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Introduction
▶ In languages like English, there is compelling evidence that the

interpretation of noun phrases is influenced by gender stereotypes
associated with the noun.

▶ E.g. Garnham, Oakhill, and Reynolds (2002) exposed experimental
participants to three-part discourses such as the following:
1. The soldier/nurse drove to the playground after work
2. and picked up one of the children
3. who said ‘Look what I did today mummy/daddy!’

Participants had to decide as quickly as possible whether the third part was
a possible continuation of the first two.

Role noun Lexical gender noun Avg. response Reaction time
soldier daddy more positive faster
soldier mummy more negative slower
nurse daddy more negative slower
nurse mummy more positive faster

▶ The question: how will this play out in a language with grammatical
gender?
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Avec mon bilan prévention, on fait le point sur sa santé aux ages clé de la
vie, avec un médecin, un pharmacien, une sage-femme, ou une infirmière.
‘With my prevention assessment, you can take stock of your health at key
stages in life, with a doctorM, a pharmacistM, a midwifeF or a nurseF.’

French Ministry of Health communication campaign, October 2024

Occupation real perceived
Medical doctor .50 .44
Pharmacist .70 .58
Midwife .99 ?
Nurse .85 .72

Real (according to the Portraits statistiques des métiers 2022)
and perceived (according to Misersky et al. 2014)
proportions on women in medical occupations.
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Pascal Gygax et al. (2008). “Generically intended, but
specifically interpreted: When beauticians, musicians,
and mechanics are all men.” In: Language and Cognitive

Processes 23.3, pp. 464–485.



Materials
▶ Parallel experiments in English, German and French.
▶ In all three languages, participants had to judge whether a sentence

containing a lexical gender noun was a good continuation for a a sentence
containing a role noun.

▶ In French and German, the role noun was grammatically masculine.
English The social workers were walking through the station.

Since sunny weather was forecast several of the women weren’t wear-
ing a coat.

French Les assistants sociaux marchaient dans la gare.
Du beau temps étant prévu plusieurs femmes n’avaient pas de veste.

German Die Sozialarbeiter liefen durch den Bahnhof.
Wegen der scho ̈nen Wetterprognose trugen mehrere der Frauen keine
Jacke.

▶ Manipulations:
▶ The role noun’s gender stereotype, with three independently normed

categories (male-neutral-female)
▶ Whether the final noun is men or women

▶ Items also varied in the quantifier used (some of the, most of the, etc.).
▶ Overall, each participant was exposed to 36 experimental items, 6 for each

of the 6 combinations of gender stereotype and men vs. women.
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Task

▶ The task was to decide quickly whether the second sentence was a sensible
continuation of the first one.

▶ The expected answer was yes for all experimental items.
▶ The authors verified this to be the case in a pretest of the materials.
▶ It also makes good linguistic sense.

▶ The experiment also contained 36 filler pairs for which the expected
answer is no, for reasons having nothing to do with gender.

The professors were taking a break in the sun.
Due to the bad weather the majority of the women had an umbrella.

5



Results: proportion of positive judgement

stereotyped role names, there were more positive judgements when the
second sentence mentioned men (.85) than when it mentioned women (.66).
After sentences containing neutral role names, there was no difference
between second sentences mentioning women (.81) and second sentences
mentioning men (.81).

French experiment. There was a significant main effect of Continuation,
with the men continuations showing a higher proportion of yes answers
(M!.78) than the women continuations (M!.58), F1(1, 34)!40.36, pB.05;
F2(1, 33)!42.91, pB.05. There was no effect of stereotype, F1(2, 68)B1;
F2(2, 33)!1.20, p!.05, nor an interaction, F1(2, 68)!1.18, p!.05; F2(2,
33)B1. These results indicate that, regardless of the role name’s stereotype,
participants were biased towards a male representation.

German experiment. As in French, there was a main effect of Continua-
tion, with more positive judgements when the continuation sentences
mentioned men (M!.69) than when they mentioned women (M!.40),
F1(1, 35)!55.4, pB.05; F2(1, 33!88.20, pB.05. There was no main effect
of Stereotype, F1(2, 70)!2.25, p!.05; F2(2, 33)!1.45, p!.05, nor an
interaction, F1(2, 70)B1; F2(2, 33)B1. As in the French experiment,
participants were strongly biased towards a male representation when
presented with role names in the masculine plural form, even when the
role names were stereotypically female. In these results it is clear that the
determiner played no role in establishing a gender representation. This is
further corroborated by the close to significant Continuation (women/
men)"Language (French/German) interaction, F1(1, 69)!3.00, p!.088;
F2(1, 66)!4.66, pB.05 when analysing the French and the German data
together: German speaking participants were even more likely to produce a
male representation when the role names were in the masculine plural than

