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Abstract 

The traditional use of the generic masculine in the Italian legal language has been criticised for 

being sexist. Therefore, the paper examines the possibilities and limitations of drafting inclusive 

definitions of legal agentives in Italian. In particular, it outlines the challenges encountered 

when rewriting definitions of legal agentives within a terminology database with the help of 

four undergraduates. The challenges include the need to balance inclusion of all genders with 

preserving the correct legal meaning, while maintaining comprehensibility and clarity. The ab-

stract nature of legal agentives – which may refer to both natural persons and legal entities – 

raises questions about some feminine forms. Legally defined agentives may prove difficult to 

modify to achieve inclusive forms due to the risk of losing intertextual references that ensure 

legal certainty and of hindering a consistent interpretation of legal concepts. Inclusive defini-

tions of legal agentives in Italian are feasible, but going beyond binary inclusion may be com-

plicated. In-depth legal knowledge is required to propose inclusive and legally accurate alter-

natives to definitions in the generic masculine. 

 

 

 

1 Introduction 

Italian is a grammatical gender language with two genders, masculine and feminine. Every noun 

is assigned to either gender and several elements within the sentence must agree with the gender 

of the controlling noun. As in other grammatical gender languages (e. g. French, German), the 

masculine gender is traditionally used to refer to individuals of unknown gender, mixed-sex 

groups and abstract functions or roles where the sex of the person holding such function or role 

is unknown or irrelevant (generic masculine). 

Italian legal language has been described as a difficult specialised language with complex syn-

tax, peculiar lexis and conservative traits (cf. Cavagnoli 2013: 80–86; Gualdo/Telve 2021: 419–

449). The law – and its language – adapts to the needs of an evolving society, but the process 

is not always straightforward. For example, the many efforts to promote simpler legal and ad-

ministrative language (i. a. Cortelazzo/Pellegrino 2003; Dipartimento della Funzione Pubblica 

1993; Fioritto 2009) resulted in significant but by no means sufficient improvements (cf. 

Gualdo/Telve 2021: 418). In addition, the use of the generic masculine in Italian has been re-

peatedly considered sexist and likely to reinforce gender stereotypes (cf. Fusco 2020: 38; Giusti 

2022: 16; Sabatini 1987: 87) as it under-represents women in public discourse, in the media, in 
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legal and institutional language (cf. Giusti 2022: 3f.). The same applies to non-binary people 

(cf. Comandini 2021: 47). 

Regarding non-binary individuals, it is important to note that the Italian legal system does not 

currently provide for their legal recognition. The legal framework remains firmly rooted in a 

binary conception of gender, which is reflected in various legal provisions that assume fixed 

gender roles, such as those governing marriage or civil status. However, the issue of non-binary 

identities is gaining increasing social and cultural visibility. A notable example is the adoption 

of “alias careers” by universities, allowing students to use a name and identity that align with 

their perceived gender (cf. Parigiani 2024). Constitutional Court ruling no. 143/2024 represents 

another significant development. While reaffirming that the legal recognition of a third gender 

is not currently foreseen under Italian law, the Court explicitly acknowledges – for the first time 

– the existence of non-binary individuals. The ruling underscores the need for effective protec-

tion and recognition of non-binary persons to counteract negative impacts on their dignity, 

health and overall well-being. However, the Court emphasises that it is the responsibility of the 

legislature to address the issue through a clear and comprehensive legal framework. 

Related to inclusive language, the first publication calling for an equal representation of women 

in Italian public discourse dates back to the 1980s (Sabatini 1987). Recently, strategies to avoid 

discriminating against non-binary individuals or explicitly include them in communication have 

also been proposed (cf. Comandini 2021 for an overview). In general, there has been growing 

attention to non-sexist language and inclusive communication. Efforts have been made to dis-

seminate the correct feminine forms of many professions, job titles and roles that were rarely 

used or had fallen out of use in the 20th century (cf. Cortelazzo 2024), often causing hesitation 

among native speakers today (cf. Fusco 2020: 55). For example, frequent doubts concern the 

use of medica to designate a female doctor and avvocata or avvocatessa for female barristers 

(cf. Robustelli 2017). 

