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Gender-inclusive language is increasingly important in linguistics and in the public
debate, yet languages face distinct challenges due to their diverse grammatical
gender systems. This paper explores gender-inclusive strategies in German,
French, and Dutch, using the translation of the German “Gendersternchen”
‘gender star’ (e.g., Lehrer*innen ‘teachers’) in the German novel Blutbuch (2022,
Kim de [’Horizon) as a case study. By investigating the strategies used in French
and Dutch to translate the non-binary inclusivity of the German original, this study
analyses how relatively closely related languages navigate gender-inclusive
practices. The findings show that the French translation uses, for example, new
morphological forms (e.g., using the schwa) to maintain non-binary inclusivity,
while the Dutch version mostly relies on non-inclusive forms, even in contexts
intended to be inclusive. The results reflect broader societal discussions: French-
speaking countries face intense debates and diverse strategies for gender-
inclusivity, whereas Dutch-speaking countries show less engagement with the topic,
often defaulting to masculine-generic forms as neutral references. Our study
underscores how differences in grammatical gender systems influence and shape
the strategies used to achieve linguistic gender-inclusivity.

1 Introduction

Gender functions differently across languages, presenting unique challenges for
each language to achieve gender-inclusivity for non-binary individuals (Hord
2016), following on broader societal shifts towards gender equality and respect
for gender diversity. For natural gender languages, discussions on inclusivity
largely focussed on pronouns, for instance resulting in singular they use as gender-
neutral pronoun in English, or the Swedish neopronoun zen (Wojahn 2024). While
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neopronouns have been proposed for grammatical gender languages too, for
example, French ie/ (Carrier & Chicoine 2022), German xier (Catasso 2025), or
Dutch die/hen (Vriesendorp 2024), these languages face additional challenges:
Nouns are assigned a grammatical gender, and modifiers, such as articles or
adjectives, must often agree with that gender (Hord 2016).!

To refer to persons who do not identify within the binary male or female
labels, different inclusive noun forms emerged. In German, three strategies are
used to derive new non-binary inclusive nouns: the asterisk — called
“Gendersternchen” ‘gender asterisk’ — (die Lehrer*innen, ‘the teachers’), the
underscore (die Lehrer_innen), and the colon (die Lehrer:innen). Currently, the
asterisk seems the most widely used form (Kdorner et al. 2022). Other strategies
involve the use of substantivized participles (e.g., die Studierenden ‘those who are
studying’), which are at least invariable in the plural, or the use of collective nouns
(e.g., das Pflegepersonal ‘the caretakers’) (Adler & Hansen 2020). The latter
strategies are also used for binary inclusive reference, next to complete and
contracted double forms, for instance using the “Binnen-I” ‘Internal-I" (Scott
2006). Table 1 gives an overview of the different strategies within the German
nominal domain.

Table 1: Gender inclusivity in German

Masculine Feminine Binary inclusive Non-binary inclusive

der Lehrer die Lehrerin die Lehrerlnnen die Lehrer*innen
ein Studierender eine Studierende Studierenden

der Pfleger die Pflegerin das Pflegepersonal

Several studies investigated the adoption of inclusive nouns in newspapers
(Sokefeld 2021, Link 2024, Waldendorf 2024), political and governmental
communication (Miiller-Spitzer & Ochs 2023), and academic texts (Ivanov et al.
2018). However, the actual use of gender-inclusive language varies significantly
between contexts and regions. For example, Link (2024) shows that Austrian
newspapers tend to favour non-binary inclusive forms, while Swiss or German
ones often prioritize binary inclusive strategies. Similarly, Waldendorf (2024)
shows that political orientation influences usage: Left-leaning newspapers seem
more prone to use non-binary inclusive forms than their conservative
counterparts.

