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From predicate to subject:
A reversal of durational differences in generic and specific masculines

Motivation

▪ Previous research found fine-phonetic durational variation between 
homophonous units based on
▪ morphology, e.g. in different types of word-final -s /s/ [1-3]

▪ semantics, e.g. in generic vs. specific masculines -er /ɐ/ [4,5]

Figure 1. -er durations of generic and specific masculines in (A) real words and 
(B) pseudowords as predicted by respective linear mixed-effects models [4,5].

Background

Idea

▪ Previous studies on durational differences in /ɐ/ across generic vs. specific 
masculine forms examined them in predicative position

(1) Eins ist Thea und Wiebke klar. Sie möchten niemals Kosmetiker von Beruf werden.

‘One thing is clear to Thea and Wiebke. They never want to become beauticians by 

profession.’

(2) Das ist Anna. Anna dahpt beruflich. Sie ist Dahper. Sie dahpt beim Amt.

‘This is Anna. Anna dahps professionally. She is a dahper. She dahps at the 

agency.’

▪ How do /ɐ/ durations pattern with generic and specific masculines in 
subject position?

(3) Thorsten und Anna sind endlich im Hotel angekommen. Die Urlauber freuen sich 

schon auf den Pool.

‘Thorsten and Anna finally arrived at the hotel. The holidaymakers are already 

  looking forward to the pool.’

Key questions

1. Does the pattern generalise across predicative and subject positions, 
irrespective of differences in referentiality [6] and prosody [7]?

2. What drives the durational difference?

Discussion

▪ Previous studies: generic > specific [4,5]

▪ Specific: gender and grammatical form align 
    → relatively shorter

▪ Generic: gender and grammatical forms do not align 
    → relatively longer due to more complex production   
        planning [11,12]

▪ Current study: generic < specific
▪ German referentially given subjects pass sentence focus downstream, 

subjecting the subject to prosodic de-accentuation + reduction [7,13]

▪ Specific: gender and grammatical form align 
    → relatively longer as they resist standard givenness-driven 

        phonetic reduction [14,15]

▪ Generic: gender and grammatical forms do not align 
    → relatively shorter as forced into an abstract, functional 
        generic category with lower referential specificity [16]

▪ The opposing patterns are driven by an interaction between prosodic 
structure and referential function

Results

▪ Analysis: linear mixed-effects 
models controlling for 
standard factors, e.g. 
frequency, segmental 
context, word length, speaker 
differences

▪ Finding: generic masculines 
come with shorter -er 
durations than specific 
masculines

Figure 2. -er durations of generic 
and specific masculines as pre-
dicted by the linear mixed-
effects model.

P&P 2026
22. Phonetik & Phonologie im deutschsprachigen Raum

01. und 02. Oktober 2026
Friedrich-Schiller-Universität Jena

References
[1] Plag, I., Homann, J., & Kunter, G. (2017). Homophony and morphology: The acoustics of word-final S in English. Journal of Linguistics, 53(1), 181–216. [2] Schmitz, D., Baer-Henney, D., & Plag, I. (2021). The duration of word-final /s/ differs across morphological categories in English: Evidence from 
pseudowords. Phonetica, 78(5–6), 571–616. [3] Schmitz, D., & Baer-Henney, D. (2024). Morphology renders homophonous segments phonetically different: Word-final /s/ in German. In Proceedings of Speech Prosody 2024 (pp. 587–591). [4] Schmitz, D. (2025). Homophonous semantic minimal pairs 
differ in their subphonemic acoustic durations: The case of generic and specific masculines in German. In P&P20 – 2024: Tagungsband zum 20. Jahrestreffen Phonetik und Phonologie im deutschsprachigen Raum. Martin-Luther-Universität Halle-Wittenberg. [5] Schmitz, D., & Keller, J. (2025, October 
6–7). Polysemes have no common sense duration [Conference presentation]. 21. Jahrestreffen Phonetik und Phonologie im deutschsprachigen Raum, Leipzig, Germany. [6] Kotthoff, H., & Nübling, D. (2024). Genderlinguistik: Eine Einführung in Sprache, Gespräch und Geschlecht (2., überarb. und erw. 
Aufl.). Narr Francke Attempto Verlag. [7] Baumann, S., & Riester, A. (2013). Coreference, lexical givenness and prosody in German. Lingua, 136, 16–37. [8] Gabriel, U., Gygax, P., Sarrasin, O., Garnham, A., & Oakhill, J. (2008). Au pairs are rarely male: Norms on the gender perception of role names 
across English, French, and German. Behavior Research Methods, 40(1), 206–212. [9] Misersky, J., Gygax, P. M., Canal, P., Gabriel, U., Garnham, A., Braun, F., Chiarini, T., Englund, K., Hanulíková, A., Öttl, A., Valdrová, J., von Stockhausen, L., & Sczesny, S. (2014). Norms on the gender perception of role 
nouns in Czech, English, French, German, Italian, Norwegian, and Slovak. Behavior Research Methods, 46(3), 841–871. [10] ElevenLabs. (n.d.). Text to speech [Computer software]. [11] Betz, S., Bryhadyr, N., Türk, O., & Wagner, P. (2023). Cognitive load increases spoken and gestural hesitation 
frequency. Languages, 8(1), Article 71. [12] Glim, S., Körner, A., & Rummer, R. (2024). Generic masculine role nouns interfere with the neural processing of female referents: Evidence from the P600. Language, Cognition and Neuroscience, 39(10), 1366–1375. [13] Lorenzen, J., & Baumann, S. (2024). 

Materials

▪ Items: person nouns with gender-neutral stereotypicality [8,9]

▪ Targets: 18 person nouns ending in -er
Berufsschüler, Camper, Forscher, Läufer, Maler, Mieter, Pilger, Radfahrer, 

Schauspieler, Schüler, Schwimmer, Skifahrer, Teilnehmer, Tennisspieler, Urlauber, 

Verleger, Wähler, Weintrinker

▪ Fillers: 9 person nouns not ending in -er
Animateur, Architekt, Athlet, Demonstrant, Fotograf, Jubilar, Nachbar, Student, 

Zoologe

▪ Each item was embedded in a carrier sentence in which it functioned as 
part of the subject

▪ Each carrier sentence was preceded by a context sentence 
disambiguating the type of masculine: 
specific (male-only reading) vs. generic (mixed-gender reading)

Method

Procedure and participants

▪ Online speech production experiment with 40 L1 speakers of German
▪ Cover story: the aim of the experiment is to compare human and AI 

reading
▪ Instruction: produce sentences as naturally as possible
▪ Trial progression

1. Listen to AI-generated recordings [10] of context and carrier sentence 
while simultaneously reading them on screen

2. Read the same sentences aloud
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Thorsten und Anna sind endlich im 

Hotel angekommen. Die Urlauber 

freuen sich schon auf  den Pool.
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