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Attitudes towards gender-fair language within German academia. Comparing positions
adopted by university guidelines for gender-fair language with attitudes found amongst
medical and gender researchers.

Central arguments for, and even more so, against gender-fair language have been the subject of
scientific scrutiny since the early days of feminist linguistics (Blaubergs 1980; Hellinger 1985, 2000;
Parks & Roberton 1998; Posch 2015). Research into the underlying attitudes of speakers followed
suit (Parks & Roberton 2004, 2000; Sarrasin & Gabriel & Gygax 2012; Sczesny & Moser & Wood 2015)
and showed that perspectives on gender-inclusive language are strongly influenced by institutional
and social consensus.

In order to understand these complex intearctions, our attention was drawn to German
universities as a high-profile institutional system. Our decision to focus on this source was motivated
by the strong divergence between research results concerning universities and opinions on gender-
fair language. On one hand, German students were found to have little interest in gender-fair
language, which they considered irrelevant (Demarmels & Schaffner 2011), on the other, critics of
gender-fair language see universities as the source of gender-fair language, often depicting it as an
artificial elite project (Pettersson 2011) and simultaneously striving to discredit feminist linguistics
while drawing on expertise from antifeminist campaigners inside universities (lvanov, accepted).
Furthermore, research into language change has shown that groups of speakers with high status,
such as universities (cf. Aitchison 2013; Posch 2011) have an impact on linguistic change, as their
language is widely perceived as exemplary. This adds another dimension to our research, raising the
question of whether universities can actually be driving forces for gender equality (see Hodel et al.
2017 for interconnections between language use and gender equality).

In our research into attitudes towards gender-fair language at German universities and
among researchers, we compared two sets of information. Firstly, we analyzed university guidelines
for the implementation of gender-fair language as a baseline to establish their underlying attitudes
towards gender-fair language and to see how they might influence the attitudes of the persons they
are directed at. Secondly, we sent an online survey to researchers from the area of gender studies
and to researchers working in medical professions, respectively, exposing the respondents with 8
positive and 13 negative statements towards gender-fair language as drawn from existing research,
eliciting the researchers’ attitude towards these statements as well as asking for elaborations or
comments.

Attitudes found within current university guidelines were generally positive and advocated
the use of gender-fair language. The vast majority of the guidelines were published by equal-
opportunities offices. They were designed to promote gender-fair language and offered practical
advice on different aspects of its use as well as providing background information. As a reaction to
the heated controversies over the last decades, and in order to counter frequent points of public
critique of gender-fair language (e.g. as unrealistic, complicated, and ugly), and also in order to
empower the readers to a differentiated text production, the guidelines invested considerable efforts
anticipating known points of critique and confronting them with relevant research to invalidate
them. This, however, is not without problems.

In our survey, the majority of researchers from both fields indicated knowledge and
appreciation of the guidelines offered by their respective institution. The attitude of the gender
researchers was generally more positive towards gender-fair language, which was unsurprising, given
the closeness of their work to the topic. Despite this slight imbalance a general support for gender-



fair language was found in both groups. However, there were also many points of critique raised
amongst the respondents, which were mainly centered around questions of applicability but also of
acceptance. The various attitudes expressed by the respondents of both groups were condensed into
four main categories using a factorial analysis. They were all in the tradition of early discourses about
gender-fair language.

Two of these categories capture attitudes against gender-fair language and can be summed
up as (1.) a general scepticism of an interrelation between gender equality and language use and (2.)
the concern about the increased effort and complications involved in producing gender-fair texts.
The other two comprise generally positive attitudes towards gender-fair languages, (3.) agreeing in
general terms to it being an important topic and (4.) judging the use of gender-fair language as both,
already well established in society, and worthy of further pursuit.

Our research into attitudes towards gender-fair language at German universities highlights
the ambivalent attitudes towards gender-fair language and illustrates the degree of disagreement
about the topic currently found among all speakers of German. Our analysis also points to a function
of (university) guidelines for gender-fair language as involuntary perpetuators of reservations against
it. If gender-fair language is to be employed as a tool supporting gender balance, in-depth
investigation of these findings by language and media didactics and by social psychology seems
advisable.

Literature

Adler, Astrid & Plewnia, Albrecht (2019). "Die Macht der groBen Zahlen. Aktuelle Spracheinstellungen
in Deutschland.” In: Eichinger, Ludwig M. & Plewnia, Albrecht (eds.): Neues vom heutigen
Deutsch: empirisch — methodisch — theoretisch. Berlin: de Gruyter, pp. 141-162.

Aitchison, Jean (2013). Language change: Progress or decay? Cambridge approaches to linguistics.
Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press.

Bauer, Annelie (2020). Rechtliche MafSgaben fiir geschlechtergerechte Sprache. Eine Analyse unter
besonderer Beriicksichtigung des Landes Niedersachsen. Berlin: Duncker & Humblot.

Blaubergs, Maija S. (1980). ”"An Analysis of Classic Arguments against Changing Sexist Language.” In:
Women’ Studies International Quarterly 3 (2-3), pp. 135-147.

Demarmels, Sascha & Schaffner, Dorothea (2011). "Gendersensitive Sprache in
Unternehmenstexten.” In: Demarmels, Sascha & Kesselheim, Wolfgang (eds.): Textsorten in
der Wirtschaft. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag fiir Sozialwissenschaften, pp. 98-120.

Diewald, Gabriele (2020). "“Alles andert sich, aber nichts von allein.” Eine Standortbestimmung zum
Thema geschlechtergerechte Sprache.” In: Der Sprachdienst (1-2), pp. 1-14.

