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Chinese as a Grammatical Genderless Language

Chinese is categorised as grammatically genderless language (Stahlberg et al., 2007).
• Gender markings are fewer and can be largely avoided

• Most personal nouns are naturally gender inclusive 

• Even 3rd person singular pronouns do not differ in pronunciation /tā/ 

“Expressing or concealing sex in language is not in itself sexist or non-sexist. The decision question is whether 
references to sex are symmetrical, that is, whether women and men are treated linguistically in the same or an 

equal manner” (Stahlberg et al., 2007, p. 167).

Chinese becomes exclusive, or sexist when: 

• Treating man as the default person (Ettner, 2002)

• Unnecessarily differentiating sexes (Chan & Lin, 2019)

• Overrepresenting woman’s identity (Li & Luo, 2020)

• Using feminine expressions as degradation and insults (Jing-Schmidt & Peng, 2018; Peng et al., 2021)



IASNL-G IASNL-G Chinese

Definition of sexist language
Words, phrases, and expressions that unnecessarily 
differentiate between females and males or exclude, trvialize, 
or diniminish either gender (Parks & Roberton, 1988, p. 455)

Total number of items 21 24

• Beliefs about sexist language 12 8

• Recognition of sexist language 4 8

• Willingness to use gender inclusive language 5 8

Points of Likert scale 5 (1 - 5) 11 (0 - 10)

Possible range of total scores 21 - 105 0 - 240

• Supportive ( > 70%) 73.6 - 105 168 - 240

• Neutral (50% ~ 70%) 52.6 - 73.5 120 - 167

• Negative ( < 50%) 21 - 52.5 0 - 119

Inventory of Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language-General 



Distribution of 303 Respondents to IASNL-G Chinese

Number of respondents by gender across generation and education The top 5 provinces with the largest number of respondents
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Section Sample
(n = 303)

Women
(n = 153)

Men
(n = 150)

80s
(n = 92)

90s
(n = 108)

00s
(n = 103)

Total inventory .90 .87 .86 .87 .92 .88

Beliefs about  sexist language .79 .74 .77 .74 .85 .76

Recognition of sexist language .86 .85 .82 .85 .87 .85

Willingness to use gender inclusive language .80 .70 .80 .81 .84 .76

Cronbach’s coefficients alpha based on the scores of 303 respondents to IASNL-G Chinese

Reliability Analysis of IASNL-G Chinese 



Beliefs about Sexist Language by Item

4.46 (3.21)

5.09 (3.28)

5.98 (3.48)

7.50 (2.56)

7.39 (2.76)

7.98 (2.25)

8.10 (2.24)

8.03 (2.20)

Most publication guidelines require news media to avoid using ethnic and racial 
slurs. So, these guidelines should also require writers to avoid sexist language.

Although change is difficult, we still should try to eliminate sexist language.

Sexist language is related to sexist treatment of people in society.

The elimination of sexist language is an important goal.

*Worrying about sexist language is a trivial activity.

*When people use “don’t be a pussy”, the expression is not sexist if the users 
don’t mean to be.

We should change expressions using male generics, such as “sons and grandsons 
of Yan-Huang” to expressions that include women, such as “sons and daughters”.

*We should not change the way the Chinese language has traditionally been 
written and spoken.

*Scores of items were reversed in the results.



Recognition of Sexist Language by Item

Woman/female driver

*Being garrulous as older women

*Even women and children know it

*Leaders and wives

*Powerful woman 

*Widow

You are a real man

Woman/female scientist

Unnecessary emphasis on 
woman’s identity

Degradation of women

Degradation of women

Man as default

No equivalent expressions for men

No equivalent expressions for men

Man as default
Degradation of femaleness

Unnecessary emphasis on 
woman’s identity

6.56 (3.37)

5.21 (3.63)

4.98 (3.38)

4.75 (3.41)

4.72 (3.37)

4.50 (3.52)

4.29 (3.23)

4.15 (3.43)

Sexist language: Words, phrases, and expressions that unnecessarily differentiate between females and males or exclude, trvialize, or diniminish either gender.