TABLE 2
Proportion of positive judgements across languages and conditions

Stereotypes

Language Continuation Female Male Neutral

French Men .77 .83 .73
Women .59 .58 .56

German Men .65 .69 .72
Women .40 .35 .45

English Men .65 .85 .81
Women .88 .66 .81

GENERIC INTERPRETATION OF MASCULINE 477

▶ Inferential statistics:
▶ English: Interaction of continuation and stereotype: congruent pairs led to

higher rates of positive responses. No main effect.
▶ French: Main effect of continuation: men always yields a higher rate of positive

responses. No main effect of stereotype nor interaction.
▶ German: Main effect of continuation: men always yields a higher rate of

positive responses. No main effect of stereotype nor interaction.
▶ Unconclusive evidence that the effect of continuation is stronger in German

than in French.
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Results: judgement times

the French speaking participants, even though the ambiguity of the German
article die might have suggested the opposite effect.

Overall, these results indicate a very strong effect of the masculine
(intended as generic) biasing the participants’ gender representation towards
a male representation. In the French and the German speaking samples,
stereotypicality had no effect on the representation.

Judgement times

Only response times for positive judgements were analysed. Judgement times
that were 2.5 SD or more above each participant’s mean were replaced by the
2.5 SD cut-off (2.44% of French, 1.98% of German, and 1.87% of English
times were affected). In addition some participants did not produce any yes
answers in certain conditions. Such missing values were replaced by
condition means (5.45% of the data). The mean times to make positive
judgements are shown in Table 3.

English experiment. There were only small differences in decision times.
There was no effect of Continuation, F1(1, 34)!2.33, p!.05; F2(1, 33)!
1.89, p!.05, no effect of Stereotype, F1(2, 68)B1; F2(2, 33)B1, and no
interaction, F1(2, 68)B1; F2(2, 33)!3.14, p!.05.

French experiment. Although the trends in the results support the
findings for the judgements, there was only a marginally significant main
effect of Continuation (with responses to men being faster than those to
women), and only when participants were considered as the random effect,
F1(1, 34)!4.01, p!.053, F2(1, 33)!1.16, p!.05. There was no effect of

TABLE 3
Mean positive judgement times (and standard deviations in parentheses) across

languages and conditions

Stereotypes

Language Continuation Female Male Neutral

French Men 3665 (1626) 3523 (1380) 3701 (1102)
Women 3871 (1486) 3863 (1794) 3873 (1355)

German Men 3149 (1084) 3066 (1207) 3132 (1127)
Women 3464 (1098) 3471 (1081) 3479 (1305)

English Men 2749 (1004) 2810 (935) 2885 (1476)
Women 2913 (1212) 2954 (1164) 2910 (961)

478 GYGAX ET AL.

▶ Inferential statistics:
▶ English: No effect.
▶ French: Marginal main effect of continuation: men yields quicker responses. No

main effect of stereotype nor interaction.
▶ German: Main effect of continuation: men yields quicker responses.
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Discussion
▶ Clear evidence that:

▶ Gender stereotypes of role nouns influence the interpretation of a noun as
referring to men or women, at least in languages without grammatical gender,
such as English.

▶ In languages with grammatical gender, the use of a masculine generic favors
the interpretation of a noun as referring to men, irrespective of gender
stereotypes.

▶ In addition, at least in German, a masculine generic referring to a group
including women leads to longer processing, probably because speakers are
revising their expectation that the group contains only men.

▶ It is striking that the same experimental design that documents strong effects
of stereotypes in English documents no effect at all in French or German

▶ One would have expected some effect.
▶ In addition, the authors conclude that ‘masculine forms intended as generic

are typically not interpreted as such’.
▶ This is a bit of an overstatement—at least the paper does not provide direct

statistical evidence to that effect.
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Alan Garnham et al. (2012). “Gender Representation
in Different Languages and Grammatical Marking on

Pronouns: When Beauticians, Musicians, and
Mechanics Remain Men.” In: Discourse Processes 49.6,

pp. 481–500.



Design

▶ This follow-up experiment is exactly like the preceding one, except that the
context includes a pronoun.

English The neighbors came out of the cafeteria. They went away.
Because of the cloudy weather, one of the women had an umbrella.

French Les voisins sortirent de la cafeteria. Ils partirent.
À cause du temps nuageux une des femmes avait un parapluie.

German Die Nachbarn kamen aus der Cafeteria heraus. Sie gingen weg.
Wegen der schönen Wetterprognose trugen mehrere der Frauen keine
Jacke.

Note that in French only the pronoun is unambiguously masculine.
▶ Otherwise same task.
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Results: proportion of positive judgmentsGENDER REPRESENTATION AND PRONOUNS 495

FIGURE 1 Differences in proportions of positive judgments for men versus women

continuations as a function of languages and stereotypes in this experiment and Gygax,

Gabriel, Sarrasin, Oakhill, and Garnham (2008).

TABLE 4
Judgment Times of Positive Answers (and Standard Deviations) in

English, French, and German as a Function of Stereotypes and Continuations in
This Experiment and Gygax, Gabriel, Sarrasin, Oakhill, and Garnham (2008)

Continuation: Contained the Word “Men” or “Women”

This Experiment Gygax et al.

