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Abstract 
In English usages such as mankind and job titles ending in -man (fireman, chairman) when 

referring to people in general are considered sexist. Sexist language makes a distinction 

between women and men and it can exclude, trivialize or diminish women. Therefore, the aim 

of this paper was to study the sexist or non-sexist use of occupational terms in The San Diego 

Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec. The questions that were investigated were how the 

newspapers used affixed terms ending in –man and -woman, if they added female/woman/lady 

to refer to women, but also how they referred to traditional female professions (nurse, 

midwife). The study was conducted by hand by using a textual analysis, which was both 

qualitative and quantitative in nature. The study showed that the newspapers primarily use 

non-sexist occupational terms and avoid using female markings, even when reference is being 

made to women who have traditional male professions. The sexist usage that was most 

common was the affixed terms ending in –man and –woman. One conclusion that could be 

drawn was that The San Diego Union Tribune follows The Associated Press Stylebook’s 

policy about the usage of coined words such as chairperson and spokesperson.  
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1. Introduction 
Discrimination is a practice which affects individual subjects, results in unequal chances of 

job opportunities, education or money and attention by the police and punishment by courts. 

Fowler (1991:94) states that discourse is  powerful with respect to its ability to facilitate and 

maintain discrimination against members of groups, since it allows discriminatory names and 

terms to be written and spoken repeatedly, but language also allows people to make linguistic 

choices such as the avoidance of sexist or offensive language (Coulmas 2005:39). People are 

assigned to a specific group and Fowler (1991:95) has shown that women are constituted in 

discourse as a special group with its own characteristics. When using words and expressions 

that demean females, speakers either unconsciously or consciously reproduce or reinforce 

negative stereotypes and attitudes towards females as deviant (Bonvillian 2003:204).  

English has a natural gender system, which means that all nouns do not need to be 

identified as feminine, masculine or neuter. However, gender is still encoded in the language 

that is used by women, but also in the language that is used about women (Fowler 1991:95). 

Therefore, feminists claim that English is man-made and encodes a male worldview, 

subordinates women and makes them invisible (Saul 2005). Consequently, since the 1970s 

feminist linguistic reformers have promoted reforms of non-sexist language: in other words 

non-discriminatory language (Winter & Pauwels 2006). English is biased in respect of its use 

of vocabulary, e.g. language use such as lady/female doctor contributes to society’s 

prejudices, that it is unnatural for women to practice traditional male-oriented professions 

(Fowler 1991:94). However, feminists have made attempts in order to modify sexist words 

and exclude sexist language use. Some reformers and writers believe that sexist language can 

be eliminated by replacing it with non-sexist words e.g. replacing job titles ending in -man 

with neutral titles such as chairperson/chair or spokesperson (Speer 2005:9). 

Language use that marks women has been displayed in linguistic analysis, and the 

feminist Julia Stanley has presented a theory called the theory of negative semantic space for 

women, where she suggests that semantic space does not exist for women because it is 

already occupied by the male sex. In other words, when a woman becomes a professional in 

one of the fields usually reserved for males, the nouns that are usually used for this profession 

are not necessarily used for women. Instead women are called a lady doctor, a female 

surgeon, a woman lawyer, a waitress, a stewardess or a majorette (Stanley 1977 cited in 

Spender 1998:20). Linguists and feminists have particularly been concerned with masculine 

generic terms that are used to refer to females too, e.g. the use of chairman, and the practice 
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of adding morphemes or extra words to occupations such as actress and lady doctor. This use 

of masculine generic terms draws attention to the sex of the person and it may also imply 

deviance or irregularity (Fowler1991:96).  

Since the issue of sexist language was raised in the 1970s, sexist language has been 

barred from academic and professional writing by organizations such as the American 

Psychological Association, the Modern Language Association and the Association of 

American University Press (Madson et al. 1999). The Associated Press, which is a not-for 

profit news cooperative also provides a stylebook of how to write with clarity and 

professionalism. The aim of this paper is to study the student newspaper The Daily Aztec and 

San Diego’s local newspaper The San Diego Union Tribune’s use of sexist and non-sexist 

occupational terms. Since I was a student at San Diego State University I found it interesting 

to compare the local newspaper’s use of occupational terms to the student newspaper.  

2. Aim and scope 
The aim of this essay is to study the use of occupational terms in The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec, that is if the use is sexist or non-sexist. Sexist language use 

implies occupational terms such as chairwoman, female doctor etc. and non-sexist language 

use entails terms such as chairperson, spokesperson and other non-sexist usages such as 

doctor, advisor or politician etc.   

The following questions will be investigated: 

• How do The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec use occupational terms 

ending in –man and –woman? 

• How do The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec refer to women who have 

traditionally male professions: are there any cases where the practice of adding an 

extra word female/woman/lady occurs?   

• How do The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec refer to traditionally 

female professions such as nurse and midwife?  

3. Material 
The study was based on articles from The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec. The 

San Diego Union Tribune is the second-oldest newspaper in Southern California. Its daily 

circulation is around 355,000 and on Sundays it is around 445,000. The San Diego Union 

Tribune is a local newspaper that mainly serves San Diego County, but also parts of Imperial 
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Valley, Riverside and Orange County. The newspaper has won two Pulitzer Prizes as well as 

other rewards (SDUT 2007).  

 The Daily Aztec has been the San Diego State University’s independent student 

newspaper since 1913. All the reporters and writers are students at San Diego State University 

and the newspaper is published daily, Monday through Thursday during the semester. It 

reaches approximately 35,000 students and 4000 faculty and staff every day (DA 2007).  

Both The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec follow certain ethics when it 

comes to news reporting. Readers Representative and Training Editor of The San Diego 

Union Tribune, Carol Goodhue (p.c.) states that “the newspapers don’t have a separate policy 

specifically geared to sexist language, but that’s folded into our general style guidelines in the 

AP Stylebook and our online stylebook”.  The Associated Press Stylebook (2004) states: 

 

Women should receive the same treatment as men in all areas of coverage. 

Physical descriptions, sexist references, demeaning stereotypes and 

condescending phrases should not be used…In other words treatment of the 

sexes should be even-handed and free of assumptions and stereotypes. This 

does not mean that valid and acceptable words such as mankind or humanity 

cannot be used. They are proper (Goldstein 2004: 276). 

