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	Non-Sexist and Non-Racist Language



Women and men should be treated with the same respect, dignity and seriousness. Neither should be trivialised or stereotyped.  for instance, women should not be described by physical attributes when men are being described by mental attributes or professional position.  Job titles should be sex neutral and different terms should not be used for the same occupation depending on whether it is held by a male or a female.  Men and women should not be linked with certain work or occupations on the assumption that the worker is always (or usually) female or male.  Similarly, different pronouns should not be used for various occupations.  The solution is either to pluralize or use he or she and she and he.  In addition, males should not always be first in order of mention.  Alternate the order, sometimes using:  women and men, she or he, her or his.

	NO
	YES

	Jonathan Smith and Katherine
or Katherine and Smith
or Ms Bennett and Smith
	Jonathon Smith and Katherine Bennett
Ms Bennett and Mr Smith

	the little woman, the better half, the boss
	wife, partner, husband

	Lady used as an adjective, as in lady lawyer, lady doctor.  This suggests that a woman in these occupations is something out of the ordinary.
	lawyer, doctor   (A woman may be identified simply through the choice of pronouns as in:  The lawyer made her summation to the jury.)  Try to avoid gender modifiers altogether.  When you must modify, use woman/man or male/female as in a course on women writers.

	Female-gender word forms, such as authoress, poetess, proprietress, usherette, manageress, aviatrix.  (These forms imply that a woman is to be considered first as a female, and as a person of talent second.)
	author, poet, proprietor, usher, manager, aviator (or pilot)

	Gender job titles, such as 

steward/purser or 
stewardess/air hostess

policeman and policewoman
	flight attendant


police officer


	NO
	YES

	Girl(s)/boy(s), women/men as workers.  Such terms are patronising and possibly inaccurate.

Speak to the girl on the switchboard. (She is probably an adult and could be male.)
	Speak to the telephonist.

	Gender pronouns, such as

The consumer … she buys …
	Consumers … they buy…


1. Omit the pronoun if doing so does not alter the meaning,  Judge an employee’s position by his salary.   (Take out his.)

2. Recast into the plural change A secretary should keep her desk tidy  to Secretaries should keep their desks tidy.


3. Replace the masculine pronoun with one, you, he or she, her or his, as appropriate.  (Use he or she and its variations sparingly to avoid clumsy prose.)


4. Reword or rephrase the sentence to eliminate gender pronouns, change You can tell a man’s income by the brand of car he owns  to  Car brands are a good indicator of their owner’s income.

5. If the above alternatives are not feasible or create clumsiness, you can alternate male and female expressions,  The new-born baby must always have her head supported … Wrap your baby securely in his blanket

Extract from Forrestal, P. (1988).  Look it up – A reference book for students of English.  Melbourne:  Thomas Nelson Australia

	Gender-marked terms
	Possible substitute

	businessman
	executive, owner, person in business, manager, investor, financier or, in the plural, business-people, business community.

	craftsman
	artisan, craftsperson

	fireman
	fire fighter

	man (verb)
	staff, operate, use, drive, work attend

	mankind
	humanity, human beings, civilisation, human race, people

	manmade
	artificial, synthetic

	policeman
	police officer, detective, police cadet, or, in the plural, police

	salesman
	sales representative, salesperson, sales clerk

	sportsman
	sporting competitor, athlete, player, sportsperson, or, in the plural men and women in sport.


Non Racist Language
Although you probably think you would never be guilty of writing anything racist, sometimes we are unconscious of our prejudices.  Racism does not only mean disliking another race or nationality, or thinking we are superior to it;  it also means making assumptions or generalisations about people based on their background or race.  It means a failure to recognise another person’s equality and individuality.

Do not mention a person’s race or nationality if it is irrelevant, for example.  The part of Cleopatra is played by the Aboriginal actor, Miranda Stevens.  (This unnecessary highlighting of race suggests being an actress is secondary to being Aboriginal.)

A more subtle form of racism is the assumption that different nationalities have unique characteristics which identify them.  Racist jokes are based on this principle of national stereotypes.  The following statements stereotype people even though they appear positive:

Katrina had a typical Latin temperament – fiery and fun-loving.

Mr Wong had the excellent business mind characteristic of the Chinese.
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