Compared to German, French uses different strategies (Schnitzer 2021).
Although typographical markers such as the “point médian” ‘midpoint’
(lecteur-trice's ‘readers’) were initially introduced to include male and female

! In English, for the limited number of nouns that used to mark gender distinctions, gender-
neutral alternatives have been adopted; for instance, flight attendant is used to replace the pair
steward/stewardess.
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referents, this strategy seems to be used to refer to non-binary individuals as well
(Carrier & Chicoine 2022). Similarly to German, collective nouns (e.g., /e corps
enseignant ‘the teaching staff’) can be used as a gender-inclusive strategy.
Another approach involves gender-invariable forms, which maintain the same
form for both male and female referents, even though modifiers, such as articles,
still show gender agreement (e.g., un/une ministre ‘a.M/.F minister’). Furthermore,
new noun forms emerged for non-binary reference (e.g., the system proposed by
Alpheratz 2018), involving, for instance, the use of -z (e.g., étudianz ‘students’)
or -aire as gender-neutral endings, (e.g., lectaire ‘reader’) (Kaplan 2022). Table 2
present an overview.

Table 2: Gender inclusivity in French

Masculine Feminine Binary inclusive Non-binary inclusive
un lecteur une lectrice des lecteur-trice-s des lectaires
un etudiant une étudiante des etudiant-es des étudianz
un ministre une ministre des ministres
un enseignant une enseignante le corps enseignant

The adoption of gender-inclusive language has been documented in French-
language newspapers (Simon & Vanhal 2022) and academic texts (Loison et al.
2022). As in German, both the adoption of gender-inclusive language and the
preference for specific forms seem to be influenced by political affiliation (Simon
& Vanhal 2022) as well as matters of prestige, as shown by Burnett & Pozniak
(2021) in their study of university undergraduate brochures.

Strategies to achieve linguistic gender-inclusivity in Dutch appear to have
evolved rather differently from those in German or French, although collective
nouns (het verplegend personeel ‘the nursing staff’) have been proposed as
inclusive alternatives. An overview of the possible strategies in Dutch is provided
in Table 3.

Table 3: Gender inclusivity in Dutch

Masculine Feminine Binary inclusive Non-binary inclusive
de student de studente de studenten
de minister de ministers
de verpleger de verpleegster het verplegend personeel
de verpleegkundige

Gender-inclusive language does not appear to have been as prominent a topic of
societal discussion in Dutch-speaking contexts as in French- and German-
speaking countries. Consequently, fewer strategies for gender-inclusive language
have been developed or debated. To date, very few studies have examined this
issue, and past research suggests that Dutch speakers tend to favour a different
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approach by retaining masculine forms as the standard for all individuals. In this
approach, traditionally masculine forms (e.g., de studenten ‘the students.M.PL’)
are interpreted as gender-neutral, referring to individuals regardless of their
gender (De Backer & de Cuypere 2012, de Pous 2020). This observation is further
supported by Koster’s (2020) longitudinal study, which found that the use of
gender-inclusive forms in Dutch has not significantly changed between 1974 and
2017, with the use of masculine forms remaining dominant.

As the previous discussion has shown, German, French, and Dutch, despite
facing partly similar challenges as grammatical gender languages, attempt to
include non-binary individuals in different ways. To shed more light on the
differences between these three relatively closely related languages, belonging to
two branches of the Indo-European family, this contribution investigates the
potential equivalents of the German asterisk forms in French and Dutch through
the lens of literary translation. A case study of the German novel Blutbuch (2022,
Kim de I’Horizon) examines how the asterisk forms are translated in the French
and Dutch versions of the novel. The next section introduces the novel Blutbuch
and its translations, and motivates our research questions. Section 3 outlines the
methodology and presents our results, which are further discussed in section 4,
ending with some concluding remarks and avenues for future work.