 

Also, Goldstein declares the policies for the use of man and mankind.  

 

[Man], [mankind] either may be used when both men and women are 

involved and no other term is convenient. In these cases, do not use 

duplicate phrases such as man or a woman or mankind and womankind. 

Frequently the best choice is a substitute such as humanity, a person or an 

individual (Goldstein 2004:150).   

 

Concerning words ending in –persons Goodhue (p.c.) refers to The Associated Press 

Stylebook:  

 

Do not use coined words such as chairperson or spokesperson in regular 

text. Instead, use chairman or spokesman if referring to a man or the office 

in general. Use chairwoman or spokeswoman if referring to a woman. Or, if 

applicable, use a neutral word such as leader or representative. Use 
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chairperson or similar coinage only in direct quotations or when it is the 

formal description for an office (Goldstein cited by Goodhue p.c.). 

 

 The Daily Aztec (2007) follows a number of ethical guidelines, and they make it clear 

that even though they are a college newspaper, they are still a professional paper. Since there 

are students who write for the newspaper, the university itself has a number of policies on 

inclusive language that the students should follow. The SDSU Editorial Style Guide (2007) 

states that students should write in such a manner that no gender bias is suggested. This means 

that instead of using man, mankind and words ending in –man, students should use humanity, 

people, worker, fire-fighter etc.  

Due to the number of policies that both The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily 

Aztec are required to follow, it is interesting to study the newspapers’ sexist or non-sexist use 

of occupational terms.  

3.1 Delimitation 

Since The San Diego Union Tribune has a more extensive news coverage than The Daily 

Aztec, the study has been limited to one part of The San Diego Union Tribune, that is Our 

Region. The main reason for this is that the study should have as equal a number of words as 

possible. The Our Region part consists of obituaries and editorials too, but these have been 

excluded for the purpose of having as equal a number of words as possible.  

The study of articles and collection of examples of sexist language use was conducted 

by hand. For that reason, the study will only include occupational terms, since they are easier 

to discover than other sexist language phenomena such as the use of he/him/his in “everybody 

should make his own bed”.  

The study resulted in 148 types of occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune 

and 76 different terms in The Daily Aztec. The total number of occurrences of occupational 

terms in The San Diego Union Tribune was 533 and 357 occurrences in The Daily Aztec. 

Altogether this study resulted in 890 occurrences of occupational terms. The average number 

of articles that were read in The San Diego Union Tribune was 14 articles every other day 

from September 24 to October 5. For The Daily Aztec the average number of articles was 16. 

In the Monday through Wednesday editions of The Daily Aztec, the approximate total number 

of words read was 5254, and 11, 325 words in the more extensive Thursday edition. Like The 

Daily Aztec, The San Diego Union Tribune also had a more extensive edition that was 

published on Fridays. In general, the total number of words that were read in the Monday 
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through Thursday edition of The San Diego Union Tribune was 6184, and approximately 

9138 words in the Friday edition. More or less, I read the same number of words in the 

newspapers. Moreover, the Thursday edition of The Daily Aztec comprised more words than 

any of the editions of The San Diego Union Tribune. The Daily Aztec is only published 

Monday through Thursday. Consequently, there are no articles from the weekends. All the 

examples of occupational terms that should have been taken from the Friday edition of The 

Daily Aztec, have instead been taken from the newspaper’s Thursday edition (Thursday, 09/ 

27). On the other hand, as stated above, the Thursday edition is more extensive than the 

editions that are published on the other weekdays. Therefore it will contain some of the 

typical Friday and weekend material. In regard to the number of words read, the Thursday 

edition is a good representative of the Friday edition, since it also consists of more words than 

The San Diego Union Tribune’s Friday edition. When referring to the newspapers’ articles I 

have used the letters a through e to indicate from what date the newspapers’ editions are. 

SDUT refers to The San Diego Union Tribune whereas DA stands for The Daily Aztec.  

4. Method  
The study was carried out by hand by studying The San Diego Union Tribune’s and The Daily 

Aztec’s articles closely. Firstly, the study deals with the occurrence and frequency of the 

newspapers’ use of affixed suffixes: –man and –woman. Secondly, the study discusses how 

The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec use masculine generic expressions when 

they refer to women who are professionals in one of the fields that have traditionally been 

reserved for men: in other words, whether there are any cases where female/woman/lady 

precede conventionally male professions. Thirdly, the study also examines how The San 

Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec refer to traditionally female occupations such as 

nurse and midwife. 

 The method that has been used in this study is a textual analysis. A qualitative method 

is used when listing all the different types of occupational terms. According to Esaiasson 

(2003:233) a qualitative method implies that studies using this method are only interested in 

the occurrence of such occupational terms, and not in the number of terms. On the other hand, 

this study will also explore the frequency of such sexist and non-sexist language use in The 

San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec, which encompasses a quantitative method. 

This implies that the number of occurrences will also be accounted for in a table. When 

referring to words that are thought to be sexist, I will use the term sexist language, and when 

reference is being made to language that is considered to be neutral, it will be referred to as 
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non-sexist. Other terms that are synonymous with sexist language but will not be used are 

gender-neutral language, gender-inclusive language, gender-marked language, politically 

correct language etc.  

5. Background 

5.1 Sexist language 

Some practices in English are considered to be sexist and man-made. Examples of sexist 

language would be the generic pronouns he and man, words such as mankind, job titles ending 

in -man and the titles Mr, Mrs and Miss (Speer 2005:9). Sexist language includes “words, 

phrases and expressions that unnecessarily differentiate between women and men or exclude, 

trivialize or diminish either gender” (Parks & Roberton 1998 cited in Parks & Roberton 

2004). Sexist language presumes that maleness is the norm and that femaleness is the 

exception and it reinforces male superiority and harmful stereotypes (Doyle 1995:150). 

Therefore, since the 1970s the feminists have tried to introduce non-sexist language, since 

they claim that English encodes a male worldview, subordinates women’s presence and 

achievements and makes them invisible (Saul 2005). Language is a powerful tool, since words 

help to construct the world we live in. Women have been excluded in the male-dominated 

world and women’s language is supposed to lack authority, forcefulness, effectiveness, 

persuasiveness and reduce women to the status of the subsumed, the invisible or the marked 

one (Spender 1998:10).  

