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Languages differ in terms of the strategies used to derive (non-binary)
inclusive language. In many languages, pronouns present the primary target
(e.g., English, Swedish). In other languages, for instance German, inclusive
language also affects other parts of grammar, such as nouns. To date,
research on German gender-inclusive language has primarily focussed on
mental representations, speakers’ attitudes, or use in newspapers. This
contribution investigates the use of inclusive language in the recent novel
Blutbuch (2022). A qualitative and quantitative analysis of the novel reveals
the use of different examples of inclusive language, involving, for instance,
the gender star (Student*innen ‘students’), in addition to traditional forms.
Inclusive language forms not only refer to specific non-binary individuals,
but also to groups of unknown gender. As such, they seem to be an addition
to the German gender system, rather than a replacement of existing forms.
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Introduction

This paper investigates non-binary inclusive language in German. Traditionally,
inclusive language was understood in terms of binary inclusive, that is, referring
to both women and men. In the last decade, the focus shifted towards non-binary
inclusive, which also aims to include persons who do not identify as either women
or men. For many languages, discussions on (non-binary) inclusive language
focus on pronouns, such as singular they in English (Bradley 2020) or the third-

person singular neopronoun hen in Swedish (Gustafsson-Senden et al. 2015).

Yet, in other languages, the issue of (non-binary) inclusive language extends
to other word categories, such as nouns, adjectives, or determiners (Hord 2016).
In German, for instance, several strategies to create non-binary noun forms have
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emerged, of which the Gendersternchen ‘gender star’ (e.g., Student*innen ‘stu-
dents’) seems to be the most widespread. The wider repercussions on the lan-
guage system make it highly interesting to investigate non-binary language forms
in grammatical gender languages such as German.

Several studies have investigated (non-binary) inclusive language in German,
for instance by looking into the presence of inclusive forms in newspapers (e.g.,
Link 2024, Waldendorf 2024), by checking language users’ attitudes (e.g., Adler &
Hansen 2020), and by investigating mental representations triggered by inclusive
language forms (e.g., Korner et al. 2022, Kurz & de Mulder 2023). Yet, the scope
of these studies is still rather limited and more research is necessary, focussing
explicitly on the reasons for the use of non-binary forms. For instance, are these
forms employed predominantly for reference to non-binary individuals, or also
for generic reference?

Furthermore, to the best of my knowledge, no studies have addressed the use
of inclusive language in literary works in German. This paper provides a first
step to filling this gap by investigating the use of non-binary inclusive language
by analysing a recent novel, Blutbuch (2022), written by the Swiss author Kim
de 'Horizon, who identifies as non-binary. For French, a study by Le Tallec-
Lloret (2020) touched upon the issue by investigating Alpheratz’ novel Requiem
(2015), showing that inclusive language in the novel mainly targets the use of
neo-pronouns. Analysis of the novel Blutbuch will reveal whether this holds for
German too.

Section 2 introduces the German gender system and discusses existing work
on German (non-binary) inclusive language. Section 3 includes a presentation of
the novel Blutbuch, followed by a discussion of the issue of inclusive language in
literature, ultimately resulting in this study’s research questions. Section 4 speci-
fies the methodology adopted and presents the results. Section 5 further discusses
the results and presents some concluding remarks.

2. Inclusive language in German

German distinguishes three genders, masculine, feminine, and neuter, and all
German nouns are assigned to a specific gender. Gender assignment is arbitrary
for inanimate nouns, although it can often be predicted based on either formal or
semantic criteria (Kopcke & Zubin 1996). For example, nouns ending in -ung are
feminine, while diminutives ending in -chen are neuter; nouns denoting alcoholic
beverages — except for neuter Bier ‘beer’ — are masculine.

For animate nouns, gender is usually based on their referent’s biological sex,
with some exceptions, such as die Person ‘the.F person.F’ versus der Star ‘the.m
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celebrity.m), both referring to females and males alike, or das Opfer ‘the.N victim.N’
For most human-denoting nouns, feminine and masculine forms exist, such as
der Lehrer ‘the.m teacher.m’ versus die Lehrer-in ‘the.F teacher-F.

As the examples in (1)-(2) show, gender is not only assigned to all nouns, but
also visible via agreement on attributive adjectives, determiners, and pronouns, at
least in the singular:"?

