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Questions
• What is grammatical gender?

• What is the generic masculine?

• Is the assignment of gender a purely syntactic or abstract 
phenomenon without conceptual involvement?

• Does it have semantic reality & affect speakers’ 
thoughts/attitudes?

• Is German a purely formal system, or a sexist, androcentric 
language?



Grammatical gender

• Der Tisch, die Dose, das Buch

• Der Mann, die Frau BUT: das Weib, das Mädchen, das Fräulein

• Der Fuchs, die Füchsin

• Der Lehrer, die Lehrerin

• Das Ampelmännchen
Othering effect
Marked
Masculine dominant norm



Grammatical gender

• Anaphoric & deictic functions of pronouns

• Duden (1984):
• Bitte grüßen Sie das gnädige Fräulein, die so gut ist…

• Oelkers (1996)
• <24: 87.1%, 25–29: 86.1%, 30–39: 66%



Linguistic Relativity

• Sapir-Wharf hypothesis

• Culture affects perception of the world through language

• Largely discredited (in most extreme form)

• BUT: impact of culturally determined effects on cognition as 
grounded in shared practice & associations which affect relation 
with linguistic structures such as gender

• Experimental evidence



Generic Masculine
• E.g. der Leser (if unknown), die Lehrer (for Lehrer und Lehrerinnen)

• Speakers encouraged through habitual practice & language use to 
perceive world in a way which marginalises women & promotes 
male–as–norm mentality, supporting patriarchal structures

• ‘Grammatically invisible’ (20 Lehrerinnen, 1 Lehrer = die Lehrer)

• Is reform feasible & effective?

• Alternatives?

• Generic feminine? (cf. Leipzig University)

• Demey (2002): 
• over 50% of job advertisements; longer texts 57% vs. 41.8% (double 

forms rare)
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