Feminist social psychologist Nancy Henley classifies sexist language into three different 

categories: language that ignores women, language that defines women narrowly, and 

language that depreciates women (Henley 1987). Weatherall (2002:14) also agrees with 

Henley and states that language can make women invisible by excluding them from stories or 

articles when masculine generic terms such as mankind, fireman or chairman are used about 

them. Even though these words are considered to be gender-neutral by grammarians, they are 

still only thought of as referring to men. When women are defined narrowly they are 

discussed in terms of appearance and family relationships, which is more common for women 

than for men (ibid). According to Miller and Swift (2001:105), this is offensive, and if similar 

references were made to men it would only be ludicrous. English can demean women by its 

practice of adding extra words such as woman doctor to mark females. This has a weakening, 

diminishing and trivializing effect and it also implies that the world is male unless proof of 

the opposite is presented (Spender 1998:20).  
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5.2 The marked gender  

The practice of adding an extra word to professions that refer to women, e.g. female doctor, 

indicates the irregularity of women practising medicine. The basic assumption is that a doctor 

is a man, and according to Romaine (1999:130) women are often the marked gender, the 

female doctor, which conveys the idea that it is strange that she practices such a profession. 

Feminists have also been concerned about the use of masculine generic expressions when 

referring to people in general or a person whose gender is indefinite, that is words such as 

chairman and spokesman (Fowler 1991:96). The case when women are being ignored in 

language is a well-documented aspect and especially the use of masculine generic forms such 

as chairman, fireman and mankind when referring to people in general. According to 

Weatherall (2002:14), conventionally these forms that are called masculine generics “are the 

grammatically correct way to refer to an unspecified person or to a group of people”.  

However, job titles that add the affix –man to a word date from a time when only men 

performed the jobs described (Miller & Swift 1988:36). Therefore, it was natural to talk about 

an insurance man or policeman. However, nowadays women also sell insurances, work within 

the police force and deliver packages and mail. Consequently, these terms became 

discriminatory (ibid). Therefore, job-titles ending in –man (chairman, spokesman) 

disadvantage women and inhibit them from applying for such jobs, but men are also repressed 

when the job advertisements use occupational terms ending in –woman, -lady or –ess (ibid). 

Affixes such as -ess, -ette, -enne and –trix can also be derogatory and trivializing (Mills 

1995:95). Psychological research on masculine generic expressions has shown that affixed 

expressions disadvantage women (Weatherall 2002:17). In addition, non-sexist forms with no 

endings such as doctor are commonly used generically or only for males (Romaine 

1999:103).  

Studies conducted by Romaine indicate that women are more often the marked gender 

compared to men. In the British National Corpus lady doctor was used 125 times, whereas 

male doctor only occurred 14 times. Woman doctor was used 20 times and female doctor was 

used 10 times, whereas there were no cases of gentleman doctor and only one case of man 

doctor (Romaine 1999:130). Other marked forms are cleaning lady and charwoman. When 

housekeeper and char are used, people often assume that the person is a woman. No one 

would say charmen, cleaning men/gentlemen/boys: instead 

janitor/caretaker/custodian/superintendent would be used (Romaine 1998:130).  
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The masculine generic expressions (chairman, spokesman) seem to intensify the 

perception that a person whose gender is unknown, is male. This was also observed by the 

United States Department of Labour, which made it revise its Dictionary of Occupational 

Titles. Instead of the sexist use of compounds ending in –man (chairman), non-sexist 

alternatives such as chair or chairperson were recommended (Miller & Swift 1988:38-9). 

Julia Stanley (Stanley 1977 cited in Spender 1998:20) presented the theory of negative 

semantic space for women, where she suggests that there are fewer nouns to refer to females, 

which suggests that they are of less significance. Instead of using the masculine generic term 

doctor, women will be labelled as e.g. lady doctor or female surgeon. This theory draws upon 

a notion of female inferiority and in societies where women are not recognized, the words that 

are used to refer to them also assume negative connotations (Spender 1998:23). Feminists 

have made attempts to modify sexist words and exclude sexist language use. Guidelines for 

non-sexist language use vary across languages, but generally English speaking feminists 

advocate making terms neutral or unmarked for gender (Weatherall 2002:17).  

5.3 Feminists’ language reform  

How sexist language should be conceptualized and remedied differs among feminists, due to 

social, cultural, political and philosophical aspects. Some people believe that discrimination in 

society will not change simply by eradicating sexism in language. Instead they believe that the 

real problems in society, that is discrimination, harassment, violence against women and 

economic inequality, must be addressed first. They claim that the adoption of non-sexist 

language might be harmful, since it only provides a superficial surface, whereas the actual 

problems are veiled. On the other hand, others believe that the adoption of non-sexist 

language is an essential part of eliminating societal sexism, since they claim that language 

influences our attitudes and behaviour (Doyle 1995:150-1). Non-sexist language should be 

adopted, since sexist language is ambiguous, hurtful and gives rise to stereotypes (ibid).  

Feminists have presented two basic principles in order to draw people’s attention to 

sexist language and to get rid of it. The first principle wishes to give women the same 

visibility that men have, whereas the other one aims at reducing unnecessary male visibility. 

The first principle adopts the strategy called feminization, which implies that sexist-language 

should be removed on the lexical level, which is the vocabulary of a language. For 

occupational terms, this implies using different feminine terms such as waitress, chairwoman 

and lady dentist for singular and waitresses and waiters and chairwomen and chairmen, lady 

dentists and male dentists for men for plural generic referents. The second principle takes on 



 
9 

 

 

the strategy of neutralization. This strategy favours the same referents for both men and 

women, e.g. words like waiter, chairperson, dentist for singular, and waiters, chairpersons 

and dentists for plural generic referents. In English the neutralization approach is more 

common, whereas the other principle is more adopted in Spanish and French, which have a 

grammatical gender (Pauwels 1998).   

UNESCO is one organization that has adopted guidelines on non-sexist language use. 

They suggest that masculine generic terms such as chairman should be replaced by e.g. 

chairperson/chair/president/presiding officer. Instead of woman doctor only doctor should be 

used, and sex should only be specified if it is relevant to the context (UNESCO 1999).  