The plea for a language that may make the role of women in society visible and not discriminate 

against any gender (identity) has led to several developments. In 2022, the publisher Treccani 

updated their print dictionary by adding the feminine forms of nouns and adjectives that were 

traditionally recorded only in their masculine form. The aim was to promote inclusion and gen-

der equality. The Italian language academy Accademia della Crusca has often published an-

swers to questions on specific words or communicative strategies on their website and in their 

journal La Crusca per voi (Accademia della Crusca 2011). Many guidelines for inclusive lan-

guage have been produced by and for public institutions, universities, private organisations and 

the media (i. a. Legacoop Romagna 2021; MIUR 2018; Robustelli 2012, 2014; UNI 2024). 

Regional governments have passed laws for non-sexist language within their normative and 

administrative texts, notably the Province of Bolzano (Provincial Law No. 5/2010) and the Re-

gion Emilia-Romagna (Regional Law No. 6/2014). 

Institutional communication should be inclusive and free from discrimination, at all levels, not 

just in bodies that have produced guidelines or regions that have passed dedicated legislation. 

Using a language that does not exclude anyone based on their sex or gender identity is a means 

to enact the right to non-discrimination enshrined in Article 21 of the EU Charter of Fundamen-

tal Rights (CFREU) and, in Italy, in Article 3 of the Constitution of the Italian Republic. Further 
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laws forbid, for instance, discrimination in the workplace and during the recruitment process 

(cf. Legislative Decree No. 198/2006). 

However, when dealing with legal language, several aspects need to be considered, which we 

discuss in this paper: the abstract nature of legal concepts, the relevance of intertextuality in the 

legal domain, the need for clarity and legal certainty. Most guidelines on inclusive communi-

cation developed by public administrations stress the importance of clarity, simplicity and pre-

cision in legal and administrative language (i. a. MIUR 2018: 7, 18; Robustelli 2012: 15). Ad-

ditionally, the requirement for legal norms to be clear and precise reflects the principle of legal 

certainty, a fundamental tenet of the EU legal order that has been repeatedly affirmed by the 

Court of Justice of the European Union (cf. Margiotta 2021: 20). Partly for this reason, legal 

language has been considered unsuitable for “innovative experiments” initiated by a minority 

(Accademia della Crusca 2023: 4), such as the practice of using symbols (*) or neomorphemes 

(-ə) to explicitly address non-binary people. Language authorities do not endorse these inclu-

sion strategies and often advise against using them, as they heavily influence the morphology 

of the language and risk being incomprehensible, especially for specific groups of people (e. g. 

persons with reading disabilities). 

The following sections outline the challenges of striving for inclusive legal language in Italian, 

focusing on definitions of legal concepts extracted from the Information System for Legal Ter-

minology bistro (Section 2). We briefly illustrate our qualitative and quantitative analyses (Sec-

tion 3) and discuss the main challenges faced (Section 4). Section 5 draws relevant conclusions. 

2 Background 

Despite the increased need for guidance on the use of feminine and epicene agentives – not only 

in general language but also in specialised domains – there are few publicly available terminol-

ogy databases that provide such forms for the Italian language. Epicene agentives, such as giu-

dice [‘judge’] or vittima [‘victim’], which do not change their form and therefore designate 

persons of any gender, are regularly recorded. However, they are never marked as epicene or 

marked as masculine if their form is invariable while agreement can reveal either masculine or 

feminine gender (e. g. il/la giudice). Some occurrences of feminine agentives can be found in 

the European terminology database IATE (e. g. infermiera [‘female nurse’], Segretaria gener-

ale della Commissione europea [‘Secretary-General of the European Commission’]). The Swiss 

federal terminology database TERMDAT records feminine agentives more systematically (e. g. 

ministra [‘female minister’], consigliera nazionale [‘national councillor’]). Still, we can con-

firm Bengoechea’s (2017: 215) impression that non-sexist language is scarcely implemented in 

terminology databases. 