(1) a. der  Wein, ein  gut-er Wein, er..
theM winem aM good.Mm wine.M 35G.M

b. die Rechn-ung, eine hoh-e Rechn-ung, sie...
ther  bill-r aF  high-F bill-r 3SG.F

c. das Bdum-chen, ein  schon-es Bdium-chen, es...
theN  tree-DIM.N a.N  Dbeautiful-n tree-DIM.N 3SG.N

(2) a. der Mann, ein grofS-er Mann, er...
them  manmM aM  big-M man.mMm 35G.M

b. die Frau, eine  grof-e Frau, sie...
the.r woman.g aF big-F woman.F 3SG.F

In the plural, gender distinctions are neutralised, as shown in (3):

(3) a die viel-en Mdnner, sie...
the.pL many-pL men.mMm 3PL
b. die viel-en Frauen, sie...
the.rL many-PL women.F 3PL
c. die viel-en Opfer, sie
the.pL many-PL victims .N 3PL

One of the main challenges concerns generic reference. For referents with
unknown or irrelevant gender, traditionally, the masculine form is used (4a).
However, multiple psycholinguistic studies showed that such generic masculine
forms give rise to a male bias and are, therefore, not generic (e.g., Stahlberg &
Sczesny 2001). To avoid the use of the generic masculine, several binary inclusive
language strategies have been proposed, including double call (4b), typographical
strategies (4¢) including the Binnen-I ‘internal I’ (Scott 2006), or participial forms

(4d):

1. Gender marking through agreement intertwines with case marking; all examples in (1-2) are
in nominative case.

2. Gender agreement on pronouns may also be based on semantic gender, rather than on
grammatical gender. For instance, with the neuter noun Mddchen ‘girl, the pronoun may take
the feminine form sie instead of the neuter form es (Braun & Haig 2010, de Vogelaer et al. 2020).
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(4) a. die Studenten
b. die Studentinnen und Studenten
c. die Studentlnnen, die Student-innen, die Student(inn)en
d. die Studierenden

‘the students’

Another strategy promotes the use of collective nouns (5a)-(b) to replace generic
masculines (Steiger & Irmen 2011):

(5) a. die Lehrkrdifte
‘the teaching staff’
b. das Pflegepersonal
‘the caretakers’

Most strategies for inclusive language in German — except for collective nouns
— intend to make women visible through the use of feminine forms. As such,
German differs from, for instance, English, where gendered suffixes are no longer
productive and, as a consequence, a generalised neutralisation of gender marking
has taken place (e.g., the pair steward — stewardess has been replaced by flight
attendant). This also means that, apart from collective nouns, German inclusive
forms face limitations, as they often reinforce a feminine-masculine dichotomy.

These limitations have led to the emergence of new non-binary strategies,
which involve the use of typographical signs, such as the gender gap (6a), the
asterisk (6b) (termed Gendersternchen ‘gender star’), or, more recently, the colon
(6¢) (Korner et al. 2022):3

(6) a. die Student_innen
b. die Student*innen
c. die Student:innen

‘the students’

Although the use of typographical strategies seems limited to written language,
studies (e.g., Slavik et al. 2018) have shown that speakers pronounce such forms
in a specific manner, producing, for instance, a glottal stop at the position of the
asterisk.

In a similar vein, new pronoun forms have been proposed for German, such
as en, dey, or xier. Yet, their use seems to be very limited and varied, although a

3. Several psycholinguistic studies have investigated the effect of these forms on mental rep-
resentations. While Zacharski and Ferstl (2023) observe a more equal representation of men,
women, and persons not identifying as either women or men, other studies report a female bias
(Korner et al. 2022), or observe no effect (Kurz & de Mulder 2023).
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recent survey by the Verein fiir Geschlechtsneutrales Deutsch e.V. (2022) showed a
preference for the form en.*

Crucially, there is no consensus on what specific forms to use, and inclusive
language in general is subject to debates in the press, in politics, and in society
(Kolek 2019, Hergenhan 2020). Kotthoff (2020) argues that the positioning
towards inclusive language in German, both diachronically and synchronically,
can be grouped in four different registers: (i) The exclusive use of the generic
masculine; (ii) The consistent use of binary inclusive forms, such as double call
or typographical strategies, including the Binnen-I; (iii) The consistent use of
non-binary inclusive forms, involving, for instance, the gender star; and (iv) The
use of what Kotthoff (2020) labels flexible gendering, which involves alternating
between inclusive and generic forms.