The feminists’ attempts at linguistic change have been successful in some fields 

(Pauwels 1998). One reform that has been successful is the increasingly accepted use of the 

gender-neutral pronoun they in place of he in “somebody left their sweater behind” (Saul 

2005). However, the reform that sought to replace chairman with chairperson has been 

somewhat ineffective, since chairperson is often used with females who hold the post of 

chair, whereas men are referred to as chairman. This example shows that our attitudes have to 

change for a reform to be successful (ibid). Non-sexist language must still be adopted and it is 

important for organizations to be attentive to women’s concerns and accomplishments if they 

want to recruit female staff effectively and attract female customers. Therefore, the use of a 

language that puts women on an equal basis with men is one important step in this direction 

(Doyle 1995:151).  

6. Results 

6.1 Occupational terms ending in –man and -woman 

The first question that is going to be discussed dealt with The San Diego Union Tribune’s and 

The Daily Aztec’s use of affixed occupational terms ending in –man and –woman. The 

Appendix accounts for all the occupational terms that were found in The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec. The study resulted in 533 tokens of occupational terms in The 

San Diego Union Tribune, whereas there were only 357 tokens in The Daily Aztec. All 

together there were 890 tokens of occupational terms, which Table 2 shows. 

Variants of non-sexist occupational terms such as officer and official have been 

included, that is Californian Highway Patrol officer and Health official etc. However, these 

terms will not be discussed in greater depth, since the main focus in this study is not non-

sexist occupational terms, but sexist ones. Furthermore, the occupational term manager does 

not have any relation to the word man that signals a male person (Miller & Swift 1988:26). As 
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The Associated Press Stylebook stated, manager is an acceptable use to refer to both men and 

women in such a profession (Goldstein 2004: 276).  

 

Table 1. Sexist occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune (SDUT) and The 

Daily Aztec (DA)  

 SDUT DA Total 

Actor 2 3 5 

Actress  1 1 

Alumna  2 2 

Alumni  1 1 

Businessman 2  2 

Chairman 6 2 8 

Chairwoman 1  1 

Congressman 2  2 

Councilman 13  13 

Councilwoman 4  4 

Dory-man 6  6 

Fisherman 1  1 

Newsman 1  1 

Policeman 1 1 2 

Spokesman 19  19 

Spokeswoman 4  4 

Stuntman  1 1 

Stuntwoman   1 1 

Total 62 12 74 

 

Table 2. Number of tokens and types of occupational terms in The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec 

 SDUT DA Total 

Tokens  533 357 890 

Types 148 76 224 

 

6.1.1 The San Diego Union Tribune  

Out of the 148 types of occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune, there are only 12 

types that end in –man and –woman, that is spokesman (19), councilman (13), chairman (6), 

dory-man (6), councilwoman (4), spokeswoman (4), businessman (2), congressman (2), 

chairwoman (1), fisherman (1), policeman (1) and newsman (1), which Table 1 shows. Out of 

these there is a total of 51 occurrences that end in –man and 9 occurrences ending in –woman. 

All together there were 62 occurrences of sexist occupational terms in The San Diego Union 

Tribune. There was only one term that did not end in the suffixes –man or -woman, that is 

actor, which occurred 2 times. However, in the newspaper actor is not a sexist occupational 
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term and it is also the usage that is recommended by the advocates of non-sexist language. 

Therefore, the term gender-marked would be more appropriate to refer to actor. 

 The terms spokesman (19), councilman (13) and chairman (6) have female counterparts 

ending in –woman; spokeswoman (4), councilwoman (4) and chairwoman (1). Examples of 

the use of these sexist terms have been listed in examples (1) through (6).  

 

(1) …said fire department spokesman Maurice Luque. (SDUT b)  

(2) Councilman Jim Madaffer, who represents San Carlos… (SDUT e) 

(3)  Supervisor chairman Ron Robers acknowledged that the half hour… 

(SDUT b) 

(4) … a sheriff’s spokeswoman said… (SDUT b) 

(5) Councilwoman Toni Atkins and leaders of various city departments… 

(SDUT b)  

(6) The committee members are chairwoman Pamela Bensoussan…  

(SDUT e) 

 

Other sexist occupational terms ending in -man are dory-man (6), businessman (2), 

congressman (2), fisherman (1), policeman (1) and newsman (1), but these terms did not   

have any female counterparts and they only occurred once or twice. 

 

(7) As the dory-men approached their journey’s end… (SDUT a)  

(8) …Brent Wilkes was an ordinary businessman heading a start-up 

company… (SDUT e) 

(9) The former Republican congressman from Ranch Santa Fe… (SDUT e)  

(10) …or shoreline rocks frequented by fishermen (SDUT d)  

(11) …after a state policeman was ambushed and killed (SDUT b) 

(12) Television newsman Ken Kramer will be among the judges (SDUT e) 

 

Example (13) shows the neutral alternative to the sexist terms chairman and 

chairwoman, that is chair. Interestingly, chair was only used once, and it refers to a man 

called Linden Blue. It is evident that The San Diego Union Tribune prefers the suffixed 

terms –man and –woman, and this supports what Carol Goodhue (p.c.) stated about these 

terms, i.e. to use the suffixes –man and -woman instead of using the words that end in –

person, and only use the neutral word when it is appropriate.  
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(13) The Lindenbergh Foundation has named San Diegan Linden Blue…and 

vice chair of General Atomics… (SDUT e) 

  

 As Table 1 illustrates, the affixed occupational terms –man and –woman are the 

primary examples of sexist language. In The San Diego Union Tribune there were no terms 

that ended in other sexist suffixes such as –lady, -boy, –girl, -ess, -ette, -enne and –trix. Other 

nouns in the newspaper that can be considered sexist but are not shown in the tables are 

gunman and waterman. However, waterman does not count as an occupational term, since it 

only describes a person’s characteristics, that is someone who is an aquatic enthusiast and 

good at swimming and rowing (SDUT a).   

6.1.2 The Daily Aztec  

As can be seen in the Appendix there was a total of 76 different types of occupational 

terms in The Daily Aztec, and this also includes variants of occupational terms of e.g. coach 

and manager, that is coach, assistant coach, manager and Media service manager. On the 

other hand such variants will not be discussed to a larger extent in this study. Out of all the 

occupational terms there were 8 types that can be regarded as sexist, which can be seen in 

Table 1. Four different terms end in the suffixes –man and -woman, that is chairman (2), 

policeman (1), stuntman (1) and stuntwoman (1). 