The terminologists maintaining bistro have carefully considered the consequences of going be-

yond the canonical masculine form of legal agentives in their terminological data to include 

feminine and (a higher number of) epicene agentives. The challenges posed by the concept-

oriented structure of terminology databases and the consequences for termbase structure and 

data categories within multilingual terminology databases have been discussed in other publi-

cations (cf. RaDT 2025; Ralli/Evers 2024). In this paper, we focus on the implications for ter-

minological definitions, particularly for definitions of Italian legal agentives. As long as all 

agentives are recorded exclusively in their canonical (masculine) form – even though they may 
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be intended to refer to all genders – there is no problem in defining concepts in the masculine 

form. For example, successore [‘successor’] can be defined as colui al quale viene trasmesso 

un diritto [‘he to whom a right is conveyed’]. The feminine agentive succeditrice is rarely used 

and may raise doubts as to its correctness, so it would be of great help to termbase users if it 

were officially recorded. However, entering succeditrice as a synonym for successore in the 

terminological entry (following the method applied by IATE and TERMDAT) would require 

the definition to be rewritten to fit all the terms listed in the entry (e. g. persona a cui viene 

trasmesso un diritto [‘person to whom a right is conveyed’]). The open question is, therefore, 

whether and to what extent it is possible to rewrite all current definitions of legal agentives in 

the generic masculine to be inclusive of all genders. 

bistro caters for a diverse group of domain experts (e. g. drafters of laws and administrative 

texts), language mediators (e. g. translators, interpreters), students and anyone who needs to 

write, understand or translate legal and administrative texts in the three official languages of 

South Tyrol (Italian, German and Ladin). In a multilingual region, this includes law firms, com-

panies and the general public. The largest number of bistro users work for local public admin-

istration bodies. For this reason, following the local guidelines for inclusive writing in Italian 

(Provincia autonoma di Bolzano 2024), it was clear from the outset that symbols and neomor-

phemes were to be avoided in favour of strategies that are officially accepted by Italian – and 

German – language authorities. 

Legal language aims to be objective, impersonal (cf. Cavagnoli 2013: 85), neutral and universal 

(cf. Pacella 2020: 127). The language of codes and laws, in particular, aims to generalise and 

abstract from specific cases to establish provisions that may apply to everyone. Many legal 

concepts, such as justice or causality, do not exist in a physical sense; they are abstract mental 

representations (cf. Jakubiec 2022: 1840). When dealing with legal agentives, the relation be-

tween the abstract legal concept – which is independent of the gender dimension – and the 

concrete person embodying it – who will have a specific sex and gender identity – becomes 

fuzzy. For example, Art. 50(1) of Legislative Decree No. 267/2000 states that the mayor and 

the president of the province are bodies responsible for the administration of a municipality or 

province: Il sindaco e il presidente della provincia sono gli organi responsabili dell’ammin-

istrazione del comune e della provincia. As long as a mayor is considered a body, it is a legal 

entity. The focus is not on the individual but on their function or role, with complete deperson-

alisation (cf. Pacella 2020: 127).  

Notwithstanding the aspired abstraction from concrete persons, all terms designating legal 

agentives will have a grammatical gender. In Italian, it is the masculine form that is used with 

a generic meaning. However, in practice, it is common to find this inclusive, generic use when 

referring to legal roles and subjects in codes and laws, while, for example, in case law and 

procedural documents, the gendered versions of agentives are used to match the sex of the spe-

cific person embodying the role (cf. Dell’Anna 2019: 357). This conflict between abstraction 

and generalisation versus designating a specific referent that can be male, female or non-binary 

– and therefore require a gendered agentive to avoid misrepresentation and discrimination – is 

not easy to solve. So far, the impact of the many documents recommending a more equal rep-

resentation of genders in Italian legal and administrative texts has remained quite limited (cf. 
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Cavagnoli 2013: 77), both at the national and at the EU level (cf. Cavagnoli 2019: 161; Mori 

2019: 60). 