2 The present study: Blutbuch and its translations

As shown, the strategies adopted to create (non-binary) inclusive nouns vary even
between related languages. From this perspective, studying translations of such
noun forms may provide valuable insights in these different strategies. The 2022
novel Blutbuch presents an interesting case study, as the novel was not only
written by an author who identifies as non-binary, but was also the first novel by
a non-binary author to win the Deutsche Buchpreis, one of the most famous
German language literary awards. In Blutbuch, the non-binary protagonist Kim
tells the story of their family and talks about their relationship with their
grandmother, suffering from dementia. The protagonist also reflects on the
challenges they encounter as non-binary person within the Swiss-German society,
including issues related to language.

As analysed in Westveer (2025), the novel contains several forms of (non-
binary) inclusive language. Apart from the more ‘traditional’ invariable nouns and
collective nouns, it features two more innovative strategies: (i) forms involving
the asterisk, and (ii) the use of mensch as an alternative of the indefinite pronoun
man ‘one’, closely resembling the German noun for ‘man’, der Mann (Schnitzer
2021). Yet, traditional feminine and masculine forms also appear (including the
use of the indefinite man). Such forms seem to have been used consciously by the
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author either for specific female or male reference, or to stress male dominance
during the past centuries in Western European history.

Blutbuch has been translated into several languages, including, e.g., Italian,
Czech, Danish, and English. This contribution looks into the French (Hétre
pourpre, 2023, by Rose Labourie) and Dutch (Bloedboek, 2024, by Elbert Besaris)
translations of the novel, taking a comparative Romance-Germanic perspective.
We focus on the translation of asterisk forms and search to answer the following
research questions:? (i) What strategies are used to translate the German asterisk
forms into French and Dutch?; (ii) Do the strategies employed in the translations
respect the (non-binary) inclusive language uses from the original novel? The next
section describes the methodology and presents our findings.

3 Methodology and results

The software AntConc (Anthony 2024) was used to search for all occurrences of
the asterisk in a digitalised version of the German novel. This resulted in 53
examples involving different word categories, as illustrated in Table 4 (Westveer
2025).

Table 4: Asterisk forms German novel

Word category Examples Frequency (n = 53)

Noun (singular or plural) Nachkomm¥in ‘descendant’ 39 (7x sg., 32x pl.)
Kund*innen ‘customers’

Compound form herr*innenlos ‘ownerless’ 8

(nominal or adjectival) Student*innen-WG ‘student home’

Other (pronominal elements, ein*e ‘a’ 6

quantifiers, determiners) jede*n ‘each’

Most occurrences of the asterisk concern noun forms. Yet, the asterisk also
appears in some compound forms, as well as on other elements, such as
determiners. This suggests that for the author of the novel, it is a productive
element within the German morphological system and not just part of some lexical
forms.

In a next step, the French and Dutch translations were manually searched
for the translations of the asterisk forms. As there do not exist completely
equivalent strategies to the German Gendersternchen in either French or Dutch,
translations were categorised according to whether they respected the non-binary
inclusive nature of the asterisk form or not: (i) use of a non-binary inclusive
strategy; (i1) use of a binary inclusive strategy; (iii) use of a non-inclusive strategy.

2 For more details on the translation of the other forms of inclusive language in the French
version of the novel, the interested reader is referred to Westveer (to appear).
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Finaly, there were also some rare cases where there was a direct equivalent form.
Table 5 presents a quantitative overview.

Table 5: Categorisation of translations

Category French Dutch
Use of a non-binary inclusive 47 22
Strategy

Use of a binary inclusive strategy 5 2
Use of a non-inclusive strategy 0 27
Direct equivalent form 1 2

There is only one case of a direct equivalent in both the French and Dutch
versions. This concerns the English noun Daddy*mommy (G123), involving an
asterisk in Dutch (daddy*mommy, D120), but a midpoint in French
(daddy-mommy, F154), which could be seen as equivalent of the asterisk. In what
follows, illustrative examples of the other types of translations will be discussed
in a contrastive manner, including all three languages.

