
sisting of two self-paced reading experiments. Based on the sentence evaluation 
of university students whose native language is French, my experimental study 
investigated whether masculine plural role nouns in French trigger a male-specific 
interpretation. 

By closely replicating the French sample of an experiment run by Gygax 
et al. in 2008, Experiment 1 investigated the interaction of the morphosyntactic 
factor masculine form with the extra-linguistic factor stereotypicality (i.e., stereo-
typically male/neutral/female role nouns). The results indicate that the previous 
claim that masculine role nouns tend to be interpreted specifically can be con-
sidered to be stable across time. Furthermore, it went beyond the initial study by 
showing that stereotype information (i.e., male stereotypicality of the role noun), 
as well as participant-specific factors (i.e., feminist attitudes), can influence how 
masculine role nouns are interpreted (see Chap. 4). 

Experiment 2 built on Experiment 1 and thus shares significant similarities 
with it. However, in Experiment 2, the method, the fillers and the experimental 
items were adapted. Moreover, Experiment 2 focused on the role noun type (i.e., 
occupational vs. non-occupational nouns) of stereotypically neutral role nouns. 
In contrast to Experiment 1, Experiment 2 suggests that the masculine role nouns 
were interpreted generically. Also, Experiment 2 did not find any differences 
between the role noun types (see Chap. 5). 

While the findings of Experiment 1 align with an extensive body of previ-
ous empirical research (see Chap. 3), the results of Experiment 2 challenge most 
previous findings and suggest that the interpretation of masculine role nouns is
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a complex phenomenon (see Chaps. 6 and 7). Against this background, I ana-
lyzed where the diverging findings of Experiment 1 and 2 might come from. 
In doing so, the present book dives into the discussion of a major methodolog-
ical issue, namely, the possible influence of the filler and experimental items’ 
properties on whether a generic or specific interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns tested is accessed (Chap. 6).1 Thus, my diverging findings indicate that not 
only does replication matter (as in Experiment 1), but that meta-methodological 
and linguistic reflections on previous experimental set-ups are needed to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of the interpretation of masculine role nouns 
(Experiment 2). 

When discussing my diverging findings (Chap. 6), I suggested that they stem 
from the different properties of the filler items and/or experimental items used in 
Experiments 1 and 2: Experiment 1’s fillers, which featured frequent mentions of 
biological/social gender, might have activated the concept biological/social gen-
der so that the masculine grammatical gender was associated with the biological/ 
social male gender, resulting in the specific interpretation of the masculine role 
nouns featured in the experimental items. Conversely, in Experiment 2, in which 
the fillers did not feature frequent mentions of biological/social gender, the con-
cept biological/social gender might not have been further activated, so that the 
masculine role nouns were interpreted generically. Alternatively or additionally, 
in opposition to Experiment 1, in Experiment 2, the high degree of coherence 
within an experimental sentence pair clearly linked the masculine role noun and 
the female subset, which seems to have facilitated a generic interpretation of the 
masculine role noun. Thus, whether the generic or the specific interpretation of 
a masculine role noun is accessed seems to be dependent on the presence—or 
absence—of multiple factors (see Chaps. 6 and 7). 

Conversely, previous research either suggests that masculine role nouns func-
tion as generics (e.g., structuralism; see Chap. 3), or it suggests that masculine 
role nouns tend to be interpreted specifically (e.g., Feminist Linguistics; see 
Chap. 3). So far, the influence of multiple factors on the interpretation of mas-
culine forms has received little attention (but see De Backer & De Cuypere 
2012: 260–262, 267; Kotthoff & Nübling 2018: 115–119; Redl 2021: 120–122).2 

As previous research on masculine role nouns cannot account for the diverging 
results of Experiments 1 and 2, I have related the interpretation of masculine role