Against this background, our case study sought to evaluate the possibility of finding a compro-

mise between, on the one hand, abstraction and generalisation in legal language and, on the 

other, inclusive communication within definitions of Italian legal agentives, while maintaining 

the clarity and legal correctness that are essential for a terminology database to be considered 

trustworthy. 

3 Method 

To assess to what extent existing definitions of legal agentives using the generic masculine 

could be rephrased to make them more inclusive, if not of all genders, at least of the male and 

female genders, in 2024 we conducted a preliminary study with the help of four female under-

graduates. The students were enrolled in the Language Mediation programme of the Istituto di 

Alti Studi SSML Carlo Bo and had volunteered for a three-months collaborative internship (150 

hours each). 

The tutors expected a fruitful exchange with members of a younger generation who were sup-

posed to be more creative in their writing and open to using feminine and inclusive agentives. 

Language students were also deemed more likely to overcome the traditional use of the generic 

masculine in Italian legal and administrative texts than law students. 

The internship began with an introduction to the principles of terminology science and the 

structure of terminological definitions. The students were also provided with an overview of 

the strategies for gender-sensitive (re)writing in Italian, including their goals, advantages, draw-

backs, domains and frequency of use as well as levels of acceptance among Italian language 

authorities. The tutors presented examples of both inclusive and non-inclusive definitions – the 

latter together with possible rewriting strategies – and encouraged discussion on doubts and 

challenges. The students received a collection of scientific and practice-oriented references, 

including their main reference documents: two guidelines for inclusive writing drafted for the 

Italian public administration at the national (cf. Robustelli 2012) and local levels (cf. Provincia 

autonoma di Bolzano 2024). 

The introduction lasted about two hours. The regular follow-up online meetings between tutors 

and students lasted approximately one hour and were scheduled every two weeks. In between 

these meetings, the students were left free to organise their joint and individual work. They 

used a shared online document and reported having had exchanges via conference calls and 

instant messages. 

Out of a total of 639 definitions of entries with terms containing legal agentives in bistro, the 

tutors reduced the dataset to 271, excluding all cases where the agentive was part of a complex 

term but not as head (e. g. astensione del giudice [‘abstention of the judge’]) and did not desig-

nate a person. The students’ assignment consisted in classifying the 271 definitions according 

to whether they were inclusive of all genders or not, highlighting issues to be addressed and 

proposing possible alternative definitions based on the guidelines, the tutors’ input and other 

(inclusive) definitions in the dataset. They were advised to strive for inclusion of all genders, 
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using split forms (i. e. explicitly mentioning the masculine and feminine forms) only as a resid-

ual option. They were also reminded not to disregard clarity and legal correctness. 

All their proposals were discussed together with the tutors – a legal expert and two terminolo-

gists – and amended where necessary. The main difficulties reported by the students and dis-

cussed during the meetings with the tutors are addressed in Section 4. 

4 Discussion 

In our set of definitions, one third (34.3%) were already inclusive of all genders while two thirds 

(65.7%) required rephrasing. The students incorrectly classified some definitions as inclusive, 

for example, when the generic masculine was hidden in a clitic attached to a verb (es. Maggio-

renne che si trova in condizioni di abituale infermità di mente, tale da renderlo incapace… 

[‘An adult who is in a habitual condition of mental unsoundness, such as to render him incapable 

…’]). 