 

(14) Dr. Irwin Mark Jacobs…chairman of Qualcomm… (DA c) 

(15) …Army Military Policeman constantly has to educate… (DA c)  

(16) …as stuntman Mike (Kurt Russell)… (DA e) 

(17) …get to deal with stuntwoman Zoe (Zoe Bell)… (DA e) 

 

Alumna (2) and alumni (1) were also used, but rather as noun modifiers in a gender-marked 

way, which can be seen below. Alumna refers to a female student, whereas alumni, which is 

the plural of alumnus, refers to two male students.   

 

(18) San Diego State alumna Amy Clarey studied abroad in Spain…(DA c)  

(19) ...San Diego State alumni Robin Gerlach and Michael Cando…(DA d)  
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In The Daily Aztec the only sexist suffix that was used besides –man and –woman was –

ess in actress, which was used once. Actress had a male counterpart in actor (3). The suffix –

ess started to be used to distinguish between male and female actors after the seventeenth 

century (Miller & Swift 1988:137). The feminists prefer the use of actor, but in The Daily 

Aztec the usage of actor was sexist since it differentiated between women and men, which 

example (20) illustrates. Examples (21) and (22) show how actor was used in The San Diego 

Union Tribune. In (21) it refers to the male actor Louis Gossettt Jr and in (22) it was used in a 

generic way to refer to actors of both sexes.  

 

(20) …each of the four actors and actresses [were] amazing in their 

portrayals… (DA d)  

(21) Academy Award-winning actor Louis Gossett Jr… (SDUT d) 

(22) Actors Jennifer Tilly, Ryan Donowho and Dominique Swain were 

among those treading the red carpet… (SDUT d) 

 

When the suffixes in actress, authoress, hostess, stewardess, poetess, comedienne and 

aviatrix etc. are used it brings about a sense of a lack of seriousness and especially if these 

terms are used together with the male counterparts (Mills, 1995:95). Other terms in The Daily 

Aztec that had male counterparts were stuntwoman and alumna, that is stuntman and alumni, 

but for chairman and policeman there were no female counterparts. There were also neutral 

alternatives to chairman and policeman, that is chair (1), which refers to a man and police 

officer (5), which can be seen in (23) and (24).  It could not be seen in the five usages if police 

officer was a man or a woman. 

 

(23) Randy Reinholtz, interim chair of SDSU’s School of Theatre… (DA d)  

(24) …when a police officer approached his vehicle… (DA c) 

 

In The Daily Aztec the frequency of occupational terms was much lower than The San 

Diego Union Tribune, which can affect the validity of the conclusions. Still, what is 

interesting is that I read approximately the same number of words and also the Thursday 

edition of The Daily Aztec comprised more words than any of the editions of The San Diego 

Union Tribune. Nevertheless, the study of occupational terms shows that there is a clear 

tendency that The Daily Aztec uses non-sexist occupational terms. To sum up, there were 13 

different types of sexist occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune and 8 types in 
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The Daily Aztec. The sexist use of –man and –woman was the most common one. In The San 

Diego Union Tribune there were 51 tokens that ended in –man and 9 tokens of –woman, 

whereas in The Daily Aztec there were 4 tokens that ended in –man and only 1 token that 

ended in –woman. Still, as can be seen from the Appendix the non-sexist use of occupational 

terms is evident in both newspapers and this use of non-sexist occupational terms will be 

further discussed in the next section.  

6.2 Women in traditional male professions  

The second question that will be discussed in this section is how The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec refer to women who have traditionally male professions, that is 

if there are any cases where the practice of adding female/woman/lady occurs.  

6.2.1 The San Diego Union Tribune  

Out of the 148 types of occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune there was only 

one example of the practice of adding female/lady/woman in front of an occupational term 

and example (25) illustrates this practice.  

 

(25) …confronted a female clerk at The Spot on Kettner Boulevard… 

(SDUT e)  

 

However, female also occurred in front of the noun team, but this noun cannot be regarded an 

occupational term, which example (26) shows.  

 

(26)…La Mesa were the first female team to finish (SDUT a)   

 

As stated in the previous section, the most common sexist usage of occupational terms 

was the practice of using affixed occupational terms, ending in –man and –woman. When 

writing about women, The San Diego Union Tribune writes out the women’s names and uses 

unmarked and non-sexist occupational terms of traditional male oriented professions, that is 

executive director, attorney, veterinarian, officer, president, park ranger etc.   

 

(27) Virginia Tinley, the foundation’s executive director…(SDUT a) 

(28) In addition, attorney Evelyn Heidelberg… (SDUT b) 

(29) …with a well-known local veterinarian, Jean A Spengel… (SDUT b)  

(30) …said California Highway Patrol Officer Alicia Contreras (SDUT c) 
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(31) …said House of Spain president Maria-Jesus Ferri-Panalba (SDUT e)  

(32) Supervising park ranger Maureen Abare set up an exhibit… (SDUT e) 

 

The San Diego Union Tribune was consistent in its use of non-sexist occupational 

terms. Altogether the study resulted in 148 different types of occupational terms, out of these 

there was a total of 13 types that can be regarded sexist and 12 of these sexist usages either 

ended in –man or –woman, and only one example used female as a modifier of the 

occupational term clerk. Examples (33) through (35) are other non-occupational nouns that 

can be regarded as sexist: gunman (6), waterman (3) and gentleman (1). 

 

(33) …that a gunman had fired as many as eight shots (SDUT d) 

(34) Sigler and Rumsey were prototype watermen… (SDUT a) 

(35) …a gentleman who said he was a doctor… (SDUT e)  

  

Gentleman is usually used in a generic way, even if it brings about a male connotation. If 

gentleman had a binary opposition in gentle-lady it would have been sex-specific. Gentleman 

is still used in a generic way to refer to polite behaviour “act like a gentleman”, but it is also 

used in “a gentleman’s agreement” when referring to a verbal contract (Mills 1995:91-2). In 

(35) gentleman, which is used in a sex-specific way, is a synonym to man, and it describes the 

polite actions of the doctor.  

