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Language both reflects and shapes society.  Sexist language is language that promotes and maintains attitudes that stereotype people according to gender.  It assumes that the male is the norm, the significant gender.  Some examples of exclusive, sexist language are: 

   ‑‑"the development of the uterus in rats, guinea pigs and men" 

   ‑‑"No person may require another person to perform, participate in or undergo an abortion of 
pregnancy against his will" 

   ‑‑addressing a letter to a woman using "Dear Sir"

   ‑‑"A good driver is a product of his environment" (car ad) 

   ‑‑"In 3,000 years, man's need to present his ideas hasn't changed.  But his tools have." (ad for a 
dot‑matrix printer) 

Nonsexist language treats all people equally; it does not refer to a person's sex at all when it is irrelevant or refers to men and women in symmetrical ways when their gender is relevant.  

Inclusive language is logical, accurate, and realistic.  One of the most rewarding side effects of breaking away from traditional, sexist patterns of language is a dramatic improvement in writing style.  By replacing fuzzy, over-generalized, cliché‑ridden words with explicit, active words and by giving concrete examples and anecdotes instead of one‑word‑fits‑all descriptions, you can express yourself more dynamically, convincingly, and memorably.  For example, the word manmade seems indispensable, yet it doesn't actually say very much.  Does it mean artificial? handmade? synthetic? fabricated? machine‑made? custom‑made? simulated? plastic? imitation? 

Communication is‑‑or ought to be‑‑a two‑way street.  For example, a speaker may use the "generic" man to mean human being, but the audience hears adult male.  This is communication gone awry.  Words that alienate or irritate people do not allow for true communication.

Sometimes we encounter a sexist word that seems so right, so irreplaceable (e.g.,  manned space flight).  These problems are very real‑‑not insuperable, but real.  The more subtle problem is words that don't sound right to us, that may even seem ungrammatical.  But, in fact, they are only unfamiliar.  Computers have added many bizarre terms to the language‑‑words that were once new and unlovely that we have appropriated for ourselves in strange and wonderful ways.   One rarely hears anyone fussing about, for example, the use of access as a verb.   Before 1966 we had access to things but we did not‑‑ever!‑‑access them.  

USEFUL TERMS

Gender‑free terms do not indicate sex and can be used for either women or men (e.g.,  teacher, bureaucrat, employee, hiker, manager, student, etc.)   Writing or speech that is gender‑fair involves the symmetrical use of sex‑specific words and promotes fairness to both sexes in the larger context.  Gender‑specific words (e.g., alderwoman, businessman) are neither good nor bad in themselves.  However, they must be used gender‑fairly; that is, terms for women and terms for men should be used in an approximately equal number of times in contexts that do not discriminate against either of them.  One problem with gender‑specific words is that they identify and even emphasize a person's sex when it is not necessary, and is sometimes even objectionable, to do so.  

A generic term is an all‑purpose, gender‑free word that includes everybody (e.g., workers, immigrants, people, voters, civilians, etc.).  A false generic is a word that is claimed to include all people, but that in reality does not (e.g., man, mankind, chairman, forefathers, brotherhood).  

GENERAL GUIDELINES: 

1) Parallel Treatment: When sex‑specific words must be used, maintain sexual symmetry in their treatment.  To ensure gender‑fairness, ask yourself: Would I write the same thing in the same way about a person of the opposite sex?  Watch out for nonparallel word pairs, e.g.,  man/girl, man/wife, patron/matron. 

2) Hidden Bias/Context: Writing may be completely free of sexist words and yet carry a sexist message if the context is biased; for example: 

   ‑‑"Seventy people were killed in the derailment yesterday, including fourteen women." 

   ‑‑Describing women as nags and gossips (words rarely applied to men) 

   ‑‑Speaking or writing of women, but not men, as showing concern about their appearance, 
expressing emotions, supporting, nurturing, being engaged in secondary activities, while 
describing men, and not women, as involved in highly valued activities that are exciting, 
physically challenging, and that demonstrate leadership, creativity, and initiative 

   ‑‑Referring to women's physical appearance, personality traits, and character when they are not 
mentioned for men 

   ‑‑Identifying women according to their relationship with a man/men (e.g., change "Sue, his wife 
of 17 years," to "Sue and Al, married for 17 years.").   

3) Animals/Things: If the sex of an animal is known and is important to your material, specify it.  When the sex is unknown or unimportant refer to all animals as it.  Things are also it.  Avoid using she or her to refer to nature, nations, churches, battleships, boats, cars, etc.

4) The "Generic" He: Strictly avoid the use of he as a generic (i.e., using it to mean he and she).  It is ambiguous, the grammatical justification for its use is problematic, and it is not perceived as including both women and men.   

5) "Generic" Man/Men: Avoid using man or men as a generic (i.e., to mean men and women).  Researchers have found that when you use man generically, people do tend to think male, not female.  Saying that man embraces women is illogical on two counts: 1) in terms of language alone, it would seem more sensible to have woman embrace man since the word man is found in the word woman, but not vice versa; 2) the justification for man becoming the set and woman the subset is linguistically, sociologically, and psychologically arbitrary.  The term human being clearly embraces both man and woman.  With such a simple, commonsensical alternative available, it seems unnecessary to defend a sexist convention.  

6) "Feminine" Endings: Suffixes such as ‑ess, ‑ette, and ‑trix do 3 things: 1) they perpetuate the notion that the male is the norm and the female is a subset, a deviation, a secondary classification; 2) they specify a person's sex when gender is irrelevant; 3) they carry the sense of littleness or cuteness.  

7) Sex‑Linked Metaphors, Expressions, and Figures: Some of the most familiar of the striking, evocative, and useful metaphors, expressions, and figures in our language are sex‑linked: Achilles' heel, Say uncle, Johnny‑come‑lately, nervous Nellie, etc.  As is true of the rest of the language, these phrases are dominated by male images.  There is nothing wrong with any of them in themselves.   However, their cumulative effect tends to be overpowering.  Be selective in your use of such expressions.  Balance your writing and speaking with both female and male images or use alternatives when gender‑fairness is not possible.  

8) Sex‑Role Words: Certain sex‑linked words depend for their meanings on cultural stereotypes: (un)manly/(un)womanly, gentlemanlike/ladylike.  These words' meanings vary among cultures and even within a culture.  Because the words depend for their meanings on interpretations of average behavior or characteristics, they may be grossly inaccurate when describing individuals.  For example, to describe a woman as unwomanly is a contradiction in terms; if a woman is doing it, saying it, wearing it, thinking it, it must be‑‑by definition‑‑womanly.  