An example for an inclusive definition in bistro is “membro della giunta regionale, provinciale 

o comunale” [‘member of the regional, provincial or municipal council’] that defines council 

members of any gender. Still, the students discussed the feminine form membra. Younger gen-

erations seem to have started using the feminine form, while in formal writing membro refers 

to all genders (cf. Thornton 2020: 29). Similarly, one of the students asked whether soggetto 

[‘legal entity’] had a feminine form. While the adjective soggetto has the feminine form sog-

getta (e. g. una legge soggetta a modifica [‘a law subject to amendment’]), the noun is consid-

ered invariable in standard language, even though soggetta can rarely be found in humorous or 

colloquial contexts. This episodic evidence may confirm that the use of feminine forms derived 

from epicene masculine nouns is currently in a developing phase and tends to expand, especially 

in the language of young Italians (cf. D’Achille 2023). 

The definitions that needed to be rephrased (average length: 31 words, median: 26 words) gen-

erally contained more than one noun, adjective, past participle or other element marking (the 

masculine) gender. For example, the epicene agentive rappresentante [‘agent’] was defined as 

colui che ha il potere di agire in nome e per conto del rappresentato [‘he who has the power to 

act in the name and on behalf of the (male) represented person’]. Both the pronoun colui and 

the noun rappresentato are generic masculines. An alternative definition that includes all gen-

ders would be: chi ha il potere di agire in nome e per conto della persona rappresentata. An-

other example shows that split forms are sometimes the only acceptable option. A sindaco me-

tropolitano or sindaca metropolitana [‘(male or female) metropolitan mayor’] can be defined 

as sindaco o sindaca del comune capoluogo [‘(male or female) mayor of a regional or provincial 

capital’]. There is no short, clear and well-known epicene alternative to the two gendered nouns 

sindaco and sindaca so that the rephrased definition ends up excluding non-binary mayors. 

However, this is also a good example that may prompt questions concerning the need for a 

feminine agentive. If a sindaco is a body within the administration, so is the type of sindaco 

that governs capital cities. An abstract legal entity does not have a specific sex or gender iden-

tity. This raises the legitimate question of whether a feminine noun should be used at all (see 

Section 4.1). Such reflections proved particularly challenging for students without in-depth le-

gal knowledge. In the Subsections 4.1 to 4.4, we address the specific challenges they faced 

related to introducing inclusive language in definitions of legal agentives. 
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4.1 Recognising legal agentives 

Recognising legal agentives means identifying concepts that have a human referent. In legal 

language, agentives typically refer to individuals who practise a profession (e. g. lawyer), per-

form specific actions (e. g. perpetrator), fulfil certain roles (e. g. witness), hold an office (e. g. 

guardian) or have a particular legal status (e. g. heir). However, identifying them is not always 

simple. What initially appears to be an agentive – based on its linguistic form – may actually 

lack an immediate reference to a person upon closer inspection. This is the case for terms that 

refer to legal persons or entities, include both natural and legal persons or denote legal func-

tions. Being able to distinguish between nouns referred to humans and personifications of legal 

entities or functions was a notable source of doubts for the four students. 

For example, in the context of public digital identity systems, the gestore dell’identità digitale 

[‘identity provider’] is always a legal entity. Specifically, it is a public or private organisation 

that provides and verifies digital credentials for secure user identification, enabling users to 

access online public administration services. The organisation is a distinct entity from the indi-

viduals who work for it and – as a legal entity – does not have a specific sex or gender identity. 

In such cases, one may argue that it is not necessary to use a feminine designation or find 

inclusive alternatives to the masculine noun. 

A more complex situation occurs when terms refer to both natural persons and legal entities. 