6.2.2 The Daily Aztec 

There were only 76 types of occupational terms in The Daily Aztec, and also these were 

predominantly non-sexist.  Merely 8 occupational terms were sexist: 4 words that ended in the 

suffixes –man and –woman, but also actor, actress, alumna and alumni. There were no 

examples of the practice of adding female/woman/lady to refer to women. However, examples 

(36) and (37) exemplify when The Daily Aztec added male in front of a noun: 

 

     (36) …when three male suspects took his backpack…(DA b) 

(37) Volunteer members put on presentations for male student groups… 

(DA c) 

 

When referring to women who have traditional male professions, such as coach, head, 

professor, executive director and president, The Daily Aztec writes out the women’s names 
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and there is also a tendency that the newspaper uses non-sexist language, which has been 

exemplified below. 

 

(38) The meet this weekend went very well, assistant coach Jennifer Nanista 

said (DA b) 

(39) … said Teresa Cisneros – Donahue, head of the College of Business 

Administration study abroad program (DA c)  

(40) …Professor Margaret Larlham took the initiative…(DA d)  

(41) Jennifer Finnegan, executive director of the College Area Business 

District… (DA e)  

(42) Mary Ruth Carleton, vice president of university relations and 

development…(DA e) 

 

Furthermore, just like The San Diego Union Tribune, The Daily Aztec used other nouns 

that can be considered sexist. However, these will not count as occupational terms, that is 

lineman (2), platoon-mate (2), upperclassman (1) and underclassman (1).  

 

(43) …that doesn’t belong to an offensive lineman (DA e) 

(44) …the missing boy’s platoon-mates and are also the last ones to see him 

alive (DA c)  

(45) The upperclassmen leader tallied 27 digs to become… (DA a) 

(46) …the only SDSU underclassman turning heads… (DA b) 

 

 In The Daily Aztec student is frequently used. What is interesting is that The Daily 

Aztec is very consistent in its use of non-sexist adjectives that are used to modify student. The 

Appendix lists all instances of student and as an occupational term it is used 157 times. The 

noun modifiers that usually occur in front of student are San Diego State (4) and college (4). 

Furthermore, another practice that was even more common when referring to students is the 

usage of adding freshman, sophomore, junior and senior in front of the students’ names and 

this is used for both women and men. Freshman, sophomore, junior and senior are altogether 

used 66 times. Out of these the noun modifiers were used 28 times when reference was made 

to women and 38 times when referring to men. These modifiers are also used when referring 

back to students, which can be seen in (49) and (50).    
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(47) Senior captain Lisa Naucler grabbed second place (DA a) 

(48) Anteater red shirt freshman goalkeeper Pat Barton… (DA b) 

(49) The junior transfer [Vonnie Holmes] from College of the Canyons 

has… (DA e) 

(50) CSU’s senior leader [Caleb Hanie] goes home to his wife… (DA e)  

 

 There are no examples of the use of nouns ending in -person in either The Daily Aztec 

or The San Diego Union Tribune. As stated before the only neutral alternatives to the sexist 

occupational terms in the newspapers are police officer (5) and chair (1), which were used in 

both The Daily Aztec and The San Diego Union Tribune. 

 

(51) …when a police officer approached his vehicle… (DA c)  

(52) Randy Reinholtz, interim chair of SDSU’s School of Theatre… (DA d) 

(53) …and vice chair of General Atomics… (SDUT e) 

 

Even the study of the newspapers’ reference to women in traditional male professions 

shows that both The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec primarily use a non-sexist 

language. The practice of using modifiers such as female/woman/lady to occupational terms is 

uncommon. Out of the 148 types of occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune, 

there was only one example when female was used to modify a noun (female clerk). In The 

Daily Aztec no such practice was used to refer to women, but there were two instances when 

The Daily Aztec used male as a modifier to talk about men.  

6.3 Traditionally female professions  

The question that will be discussed in this section deals with how The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec refer to traditional female professions such as nurse and midwife 

etc. The examples have been taken from the CBS’ (2002) listing of traditional male and 

female dominated professions and Turner’s essay (2002) A female-dominated profession in 

the male-dominated workforce of higher education: set against the backdrop of the 

handmaid's tale. The CBS lists doctor assistant, however, in this study personal assistant has 

been used. In the study it was difficult to decide whether a profession was regarded as more 

female or not. Therefore, professions that only the CBS and Turner mention have been 

chosen, e.g. assistant, teacher and cashier.  
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6.3.1 The San Diego Union Tribune   

In The San Diego Union Tribune there was 1 example of nurse, which has traditionally been a 

typical female profession. However, it is unclear if The San Diego Union Tribune refers to a 

woman or a man. 

 

(54) …a gentleman who said he was a doctor and a visiting nurse from 

Scotland (SDUT e)  

 

In the study, other professions that used to be occupied by women are teacher (6), cashier (4) 

and personal assistant (1). For teacher in (55) through (57) it was implicit that teacher 

included both men and women. 

 

(55) Greg Sonken, principal at Mission Estancia credited teachers…for 

making campus… (SDUT e) 

(56) The teachers have done a marvellous job… (SDUT e) 

(57) Teachers meet every Friday afternoon… (SDUT e) 

 

In (58) the sex of the teacher to whom the newspaper referred, was somewhat unclear in the 

article and the same goes for the usage of personal assistant. However, for the other two 

usages of teacher the sex of the person was obvious, since The San Diego Union Tribune 

wrote about women.  

 

(58) … a 19-year-old aspiring teacher [Whitney Young] (SDUT b) 

(59) …to Janney and Brown’s personal assistants… (SDUT, e)   

(60) Whitney Young…an aspiring teacher… (SDUT b) 

(61) Tina Brown, a high school teacher… (SDUT c). 

 

For 3 of the usages of cashier the sex of the person is ambiguous. However, in (65) it 

becomes clear that The San Diego Union Tribune refers to a man since the personal pronouns 

he and his are used to refer back to cashier.  

 

(62) Cashier wouldn’t open register so robber left (SDUT c) 

(63) …when the cashier couldn’t open the register… (SDUT c) 

(64) The robber gave the note to a cashier… (SDUT c) 
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(65) …the cashier replied that he could not open his register… 

(SDUT c)  

6.3.2 The Daily Aztec 

In The Daily Aztec the only profession that can be regarded as a traditional female profession 

is teacher. It occurs 2 times and in (66) the sex of the person is unspecified, whereas in (67) 

teacher refers back to the student who the article is about.  