Men Women Men Women

Language Stereotype M SD M SD M SD M SD

English Female 2,851 1,061 2,862 1,295 2,749 1,004 2,913 1,212

Male 2,661 1,112 2,912 857 2,810 934 2,954 1,164

Neutral 2,824 1,140 2,830 902 2,885 1,476 2,912 961

French Female 2,923 879 3,201 1,278 3,665 1,626 3,875 1,486

Male 2,941 824 3,137 1,667 3,523 1,380 3,866 1,791

Neutral 3,137 1,804 3,125 1,131 3,701 1,101 3,873 1,355

German Female 2,888 923 2,850 1,188 3,088 1,336 3,512 1,657

Male 2,663 1,086 2,851 930 3,016 1,514 3,374 1,466

Neutral 2,688 1,023 2,872 1,202 3,018 1,336 3,559 1,676

▶ Results for English and French unchanged.
▶ In German, there is now a main effect of stereotype as well as a

stereotype-continuation interaction: the gender bias is higher in
male-stereotyped nouns.
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Discussion

▶ The addition of a sentence with a co-referring pronoun lead to the
emergence of an effect of stereotypes in German, but not in French.

▶ This is probably linked to the fact that the pronoun is masculine in French
but gender-neutral in German.

12



Célia Richy and Heather Burnett (2021). “Démêler les
effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le
biais masculin : une approche expérimentale.” In:

GLAD! 10.



Motivation

▶ This paper has two goals:
1. Check once more with different methods whether effects of gender stereotypes

can be documented in French.
2. Compare within a single language contexts where grammatical gender is

apparent and contexts where it is not.
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Common gender nouns in French
▶ French (like many other languages) has many pairs of nouns whose

semantics differs only in terms of social gender, e.g.
F M

boulangère boulanger
‘female baker’ ‘male baker’

▶ The Démonette 2 database (Namer et al., 2023) documents 9,698 such pairs.
▶ In terms of the morphological relation between the two nouns, three

situations are found:
Related forms une boulangère ‘a female baker’ un boulanger ‘a male baker’
Identical forms une artiste ‘a female artist’ un artiste ‘a male artist’
Unrelated forms une femme ‘a woman’ un homme ‘a man’

▶ Cases where there are identical forms are traditionally called common
gender nouns (Corbett, 1991).
▶ The term suggests that there is a single noun artiste found in both genders,

rather than two homophonous nouns. This is a contentious issue that we will
not get into.

▶ Common gender nouns are very common: in the Démonette 2 database,
▶ 43% of pairs are identical in orthography
▶ 48% of pairs have identical phonology
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Neutralizing gender contrasts
▶ Common gender nouns still manifest grammatical gender in agreement.
▶ However, in French, there are many contexts where agreement targets

neutralize gender distinctions
▶ uneF artiste ‘a female artist’
▶ des? artistes ‘(male or female) artists’
▶ l?’artiste ‘the (male or female) artists’
▶ de? grandesF artistes ‘great female artists’
▶ de? célèbresF artistes ‘famous (male or female) artists’

▶ The crucial idea of Richy and Burnett (2021) is to contrast the use of
common gender nouns in gender neutralized and non-gender neutralized
contexts.
▶ In a gender-neutralized context, we are in a situation akin to English. We

hence expect to see the same results as in previous experiments on English.
▶ In a non-neutralized context, we are in a situation akin to what happens with

non-common gender nouns. We hence expect to see the same results as in
previous experiments on French.
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Experiment1: Items

▶ 36 common gender nouns were selected from the Misersky et al. (2014)
dataset, classified in 3 groups in terms of gender bias.

Female bias No bias Male bias
Sample noun secrétaire journaliste diplomate

‘secretary’ ‘journalist’ ‘diplomat’
Misersky score 0.82 0.46 0.29

▶ Contexts were designed where the noun is preceded by a definite article
and vowel-initial gender-syncretic adjective.
▶ La veille d’ un spectacle, l’ unique violoniste a toujours le trac.

‘The day before a show, the unique violonist always experiences stage fright.’
▶ Every participant saw all 36 nouns with counterbalancing of contexts.
▶ 40 filler items with gender-ambiguous first names.

▶ Le dimanche matin, Camille aime aller courir au parc.
On Sunday mornings, Camille enjoys running in the park.
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Experiment 1: Procedure

▶ Participants read the item, and then had to rate the referent of the noun
phrase on three scales:

faire  tomber  le  genre  grammatical  (9)  — qui,  dans  notre  seconde expérience,  n’est
marqué que par un déterminant.

(9) La veille d’un spectacle, l’unique violoniste a toujours le trac.