In most cases (89%), the French version uses a non-binary inclusive
strategy to translate the German asterisk forms, whereas in the Dutch version, this
only occurs in about 42% of cases. Different non-binary inclusive strategies are
adopted, as show examples (1-3).

(1) a. ich sei eine*r der Pfleger*innen (G183)
b. que je fais partie du personnel soignant (F230)
c. dat ik een verzorgende ben (D180)

‘that ’'m one of the caretakers’
(2) die Kund*innen (G39)
la clientele (F54)
c. klanten (DI11)

‘the clients’

o e

fiir mich Vegetarier*in (G160)

pour moi qui n’en mange pas (F200)
c. voor mij de vegetariér (D157)

‘for me the vegetarian’

3)

o ®

In the French translation (1b), the collective noun personnel soignant is used. The
Dutch version (Ic) involves the participial form verzorgende, instead of the
traditional masculine and feminine forms verzorger/verzorgster ‘caretaker.M/.F’.
Thus, both translations can be said to use a non-binary inclusive strategy, in line
with the German original. Similarly, the non-binarity of the asterisk form in (2a)
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is kept, in French (2b) again by means of a collective noun, whereas in Dutch (2c¢),
the direct equivalent of German Kunden ‘customers’ is used, which in Dutch is
invariable. Finally, the Dutch translation in (3¢) uses again an invariable form,
whereas in French (3b), a reformulation strategy is used.

For the compound adjective in (4a), the French version (4b) involves a non-
binary inclusive invariable form. The Dutch translation (4c) is only binary
inclusive. Yet, it is innovative in involving the neologism onbedamend (literally
‘lady-less’), a constructed feminine variant of onbeheerd, thus showing an attempt
to conserve inclusive language use in Dutch.

(4) a. herr*innenlos (G49)

b. sans propriétaire (F66)

c. onbeheerd of onbedamend (D48)
‘ownerless’

The Dutch translation contains a lot of cases where (non-binary) inclusivity
is lost altogether, in contrast to the French version (cf. Table 5). Consider the
examples in (5-6).

(5) a. verstorbener Patient*innen (G11)
b. patientas mortas (F20)
c. overleden patiénten (D11)
‘deceased patients’
(6) ich natural Vollblutschriftsteller*in (G132)

o e

. J a1 pris ma pourpre d’écrivaina (F165)
c. de geboren Volbloedschrijver in mij (D129)
‘me the full-blooded writer’

In the French versions (5b-6b), the asterisk forms are translated by means of nouns
involving the neo morpheme -2 (schwa), to create new non-binary forms. In (5b),
the use of the schwa also extends to the adjective mortas, requiring gender
agreement in French.? Inclusivity is lost, instead, in the Dutch translations (5c-

3 Throughout the French translation of the novel, gender marking is highly present due to the
fact that French requires gender marking on considerably more different elements, not only in
the singular, but also in the plural. In German, agreement marking is restricted to the singular.
Next to the schwa-morpheme, the French translation uses a second neo morpheme, - (see
Westveer to appear, for more extensive discussion of the French translation).

Linguistics in Amsterdam 17,1 (2026)



Inclusive language meets translation 79

6¢), where generic masculine noun forms are used, even in (6¢), where the non-
binary protagonist is talking about themselves.*

A similar situation arises in (7), where French uses invariable forms (7b),
which are inclusive, while the Dutch version features, again, generic masculine
nouns (7c¢), thus losing the inclusivity of the German original.

a. wie Journalist*innen oder Wissenschaftler*innen (G134)
b. comme les journalistes ou les scientifiques (F167)
c. zoals journalisten of wetenschappers (D131)

‘such as journalists or scientists’

(7)

Finally, in a few cases in the French translation, non-binary inclusivity is
lost and replaced by binary inclusivity, as in (8), where the German asterisk form
is translated by a full double form, including only the feminine and masculine
forms.