Through the analysis of responses to two editions (2008 and 2017) of a large-
scale national survey in Germany, Adler and Hansen (2020) show that most par-
ticipants are not consciously aware of gender-inclusive language. When they are
explicitly asked about their preferences for specific language strategies in a spe-
cific context (for the concept ‘student’), most respondents prefer the use of the
participial form die Studierenden, followed by double call (die Studentinnen und
Studenten), typographical shortages (e.g., die Student/-innen) and, finally, the
generic masculine (die Studenten). Two factors appear to correlate with a partic-
ipant’s choice: age and political orientation. Older participants show a stronger
preference for double call and participial forms, while participants identifying as
politically more left-wing show a stronger preference for participial forms and
typographical strategies.

The use of inclusive language has received only limited attention. For
instance, some studies investigated their presence in newspapers. Waldendorf
(2024) observes that in several newspapers from Germany, the use of inclusive
language has increased between 2000 and 2021, even though the increase mainly
concerns binary inclusive language; non-binary forms are still rather marginal
and mainly present in left-wing newspapers, where the asterisk form (6b) used to
be the preferred option until 2021, now being replaced by the colon form (6c¢).

Link (2024), instead, does not observe a clear difference between left-wing
and right-wing press in her analysis of newspapers from Germany, Austria, and
Switzerland between 2003 and 2023. Instead, she observes a difference between

4. Sometimes the neuter pronoun es is use by non-binary speakers. Yet, this is controversial,
as neuter pronouns are predominantly used to refer to inanimates in the standard language,
although in several regional varieties of German, neuter pronouns can be used to refer to
women (e.g., Busley & Niibling 2021).
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these three countries, with Austrian newspapers using most non-binary inclusive
forms, whereas Swiss newspapers show frequent use of binary inclusive forms.

As these studies show, the use of non-binary inclusive forms turns out to be
still rather limited in newspapers. Yet, their use in other registers of written lan-
guage remains largely unknown. In addition, existing studies focussed on noun
forms and did not take into account the extended nominal domain including
determiners, attributive adjectives, or other categories, such as pronouns. This
is where the present study comes in, as it looks into inclusive language use in a
recent German novel, introduced in the next section.

3. The present study

The novel Blutbuch (2022) was written by the Swiss-German author Kim de
I'Horizon, and was the first novel written by a non-binary author to be awarded
the Deutscher Buchpreis, one of the most famous German language literary prizes,
in 2022. The novel tells the story of the non-binary protagonist Kim, who retraces
the history of their family and describes the relationship to their grandmother,
suffering from dementia.

Apart from topics related to the family history — the marginal position of
women, the protagonist’s childhood, and the history of the copper beech, the tree
on which the novels title is based (Blutbuche is the German noun for ‘copper
beech’) — the novel also reflects on the challenges raised by the protagonist’s gen-
der identity within society, and within Swiss-German society in particular. One of
these challenges concerns language, as the German language (and also the Swiss-
German dialect of the protagonist’s family) traditionally does not provide means
to express oneself as non-binary; human-denoting nouns usually take either fem-
inine or masculine gender.

From this perspective, analysing the novel from a linguistic point of view
is interesting. Although there exist no linguistic studies focussing on the novel,
Blutbuch has been analysed from a literary perspective (e.g., Jiang 2023, Wimmer
2023, Salvo 2024). While these studies do not provide a full analysis of language
use in the novel, they discuss the challenges related to being a non-binary individ-
ual within the German-speaking society and also refer to language issues and the
choices made by the author from a thematic point of view.