For example, an operatore economico [‘economic operator’] is “any natural or legal person or 

public entity or group of such persons and/or entities […] which offers the execution of works 

and/or a work, the supply of products or the provision of services on the market” (Directive 

2014/24/EU, Art. 2(1)). By definition, the concept includes natural and legal persons. When the 

term refers to a natural person, it may be necessary to use the feminine form operatrice eco-

nomica for female economic operators or a split form for mixed-sex groups. However, when 

referring to a legal entity, the term can remain in the original masculine form as defined in the 

EU Directive. Attributing gender to a legal entity would be artificial and unnecessary from both 

a legal and linguistic viewpoint. Using split forms could also falsely suggest that the concept 

refers exclusively to natural persons. Therefore, from a legal point of view, maintaining the 

(generic) masculine form ensures clarity and avoids unnecessary complications in the interpre-

tation of the legal concept. Especially in definitions of legal agentives, the reference will never 

be to a specific natural person. When defining legal agentives that refer to both natural and legal 

persons like economic operator, a very good option is using the invariable designation soggetto 

[‘subject’], which includes them all. After having understood this possibility, the students 

strived to use invariable and gender-inclusive nouns that can be referred to both natural persons 

and legal entities, such as soggetto [‘legal entity’] or parte [‘party’], the latter primarily in the 

context of lawsuits and contracts. 

A further example concerns terms that designate legal bodies or abstract functions. For instance, 

in the language of law and politics, the term legislatore [‘legislature’] generally refers to the 

source of law production. Although it is grammatically masculine and has the form of an agen-

tive, it is often considered conceptually neutral as it denotes an institution or, in an abstract 

sense, legislative power as a whole. In this case, it is possible to opt for inclusive alternatives, 

such as potere legislativo [‘legislative power’] when referring to the abstract concept or organo 

legislativo [‘legislative body’] when referring to a concrete body. An inclusive phrase like chi 
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esercita il potere legislativo [‘who holds legislative power’] may also be a viable option in 

some contexts. 

Ultimately, being able to identify agentives correctly and use them appropriately in legal con-

texts is crucial for avoiding ambiguities and ensuring legal clarity, correctness and precision. 

4.2 Ensuring preservation of legal meaning 

In the legal context, word choice must be extremely precise, as similar terms can carry distinct 

meanings and lead to different interpretations. The use of inclusive language should not intro-

duce ambiguity or alter the legal meaning of a text. This can happen when sensible suggestions 

from guidelines for inclusive writing are applied without understanding their effects on legal 

meaning (cf. Robustelli 2012: 15), as the students sometimes did. 

For example, a frequent suggestion found in guidelines is to replace generic masculine agen-

tives with collective nouns or nouns indicating a function (cf. Robustelli 2012: 21; Provincia 

autonoma di Bolzano 2024: 8). While the guidelines emphasise that such replacements are not 

always possible or correct in all contexts, this warning is easily overlooked by people without 

in-depth legal knowledge. Consider, for example, the possibility of replacing Presidente del 

Consiglio dei Ministri [‘(male) President of the Council of (male) Ministers’] or the shorter 

form Presidente del Consiglio [‘(male) President of the Council’] with Presidenza del Consig-

lio (dei Ministri) [‘Presidency of the Council (of Ministers)’]. The Presidente del Consiglio is 

the head of government, presides over the Council of Ministers and heads the Presidenza del 

Consiglio. The Presidenza, however, refers to the administrative structures that the Presidente 

relies on to perform their functions, which are organised into departments and offices. Replac-

ing the first term with the second could distort the legal meaning of a text, erroneously attrib-

uting to the Presidenza del Consiglio powers that are reserved exclusively for the Presidente 

del Consiglio. For instance, changing the definition “person nominated by the President of the 

Council” to “person nominated by the Presidency of the Council” with the aim of making it 

more inclusive could introduce an error. The Presidency is a supporting body and does not hold 

the same authority as the President, who has decision-making powers (cf. Legislative Decree 

No. 303/1999, Art. 2). In such cases, it would be preferable to use a split form, ensuring both 

legal accuracy and inclusion, at least for female presidents. 

