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Xiaoduan FAN & Laurel LAWYER
Attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language in Chinese

1 Introduction and literature review

Chinese is categorised as a grammatically genderless language because most nouns in Chinese are
grammatically, semantically, and referentially gender neutral (Stahlberg et al. 2007). This includes the
system of pronouns, where in spoken Mandarin pronouns are not differentiated by gender, although a
gender distinction in the third person does exist in written simplified Chinese. It has been pointed out that
despite the lack of gender marking in Chinese, this does not necessarily indicate that Chinese is a gender-
inclusive language without gender biases and linguistic sexism (Ettner 2002; Moser 1997; Farris 1988).
While attitudes toward linguistic sexism and the use of gender inclusive language have been investigated in
English for more than two decades (cf. Sczesny, Moser & Wood 2015; Douglas & Sutton 2014; Parks &
Roberton 2000, 2004, 2008), the authors are not aware of any studies addressing this issue in Chinese. The
current study adapts Parks and Roberton’s (2000) Inventory of Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language
to explore attitudes toward sexist and inclusive language in speakers of Mandarin simplified Chinese
(henceforth Chinese) born between 1980 and 2004. The study is based upon a binary gender concept due
to insufficient number of non-binary participants.

1.1 Sexist language in Chinese

Gender bias and sexist language is found in a number of areas in Chinese, particularly related to
terms of reference and personal nouns, as well as in descriptive adjectives semantically tied to women. An
example of the latter is the inclusion of the semantic radical % ‘woman/female’ in other characters with
negative connotations not specifically related to women, including Z¢ ‘greedy’, #* ‘jealous’, or #7
‘treacherous’ (Sun 2010; Moser 1997; Farris 1988). This visually apparent connection between the
representation of women and the pejorative meanings in Chinese writing system indicates attitudes toward
women derived from ancient Chinese society (Ettner 2002). Proposals for replacing this radical with other
gender neutral radicals such as & ‘evil’ or A ‘person’ have been put forth but have not been adopted
(Ettner 2002). In terms of pronouns, # ‘she’ was created as a specific feminine third person singular
pronoun in 1920s including the semantic radical % ‘woman’ and the same phonological radical # /ta/ as is
found with # ‘he’ (Ling, 1989). However, prior to the differentiation between genders in the third person
written forms, 7 ‘he’ was believed to be a gender neutral pronoun, structured with the semantic radical A
‘person’ (Huang 2015) and therefore not specifically male. The pronoun 7# ‘he’ currently enjoys status as a
male/generic pronoun, similar to the (now dispreferred) use of English generic ‘he’ (Sluchinski 2021; Zhong
2015; Moser 1997).

In terms of reference, men are generally addressed as # 4 ‘sir/gentleman’ (archaically meaning
‘master’ or ‘teacher’), while women are addressed according to their age, marital status, or even social
contributions. There are exceptions to this, such as women in academia who may be respectfully addressed
as 4 # ‘master/teacher’ when they have made extraordinary contributions to their field. However, it is
noted that this particular usage is not found in the Dictionary of Modern Chinese (Zhang 2007; Zhou 2003).
More commonly, lexical gender markers are unnecessarily added to gender neutral nouns to emphasise the
sex of the referent when there is an inconsistency between the gender stereotype of a noun and the
referent’s sex. While this is more typically observed for terms referring to women (e.g. % /% = [female
PhD] in Peng et al. 2021: 4); % #/#] [female driver] in Li & Luo 2020: 781), it is also occasionally used for
terms referring to men (e.g. # 777 [male nurse] in Chan & Lin 2019: 166).



Finally, in some common phrases we also find terms used exclusively for women with no male
counterpart. An example of this is % 7% A ‘female strong person’, used to describe a woman with a
successful career, whereas there is no equivalent term available which emphasises the male identity with
the same status (the United Nations; Moser 1997). In other cases, femininity is degraded through the use of
demeaning phrases such as % /7 ‘feminine cannon’ (meaning ‘sissy’; Li 2020) or % //, #3 ‘issues mother’
(meaning ‘fastidious person’; Wu, 1991). Meanwhile generic masculine terms such as %77/, ‘bros’
(meaning ‘true loyal friend’) are used to convey respect for masculinity (Wu 1991). This same privileging of
male status is also seen in dyads which include gender pairs, where the female element is always listed last
(e.g. 7 Z [husband and wife, meaning married couple] and & %% [men and women are equal,
meaning gender equality] in Ettner 2002: 38).