 

(66) Her English teacher at El Captain High School in Lakeside… (DA d) 

(67) I [Patricia Hite] just want to be a teacher someday… (DA d) 

 

 Besides teacher there is only flight attendant (4) that can be considered a traditional 

female profession. However, the neutral term flight attendant is used and not the sexist terms 

steward and stewardess. Flight attendant is used 4 times in the plural and it refers to the flight 

attendants who work for Southwest airlines. Steward or stewardess can be replaced by either 

flight attendant or cabin crew, and both of these usages are non-sexist (UNESCO 1999). 

 

(68) …Southwest, which once flaunted booty-shorts wearing flight 

attendants… (DA a) 

(69) …it’s up to the [flight] attendants to decide what is OK. (DA a) 

(70) …empowering flight attendants as fashion police… (DA a) 

(71) Do the flight attendants meet every month… (DA a) 

 

In (68) the noun, booty-shorts, makes it clear that this example refers to female flight 

attendants, but the flight attendants in (69) through (71) are not the same flight attendants as 

in (68) and their sex is also unspecified. From the examples in The San Diego Union Tribune 

and The Daily Aztec there are only 4 occupational terms that are traditional female 

professions, cashier, teacher, nurse and personal assistant. There were too few examples of 

conventional female professions and the sex of the person was also unclear in most of the 

examples. Therefore, it will be difficult to draw any valid conclusions from these examples.  
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7. Conclusion  
I chose to refer to the occupational terms as either being sexist or non-sexist. However, after 

making this study I should rather have referred to these terms as either being gender-marked 

or not gender-marked, since a few examples in this study have rather been gender-marked 

than sexist, e.g. actor, alumna and alumni.  On the other hand, based on what was found in 

this study, one can draw the general conclusion that The San Diego Union Tribune and The 

Daily Aztec are in favour of non-sexist language use. Out of the 148 types of occupational 

terms that were found in The San Diego Union Tribune, there were only 13 types that can be 

regarded as sexist, while in The Daily Aztec there were only 8 sexist occupational terms, out 

of a total of 76 types of terms.   

The main practice of sexist occupational terms was the usage of nouns ending in –man 

and –woman. This practice occurs more in The San Diego Union Tribune than The Daily 

Aztec. There were 12 different occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune and only 

4 terms in The Daily Aztec. The frequency of the sexist suffixes was also lower in The Daily 

Aztec, even though approximately the same number of words was read in both newspapers. In 

The Daily Aztec there were 4 tokens of –man and only 1 of –woman, whereas in The San 

Diego Union Tribune there were 51 tokens of –man and 9 of –woman.  

The result of the use of occupational terms is interesting concerning the policy of The 

Associated Press Stylebook that The San Diego Union Tribune journalist Carol Goodhue 

referred to, that is the usage of coined words such as chairperson or spokesperson. There is a 

clear tendency that The San Diego Union Tribune is in support of these guidelines. Citing 

Carol Goodhue (p.c.), the policy of The Associated Press is: 

 

Do not use coined words such as chairperson or spokesperson in regular 

text. Instead, use chairman or spokesman if referring to a man or the office 

in general. Use chairwoman or spokeswoman if referring to a woman. Or, if 

applicable, use a neutral word such as leader or representative. Use 

chairperson or similar coinage only in direct quotations or when it is the 

formal description of an office (Goldstein cited by Carol Goodhue p.c.) 

  

However, in The Daily Aztec there was another usage of an occupational term that can 

be considered sexist, that is the feminine suffix –ess in actress (1). Since there was only one 

occurrence, no general conclusions can be drawn from this usage. Nonetheless, the use of the 
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affixed suffixes –woman and –man is most common. Moreover, The Daily Aztec’s choice of 

using flight attendant (4) instead of stewardess and waiter (1) instead of waitress for both 

sexes indicates its support of non-sexist language. Alumna (2) and alumni (1) were also used 

as noun modifiers to three students. However, these modifiers should rather be called gender 

marked than sexist. Instead of alumna and alumni, student (157) was more used when talking 

about people who have gone to university. What is also interesting about the usage of student 

(157) is that it is primarily non-sexist. Instead of writing female student or male student, The 

Daily Aztec predominately used the gender-neutral noun modifiers freshman, sophomore, 

junior or senior to modify students.  

 There was only one example of adding the modifier female to refer to a woman: a 

female clerk, which was found in The San Diego Union Tribune. On the other hand, there 

were 2 other examples in both The San Diego Union Tribune and The Daily Aztec when either 

female or male preceded a noun. However, these nouns cannot be occupational terms, and 

therefore they have not been taken into account in this study. Since there was only one 

example of marking a female in The San Diego Union Tribune and no examples of this 

practice at all in The Daily Aztec, there is a clear tendency that both newspapers avoid using 

female markings.    

 The third question that this study dealt with was how the newspapers referred to 

traditional female professions such as nurse and midwife. The examples that were presented in 

the study were taken from the CBS (2002) and Turner (2002). There were only a few 

examples of traditional female professions. In The San Diego Union Tribune teacher (6), 

cashier (4), nurse (1) and personal assistant (1) were used, whereas in The Daily Aztec there 

were only 2 instances of teacher. Another profession in The Daily Aztec that used to be 

regarded female is flight attendant. However, this usage is non-sexist and it is the neutral 

alternative to stewardess and steward. Since there were very few examples of traditional 

female professions it is difficult to draw any general conclusions about the newspapers’ 

usages of these terms.  

 In short, the tendencies that can be seen in this study are that The San Diego Union 

Tribune and The Daily Aztec primarily avoid sexist language, even when they refer to women 

who have traditional male professions such as executive director, attorney and professor. 

Instead of marking women with female/lady/woman the newspapers refer to the women by 

writing out their names and occupations. Moreover, one can observe that the usage of adding 

an extra word such as female/lady/woman was only used once in this study, in The San Diego 

Union Tribune which wrote about a female clerk. The instances of sexist language that are 
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most common are the affixed terms of –man and –woman. Other affixing such as adding 

suffixes such as lady, –girl, -ess, -ette, -enne and –trix to mark women was infrequent. It was 

only The Daily Aztec that used the suffix –ess in actress (1). However, one cannot draw any 

valid conclusions from this usage. 

