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Summary: Many people believe that the general use of the term "man" is offensive, or at least inaccurate.  Phrases like "no man is an island" or "every man for himself" seem to exclude women. Although reading history as if every use of "man" or "he" was a deliberate insult to women is probably excessive, today's culture calls for alternatives.

	Gender-specific
	Gender-neutral
	Comment

	Dear Sir,
	Dear Sir or Madam,
	Find out the reader's name whenever possible.

	policeman
	police officer
	The same goes for salesman, businessman, etc. Even if the person you are talking about really is a man, such terms subtly reinforce the idea that it is unusual for a woman to have that job.

	gunman
	shooter
	The term loses some important specificity when "gun" is removed, but "shooter" is better than "gunman or gunwoman".


When you revise to avoid sexist language, avoid the easy edits that introduce stylistic clunkers (such as "his/her" and mixed versions such as "one should wash their hands every day".)

	On this page: 

· Avoid Stylistic Clunkers 

· Special Terms for Women 

· Gender-neutral Language Links 

· Discussion Topics: 

· "Gender-netural" vs. "Non-sexist" 

· Gender and Grammar in the Bible 

Avoid Stylistic Clunkers (and even worse mistakes)

"Every man for himself." 

The original is what sailors or soldiers would cry out when the ship was going down or the battle was lost. 

I can imagine using this image deliberately, because I wished to evoke an image from a bygone era (when soldiering and sailoring were male occupations). To change the phrase, then, would divorce it from its historical context. To many, however, that's precisely the point of gender-neutral language -- to change the way we speak so that we don't perpetuate the unjust value systems that shaped our language.
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Every man or woman for himself or herself  
Every man/woman for him/her self

The above examples are quick fixes that avoid sexist language, but the result is stylistically awkward.
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Everyone for him or herself. 

 

A bit awkward, though.
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Everyone for yourselves. 

 

If you really needed to shout this while on board a sinking ship, the people around you would probably forgive the slight awkwardness.


The best solution is probably to avoid this cliché altogether. 

"No man is an island." 
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Nobody is an island.
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None of us are islands.

Both of the revisions above are efficient ways of removing the gender-specific language, but the original is actually a quotation from Meditation XVII by John Donne, better known as "Send Not To Know for Whom the Bell Tolls: It Tolls for Thee." If you rewrite Donne's observation, you may end up sounding ignorant and silly to a person who knows the source of the quote. 

If you simply avoid clichés, you won't have to deal with this issue.
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"No man is an island, but whenever he stretched his great girth out onto his raft Bill sure looked like one." 

When used carefully, this phrase might still have value. In the above sequence, the quote applies only to Bill.


"Alan Greenspan, Chairman of the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve System" 
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Allan Greenspan, Chairperson of the Board of Governors...
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Allan Greenspan, Chair of the Board of Governors...

The word "Chairman" is part of Mr. Greenspan's title.  

You can't go around changing other people's official titles just because you don't like the phrasing -- it would be inaccurate to call Greenspan "Chairperson of the Board". 

You are, of course, free to refer to Greenspan according to his official title ("Mr. Chairman") but refer in general terms to "being the chair" rather than "being the chairman".
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Allan Greenspan, who chairs the Board of Governors...
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The chair is Allan Greenspan.

Grammatical Playfulness 

The following experimental and activist techniques remain too awkward for general use. 
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Womyn (alternative spelling avoids using "man")
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I think s/he is standing outside of his/her house. 
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A writer should sharpen her pencils daily.  

Whenever I encounter these forms, I keep imagining all the more elegant, less obnoxious alternatives.  Your opinion may be different.

More widely accepted strategies for avoiding sexist language include pluralizing ("Writers should sharpen their pencils") or alternating the gender of the people in your examples. 

"... to boldly go where no man has gone before." 
The opening credits of the Star Trek used the gender-specific term "man," but in the late 1980s, a TV sequel changed the text to read "where no one has gone before." 
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...to boldly go where no man or woman has gone before.
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...to boldly go where no one has gone before.