In legal discourse, it is essential to use precise and accurate terms to warrant their correct legal 

interpretation. While inclusion is an important objective, it must not come at the expense of 

clarity and legal precision (cf. Accademia della Crusca 2023: 1; MIUR 2018: 7, 18; Robustelli 

2012: 15). Consequently, inclusive rewordings must be carefully assessed to ensure they align 

with the original meaning of the text. 

4.3 Identifying non-alterable legal terms 

In legal language, there are terms that are difficult to change to make them more inclusive 

because they are set in law or are the result of established traditions. They should retain their 

exact wording to prevent ambiguities and ensure effective legal communication. 

Consider the concept of buon padre di famiglia [‘good family father’]. In civil law, it serves as 

a benchmark to gauge the level of care, attention and diligence an average person should 
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exercise in fulfilling contractual obligations. It is comparable to due diligence. The designation 

of the concept has a long story within the Italian legal system and can be seen as particularly 

outdated and sexist. Other countries, notably France and Belgium, are changing the designation 

for their equivalent concepts of bon père de famille. In Belgium, the preference is now for 

personne normalement prudente et diligente [‘ordinarily prudent and reasonable person’] or 

personne prudente et raisonnable [‘prudent and reasonable person’] (cf. Fernandez Dominguez 

2020: 2); in France, for personne raisonnable [‘reasonable person’] (cf. Gałuskina 2017: 76). 

However, such development has not yet taken place in Italy. The traditional designation refers 

to a specialised meaning consolidated over time through judicial and scholarly interpretation. 

Any alternative wording could be interpreted differently, leading to uncertainties in applying 

the legal concept (cf. Morra/Bazzanella 2002). 

It is clear that this case and other potentially sexist expressions need a more contemporary and 

inclusive designation. A positive example comes from Italian family law where patria potestà 

[‘paternal power’] became responsabilità genitoriale [‘parental responsibility’] following var-

ious legal reforms (cf. Chiocchetti/De Camillis/Stanizzi 2019: 121). However, such changes 

should be favoured by relevant actors – primarily the legislature – whose role is to interpret, 

analyse, and, if necessary, amend legal language to ensure clarity, precision and appropriateness 

in line with societal evolution. 

4.4 Preserving clarity, comprehensibility and accessibility 

Clarity, comprehensibility and accessibility are crucial in formulating good legal definitions. 

Following public administration guidelines, we decided against using symbols and neomor-

phemes, as they might not be accessible or understandable for everyone. This includes people 

with reading disabilities, users of screen readers for the visually impaired and those who are 

simply not familiar with these writing strategies. But also all other strategies proposed by guide-

lines for inclusive writing should ensure clarity and precision in legal discourse. As recognised 

by the students during exchanges with the tutors, split forms, such as candidati e candidate 

[‘(male and female) candidates’], stretch the text and may be perceived as redundant, especially 

if used repeatedly and systematically. Too many collective nouns, like corpo docente [‘teaching 

body’], may render a text more impersonal and less engaging. Periphrases used for reasons of 

inclusive writing are longer and may impair precise legal interpretation. For example, rap-

presentante dei lavoratori per la sicurezza [‘representative of the (male) employees regarding 

safety’] has a specific definition in Legislative Decree No. 81/2008. An inclusive alternative 

like chi rappresenta la forza lavoro per la sicurezza [‘who represents the workforce regarding 

safety’] is not defined and not used in legal texts, handbooks or case law. By avoiding a legally 

defined term that has become established over time and has been explained and interpreted in 

many legal sources, there is a risk of losing all the intertextual references that help to ensure 

legal certainty. This posed notable challenges to the four volunteer students, who often initially 

opted for split forms even when viable gender-inclusive alternatives were possible. They felt 

more confident in applying systematic rules than looking for specific solutions for each case, 

probably due to a lack of legal knowledge. 