28 Afin de nous assurer  que chaque énoncé dans lequel  se  trouvaient  les  items testés
n’ajoutait  pas  de  biais  sur  leur  interprétation,  nous  avons  constitué  douze  groupes
composés chacun des trois types de stéréotypes — nom « masculin », nom « féminin »,
nom « neutre » — pour lesquels trois contextes leur étaient associés. La classification de
noms par stéréotypicalité suit le score de Misersky et al. (2014) pour le français. Par
ailleurs, pour contrebalancer les effets potentiels des adjectifs sur l’interprétation des
noms, nous avons utilisé trois adjectifs pour chaque groupe de trois noms (3 adjectifs x
3 noms x 3 contextes).

29 Nous avons procédé de la même manière pour les deux expériences. L’attribution des
items a été faite de manière aléatoire sur Ibex. Chaque participant·e a été confronté·e
aux trente-six noms mais n’a jamais vu deux fois la même phrase de contexte ou le
même adjectif. Quarante fillers5 ont été ajoutés à l’expérience. Il s’agissait de prénoms
épicènes insérés dans diverses phrases descriptives du même ordre que les phrases
items (10).

(10) Le dimanche matin, Camille aime aller courir au parc.

30 Nous  avons  diffusé  cette  expérience  sur  les  réseaux  sociaux,  par  conséquent  nous
n’avons opéré aucun contrôle sur les facteurs sociaux liés aux sujets.  Les trente-six
items ainsi  que les  quarante phrases  fillers  ont  été  présentées  aux participantes  et
participants de la façon suivante :

 
Figure 2 : Procédure

31 Afin de limiter notre influence sur les réponses des participantes et participants, nous
avons utilisé une échelle à 11 niveaux6 (allant de 0 à 1),  représentant au mieux un
continuum  pour  les  trois  catégories  choisies  (genre,  niveau  d’éducation,  âge).  Une
échelle à onze niveaux permet un meilleur parallèle avec les scores de stéréotypicalité
de Misersky et  al.  (2014).  Nous avions précisé  que chaque cercle  le  plus  proche de
chaque  catégorie  représentait  le  plus  cette  catégorie,  et  que  le  cercle  du  centre
correspondait  à  « neutre ».  Le  niveau  d’éducation  et  l’âge  constituaient  aussi  des
distracteurs, pour que le thème précis de notre recherche soit le moins évident possible
à déterminer. Dans la mesure où Brauer et Landry (2008) ont démontré la neutralité du
terme personne (à opposer à individu), nous avons exclusivement utilisé cet épicène. 

Démêler les effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le biais masc...

GLAD!, 10 | 2021

9

▶ Only the man-woman scale is relevant to the experiment; the others
function as distractors.
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Experiment 1: Results
▶ Descriptive statistics go in the right direction.Figure 3 : scores moyens d’interprétation en fonction des scores Misersky

36 Pour les analyses statistiques : en utilisant un modèle linéaire où les participantes et
participants  et  les  items sont  inclus  comme facteurs  aléatoires,  les  scores  Misersky
prédisent  bel  et  bien  les  scores  obtenus  lors  de  cette  expérience :  plus  les  scores
Misersky sont élevés, plus il y a de chance que le nom soit perçu comme référant à une
femme (tableau 1).  Il  faut  aussi  souligner qu’aucun facteur social  n’a  eu d’effet  sur
l’interprétation  du  genre  grammatical :  ni  l’âge,  ni  le  genre  des  participantes  et
participants. 
 
Tableau 1 : effet fixe du modèle linéaire (l’effet des variables indépendantes sur notre variable
dépendante).

 Estimate Std. Error7 df t value Pr (>|t|)  

(Intercept) 0.146877 0.029137 47.913310 5.041 7.04e-06 ***

Scores Misersky. 0.639812 0.049230 34.001696 6 12.997 9.57e-15 ***

+50 ans 0.011119 0.023984 42.995714 0.464 0.645  

18-25 ans -0.016562 0.017816 42.995714 -0.930 0.358  

Hommes 0.007073 0.022022 42.995714 0.321 0.750  

Genre autre -0.090933 0.055520 42.995714 -1.638 0.109  

 

Démêler les effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le biais masc...

GLAD!, 10 | 2021
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Average scores per noun given by participants vs. Misersky scores
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Experiment 1: Results
▶ A mixed effects generalized linear model documents a highly significant

effect of Misersky scores on the judgements of participants.

Figure 4 : régression linéaire de l’interprétation des noms lorsque le genre grammatical est
neutralisé.

37 La régression linéaire permet de créer un modèle du type de réponse obtenue (ici la
probabilité  que  le  référent  soit  féminin)  en  fonction  de  la  variable  explicative/
indépendante (ici le score Misersky). Ainsi, en résumé, lorsque le genre grammatical est
complètement  neutralisé,  les  locuteurs  et  locutrices  du  français  (de  France)
interprètent les syntagmes comme les locuteurs et locutrices anglophones (Boyce et al.,
2019) : les construits sociaux sont dans ce cas une ressource disponible pour déterminer
le  genre  du  référent.  Notre  modèle  ne  montre  aucun  effet  de  l’âge  sur  le  type
d’interprétation des noms. En d’autres termes, l’effet des stéréotypes est constant à
travers les différentes classes d’âges observées.

