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Language and its impact on social and gender equality have been of ongoing interest from a corpus and 
text linguistics perspective (cf. e.g., Schröter et al. 2012, Elmiger 2009, Lautenschläger 2017). Gender-
fair writing strategies and recommendations often focus on simple noun phrases and their morphological 
marking of grammatical and social gender (cf. e.g., Diewald/Steinhauer 2017, Kotthoff/Nübling 2018, 
Pettersson 2011). However, gender stereotypes can also be evoked implicitly, regardless of the 
morphological properties of their heads, by co-text features like attributes modifying noun phrases where 
the morphological properties of the head cannot be modified by e.g., derivation for a gender-fair use. 
The present paper aims to investigate the role of adjectives in the modification of the referentiality of 
complex noun phrases and their impact on gender-fair language use.  
We compare data for the lexemes Frau (‘woman’) and Mann (‘man’) compiled from two different corpora. 
909 occurrences from the DWDS Die ZEIT online (2017-2018) newspaper corpus (Geyken 2017) and 
850 occurrences from a manually compiled newspaper corpus using the Nexis Uni database for 
SPIEGEL ONLINE (2019). The data consists of sentences containing noun phrases with attributive 
adjectives and Frau or Mann as their head, such as (1) and (2).  
 
(1) Sie ziehen von einer schönen Frau zur nächsten, meistens ohne Konsequenzen. ‘They go from 

one beautiful woman to the next, mostly without any consequences.’ 
(Bastian Midasch, 05.10.2019, Gewöhnt euch daran, dass ich date. SPIEGEL ONLINE) 
 

(2) Kann ich jene Kränkung und Angst nachempfinden, wenn sich ein großer, starker Mann einer 
schwächeren Frau gewaltvoll nähert? 
 ‘Can I relate to that offense and fear when a big, strong man violently approaches a weaker 
woman?’ 
(Die ZEIT online, 25.10.2017, http://www.zeit.de/kultur/2017-10/sexismus-maenner-feminismus-
empathie) 

 
The data were tagged according to the head of the noun phrase, its attribute, and two different 
approaches to the semantics of the attributive adjective: First, the referential semantics of the attributive 
adjectives based on Bierwisch (1987) and Rachidi (1989), and second the semantic adjective 
classification of Hundsnurscher/Splett (1982). We propose that different attribution strategies are 
employed when talking about men and women that evoke and strengthen particular gender stereotypes. 
Our data show that on the one hand, these attribution strategies are reflected in the referential semantic 
properties of the modifying adjectives. On the other hand, substantial semantic differences are evident 
in connection with the lexemes Frau and Mann.  
The referential semantic classification of adjectives leads us to assume that adjectives with the features 
[+restrictive, +absolute] are highly involved in the formation of gender stereotypes, because these 
adjectives can maximally modify the referentiality of noun phrases. This process is facilitated by a high 
connotative potential of adjectives such as beautiful (Kaiser 1979, Pinkal 1985).  
Using the semantic adjective classification, both lexemes in both corpora showed clusters of time-related 
adjectives (young, old). While in the ZEIT online corpus the lexeme Frau frequently co-occurs with 
general (other), social- (privileged), and body-related adjectives (attractive), quantifying (one, both) and 
body-related adjectives predominate in the SPIEGEL ONLINE corpus. The lexeme Mann, on the 
contrary, is commonly used with social (old, white, heterosexual) and general adjectives (good) in the 
ZEIT online corpus. A similar distribution can be observed in the SPIEGEL ONLINE corpus, which is 
again supplemented by numerous quantifying adjectives. 
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