The revision solves the gender problem, but introduces a new wrinkle -- one that really only matters in the specialized world of science fiction, but which makes an interesting case study.

· The word "man," while seeming to exclude women, was intended to carry the specific idea of "humanity" or "people from the planet Earth." (Aside from Mr. Spock, the Enterprise had a human crew.) 

· The mission of the original Enterprise included the phrase, "to seek out new life, and new civilizations." 

· If the Enterprise explores "where no one has gone before," then how could it find "new life, and new civilizations"? While human beings ("man") might not have been there before, obviously the new life and new civilizations are already there.
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..to boldly go where no humanoid, android, robot, intelligent gaseous cloud being, non-corporeal energy entity, holographic projection, psychokinetic thought-pattern reflection, or anything else has gone before.

 

Okay, that solves the technical problem, but it's not exactly a snappy opening narration.
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...to boldly go where we have never gone before.

This revision aims to retain the epic, stately language of the original, seems more personal than "no one," and avoids using terms such as "human" or "mankind" might exclude the non-human crew members.

Special Terms that Refer to Women 
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poetess; stewardess
 

The preferred terms are "poet" and  "flight attendant." For some reason, "actress" is still in general use, as are highly specialized words such as executrix and dominatrix.  Don't even think of words like "doctress" or "reportress."
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female poet; lady doctor 

 

Aside from the clinical tone of "female" and the elitist tone of "lady," these terms imply that a poet or doctor is usually male.  Even if that were statistically the case, this usage is biased.
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woman pilot, woman photographer
If the term "woman pilot" is acceptable, why does "man pilot" sound so funny? As with "female poet" and "lady doctor," the adjective "woman" still implies that the term is ordinarily male. 

A related problem is the formation of plurals of the "woman [noun]" variety, which are commonly given as "women [noun]s".  For example, we often read of "women doctors" or "women athletes."  The English language simply does not form plurals this way.
  

singular
incorrect plural
comment (for what little it's worth)
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makes me mad
elevator 
operator

elevators 
operators
It is incorrect to make the adjective "elevator" plural just because we are talking about more than one noun. The proper plural would be "elevator operators".

woman 
pilot

women  
pilots
Why then is it common practice to make the adjective "woman" plural when we are talking about more than one of the nouns that it modifies?


We don't expect a child psychologist to be a child; why should we expect a woman doctor to be a woman?


People will still go on talking about "women lawyers" and "women supreme court justices," so I might as well just give up.  A far more important point is that when push comes to shove, grammar changes to meet the needs of its users.  Many English speakers feel that we need new ways to handle the thorny issue of gender.  

Perhaps the current fuss over gender in language has something to do with the fact that English has been without the concept of grammatical gender for centuries now, so we think of gender personally, not grammatically.  In Latin, the word for manliness was feminine in gender; in German, the word Mann means "a person, or a human male," but man [lowercase] means "one" or "you."  

I have no idea what to do about all this.  In my own writing, I am very careful to avoid sexist errors on the one hand, and grammar errors (like those mentioned above) on the other.  Still, writing this web page actually forced me to become a bit more of a traditionalist, since I noticed how easy it is to avoid sexist mistakes without introducing grammatical or stylistic ones.  


	Why Gender-neutral Language Matters 

	In 1972... some three hundred college students were asked to select from magazines and newspapers a variety of pictures that would appropriately illustrate the different chapters of a sociology textbook being prepared for publication. Half the students were assigned chapter headings like "Social Man'', "Industrial Man'', and "Political Man''. The other half was given different but corresponding headings like "Society'', "Industrial Life'', and "Political Behavior''. Analysis of the pictures selected revealed that in the minds of students of both sexes use of the word man evoked, to a statistically significant degree, images of males only --- filtering out recognition of women's participation in these major areas of life --- whereas the corresponding headings without man evoked images of both males and females.... The authors concluded, "This is rather convincing evidence that when you use the word man generically, people do tend to think male, and tend not to think female" ([Miller et al. 1980, pages 19-20], quoted by Spertus; emphasis added).


