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“DUZEN” AND “SIEZEN” 
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“DUZEN” AND “SIEZEN” 

• “You are drinking coffee” 

“Du trinkst Kaffee” 

“Ihr trinkt Kaffee” (Plural, i.e., more than one “Du”) 

“Sie trinken Kaffee” 

“Sie trinken Kaffee” (Plural, i.e., more than one “Sie”) 
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“DUZEN” AND “SIEZEN”: 
CAPITALIZATION 

• Prior to German Spelling Reform, “Du”, “Sie” (“Ihr/Ihre”) 

and “Ihr” (“Euer/Eure”) 

• After German Spelling Reform “du”, “Sie” and “ihr”* 

 

* Exception: letters, text messages, emails in which “du” and 

“ihr” are/may still be capitalized 
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FIRST NAMES/TITLES AND 
SALUTATIONS 

• “Du” -> First name basis 

• “Sie” -> Salutation + last name: “Frau Leube” 

 

• Translating into English: 

Women: “Frau” as a general female salutation; “Fräulein” no 

longer in use 

Implications for translation: “Miss”, “Mrs.”, “Ms.” 

UK/US English differences 
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HISTORY OF FORMAL ADDRESS IN 
GERMAN 

• Classical Latin, no informal/formal address 

• Prior to the Middle Ages, only one form of address in German: 

“Du” 

• Starting in the 16th century, “Sie” for aristocracy/nobility (! 

“Sie” actually the third person plural) 

• Charles (Karl) V, Holy Roman Emperor, King of Spain: “Sie” as 

direct translation of “Usted” Older: Address in second person 

plural “Ihr”, signifying that one person (e.g., prince (“Fürst”)) 

represents many people (“Ihrzen”) 
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HISTORY OF FORMAL ADDRESS IN 
GERMAN 

• English loses address in second person plural (“thou”) due to French 

influence 

• Germany in the 17th century: Address to nobility in letters: “Ihro 

Hochwürden” 

• Friedrich II. sein Gegenüber bekanntlich mit "Er" oder "Sie" (an 

weibliche Personen gerichtet) angesprochen 

• Short phase of “Erzen” 

• 19th century in Germany, expectation to use “Sie” address extended 

to bourgeoisie 
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HISTORY OF FORMAL ADDRESS IN 
GERMAN 

• 19th century: universities “Duzcomment” 

• By the end of the 19th century, reduction to “du” and “Sie” 

• National Socialism: “Siezen”, including among young people 

• “Hamburger Sie” -> “Sie” + first name 

• Throughout the 20th century, “du” reserved for (close) family members 

and friends (“Duzfreunde”) and children up to the age of 14-15; 

animals  

• 1968+ Return of “Duzcomment” at universities, general trend toward 

“Duzen” 
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HISTORY OF FORMAL ADDRESS IN 
GERMAN 

• 1970+: countertrend returning to “du/Sie” 

• 2004: IKEA begins to address customers with “du” and 

“ihr” 

• Social media platforms like Instagram and TikTok: “Du” 

• Use of “du” instead of “man” 
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FORMAL ADDRESS AND HIERARCHY 
AND RANK 

• Demonstration of distance and rank 

Age differences 

Authority difference (police; “du” = “Beamtenbeleidigung”) 

• Social democratic, socialist and communist parties all stipulate 

“Duzen” among members and salutation “Genosse/Genossin” 

• “Hamburger Sie” (first name + “Siezen”) formerly used for 

servants 

• “Münchner Sie” (also “Kassiererinnen-Sie”, “Du” + last name) 
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FORMAL ADDRESS AND HIERARCHY 
AND RANK 

• One party “Sie”, other party “Du” 

Adults/children 
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CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS IN FORMAL 
ADDRESS IN GERMAN 

• “Duzen” the norm: 

Leisure activities 

oMusic groups 

oGym 

oHiking groups 

o Etc. 

Professional associations and groups (BDÜ, Stammtisch)  

Continuing education settings 
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CURRENT DEVELOPMENTS IN FORMAL 
ADDRESS IN GERMAN 

• Temporary “du” 

“Tages-Du” (!) 
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FROM “SIE” TO “DU” 

• “Du“ is offered 

• Once “du” is accepted, no reverting back to “Sie” (not 

always easy to remember if this step has been taken or 

not) 
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FROM “SIE” TO “DU”: “BRÜDERSCHAFT 
TRINKEN” 
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#GERNPERDU 
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#GERNPERDU 

• Started at BMW in August 2018 by a group of 

employees 

• Added #gernperdu to their email signatures 

• Expanded to additional employees 

• Led to English equivalent #CallMeByMyFirstName 

• Went viral on LinkedIn 
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CONVERSATIONAL CHALLENGES 

• Ob man „Du“ sagt, hängt von der Situation ab, in der man sich kennenlernt. 