Despite all these caveats, writing inclusive definitions of legal agentives is possible and desir-

able. However, it is important that any change be carefully evaluated in order not to compromise 
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the original legal meaning or the clarity and comprehensibility of the texts. Sometimes, we have 

achieved inclusive definitions that were even better and more precise than the original ones. 

For example, the concept detentore dei rifiuti [‘waste owner’] from environmental law was 

originally defined as produttore dei rifiuti o persona fisica o giuridica che ne è in possesso 

[‘producer of waste or natural or legal person who possesses it’] in bistro. With the objective 

of removing the generic masculine term produttore [‘producer’] we found two good alterna-

tives: persona fisica o giuridica che ha prodotto dei rifiuti o ne è in possesso [‘natural or legal 

person who has produced or possesses waste’] and soggetto che ha prodotto dei rifiuti o ne è in 

possesso [‘subject who has produced or possesses waste’]. Both are inclusive and at the same 

time clear and correct from a legal point of view. The specialised knowledge of the tutor with 

a degree in law proved essential in finding these alternatives. 

2 Conclusion 

This paper addresses the possibilities of rewriting a set of definitions of legal agentives con-

tained in the Information System for legal Terminology bistro, illustrating the limitations and 

challenges encountered. The terminological entries published in bistro are primarily consulted 

by local public administration staff. Therefore, strategies for inclusive writing that are not ac-

cepted by language authorities and excluded from many relevant guidelines – including those 

published by the local public administration – have not been considered. We have shown that 

it is often possible to rephrase definitions using the traditional generic masculine to be more 

inclusive. However, not all definitions are easy to rewrite with the aim of including all genders. 

Sometimes, split forms are the only viable option. 

Striving for inclusion while aiming for clarity and precision seems an impossible balancing act. 

It is always important to avoid implementing suggestions found in guidelines in a systematic 

way because they might not be acceptable or adequate in all contexts. For example, we have 

seen that replacing or modifying some agentives may lead to incorrect legal information or 

reduce clarity and precision since the intertextual reference to a legally established and defined 

concept might be lost. For similar reasons, systematically replacing masculine forms with split 

forms is not always the only or best solution, albeit sometimes an easy one. 

Acceptable compromises are often available, as the examples in the paper show. However, 

doubts remain, for example, when agentives are not intended to refer to natural persons but to 

legal entities. It is not always simple or even possible to distinguish every occurrence of an 

agentive based on whether it refers to a legal entity or the person embodying an abstract legal 

entity. Equally problematic are agentives used to refer to mixed groups of natural and legal 

persons. The students working on the case study often struggled with finding alternative for-

mulations that were correct and that could, for example, avoid using split forms. Very often, 

good solutions could only be found by individuals having in-depth knowledge of the legal do-

main in addition to a good overview over the possible strategies for inclusive writing. 

In this respect, involving language mediation rather than law students is a clear limitation. The 

four undergraduates in language mediation struggled with understanding when nouns were re-

ferred to natural persons and/or legal entities. Despite the advice given by tutors, they rarely 

took the time to look for in-depth legal information before proposing amendments to existing 

definitions. They also had difficulties in understanding the legal consequences of solutions 
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proposed in guidelines depending on the context (e. g. replacing presidente with presidenza). 

Sometimes, they seemed to favour a one-fits-all solutions like using split forms in a systematic 

way or even proposing the use of asterisks to obtain gender-inclusive forms. It would be inter-

esting to repeat the study with law students. On the one hand, law students could be more aware 

of the missing recognition of other genders besides the binary genders in Italy and influenced 

by the traditional use of the generic masculine in the legal domain. On the other hand, they 

could be more confident in proposing legally correct and inclusive alternative definitions of 

legal agentives. 

Further limitations include the short internship duration, small student count and their homog-

enous gender and age. For example, we have only episodic evidence that the younger genera-

tions of Italian speakers might be more open to female forms of agentives that older generations 

would consider invariable and epicene (e. g. membro, soggetto) but not enough data to confirm 

the trend. 
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