(8) a. guten Lackierer*innenton (G22)
b. le bon goft des vernisseuses et vernisseurs (F34)
c. dat nagellakkerstoontje (D23)

‘the varnishers’ good taste’

In Dutch (8c), instead, only the masculine form is used, which is particularly
interesting here because the activity expressed by the occupational noun,
varnishing nails, is usually seen as stereotypically female.

4 Discussion and conclusion

This contribution set out to investigate the translation of German non-binary
asterisk forms into French and Dutch through a case study of the recent novel
Blutbuch. We focussed on the specific translation strategies adopted, which
showed whether the use of (non-binary) inclusive language from the German
original was preserved in its French and Dutch translations.

The French version includes several different strategies to translate the
German asterisk forms. As in German, new morphological forms are adopted,
involving the schwa (-2), but the translator also used more established strategies
for inclusive language, such as invariable forms or collective nouns. Interestingly,
the use of schwa to create inclusive forms has not been mentioned for French yet,
but it is one of the proposals made for Italian (Gheno 2024). For French, inclusive

* In Dutch, unlike French (and — partly — German), gender agreement distinctions on adjectives
are lacking in the plural and in most cases in the singular. This may explain why adjectival
forms cannot be turned into more explicitly inclusive ones.
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forms — at least in writing — often seem to include typographical signs, such as the
point médian, but such forms are not present in the novel — a deliberate choice as
explained in the translator’s note that precedes the novel — perhaps because these
forms still give rise to severe discussions in French society (Simon 2020, Burnett
& Pozniak 2021).

In the Dutch translation, the predominant inclusive strategy adopted is the
use of invariable noun forms, which are available for a considerable part of
occupational nouns (Gerritsen 2002). The use of more innovative forms is highly
limited, although there is an example of the use of a substantivized participial
form (verzorgende, literally ‘the one who takes care’), following a strategy that is
widely adopted in German (Adler & Hansen 2020), yet very rare in Dutch. In
many cases, however, asterisk forms are translated by means of generic
masculines, which seem to be considered as (non-binary) inclusive forms by at
least some speakers, following the tradition of English (De Backer & De Cuypere
2012).

This means that in the Dutch novel, the German non-binary forms are often
translated by non-inclusive strategies, which is not the case for the French
translation. In a few cases (although, crucially, not for the same German
examples), both the French and Dutch translations resort to a binary inclusive
form, hence losing non-binary inclusivity. In general, however, non-binary
inclusivity seems to be preserved in most cases in the French translation, whereas
this is not the case for the Dutch version, where the frequent use of generic
masculines leads to a loss of (non-binary) inclusivity.’ This corresponds to the
observation made in our introduction: Inclusive language seems to be discussed
less often for Dutch (De Backer & De Cuypere 2012), perhaps with the exception
of pronoun use (Vriesendorp 2024), whereas is it is highly debated for French, as
it 1s for German. Future comparative work could shed more light on whether the
amount of discussion on gender-inclusive language may impact not only attitudes
about specific forms, but also the sense of necessity for linguistic change
concerning this issue.

Although this contribution could only touch upon the translation of one
specific strategy of inclusive language into French and Dutch, namely the German
Gendersternchen, we have shown that the differences between languages play a
crucial role in the translation strategies that are available. That is, in present-day
French, both feminine and masculine forms exist for most occupational nouns,
making the creation of new alternative forms more likely. In Dutch, in contrast,
feminine equivalents exist for only a part of the masculine occupational nouns,
which facilitates the use of invariable forms, including the generic masculine.

3> The French translation contains masculine forms too, but these are used to translate masculine forms from the
German original novel, where such forms are used for specific male reference, or to stress male dominance in the
case of a generic reference, as noted in section 2 (see also Westveer 2025, to appear).
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These differences influence the choices made by the translators, potentially next
to other factors, such as the intended reception by the public, or editorial
constraints. Future work could delve into these aspects in more detail as well.
Nevertheless, our contribution has shown the usefulness of studying translations
of inclusive language forms.
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