 

• Eltern im Kindergarten oder in der Schule duzen sich normalerweise – wenn man sich dort trifft. 

 

• Trifft man dagegen den Vater eines Mitschülers zum ersten Mal bei einer offiziellen Gelegenheit, weil er zum Beispiel 

Zahnarzt oder Verkäufer ist, dann siezt man sich. 

 

• Auf einer Party duzt man in der Regel auch die Freunde des Gastgebers und die Freunde von anderen Freunden. 

 

• Im Sportverein oder im Fitnessstudio sagt man eher 'du' – allerdings sollte man auch hier bei älteren Leuten vorsichtig sein. 

 

• Auf dem Berg duzen sich die Leute in der Regel auch. Und auch in der Kneipe oder in einem bayerischen Lokal kann es 

passieren, dass man geduzt wird – dann duzt man eben zurück. 
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WRITING CHALLENGES 
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AVOIDING “DU”/”SIE”: TIPS FROM 
CHATGPT? 
• Wenn man unsicher ist, ob man in einer E-Mail das informelle "du" oder das formelle "Sie" verwenden soll, gibt es einige Strategien, um das Problem 

zu vermeiden: 

1. Neutral formulieren: Verwende Formulierungen, die weder „du“ noch „Sie“ benötigen. Zum Beispiel: 

o Statt: „Können Sie/Du das bis Montag erledigen?“ 

o Neutral: „Ist es möglich, das bis Montag zu erledigen?“ 

2. Den Namen verwenden: Nutze den Vornamen oder den Nachnamen der Person, um die Anrede persönlicher zu gestalten und das Pronomen zu 
umgehen. 

o Beispiel: „Hallo, [Vorname]“ oder „Guten Tag, Frau/Herr [Nachname]“ 

3. Indirekte Formulierungen: Oft kann man umständliche Formulierungen durch indirekte Sprache vermeiden. 

o Beispiel: „Wäre es möglich, dass ...?“ oder „Könnte das vielleicht bis Montag bearbeitet werden?“ 

4. Formeller beginnen und auf Reaktionen achten: Wenn du am Anfang einer Kommunikation stehst, kannst du mit „Sie“ beginnen und sehen, ob die 
andere Person zum „du“ übergeht oder vorschlägt, das „du“ zu verwenden. 

5. Allgemeine Anrede ohne Pronomen: Eine unpersönliche, aber höfliche Form der Anrede, wie „Guten Tag,“ oder „Hallo zusammen,“ lässt ebenfalls 
offen, ob „du“ oder „Sie“ verwendet wird. 

• Mit diesen Taktiken kann man höflich und professionell kommunizieren, ohne sich über die passende Anrede Gedanken machen zu müssen. 
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TEACHING CHALLENGES 
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TEACHING CHALLENGES 
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TRANSLATION CHALLENGES 

• Defining the target reader for websites, etc. 

• Subtitling 

• Audiodescription 

• Advertising/marketing slogans, etc. 

• Instructional manuals, etc. 
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SCENARIOS 

1. You attend a conference of a professional association in your area of 

specialization and would like to contact a presenter for more information. 

“Du” or “Sie”? 

2. You attend a workshop sponsored by your own professional association and 

would like to contact a presenter for more information: “Du” or “Sie”? 

3. You are a customer at a beauty shop and have a regular stylist. “Du” or Sie”? 

What about the other staff members? 

4. You have an appointment to meet with your child’s teacher at her school. “Du” 

or “Sie”? 

5. You attend a yoga class for the first time. “Du” or “Sie”? 
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SCENARIOS 

6. You are having a conversation in German at a reception at your partner’s workplace. You are a native speaker 

of English and so is another participant in the conversation. You want to ask the other native speaker a question 

in German. “Du” or “Sie”? 

7. You are a child attending a German preschool/school. How do you address your teachers in the following 

contexts (and vice versa)? 

• Preschool age 

• First grade 

• Sixth grade 

• Twelfth grade 

8. You are a university professor at a German university and you participate in a belly-dancing class in which one 

of your students also participates. How do you address her in an exam? “Du” or “Sie” 

9. You meet the parents of the person you have been dating for the first time. “Du” or “Sie”? 

10. A colleague refers you to another colleague for a translation job and you follow up by email.  “Du” or “Sie”? Copyright Karen Leube October 2024 28 



ANY QUESTIONS? 

• Please email Karen Leube at mail@leubetranslation.com 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR 
ATTENTION! 
VIEL SPAß BEIM DUZEN UND SIEZEN! 