1.2 Inclusive language in Chinese

It has been suggested that language inclusivity can be improved by processes of feminisation (i.e.
symmetric use of feminine and masculine words pairs), neutralisation (i.e. use of gender indefinite nouns
and pronouns), or a combination of the two (Sczesny, Formanowicz & Moser 2016). As we review below, in
the Chinese context, inclusiveness practices show a trend from increasing visibility of women to not making
gender visible, thus from feminisation to neutralisation.

1.2.1 Feminisation practices

Symmetrical address terms are considered to be an indication of fundamental changes in women
and men'’s social relationships (Hellinger & Bumann, 2001). Indeed, with the improvement in equality of
status for women in China, it is also increasingly more common to refer to women as % = ‘lady/madam’, a
symmetrical term to # 4 ‘gentleman/sir’ (Hao 2005). In more casual settings and computer mediated
communication, individuals between 18 and 45 tend to use pairs such as # %/ # ‘beautiful
woman/handsome brother” or <24 #1,/» & & ‘little older sister/brother’ when addressing strangers of a
similar age (Wang 2022). In relationships, we also find a change towards neutral pairs such as & 7/ X %
‘wife/husband’, or £ 4 %,/ % # % ‘girlfriend/boyfriend’ (Chen 2019), where previously derogatory terms
such as % /4 ‘cheap inside’ or #4 7 ‘rough woman’ (both meaning ‘wife’) were once in more common
usage.

On the other hand, with women increasingly participating in traditionally male-dominated social
roles, expressions such as % 7% A ‘female strong person’ (meaning ‘woman with a successful career’) and
other unnecessarily female marked nouns have also emerged. These terms are misleadingly suggested to
highlight the increasing status of women, while actually perpetuating gender stereotypes (Moser 1997;
Farris 1988). For reasons such as these, the guidelines for gender inclusive language in Chinese developed
by the United Nations suggest using gender differentiated word pairs only when popular prejudice may
neglect the inclusion of either gender. For example, highlighting 7 74 % & 2 Z # ‘whether girls or boys’ is
suggested to be more inclusive than merely mentioning % 7" // & ‘every child’ in terms of educational
opportunities in China. Research in grammatically gendered languages such as German and Dutch also
shows that occupational terms in paired forms reduce gender stereotypical perceptions of occupations and
promote children’s interests in counter-stereotypical fields (Vervecken, Hannover & Wolter 2013;
Vervecken & Hannover 2015).

An area where feminisation has resulted in considerable controversy is in the introduction of the
female specific third person singular pronoun # ‘she’. The original intention of introducing # ‘she’ was to
increase visibility of women in written works during a period of educational reforms undertaken in
response to women'’s suffrage in 1920s (Huang 2015). As a part of this reform, a male specific pronoun * Z
#, structured with the semantic radical 4 ‘man/male’ and the same phonological radical ¢ /ta/ had been



proposed and used in a few published articles in the 1920s (Ling 1989). Had this proposal been
implemented successfully, a symmetric pair of gender-specific pronouns could have been achieved without
sacrificing the gender unspecific nature of 7 ‘he’. However, * Z # never gained popularity and was later
abandoned (Moser 1997), leaving 7 ‘he’ to act both as a gender unspecific and as a male specific pronoun.
In modern Chinese, the practice of using # ‘he’ and # ‘she’ together is not uncommon for increasing
women’s visibility (Wang 2010), although this practice is also criticised as superfluous because 7# ‘he’ is
considered to be sufficient to refer to both women and men (Jiang 1996).

1.2.2 Neutralisation practices

The lack of grammatical gender in Chinese leads to a natural ability to avoid gendered language
when gender is not relevant for communication (Sczesny, Formanowicz & Moser 2016). Occupational terms
such as # /77 ‘teacher’ and /£ # ‘doctor’ or positions such as /4 %« ‘director’ can be used as polite forms of
address for people of any gender (Zhang, 2007). In particular, £ /7 ‘teacher’ is appropriate when the
addressee’s role or position is unknown or when a specific address term is absent as a way of showing
respect (Zhang 2007; Zhou 2003). Gender neutral kinship terms such as % A “family member’ or %%
‘babe’, initially used in computer mediated communication, may now also be used to address
acquaintances and strangers in everyday conversation (Wang 2022). In relationships, inclusivity is
promoted by using gender neutral terms such as £ A ‘beloved person’, #/Z ‘partner’, or & — ‘the
other half’ (Chen 2019; Chan & Lin 2019). In fact, since these terms do not designate the gender of the
referent or the speaker, they are especially appreciated by homosexual couples (Chen 2019).