For instance, Wimmer (2023) describes the central role language plays in
assigning a gender to the human body, which is traditionally based on biological
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sex, and, thus, a binary system. This is challenging for persons identifying as non-
binary, as illustrated in the following passage from the novel (Blutbuch: 58):

(7) [...] im Binaritits-Fachismus der Korpersprachen, sprechen meine Glieder ein
Kauderwelsch [... ] Ich weiss nicht, wie ich mich sonst formulieren kénnte als:
Ich weiss keine Sprache fiir meinen Kérper. [...] Ich stehe in einer Fremdsprache.
‘within the binary-fascism of body languages, my body parts speak gibberish
[...] I don’t know how I could formulate differently from: I don’t know a lan-
guage for my body. [...] 'm in a foreign language’

The non-binary protagonist’s body does not seem to find a place in the traditional
view of bodies being either female or male, which also challenges the way the pro-
tagonist could talk about their body (Blutbuch: 58):

(8) In der Sprache, die ich von dir geerbt habe, in meiner Meersprache also, gibt es
nur zwei Moglichkeiten, ein Korper zu sein. Das Aufwachsen im Gaumen der
deutschen Sprache zwang mich stets in diese Kindergartenzweierreihe hinein.
‘In the language that I inherited from you, that is, my mother tongue, there are
only two options to be a human body. Growing up in the palate of the German
language always forced me back into this binary kindergarten system.

As passage (8) shows, there is no alternative to this binary choice; the gender sys-
tem of German forces the protagonist to make a choice between the feminine and
the masculine.

In a similar vein, Jiang (2023) argues that children acquire specific normative
rules through their mother tongue, which influence their view of the world, in
this case preserving the binary concept of gender, combined with a historical male
dominance. The novel stresses this traditional point of view in European history
when retracing the history of the copper beech. As Jiang (2023) shows, the novel
attempts to break free from the binary concept of gender, for instance by using the
form mensch (literally ‘human; derived from Mensch with capital M) as a replace-
ment of the indefinite pronoun man ‘one; which closely resembles the German
noun for ‘man;, Mann.

Still, literary studies on this novel do not provide an in-depth linguistic analy-
sis. In fact, the issue of non-binary language in literature has not yet been
addressed for German. For French, however, a study by Le Tallec-Lloret (2020)
includes a small case-study of the language use in the French novel Requiem
(2015), written by the author and linguist Alpheratz, who identifies as non-binary,
just as Kim de 'Horizon. As Le Tallec-Lloret (2020) shows, inclusive language

5. All English translations of the German examples from the novel have been made by the
author.
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strategies in Requiern mainly target the pronominal system. The novel introduces
the new pronoun forms al (singular) and als (plural) as subject pronouns to
replace the binary forms il/elle ‘he/she’ and ils/elles ‘they; respectively. Likewise,
the strong pronoun eux ‘them’ is replaced by aux; caux replaces the demonstrative
forms ceux/celles ‘those. Interestingly, the use of these new pronouns is not
restricted to reference to non-binary persons, or individuals or groups of
unknown gender; al is also used to replace masculine il in constructions such as il
faut ‘it is necessary’, where the pronoun serves as grammatical subject, without a
referential function. New forms for nouns and adjectives are not proposed in the
novel. Instead, the author uses either masculine or feminine forms in accordance
with the gender of their referents.

The present paper aims at investigating the use of non-binary inclusive lan-
guage in the German novel Blutbuch. The first point this study seeks to address
concerns the specific forms targeted by inclusive language in the novel. As men-
tioned, while in many languages pronouns appear to be the primary target, in
German, inclusive language generally seems to concern noun forms. From that
perspective, it is relevant to investigate which strategies of inclusive language are
present in Blutbuch:

RQu If the novel includes non-binary inclusive forms, which strategies are used
to derive these forms, and for which word categories?

Based on what we know from other languages (e.g., Le Tallec-Lloret 2020), as
well as previous work on German (e.g., Waldendorf 2024), if non-binary inclusive
forms are present, these would most likely involve neopronouns or noun forms
involving the gender star.

A second aspect this study intends to investigate concerns the referentiality of
non-binary inclusive forms, as we may wonder whether such forms are used to
exclusively refer to non-binary individuals, or also in a more general manner for
generic reference. The study by Le Tallec-Lloret (2020) shows that in the French
novel Requiem, the use of neopronouns is not restricted to non-binary individual
reference. Yet, this could be different in Blutbuch:

RQ2 For which types of reference are non-binary inclusive forms used?

As very little is known about the referentiality of non-binary inclusive forms, no
predictions can be formulated.
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4. Methodology and results

In order to investigate inclusive language in Blutbuch, a two-step methodology has
been adopted. First, as preliminary analysis, a close reading of the novel was per-
formed to get an overview of which different strategies of inclusive language are
used in the novel. Second, based on the close reading results, a systematic quanti-
tative and qualitative analysis of the inclusive language strategies was carried out
to learn more about their distribution and use.