38 De plus, comme Garnham et al. (2015), nous observons que les scores d’interprétation
de syntagmes neutralisés sont fortement corrélés avec les proportions d’hommes et de
femmes dans les  professions différentes recensées par l’INSEE,  comme le  montre la
figure 5. Il faut bien noter que les catégories d’INSEE qui sont publiquement disponibles
sont beaucoup moins raffinées que nos catégories, qui viennent de Misersky et al. 2014.
Par  exemple,  fleuriste,  qui  a  un  score  Misersky  de  0.81  (donc  stéréotype  fortement
féminin), est inclus dans la catégorie d’INSEE Commerçants et assimilés qui, en tout, a une
proportion de femmes de 0.32. Donc il est raisonnable de supposer que la corrélation
entre les jugements des participantes et participants dans un contexte neutralisé et les
ratios hommes/femmes observés est encore plus étroite que la suggère la figure 5.
 

Démêler les effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le biais masc...

GLAD!, 10 | 2021
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Average scores per noun given by participants vs. Misersky scores
▶ Conclusion: the interpretation of common gender nouns in neutralized

contexts is influenced by gender stereotypes. 20



Experiment 2: Design

▶ The only difference with experiment 1 is in the items: nouns now appear in
a context where the form of the definite article disambiguates grammatical
gender.
▶ Quand son travail est fini, le/la journaliste fait toujours une sauvegarde.

‘When their work is done, the journalist always backs it up.’
▶ Both masculine and feminine versions of the items were tested.
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Experiment2: Descriptive statistics – masculine
▶ Per noun average values range from . 16 to .57
▶ There is still a correlation between Misersky scores and average values

Figure 7 : Scores d’interprétation pour le genre masculin en fonction des scores Misersky et al. (x
va de 0.1 à 0.6)

 

 
Figure 8 : Scores (moyennes) d’interprétation pour le genre féminin en fonction des scores
Misersky et al. (x va de 0.65 à 1)

46 En premier lieu, nous pouvons constater qu’effectivement, les scores diffèrent entre le
masculin et le féminin. Accompagnés du déterminant la, les noms s’étalent sans grande
surprise de 0.69 (la croque-mort) à 0.96 ( la gynécologue). Avec le déterminant le, les noms
vont de 0.16 (le pilote, le bagagiste) à 0.57 ( le mannequin). De ce fait, comme l’ont montré
Gygax  et  al.  (2008),  le  genre  grammatical  semble  bien  être  le  premier  facteur
permettant aux locuteurs et locutrices de déterminer le genre des individus référés.
Ceci est particulièrement remarquable pour les noms « neutres » qui permettent moins
aux participantes  et  participants  de  s’appuyer  sur  un facteur  externe  saillant  pour
déterminer le genre de la personne, et donc seraient plus à  même de favoriser une
interprétation  « générique/neutre »  du  genre  grammatical  masculin.  Cela  n’est
pourtant pas le cas ici puisque ces noms ne sont pas traités différemment des autres
(MIN = 0.18 le photographe ; MAX = 0.38 le sténographe). 

Démêler les effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le biais masc...

GLAD!, 10 | 2021
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Experiment2: Descriptive statistics – feminine
▶ Per noun average values range from .69 to .96
▶ There is still a correlation between Misersky scores and average values

Figure 7 : Scores d’interprétation pour le genre masculin en fonction des scores Misersky et al. (x
va de 0.1 à 0.6)

 

 
Figure 8 : Scores (moyennes) d’interprétation pour le genre féminin en fonction des scores
Misersky et al. (x va de 0.65 à 1)

46 En premier lieu, nous pouvons constater qu’effectivement, les scores diffèrent entre le
masculin et le féminin. Accompagnés du déterminant la, les noms s’étalent sans grande
surprise de 0.69 (la croque-mort) à 0.96 ( la gynécologue). Avec le déterminant le, les noms
vont de 0.16 (le pilote, le bagagiste) à 0.57 ( le mannequin). De ce fait, comme l’ont montré
Gygax  et  al.  (2008),  le  genre  grammatical  semble  bien  être  le  premier  facteur
permettant aux locuteurs et locutrices de déterminer le genre des individus référés.
Ceci est particulièrement remarquable pour les noms « neutres » qui permettent moins
aux participantes  et  participants  de  s’appuyer  sur  un facteur  externe  saillant  pour
déterminer le genre de la personne, et donc seraient plus à  même de favoriser une
interprétation  « générique/neutre »  du  genre  grammatical  masculin.  Cela  n’est
pourtant pas le cas ici puisque ces noms ne sont pas traités différemment des autres
(MIN = 0.18 le photographe ; MAX = 0.38 le sténographe). 