*Items from United Nation’s Guidelines for gender inclusive language in Chinese



Willingness to Use Gender Inclusive Language by Item

8.91 (1.97)

8.30 (2.54)

7.83 (2.60)

7.73 (2.86)

7.70 (2.69)

7.50 (2.97)

6.79 (3.27)

6.20 (3.33)

PhD

Nurse

Ms

Sex worker

Delivery person

He/She or TA

Flight attendant

Spouse/Beloved one/ 
Family member/

Partner/NPY

Woman/female PhD

Man/male Nurse

Miss/Mrs/Beauty

Slangs (most referring to women) 

Delivery brother

Generic he

Steward/stewardess

Husband-Wife/
Boyfriend-Girlfriend/

(heterosexual and sex differentiated)

Not inclusive Inclusive 



Supportive Neutral Negative
Sample 
(n = 303) 38% 45% 17%

Women
(n = 153) 62% 33% 5%

Men
(n = 150) 13% 57% 30%

80s
(n = 92) 31% 47% 22%

90s
(n = 108) 44% 44% 12%

00s
(n = 103) 37% 46% 17%

General Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language

Proportions of different attitude levels across gender and generation 



Potential Predictors to IASNL-G Chinese  

How individuals’ general attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language are 
influenced by the following factors? – A multiple regression model

Dependent variable: individual’s sum of IASNL-G Chinese

Continuous predictors:

• NeoSexism scale (Tougas et al., 1995)

• Modern Sexsim scale (Swim et al., 1995 )

Categorical predictors:

• Gender: women, men

• Generation: 80s, 90s, 00s

• Education: below undergraduate, undergraduate, master, doctorate 

Gender belief systems were found to be related to individuals’ detection, use, or adoption of sexist and non-sexist language (Parks & 
Roberton, 2004, 2008; Douglas & Sutton, 2014; Sczesny, Moser, & Wood, 2015; Swim, Mallett, & Stangor, 2004 ).



Range Mean SD
Sample
(n = 303) 37 - 240 154.65 39.42

Women
(n = 153) 64 - 240 173.54 33.29

Men
(n = 150) 37 - 240 135.37 35.75

80s
(n = 92) 65 - 237 148.96 38.16

90s
(n = 108) 37 - 240 158.97 42.99

00s
(n = 103) 56 - 231 155.19 36.24

General Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language

Ranges and means of general attitudes scores across gender 
and generation 



Gender Attitudes of Respondents

NeoSexism ModernSexism

Sample
(n = 303) 

Women
(n = 153)

Men
(n = 150)

Sample
(n = 303) 

Women
(n = 153)

Men
(n = 150)

Range 0 - 100 44 - 100 28 - 100 0 - 80 30 - 80 6 - 80

Mean 70.36 79.42 61.13 53.66 63.12 44

SD 16.47 11.65 15.54 15.63 10.94 13.67

Ranges and means of NeoSexism and ModernSexism
scores across gender

Cross-correlations between gender, NeoSexism, and 
ModernSexism

v



General Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language

Predictors NeoSexism ModernSexism Gender Generation Education

p < .05 *** ** * x x

R-squared .43

LanSum is individuals’  total scores of IASNL-G Chinese



Potential Predictors to Willingness to Use Gender Inclusive Language

How individuals’ willingness to use gender inclusive language is 
influenced by their beliefs about sexist language, recognition of 
sexist language, and other factors? – A multiple regression model

Dependent variable: individual’s sum of willingness to use gender inclusive language

Continuous predictors:

• NeoSexism scale (Tougas et al., 1995)

• Modern Sexsim scale (Swim et al., 1995 )

Categorical predictors:
• Gender: women, men

• Generation: 80s, 90s, 00s

• Education: below undergraduate, undergraduate, master, doctorate 

• Individual’s sum of beliefs about sexist language

• Individual’s sum of recognition of sexist language



Range Mean SD
Sample
(n = 303) 10 - 80 60.97 14.54

Women
(n = 153) 33 - 80 66.62 11.05

Men
(n = 150) 10 - 80 55.20 15.42

80s
(n = 92) 10 - 80 58.88 15.90

90s
(n = 108) 15 - 80 61.84 14.73

00s
(n = 103) 27 - 80 61.91 12.93

Willingness to Use Gender Inclusive Language

Ranges and means of willingness scores across gender and generation 



Gender Attitudes of Respondents

NeoSexism ModernSexism

Sample
(n = 303) 

Women
(n = 153)

Men
(n = 150)

Sample
(n = 303) 

Women
(n = 153)

Men
(n = 150)