4.1 Preliminary analysis

The close reading showed that the novel features two main strategies of inclusive
language: (i) the use of gender star forms, and (ii) the use of mensch as an alter-
native to the indefinite pronoun man ‘one, as was mentioned in Jiang’s (2023)
literary analysis of the novel too. Interestingly, the novel does not feature any
neopronoun forms. Yet, some more traditional strategies of neutralisation are
used, such as collective nouns, which may also be considered forms of (non-
binary) inclusive language.® The example in (9) not only shows a collective noun
(Putzkrdfte), but also a substantivized participle (Studierende), which is gender
neutral in the plural (Blutbuch: 148):

(9) es hatte mehr Putzkrifte als Studierende
‘there were more cleaners than students’

Finally, despite the use of inclusive strategies, the novel includes traditional femi-
nine and masculine noun forms as well.

In what follows, a systematic analysis of the two most frequent strategies, (i)
gender star forms, and (ii) the indefinite mensch, will be provided, followed by a
short discussion on the use of traditional feminine and masculine forms. Due to
space limitations, a more detailed qualitative analysis of other inclusive language
strategies, such as the use of collective nouns, will be left for future work.

4.2 Systematic analysis

As mentioned in the previous section, the preliminary analysis revealed the pres-
ence of two main strategies of non-binary inclusive language: the use of gender
star forms and the use of mensch as an alternative to the indefinite pronoun man

6. An Excel file containing all examples including the gender star, as well as all other noun
forms, can be retrieved from OSF: https://osf.io/dapng/?view_only=6f5c57521f114b11b8e536223
26622¢€8


https://osf.io/dapn9/?view_only=6f5c57521f114b11b8e53622326622e8
https://osf.io/dapn9/?view_only=6f5c57521f114b11b8e53622326622e8
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‘one’. To get a better insight into the distribution of these forms, a quantitative
analysis of these two strategies was performed on a digital version of the novel,
using the tool AntConc (Anthony 2024), a freeware program for text analysis. In
addition, forms of the indefinite pronoun man were also included, to be able to
compare the use of the alternative form mensch to the traditional one.

The last part of the novel consists of a letter written in English. Although a
German translation of the letter is present as well, it was decided not to take it
into account within the AntConc analysis, as the author explicitly states that this
translation had been made using online translation software, while it is unclear
whether the author made any changes to this translation.

According to the AntConc analysis, the analysed part of the novel contains
65425 tokens. Analysis reveals that 0.08% of these concern gender star forms
(n=53), while the indefinite mensch (including derived forms, such as jemensch
‘someone’) represents 0.5% of tokens (n=101). For the traditional feminine and
masculine forms, no AntConc analysis could be carried out due to the fact that
these forms do not exhibit a specific morphological form that could be searched
through AntConc. Rather, I will discuss some examples of these forms collected
during the preliminary analysis from a qualitative perspective. First, we zoom in
on the main strategies of inclusive language: the gender star, and the indefinite
mensch. For the gender star, we will also take into account the aspect of referen-
tiality.

4.2.1 Gender star forms

The gender star is one of the strategies employed in the novel to create non-binary
forms. Table 1 shows that the use of the gender star is not limited to noun forms,
although these are the most frequent:

Table 1. Gender star forms

Category Numbers Examples

noun 40 (7 sg. +33pl.) Zeug*in ‘witness’

Freund*innen ‘friends’

pronominal 3 (relative, indefinite, di*er, eine*r, jede*n
quantifier)
determiner 3 eine, dein*e, kein’e
compound (nominal or 8 herr*innenlos ‘ownerless’
adjectival Pfleger*innenhose ‘nurse’s
trousers’
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Interestingly, gender stars also appear on some determiners, pronominal ele-
ments, as well as within nominal and adjectival compounds. Nevertheless, the
majority of words containing the gender star are nouns.