Démêler les effets des stéréotypes et le genre grammatical dans le biais masc...

GLAD!, 10 | 2021
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Experiment 2: inferential statistics

▶ A mixed effects generalized model finds:
▶ A main effect of grammatical gender: feminine nouns get a higher score than

masculines.
▶ A main effect of Misersky scores: overall, the interpretation of nouns is

influenced by stereotypes.
▶ An interaction between the two: grammatical gender affects interpretation

more strongly for nouns with a masculine bias than for nouns with a feminine
bias.

▶ The authors suggest that this is because using a male-biased noun in the
feminine (la diplomate) is striking in a way that seeing a female-biased
noun in the masculine (le babysitter) is not.

▶ Interesting idea, but why?
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Comparing the two experiments
▶ Scores in neutralized contexts stand between scores for masculine and

feminine contexts.
▶ For highly male-biased nouns, masculine and neutralized contexts lead to

the same scores, but they diverge for female-biased nouns.
▶ Scores for female-biased nouns in neutralized contexts never reach the

levels found in feminine contexts.

54 La  figure  14  compare  les  lignes  indiquant  la  relation  entre  le  score  Misersky  et  la
moyenne de l’interprétation des syntagmes nominaux neutralisés (en vert), féminins
(en  rouge)  et  masculins  (en  bleu).  Si,  comme  soutient  la  tradition  grammaticale
française,  le  genre  grammatical  masculin  n’ajoute  aucun  sens  « masculin »  aux
syntagmes, son interprétation devrait être équivalente à l’interprétation des syntagmes
où le genre est  neutralisé.  C’est  à dire,  la  ligne verte et  la ligne bleue devraient se
chevaucher partout dans le graphique. Or, cette tendance se retrouve seulement pour
les  noms  à  stéréotype  masculin :  les  lignes  bleues  et  vertes  sont  très  proches.  Par
ailleurs, la ligne verte n’atteint jamais la ligne rouge, alors qu’elle dépasse même la
ligne bleue. Néanmoins, les t.test sur les différences de moyennes indiquent que les
noms marqués tant  au masculin qu’au féminin ont  des  moyennes significativement
différentes des moyennes obtenues lorsque le genre est neutralisé (p < .0001).
 
Figure 14 : Comparaison des jugements d’interprétation des syntagmes marqués féminins,
masculins ou neutralisés selon le score Misersky du nom.

 

Discussion générale

55 Nos données permettent de voir l’effet dont parlait Cameron pour l’anglais : chez les
noms à stéréotype masculin (comme astronaut en anglais, ou diplomate, clown, croque-
mort,  etc. en français),  la  forme non marquée par  le  genre  crée  une interprétation
genrée similaire à la forme formellement marquée masculine.  Cependant,  quand on
regarde les noms à stéréotype féminin deux éléments apparaissent. D’une part, il existe
souvent un écart entre les croyances des participantes et participants après la lecture
d’un syntagme neutralisé et un syntagme marqué masculin. D’autre part, les croyances
en fonction de la  neutralisation du genre et  du marquage féminin sont différentes.
Autrement  dit,  nous  avons  regardé  si  (1)  les  noms  à  stéréotype  masculin  ont  des
moyennes  différentes  avec  genre  masculin  et  avec  le  genre  neutralisé  et  (2)  si  les
moyennes des noms à stéréotype féminin diffèrent selon le marquage au féminin ou la
neutralisation.

56 Nos résultats ont au moins deux conséquences politiques importantes. Tout d’abord,
bien  que  le  genre  féminin  soit  moins  informatif  lorsqu’il  marque  un  nom  à  fort
stéréotype féminin, la différence entre les lignes rouges et vertes en figure 14 montre
l’importance d’utilisation d’un marquage explicite pour déclencher une représentation
mentale féminine du référent. Ensuite, la différence entre les lignes bleues et vertes
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Discussion

▶ Using this particular design, the authors were able to document effects of
gender stereotypes across all conditions: in neutralized contexts, and in
contexts where masculine or feminine grammatical gender is used.

▶ Subtle picture on the so-called ‘generic masculine’:
▶ Using a masculine noun definitely pushes recipients to interpret the referent as

more likely to be male.
→ Masculine grammatical gender does have an interpretation.

▶ Using a feminine noun does lead to highlighting the possibility that the
referent is a woman.
→ Inclusive language works: using feminine forms does make women more visible.

▶ Masculine and feminine scores are not mirror images: speakers entertain more
easily the possibility that a masculine noun refers to a woman than the
opposite.
→ There is indeed an asymmetry between masculine and feminine in terms of

possibilities of generic interpretation.
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Introduction
▶ One type of noun we did not look into yet are epicenes: nouns that have

one grammatical gender but readily refer to either men or women.
▶ uneF personne ‘a person’
▶ unM individu ‘an individual’
▶ uneF star ‘a star’

▶ Confusingly, Storme and Delaloye Saillen (2024) call these hybrid nouns.
This is not a very good term as it is used since Corbett (1991) to refer to a
separate gender-related phenomenon (nouns that trigger agreement of
different genders on different targets).