In relation to the issues mentioned below surrounding the system of third person pronouns, in
formal documents the gender neutral pronoun # ‘singular and plural they/them/their’ is suggested
because of the character’s conciseness and inclusiveness (the United Nations). However, in mass media,
especially computer mediated communication, it is increasingly popular to use TA, a romanised form of the
pronunciation of the third person pronouns, which is not gender differentiated (Zhong 2015; Zhan 2013).
The form is considered to be an efficient way of including all potential genders compared to the
feminisation practice of the pronoun pair #,/# ‘generic he/she’ (Zhan 2013). Despite its popularity,
relatively little research has been undertaken on the usage of TA, with the exception of a few corpus-based
critical discourse analysis studies revealing that TA is also emerging as a covert reference to LGBTQIA+
groups (Sluchinski 2021).

1.3 The current study

Little is known about the degree to which Chinese speakers recognise sexist language usage, and
whether they might be more willing to use more inclusive language if there were practical alternatives. To
the best of our knowledge, there is no published measure of attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language in
China. Therefore, this study introduces a simplified Chinese Mandarin adaptation of the Inventory of
Attitudes toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language - General (IASNL-G, Parks & Roberton 2000) with the goal of
investigating Chinese speaker’s general attitudes toward sexist and inclusive language, including the
recognition of subtle sexist language, their willingness to use inclusive language, and their opinions on the
necessity of reforming Chinese. We also specifically explore whether differences are found in attitudes
relating to the gender of the speakers themselves, and whether younger speakers are more accepting of
inclusive language than older speakers.

1.3.1 Sex, gender beliefs, and attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language

Early studies in inclusive language use generally found that women not only had more favourable
attitudes toward inclusive language but also used more inclusive language than men (Cronin & Jreisat 1995;



Rubin, Greene & Schneider 1994; Rubin & Greene 1991; Jacobson & Insko 1985). These studies together
with others examining opinions about sexist/nonsexist language (e.g. Blaubergs 1980), recognition of sexist
language (e.g. McMinn et al. 1994), and use and willingness to use sexist language (e.g. Nilsen 1984) were
later adapted to create the IASNL-G (Parks & Roberton, 2000) to measure individuals’ language attitudes in
a more comprehensive way. Individuals’ total scores of this inventory were used as a quantitative indicator
of general attitudes toward language reform, sexist language, and inclusive language.

However, more recent studies have added nuance to these findings. Measured by Parks and
Roberton’s IASNL-G (2000), women were found to score highly, holding more favourable general attitudes
toward inclusive language than men (Douglas & Sutton 2014; Park & Roberton 2004, 2008). On the other
hand, no differences were found in women and men’s intention and actual use of inclusive language
(Sczesny, Moser & Wood 2015). Further examinations of participants’ gender beliefs indicated that the
potential gender gap in sexist language detection and inclusive language use was likely to be mediated by
individuals’ level of sexism (Sczesny, Moser & Wood 2015; Sarrasin, Gabriel & Gygax 2012; Parks &
Roberton 2004). Well researched measures employed in related studies included the Modern Sexism Scale
(MSS, Swim et al., 1995), the Neosexism Scale (NS, Tougas et al., 1995), the Attitudes toward Women Scale
(AWS, Spence & Hahn, 1997), and the Ambivalent Sexism Inventory (ASI, Glick & Fiske, 1996). Interestingly,
Douglas and Sutton (2014) found that individuals’ attitudes toward system justification were more stronger
mediators on the gender difference in scores of IASNL-G than AWS and ASI, suggesting that this gender
difference in attitudes toward sexist and inclusive language might be essentially driven by more
comprehensive ideologies in social gender hierarchy. NeoSexism and Modern Sexism seem to concur with
these overarching approvals to keep people “in their place”. Neosexism emphasises the conflict between
egalitarian values and remnant negative feelings toward women (Tougas et al., 1995). Individuals
harbouring Neosexism reckon on the symbolic importance of sexist language to maintain the current
balance of male and female ‘normal’ roles thus disapproves affirmative actions for women because they
believe the group they belong to would lose more than they gain if this balance is shifted (Parks &
Roberton, 2004; Tougas et al., 1995). Modern sexists believe that it is the biological differences between
men and women rather than socialisation and discrimination that lead to job segregation (Swim et al.,
1995). Particularly, individuals harbouring higher levels of Neosexism and Modern Sexsim were found to
predict lower scores on the IASNL-G, indicating less favourable attitudes toward gender-inclusive language
(Sczesny Moser & Wood, 2015; Parks & Roberton, 2004, 2008). However, some studies have also
highlighted discrepancies between participants’ own abilities to recognise sexist behaviour, and their ability
and intention to avoid sexist language, even in individuals with low levels of Modern Sexism (Sarrasin,
Gabriel & Gygax 2012; Swim, Mallett & Stangor 2004), suggesting individuals are not necessarily sensitive
to sexism in the linguistic domain.