Range 0 - 100 44 - 100 28 - 100 0 - 80 30 - 80 6 - 80

Mean 70.36 79.42 61.13 53.66 63.12 44

SD 16.47 11.65 15.54 15.63 10.94 13.67

Ranges and means of NeoSexism and ModernSexism
scores across gender

Cross-correlations between gender, NeoSexism, and 
ModernSexism

v



Predictors Beliefs Recognition NeoSexism ModernSexism Gender Generation Education

p < .05 *** x *** * * x x

R-squared .37

Willingness to Use Gender Inclusive Language



Conclusions

Individuals’ gender belief systems insignificantly influence their general atttiudes toward
sexist/nonsexist language and their willingness to use gender inclusive language. The
more positive a person’s attitudes is toward gender equality, the more supportive
attitudes they have toward gender inclusive lanague.

Individuals’ degrees of conservativeness to language reform, but not performances on
recognition of sexist language, significantly influence their willingness to use gender
inclusive language. The more supportive a person’s attitudes toward language reform,
the more willing they are to use gender inclusive language.

Women tend to be more supportive to gender inclusive lanuage than men, this trend still
holds even when individuals’ gender belief systems are controlled.



References

Chan, Marjorie K.M. & Lin, Yuhan (2019). “Chinese language and gender research.” In: Huang, Chu-Ren & Jing-Schmidt, Zhuo & Meisterernst, Barbara (eds.). The Routledge handbook of Chinese applied 
linguistics. Routledge, pp. 165-181.

Douglas, Karen M. & Sutton, Robbie M. (2014). ““A giant leap for mankind” but what about women? The role of system-justifying ideologies in predicting attitudes toward sexist language.” Journal of Language 
and Social Psychology (33:6), pp. 667-680.

Ettner, Charles (2002). “In Chinese, men and women are equal - or - women and men are equal?” In: Hellinger, Marlis & Buβmann, Hadumod (eds.). Gender across languages: The linguistic representation of 
women and men (Volume 2). John Benjamins B. V., pp. 29-56.

Li, Muyang & Luo, Zhifan (2020). “The ‘bad women drivers’ myth: the overrepresentation of female drivers and gender bias in China’s media.” Information, Communication & Society (23:5), pp. 776-793.

Jing-Schmidt, Zhuo & Peng, Xinjia (2018). “The sluttified sex: Verbal misogyny reflects and reinforces gender order in wireless China.” Language in Society (47), pp. 385-408.

Parks, Janet B. & Roberton, Mary Ann (2000). “Development and validation of an instrument to measure attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language.” Sex Roles (42), pp. 415-438.

Parks, Janet B. & Roberton, Mary Ann (2004). “Attitudes toward women mediate the gender effect on attitudes toward sexist language.” Psychology of Women Quarterly (28), pp. 233-239.

Parks, Janet B. & Roberton, Mary Ann (2008). “Generation gaps in attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language.” Journal of Language and Social Psychology (27:3), pp. 276-283.

Peng, Altman Yuzhu & Hou, Jenny Zhengye & KhosraviNik, Majid & Zhang, Xiaoxiao (2021). ““She uses men to boost her career”: Chinese digital cultures and gender stereotypes of female academics in Zhihu
discourses.” Social Semiotics, DOI: 10.1080/10350330.2021.1940920

Sczesny, Sabine & Moser, Franziska & Wood, Wendy (2015). “Beyond sexist beliefs: How do people decide to use gender-inclusive language?” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, pp. 1-12.

Stahlberg, Dagmar & Braun, Friederike & Irmen, Lisa & Sczesny, Sabine (2007). Representation of the sexes in language. In K. Fiedler(Ed.), Social communication. A volume in the series Frontiers of Social 
Psychology (pp. 163 - 187). (Series Editors: A. W. Kruglanski & J. P. Forgas). New York: Psychology Press.

Swim, Janet K. & Aikin, Kathryn J. & Hall, Wayne.S. & Hunter, Barbara A. (1995). “Sexism and racism: Old-fashioned and modern prejudices.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology (65), pp. 199-214.

Swim, Janet K. & Mallett, Robyn & Stangor, Charles (2004). “Understanding subtle sexism: Detection and use of sexist language.” Sex Roles (51:3/4), pp. 117-128.

Tougas, Francine & Brown, Rupert & Beaton, Ann M. & Joly, Stéphane (1995). “Neosexism: Plus ça change, plus c’est pareil.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin (21:8), pp. 842-849.