▶ Research question: does the grammatical gender of these nouns shape their
interpretation in the same way as that of other nouns?

▶ One prior study by Brauer and Landry (2008) suggests that it does,
focusing on just personne and individu
▶ Finding that individu is biased towards men, whereas personne is not biased.

▶ The goal of the present study is to make a more systematic study, looking
at more epicenes.
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Items
▶ Selection of 14 pairs of nearly synonymous epicenes of the two

grammatical genders.
F noun M noun meaning
star as champion
personne individu person
dépouille cadavre dead body
bête phénomène circus freak
personnalité personnage figure
vedette talent star
célébrité monument celebrity
tête cerveau leader
fourmi microbe little person
merveille trésor child
crème ange child
sangsue vautour scrooge
sommité génie leading expert
fripouille charlatan scoundrel

▶ Most of these are human nouns by sense extension from a prexisting noun
with a different type of meaning; the carrier sentence disambiguates.
▶ C’est une célébrité/un monument du cinéma français

‘They are a French movie celebrity.’
29



Design
▶ Apart from the selection of nouns, the design is exactly parallel to that of

Richy and Burnett (2021).

not contain any grammatical clue about the referent’s gender. Questions about the referent’s age and level of
education were added in order to make the goal of the study harder to guess, following Richy and Burnett (2021).
Participants used a seven-point Likert scale to answer all three questions, as shown in Figure 1. Following again
Richy and Burnett (2021), the three questions were presented in the same order for all items (age, gender,
education). For the gender variable, participants were asked to estimate the likelihood that the sentence refers to
a man or a woman, 1 indicating a highly confident “man” response, 7 a highly confident “woman” response, and 4
an equal likelihood of the referent being a man or a woman.

Following Richy and Burnett (2021) again, experimental items were interspersed with filler items consisting
of proper names, in particular (but not exclusively) gender-neutral proper names like Dominique. These fillers
were also meant to divert the attention of participants from the research question. Each participant saw 14
experimental items and 20 filler items.

2.1.3 Participants

One hundred participants were recruited through mailing lists at French-speaking universities in Switzerland
and in France. The study was carried out online using the LimeSurvey platform (LimeSurvey 2012). Each
participant was randomly assigned to one of the two lists. A total of 50 participants saw each list. Participants
participated on a voluntary basis. They provided their informed consent to participate in the research and agreed
to make their data available online. No sensitive information about participants was collected.

2.1.4 Data analysis

The judgment data were modeled using the ordinal cumulative model (Bürkner and Vuorre 2019: 78–79). The
cumulativemodel assumes that the observed ordinal response variable derives from the categorization of a latent
continuous unobserved variable. In the present study, the ordinal variable is the rating of the referent gender
along the seven-point scale. The latent variable is the underlying continuum corresponding to the participant’s
uncertainty about the referent’s gender. Tomodel this categorization in the case of a seven-point Likert scale, the
cumulative model assumes that there are six thresholds which partition the latent variable into seven ordered
categories (1, 2,…, 6, 7). The model provides estimates for the mean of the two grammatical genders and for the
position of the six thresholds along the latent continuous variable. The reader is referred to Bürkner and Vuorre
(2019) for further details.

A Bayesian approach was adopted (rather than a frequentist approach) for inferring the parameters of the
ordinal regression. This choice was motivated by the fact that Bayesian inference yields outcomes that are
intuitive and easy to interpret. In particular, it provides a posterior distribution for all the model’s parameters
and combinations of parameter values given the data. This makes it very easy to test any hypothesis about the
parameter values and about differences between parameter values. Also, Bayesian approaches virtually always
converge to accurate values of the parameters (Liddell andKruschke 2018). Themodelwasfit using brms (Bürkner
2017) in R (R Core Team 2020).

Figure 1: An example of what participants were asked, in this case involving the word vedette ‘star’.

4 Storme and Delaloye Saillen

▶ 14 experimental items, 20 fillers.
▶ In a first experiment, the authors used a Latin square design, with two lists

of 7 masculine and 7 feminine items and participants split in two groups.
This lead to a null result.

▶ In the second experiment, whether each participant saw the masculine or
feminine version of each item was randomized.
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Descriptive statistics

induced by feminine and masculine nouns is asymmetric, as in Study 1. This is particularly clear in Figure 7: the
value for the interpretation of feminine nouns4 is includedwithin the range of gender-neutral valueswhereas the
posterior mean for masculine nouns is outside of this range.

Figure 5: Descriptive statistics: the effect of grammatical gender (feminine, masculine) on gender inferences in Study 2. A value of 1 for
inferred gender indicates a categorical response of male; 4 indicates a gender-neutral response; 7 indicates a categorical response of female.

