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Traditionally, masculine generics in German have been assumed to be sex- or gender-neutral
(Doleschal 2002). As an example, consider the grammatically masculine role noun Chemiker ‘chemist’.
Despite its grammatical gender, it is not only used to refer to male but to refer to female chemists as
well, even though there is an explicitly feminine counterpart, Chemikerin. Regardless of the generically
intended usage of masculine generics, though, research of the last two decades has demonstrated that
masculine generics apparently are not neutral but biased towards a masculine reading (e.g. Gygax et
al., 2008; Irmen & Kurovskaja, 2010; Misersky et al., 2019). That is, while Chemiker might be intended
as generic, its masculine bias leads to predominantly male associations. However, which semantic
features of masculine generics lead to this masculine bias is unclear.

The present study aims at filling this knowledge gap using an approach novel to this kind of
research: discriminative learning. As a usage-based, error-driven approach, it follows a discriminative
perspective on language, arguing that the relation between form and meaning is fundamentally
discriminative (cf. Rescorla & Wagner, 1972; Wagner & Rescorla, 1972). Therefore, a word’s semantics
emerges by the word’s resonance with the entire lexicon. In turn, then, the masculine bias of masculine
generics should result from the resonance of masculine generics and all other entries of the lexicon.

Using linear discriminative learning as a specific framework of discriminative learning (Baayen et
al. 2019), measures describing the semantics resulting from this resonance with the lexicon were
computed. The simulated lexicon was based on 830,000 sentences from German news websites and
consisted of 30,887 lexicon entries with 7,511 semantic dimensions. The extracted semantic measures
gave insight into the comprehension quality, the semantic neighbourhood density, and the level of
semantic coactivation of target words. Target words were 113 of those used in Gabriel et al. (2008).
Making use of these words allowed us to use the stereotypicality judgements elicited in the
aforementioned study to control for potential influences of world-knowledge which are not captured by
our approach.

The extracted measures and stereotypicality judgements were then used in a multinomial logistic
regression to predict masculine generic and masculine and feminine explicit forms of the 113 target
words. The model found no significant effect of stereotypicality. The semantic measures, however, all
reached significance. Overall, masculine and feminine forms are significantly different in their semantic
features. For instance, masculine forms, i.e. generics and explicits, come with significantly higher
comprehension quality and denser semantic neighbourhoods. Using Bayes Factors (Wagenmakers
2007), we confirmed that there is no difference in terms of underlying measures between masculine
generics and explicits.

Our analysis of the underlying semantic features of masculine generics and masculine and feminine
explicits demonstrates that the masculine bias of masculine generics is due to their specific resonance
with other entries of the lexicon. Hence, even though masculine generics might be intended as
semantically generic, their interrelation with the lexicon results in overall masculine biased associations.
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