Guide for
Gender-Inclusive Language

Background
Language influences the way we think and how
we act and therefore should be used deliberately.
Avoiding gender-based discrimination starts with
language. Careful use of language and images
can influence attitudes and expectations of the
audience or readership, and this can positively
affect people’s consciousness over time.
To attain gender equality in language women,
men and those who do not identify with one
gender have to be addressed in language as
persons of equal dignity, value and respect. The
use of generic masculine forms contradicts to the
fundamental idea of equality and therefore has to
be avoided.
There are a lot of different strategies to use gendersensitive and inclusive language. Some examples
of gender-specific and gender-neutral language
as well as literature with further information are
presented in this guide.
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Gender-specific nouns
The specific naming of a gender ensures that the
gender feels addressed (e.g. in letter salutation or
addresses).
Gender-specific naming of a person:
man/woman, Mr/Ms
An alternative to the generic „he“ is the use of „he
or she“ (or alternatively „she or he“).
Original

Alternative

Anyone who wants to
go to the game should
bring his money.

Anyone who wants to
go to the game should
bring his or her money.

The typical student
knows what he wants to
do when he graduates.

The typical student
knows what he or she
wants to do when she
or he graduates.
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Gender-neutral nouns
If the message of a text should be indefinite
or neutral concerning the gender, there are
different possibilities to avoid the generic
masculine form. An alternative to the generic
„he“ and “his” is the use of „they“, “their” and
“them” in the singular.
Original

Alternative

Anyone who wants to go
to the game should bring
his money.

Anyone who wants to
go to the game should
bring their money.

The typical student
knows what he wants to
do when he graduates.

Most students know
what they want to do
when they graduate.

The use of the word “man” as in “man’s impact”
has the effect of excluding women. Alternative
expressions, however, can be found:
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Original

Alternative

mankind

humanity, people,
human beings

man‘s achievements

human achievements

man-made

synthetic, human-made,
manufactured
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Stereotyped views of women’s and men’s role can
also be expressed through occupations. To modify
some nouns can help to avoid these stereotypes in
occupations.
Original

Alternative

chairman

coordinator, moderator,
presiding officer, head,
chair, chairperson

businessman

business executive,
business person

fireman

firefighter

postman, mailman

post or mail worker

stewardess

flight attendant, cabin
crew

policeman
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5

Literature
Barron, Dennis (1986): Grammar and Gender. New
Haven: Yale University Press.
Canary, Daniel; Dindia, Kathryn (1998): Sex
Differences and Similarities in Communication.
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Coates, Jennifer (1994): Women, Men and
Language. A sociolinguistic account of gender
differences in language. New York: Longman.
Harmon, Mary Rose; Wilson, Marilyn (forthcoming):
Beyond Grammar. Language, Power, and Classroom
Discourse. Mahwah, NJ.
Longmire, Linda; Merrill, Lisa (1998): Untying the
Tongue Gender, Power, and the Word. Westport, CT:
Greenwood.
Miller, Casey; Swift, Kate (1988): Handbook of
Nonsexist Writing for Writers, Editors, and Speakers.
New York: Harper & Row.
Myra, Sadker; Sadker, David (1994): Failing at
Fairness. New York: Charles Scribner‘s Sons.
National Council of Teachers of English (2002):
Guidelines for Gender-Fair Use of Language

6

urbanHIST - 20th Century European Urbanism - MSCA European Joint Doctorate

(available online: http://www.ncte.org/positions/
statements/genderfairuseoflang).
Penelope, Julia (1990): Speaking Freely. Unlearning
the Lies of the Fathers‘ Tongues. New York:
Pergamon Press.
Purdue University‘s Online Writing Lab:
Appropriate Language (available online: https://
owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/owlprint/608/).
Romaine, Suzanne (1999): Communicating Gender.
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
Schwartz, Marilyn; Task Force on Bias-Free
Language of the Association of American
University Presses (1995): Guidelines for Bias-Free
Writing. Bloomington: Indiana University Press
(available in Raynor Reference).
Spender, Dale (1989): The Writing or the Sex? Or,
Why You Don‘t Have to Read Women‘s Writing to
Know It‘s No Good. New York: Pergamon Press.
Tannen,
Deborah
(1993):
Gender and
Conversational Interaction. New York: Oxford
University Press.
Trudgill, Peter (1995): Sociolinguistics. An
Introduction to Language and Society. New York:
Penguin Books.
Guide for Gender-Inclusive Language

7

04/2017
urbanHIST European Joint Doctorate
website:
email:
facebook:
twitter:

www.urbanhist.eu
urbanhist@archit.uni-weimar.de
www.facebook.com/urbanHIST
@urbanHIST_H2020

This project has received funding from the European Union’s
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under
the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement No 721933.