Figure 6: Inferential statistics: the effect of grammatical gender (feminine, masculine) on gender inferences in Study 2. A value of 1 for
inferred gender indicates a categorical response of male; 4 indicates a gender-neutral response; 7 indicates a categorical response of
female. Dots indicate posterior means; whiskers indicate 95 % credible intervals.

4 This value is constant and equal to zero because grammatical was dummy-coded, with feminine being used as the reference level.

Effects of grammatical gender on gender inferences 9

▶ This is clearly suggestive of
1. Masculine items leaning to more male interpretations than feminine items.
2. Responses for feminine items being more balanced than for masculine items.
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Inferential statistics
▶ Bayesian ordinal cumulative model of response by gender, with

▶ by-participant random intercept and slope
▶ by-item random intercept
▶ by-word random intercept

▶ Robust effect of grammatical gender (β̂ =−0.94, 95% CI= [−1.41,−0.45])
▶ Masculine nouns are male-biased, feminine nouns are unbiased.

3.3 Discussion

Compelling evidence was found for an effect of grammatical gender when the Group variable used in Study 1 was
removed in Study 2. This suggests that the specific way items were grouped into the two lists in Study 1 was
responsible for the absence of a main effect of grammatical gender, as hypothesized in Section 2.3. This result is
interesting from a general methodological perspective: it means that it is probably preferable to assign individual
items randomly to participants than to use a small number of preestablished lists of items.

The results also revealed asymmetric biases for masculine and feminine nouns, with only masculine nouns
resulting in a grammatically biased interpretation. However this asymmetric bias should be takenwith a grain of salt
as it could be due to uncontrolled effects of gender stereotypes in the stimuli, exactly as in Study 1 (see Section 2.3).

4 Conclusions

The current article has shown that hybrid nouns with a generic interpretation inducemoremale representations
when their grammatical gender is masculine than feminine. This result confirms and generalizes the conclusion
that was reached by Brauer and Landry (2008) based on a single pair of hybrid nouns (personne/individu). More
generally, this research adds to a growing body of evidence that grammatical gender biases gender inferences.
Crucially, the evidence comes from a type of noun which does not inflect for gender (contrary to masculine
generics) and therefore for which an alternative competition-based account is unlikely.

Only themasculine genderwas found to bias gender inferences. Feminine nounswere interpreted as gender-
neutral. However this latter result should be interpreted with caution as it could be due to uncontrolled effects of
gender stereotypes coming from the specific stimuli used in the study. In particular, several pairs of hybrid nouns
included in the experimental items referred to individualswith high social status and thismight have contributed
to an overall male bias. Further studies are necessary to establish whether the unbiased interpretation of
feminine nouns results from methodological issues or is genuine.

The results also have implications for gender-fair language. They suggest that the generalmale bias observed in
languages suchas French could beattenuated not only by replacingmasculine generics by gender-neutral forms but
also by using feminine instead of masculine generic hybrid nouns (e.g. une personne instead of un individu).
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Heather Burnett for helpful discussion on this project. Thanks to joffm (from the LimeSurvey forum) and Céline
Restrepo Zea for technical help. We are very grateful to the following persons for helping us recruit participants:
Claire Blandin, Lise Charles, Isabelle Charnavel, Lucile Davier, Alice Delorme, Letitia Ding, Suzanne Duval, Fiona
Friedli, Gilles van Heems, Cecile Heim, Jérôme Jacquin, Adèle Jatteau, Sabine Kradolfer, Marine Lebail, Cédric
Margot, Robin Meyer, Cédric Patin, Nicolas Pepin, Gilles Philippe, and Madeleine Séguier.

Figure 7: Inferential statistics: the effect of grammatical
gender (feminine, masculine) on gender inferences in Study
2 (represented along the latent continuous scale).

10 Storme and Delaloye Saillen
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Discussion
▶ Interestingly, the tendencies observed by Brauer and Landry for personne

and individu extend to other epicenes.
▶ The asymmetry between (unbiased) feminine and (biased) masculine is not

properly established, as the study did not control for gender stereotypes: it
may be that their masculine nouns or the carrier sentences were leaning
towards male. What one can firmly conclude is that masculine and
feminine epicenes contrast.

▶ Still, assuming that the asymetry holds, it is interesting, all the more so
because of a contrast wirh what Richy and Burnett (2021) found:
▶ With common gender nouns, the effect of grammatical gender is stronger in

the feminine than in the masculine.
▶ With epicene nouns, the effect is stronger in the masculine.

▶ Why is that so? The authors do not discuss this. One possible scenario:
▶ In Contemporary French it is readily possible to turn a masculine epicene in a

common gender noun (Bonami and Boyé, 2019), but not a feminine epicene
noun.

La narratrice anonyme aspire à la réussite absolue mais n’y parvient jamais,
incarnant ainsi cette individue par défaut […] M. Schaal, Quebec Studies 76.

▶ Hence when a masculine epicene is used, speakers are more likely to assume
that a feminine would be used if a female referent was intended.
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