Dittmann, Jirgen (2002). "Personenbezeichnungen und opake Geschlechtsreferenz. Am Beispiel von
Wissenschaftstexten.” In: Cheauré, Elisabeth & Gutjahr, Ortrud & Schmidt, Claudia (eds.):
Geschlechterkonstruktionen in Sprache, Literatur und Gesellschaft. Freiburg im Breisgau:
Rombach, pp. 63-92.

Frank-Cyrus, Karin M. & Dietrich, Margot (1997). “Sprachliche Gleichbehandlung von Frauen in
Gesetzestexten. Eine Meinungsumfrage der Gesellschaft fir deutsche Sprache.” In: Der
Sprachdienst (2), pp. 55—68.



Ginthner, Susanne (2017). ”Sprachwissenschaft und Geschlechterforschung: Ubermittelt unsere
Sprache ein androzentrisches Weltbild?“ In: Kortendiek, Beate & Riegraf, Birgit & Sabisch, Katja
(eds.): Handbuch interdisziplinére Geschlechterforschung. Wiesbaden: Springer.

Hellinger, Marlis (2000). ”"Feministische Sprachpolitik und politische Korrektheit - der Diskurs der
Verzerrung.” In: Eichhoff-Cyrus, Karin M.& Hoberg, Rudolf (eds.): Die deutsche Sprache zur
Jahrtausendwende, Thema Deutsch. Mannheim: Dudenverlag, pp. 177-191.

Hellinger, Marlis (1985). “Reaktionen auf die ‘Richtlinien zur Vermeidung sexistischen
Sprachgebrauchs’.” In: Opitz, Claudia (ed.). Weiblichkeit oder Feminismus? Drumlin Verlag:
Weingarten, 67-76.

Hodel, Lea & Formanowicz, Magdalena & Sczesny, Sabine & Valdrovd, Jana & von Stockhausen, Lisa
(2017). "Gender-Fair Language in Job Advertisements: A Cross-Linguistic and Cross-Cultural
Analysis.” In: Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology 48(3), pp. 384-401.

Ivanov, I. C. & Lange, M. B. & Tiemeyer, T. (2018). "Geschlechtergerechte Personenbezeichnungen in
deutscher Wissenschaftssprache. Von frilhen feministischen Vorschlagen fiir
geschlechtergerechte Sprache zu deren Umsetzung in wissenschaftlichen Abstracts.” In:
Suvremena lingvistika 44 (86), pp. 261-290. https://doi.org/10.22210/suvlin.2018.086.05

Ivanov, Christine (accepted). ”‘[...] bis sich jemand traut, sich dieser sprachlichen
Umweltverschmutzung entgegenzustellen’ — Positionierungen im Diskurs um gendergerechte
Sprache am Beispiel des Vereins Deutsche Sprache. ” In: Sonderausgabe ,,Jahrbuch fiir
internationale Germanistik”.

Ivanov, I. C. & Lange, M. B. & Tiemeyer, T. & Ptok, M. (2019). "Geschlechtergerechte Sprache in der
Wissenschaft: Gebrauch und Motivation.” In: Gender<ed> Thoughs. http://chrome-
extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/http://www.gendered-thoughts.uni-
goettingen.de/fileadmin/user_upload/genderedthoughts_vol02_ivanov_et_al _2019.pdf

Ivanov, Christine & Lieboldt, Stephanie (accepted): ”“Von Studierenden, Mitarbeiter*innen und
Professoren — Geschlechtergerechte Personenbezeichnungen zwischen Varianz und
Normierung.”

Koeser, Sara & Sczesny, Sabine (2014). “Promoting Gender-Fair Language: The Impact of Argumetns
on Language Use, Attitudes, and Cognitions.” In: Journal of Language and Social Psychology 33
(5), pp. 548-560. DOI: 10.1177/0261927X14541280

Parks, Janet B. & Roberton, Mary Ann (2004). ”Attitudes toward women mediate the gender effect
on attitudes toward sexist language.” In: Psychology of Women Quarterly 28, pp. 233-239.

Parks, Janet B. & Roberton, Mary Ann (1998a). "Contemporary Arguments Against Nonsexist
Language: Blaubergs (1980) Revisited.” In: Sex Roles 39 (5/6), pp. 445—-461. DOI:
10.1023/A:1007002422225

Pettersson, Magnus (2011). Geschlechtsiibergreifende Personenbezeichnungen: eine Referenz- und
Relevanzanalyse an Texten. Tlibingen: Narr.

Sarrasin, Oriane & Gabriel, Ute & Gygax, Pascal (2012). ”Sexism and Attitudes Toward Gender-
Neutral Language. The Case of English, French, and German.” In: Swiss Journal of Psychology
71(3), 113-124.

Schroter, Juliane & Linke, Angelika & Bubenhofer, Noah (2012). ““Ich als Linguist’ — Eine empirische
Studie zur Einschatzung und Verwendung des generischen Maskulinums.” In: Giinthner,



Susanne & Hipper, Dagmar & Spiess, Constanze (eds.): Genderlinguistik. Berlin: de Gruyter,
pp. 359-380.

Sczesny, Sabine & Moser, Franziska & Wood, Wendy (2015). "Beyond Sexist Beliefs: How Do People
Decide to Use Gender-Inclusive Language?” In: Personality & Social Psychology Bulletin.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167215585727

Contact

Dr. Maria B. Lange

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz Universitat Hannover
Deutsches Seminar

Kénigsworther Platz 1

30167 Hannover

Deutschland
Maria.Lange@germanistik.uni-hannover.de