The study did not give any clear answers to the questions that were raised about sexist 

language. The only conclusions that can be drawn are that The San Diego Union Tribune uses 

coined words (-man and –woman) according to The Associated Press Stylebook’s policy and 

both newspapers avoid using female markings. Further research could do an even more in-

depth analysis of sexist language in a local newspaper and a student newspaper. Another 

approach could also be to study the differences between sexist language use between the east 

coast and the west coast of the USA, or the diversity between the USA and Britain.  
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Appendix  
Occupational terms in The San Diego Union Tribune (SDUT) and The Daily Aztec (DA) 

 

 SDUT DA Total 

Academic senate 

representative 

 1 1 

Actor 2 3 5 

Actress  1 1 

Advertiser  2 2 

Advisor 1 5 6 

Agent 6  6 

Alumna  2 2 

Alumni  1 1 

Animal welfare 

worker 

1  1 

Appraiser  1  1 

Architect 4 1 5 

Artist 

(entertainer) 

1 2 3 

Artist (painter)  2 2 

Associate 

professor  

1  1 

Athlete  3 3 

Attorney 29 1 30 

Auditor  1  1 

Author 1  1 

Barber  4 4 

Bar staff  2 2 

Border patrol 

agents 

2  2 

Bomb squad 

captain 

1  1 

Businessman 2  2 

Cab driver  1 1 

Cashier 4  4 

CEO  1 1 

Chair 1 1 2 

Chairman 6 2 8 

Chairwoman 1  1 

Chef  5 5 

Chief executive  2 2 

Chief creative 

officer 

 1 1 

Chief of staff 1  1 

City planner 1  1 

Civil protection 1  1 
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worker 

Clerk 1  1 

Coach   34 34 

Assistant coach  4 4 

Congressman 2  2 

Co-host 1  1 

Commander 4  4 

Consul 1  1 

Contractor  2 1 3 

Controller  1 1 

Coordinator  1 4 5 

Coroner  1 1 

Councilman 13  13 

Councilwoman 4  4 

Critic  1 1 

Dentist 1  1 

Detective 

sergeant 

2  2 

Deputy 2  2 

Deputy director 1  1 

Deputy public 

affairs officer 

1  1 

Detective 2 1 3 

Director 11 7 18 

Director (movie)  2 2 

County parks 

director 

1  1 

Executive 

director 

6 1 7 

Doctor 3  3 

Dory-man 6  6 

Dory 1  1 

Drill instructor 1  1 

Editor (in chief)  4 4 

Engineer  4  4 

Traffic engineer 2  2 

Executive chief  1 1 

Exterminator 1  1 

Farmer 8  8 

FBI agent  4 4 

Filmmaker  1 1 

Fire (department) 

Captain 

3  3 

Fire chief  1  1 

Fire dispatcher 1  1 

Fire fighter 9  9 

Fire inspector 1  1 

Fire official 4  4 
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Fisherman 1  1 

Flight attendant 4  4 

Forecaster 1  1 

General manager 1  1 

Grower 7  7 

Guard  1 1 

Head 1 2 3 

Homicide 

detective 

1  1 

Hospital director 1  1 

Instructor  1 1 

Intern  1 1 

Investigator 1  1 

Investor  1  1 

Immigration 

agent 

1  1 

Journalist   1 1 

Judge 19 1 20 

Juror 4  4 

Land use & 

economic 

development 

chief 

1  1 

Lawmaker 2  2 

Lawyer  7  7 

Leader  1 1 

Lecturer  1 1 

Lifeguard 9  9 

Lifeguard 

sergeant 

1  1 

Lobbyist  1 1 

Manager 4 1 5 

City manager 3  3 

Consumer affairs 

manager 

1  1 

Media service 

manager 

 1 1 

Marine  2  2 

Mayor 27 1 28 

Military 

contractor 

1  1 

Mortgage broker 1  1 

Motivational 

speaker 

 1 1 

Musician  1 1 

Navy engineer  1  1 

Navy official 1  1 

Neurosurgeon 1  1 
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Newsman 1  1 

Nurse 1  1 

Official  24 2 26 

Army official 1  1 

City official 9  9 

Coronado official 1  1 

Health 

official/officer 

5  5 

Law enforcement 

official 

1  1 

Pentagon official 1  1 

Port official 1  1 

Public official 1  1 

San Diego 

official 

1  1 

State park official  1  1 

Sweetwater 

official 

1  1 

Transit system’s 

official 

1  1 

Zoo official  1  1 

Officer 12 4 16 

Californian 

Highway patrol 

officer 

4  4 

Chief operating 

officer 

2  2 

Community 

service officer 

1  1 

State officer 1  1 

Park ranger  1  1 

Paving contractor 2  2 

Personal assistant 1  1 

Playwright  1 1 

Plumbing 

supervisor 

1  1 

Police 49 8 57 

Police chief 2  2 

Police Lieutenant  1 1 2 

Police officer  5 5 

Policeman 1 1 2 

Police officer 6  6 

Police Sergeant 6  6 

Politician 3 4 7 

President 9 7 16 

President (head 

of state) 

5 10 15 

Press secretary  1 1 
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Principal 3  3 

Prison guard 1  1 

Producer 1  1 

Professor 1 7 8 

Prosecutor 5  5 

Radio talk host 1  1 

Real estate 

investor 

2  2 

Reporter 1 3 4 

Researcher 1  1 

Senator 1 2 3 

Singer/songwriter 1 2 3 

Software 

consultant 

1  1 

Commutations 

consultant 

1  1 

Executive 

consultant 

1  1 

Water consultant 1  1 

Soldier  2 2 

Spokesman 19  19 

Spokeswoman 4  4 

Student 22 157 179 

Stuntman  1 1 

Stuntwoman   1 1 

Superintendent 5  5 

Supervisor  7  7 

Tax preparer 1  1 

Teacher 6 2 8 

Teller 2  2 

Town planner 1  1 

Trainer   1 1 

Treasurer tax 

collector 

1  1 

Truck driver 1  1 

TV reporter 1  1 

Underwriter 1  1 

Vector expert 1  1 

Vendor  1 1 

Veterinarian 3  3 

Vice chancellor 1  1 

Vice president 2 5 7 

Waiter  1 1 2 

Writer  2 2 

Writer (for 

movies)  

 1 1 

Total 533 357 890 

 