Gender star forms could potentially be used for either generic reference, or
reference to a specific non-binary individual. This specifically concerns nouns
and pronominal elements (e.g., relative di*er or indefinite jede*n). The reference
of these (pro-)nominal gender star forms is visualised in Figure 1 (n=43):

100

90

80

70

60

(%) 50
40

30

20

singular plural total

@ generic @non-binary @other

Figure 1. Reference of (pro-)nominal gender star forms

Out of the 43 (pro-)nominal gender star forms, most (31 in total) are used for
generic reference to mixed groups of unknown gender composition, as exempli-
fied in (10) (Blutbuch: 48):

(10) die Velofahrer*innen, die auf dem Trottoir fahren
‘the cyclists who ride on the pavement’

The noun Velofahrer*innen (10) refers to cyclists in general, irrespective of their
gender. Crucially, this generic use almost exclusively concerns plural nouns in the
novel.

Of the 10 gender star forms that refer to specific non-binary referents, 9 are
in the singular (11-12) (Blutbuch: 229, 142), with only one case in the plural (13)
(Blutbuch: 11):

(11) Ich bin kein*e Sprachpurist*in, will kein Sprachzerfallbuhu.
‘T am not a purist, I don’t want any fuss about language deterioration’

(12) AY PAPI, 19, Spanier(*in?), Gymnasiast
‘AY PAPI, 19, Spaniard, high-school student’
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(13) Wenn meine Freund*innen Dina und Mo [...].
‘When my friends Dina and Mo...

Sprachpurist*in (11) refers to a specific non-binary person, the author. The same
holds for the plural Example (13), referring to two specific friends. Example (12)
is interesting because it clearly demonstrates the function of the gender star form
as referring to non-binary persons: since the narrator is unsure about the gender
identity of the person, the suffix -*in is placed between brackets and appears with
a question mark. Remarkably, the second nominal used to refer to this person,
Gymnasiast, only displays the masculine form.

The remaining two cases are less clear. These concern the forms Zeug*innen
‘witnesses’ (Blutbuch: 160), referring to trees, and Frauen* ‘women’ (Blutbuch:
193), for which the use of the gender star is puzzling, as in principle, Frauen can
only refer to a homogeneous group of females. Yet, this form appears in a passage
that narrates the history of female family members, of whom many attempted to
break free from the traditional female roles.

4.2.2 The use of mensch instead of man

The second inclusive strategy included in the systematic analysis concerns the
use of mensch (literally human/mankind’) as an alternative to the indefinite pro-
noun man ‘one, a homophone of the noun Mann ‘man’ This also includes derived
forms, as shown in Table 2:

Table 2. Use of ‘mensch’ instead of ‘man’

‘mensch’ Numbers Numbers ‘man’
mensch 83 (35.5%) 111 (47.4%) man
jemensch 12 (5.1%) 9 (3.8%) jemand
niemensch 6 (2.6%) 13 (5.6%) niemand
Total ‘mensch’ 101 (43.2%) 133 (56.8%) Total ‘man’

n=234 (100%)

The examples in (14-15) illustrate the use of mensch and the derived form
jemensch (Blutbuch: 16, 36):”

(14) Wie soll mensch denn gesellschaftlich aufsteigen, wenn mensch nicht arbeitet?
‘How should one then climb on the social scale when one doesn’t work?’

7. In an interview (Arnet 2022), the author criticizes their own use of mensch as it would still
primarily address men; they plan to use an alternative in future work.
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(15) Aber es kam nie jemensch ausser uns.
‘But except us no one else ever came’

As Table 2 shows, the use of mensch does not mean that the standard form man is
absent from the novel. Rather, there is a rather even split between the two forms.
The choice of either mensch or man in specific passages seems to be related to the
topic discussed. In passages involving the narrator’s early childhood memories, as
well as in descriptions of historical events, traditional man seems to be preferred,
as shown in (16) (Blutbuch: 64):

(16)  Friiher, als der Himmel noch wirklich blau gewesen ist und die Leute arm, hat
man sich geholfen.
‘In the old days, when the sky was still truly blue and the people poor, one
helped each other’

This use of man could be intended to reflect the distinction between traditional
and more innovative language.

4.2.3 Feminine and masculine forms

Despite the use of the gender star to create new noun forms, displaying either
generic or specific non-binary reference, the novel also features traditional fem-
inine and masculine forms. Qualitative analysis reveals that such forms are used
for specific reference to women and men, respectively. Consider (17), where the
feminine form Arztin refers to a specific female doctor (Blutbuch: 121):

(17) Eine Arztin niht mich zusammen |[...].
‘A (female) doctor sews me up...