1 See Sect. 6.1 for my explanation as to why I assume that methodological differences do not 
account for my diverging findings. 
2 On recent findings in this regard, see Rothermund & Strack (2024: 468, 472–477, 480–482) 
and Pozniak et al. (2023: 1, 11–14, 16–18). On inanimate and non-human animate nouns, see 
Samuel et al. (2019: 1767, 1769, 1778, 1784). 
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nouns to the more general question of how temporarily ambiguous sentences (i.e., 
garden-path sentences) are interpreted (see Sect. 6.3.4). The fact that preceding 
sentences have been found to influence the interpretation of subsequent temporar-
ily ambiguous sentences allows for the assumption that the specific properties of 
the filler and/or experimental items also affect the interpretation of masculine role 
nouns. To put it in the sense of the title of this book: when certain factors come 
into play, voisins can be women. However, when other factors come into play, 
voisins cannot be women. 

Drawing on previous and present findings, I have sketched a preliminary mul-
tifactorial approach to the interpretation of masculine role nouns (see Sect. 7.3). 
My approach suggests that multiple factors influence whether a masculine role 
noun is interpreted generically or specifically. It proposes that morphosyntactic 
(i.e., number), lexico-semantic (i.e., role noun type, referentiality) and pragmatic 
factors (i.e., relative frequency, coherence, activation of the concept biological/ 
social gender), as well as extra-linguistic factors (i.e., stereotypicality) contribute 
to whether a generic or a specific interpretation of a masculine role noun is 
accessed. While the interpretation of masculine role nouns is not literally defined 
as a multifactorial phenomenon in previous research, the multifactorial nature of 
a masculine role noun’s interpretation is appropriately illustrated in the approach 
presented in this book. 

Importantly, as I have assumed the diverging findings of Experiments 1 and 2 
to be influenced by the activation of the concept biological/social gender and/or 
the degree of  coherence, these two pragmatic factors have been newly introduced 
as being relevant to the interpretation of masculine role nouns (see Sects. 6.2.2.2, 
6.3.2 and 7.3). Crucially, while pragmatic factors have not received close attention 
in previous research, they seem to play an important role when masculine role 
nouns are interpreted. 

At the same time, my preliminary multifactorial approach suggests that the 
multiple factors that influence whether a masculine role noun is interpreted gener-
ically or specifically may not be equally important. My multifactorial approach 
also assumes that interactions between the factors influence whether a mascu-
line role noun is interpreted generically or specifically. In this vein, it would be 
interesting to analyze whether the language processor is biased towards a generic 
interpretation of a masculine role noun when the factor coherence generates a 
clear link between a masculine role noun and the female subset, while all other 
factors push the processor towards a specific interpretation of the masculine role 
noun (see Sect. 7.4). 

Importantly, the list of factors defined in my approach is neither fixed nor 
exhaustive and remains hypothetical pending further systematic investigation.
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Therefore, I would like to encourage future research to use my multifactorial 
approach as the basis for further experiments. For instance, it would be inter-
esting to investigate whether the interpretation of masculine role nouns differs 
when they are presented in the oral or in the written code. Corresponding find-
ings would be of practical relevance for a well-grounded and efficient gender-fair 
use of language (e.g., the avoidance of generically intended masculine role nouns 
in some contexts more than in others) (see Sect. 7.4). 

In a nutshell, the present book cannot give a conclusive answer to the ques-
tion of whether masculine role nouns trigger a male-specific interpretation. In 
fact, based on the discussion of previous and present findings, the perception 
that the interpretation of masculine role nouns will generate a result that is rigor-
ously fixed should be discouraged. In other words, the interpretation of masculine 
role nouns seems to be influenced by multiple factors and appears to be a com-
plex phenomenon. Hence, my findings support the notion that the question of 
whether a masculine role noun’s interpretation triggers a male-specific interpre-
tation deserves a differentiated answer and is worthy of further research (see 
Chap. 7). In this vein, the approach sketched in this book is a step towards 
understanding the interpretation of masculine role nouns as a multifactorial 
phenomenon.
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