However, masculine forms are also used to stress male dominance, as has been
noticed by Jiang (2023). The examples in (18-19) illustrate this (Blutbuch: 135,

169):

(18) Wi, das sind die Biirger (ja, nur Mdnner), die sich Blutbuchen in den Garten
hauten.
‘We are the citizens (yes, men only) who dumped copper beaches in the gar-

>

den.

(19) Allerdings kann er nachweisen, dass praktisch alle deutschen Botaniker |[...].
‘However, he can proof that almost all German botanists...

Masculine Biirger (18) clearly refers to male citizens, as is highlighted by the
remark between brackets ja, nur Mdnner. The same holds for the noun Botaniker
(19). Both examples come from passages in which the author describes the history
of the copper beach in Europe. To highlight the fact that the history of the tree is
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dominated by men — and to criticise male dominance in Western European soci-
eties on the cusp of the twentieth century — masculine forms are used.

5. Discussion and conclusion

This paper aimed at investigating the use of non-binary inclusive language in the
recent German novel Blutbuch. Specifically, it addressed the following questions:
(i) Which strategies are used to derive inclusive forms, and for what word cat-
egories? (ii) For which types of reference are non-binary inclusive forms used?
The results show that inclusive forms are, indeed, present in the novel, with two
predominant strategies: the use of the gender star (Student*innen ‘students’) — a
strategy reported on by, for example, Waldendorf (2024) in the context of news-
papers — and the use of mensch as an alternative to the traditional indefinite
pronoun man ‘one. However, the novel also includes traditional feminine and
masculine forms. Thus, the novel could be argued an example of what Kotthoft
(2020) refers to as ‘flexible gendering) the alternating use of both inclusive and
traditional forms.

Interestingly, apart from the indefinite mensch, no non-binary pronoun forms
are used in the novel, thus not confirming our initial prediction, which was based
on what we know from other languages, where pronouns often represent the
primary target of inclusive language (Hord 2016). For instance, Le Tallec-Lloret
(2020) shows that inclusive language in the French novel Requiem mainly con-
cerns the use of neopronouns, such as al ‘3sG, as an alternative to traditional
French elle/il ‘she/he.

By contrast, the German novel includes inclusive forms for a wide range of
word types (nouns, determiners, pronominal elements) derived by means of the
gender star. Nominal gender star forms seem to fulfil two functions: (i) reference
to generic groups, as an alternative to the generic masculine, and (ii) reference to
specific non-binary individuals. Since the novel also features the use of traditional
feminine and masculine forms — used for specific reference to women and men,
respectively — the gender star seems to constitute an addition to the German gen-
der system, rather than a replacement of the existing forms (Scott 2006).

The fact that the use of the gender star is not limited to nouns only, but
also appears on determiners and in the derivation of compound forms (e.g.,
herr*innenlos ‘ownerless’), suggests that the author, rather than using gender star
forms as fixed lexical items, attempts to integrate the gender star in the German
morphological system.

As such, the novel shows a deliberate use of inclusive language, which also
becomes clear from the narrator’s reflection on the issue of representing non-
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binarity in German. Further motivation for this comes from the fact that at several
occasions, masculine forms are not only used for male reference, but rather to
highlight male dominance, as was also noted in a literary study by Jiang (2023).

Future work could expand on the present study to verify whether similar pat-
terns emerge from other novels. Another avenue for future work would be to
investigate whether the use of non-binary inclusive forms affects a reader’s men-
tal representation and triggers the inclusion of non-binary referents (Korner et al.
2022, Kurz & de Mulder 2023). In addition, future work could investigate readers’
attitudes towards the presence of non-binary language in texts, as we know that
those attitudes may vary considerably between language users (Hergenhan 2020,
Kotthoff 2020), and the impact of non-binary forms on text comprehensibility.
The latter point has been addressed by Friedrich et al. (2021), whose results sug-
gest that gender star forms only influence text comprehensibility when they are
used in large quantities.

Despite its limited scope, the present study gives valuable insights into the use
of inclusive language strategies in written German. As such, it complements the
existing work on newspapers (Link 2024, Waldendorf 2024) by looking into a dif-
ferent text genre. Specifically, it shows that inclusive language forms, and the gen-
der star forms in particular, are used as an addition to the German gender system,
to refer to non-binary individuals, but also as a strategy to avoid the generic mas-
culine.
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