Taking this into account, the current study examines the interrelations between individuals’ sex,
gender beliefs, and both general and specific attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language based on one
comprehensive Chinese version of IASNL-G.

1.3.2 Effects of age and education on attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language

The other major variables that were found to influence IASNL-G scores were education and age
(Parks & Roberton 2008). Specifically, a greater number of years spent in formal education was found to
significantly predict higher scores in the IASNL-G, indicating more positive general attitudes toward
inclusive language. In terms of age, the youngest group (18-22 year old) was surprisingly found to have
significantly less positive attitudes toward inclusive language compared to their older cohorts (30-49, 51-
69, and 70-87 years old), challenging the notion that older people are less open to change than younger
people. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that attitudes toward inclusiveness may be formed



during significant social events which shape ongoing political attitudes later in life (Meredith, Schewe &
Karlovich 2002), such as coming of age during the civil rights era and second wave feminism.

With this in mind, our study focused on language attitudes across three decade-of-birth groups (i.e.
participants born in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s). In contemporary China, individuals are commonly
labelled based on the decade of their birth such as 80/ ‘post-80s’, 90./= ‘post-90s’, or 00/= ‘post-00s’,
because same decade-of-birth cohorts are believed to share salient collective identities (Qian & Li 2020).
Accordingly, youth research tends to focus on different birth decades rather than traditional generations
because of the rapid development of Chinese society (Feng 2011). In addition, these three cohorts
correspond to individuals who were born after China’s reform and opening-up (December 1978).
Individuals born after 1980 will have come of age in a relatively stable political and economic environment,
which may help shed light on how age itself influences attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language.

2 Methodology

2.1 Participants

Data was collected from 303 respondents (153 women, 150 men) via wenjuan.com, an
online survey platform in China. All participants were born in Mainland China after China’s reform and
opening-up, had received education in Mainland China for at least 12 years, and confirmed they spoke and
read in Mandarin/Simplified Chinese every day. Participants’ ages reflected those born into the three
decades of interest (92 born in 1980s, 108 born in 1990s, and 103 born in 2000s). A majority of the
participants came from economically and culturally developed regions across China (25% from Shanghai,
8.6% from Zhejiang, 7.6% from Guangdong, 7.3% from Beijing, and 7.0% from Sichuan). Most participants
(87.5%) reported having obtained at least a bachelor’s degree. It is worth mentioning that a choice of ‘non-
binary genders’ in addition to choices of female or male was given, however, due to an extremely low
number of participants who identified as non-binary (2), it was not feasible to form a non-binary group
separate from the female and male groups in the following analysis.

2.2 Design of the IASNL-G Chinese

This study adapted the Inventory of Attitudes toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language - General (IASNL-
G, Parks & Roberton 2000) to create a measure of individual attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language in
Chinese (IASNL-G Chinese). The Chinese adaptation followed the definition of sexist language used in the
original inventory: “Words, phrases, and expressions that unnecessarily differentiate between females and
males or exclude, trivialize, or diminish either gender” (Parks & Roberton 1998a: 455). Alterations were
made to the original inventory (see below for details) to better fit the context of Chinese language use, and
were piloted in 9 participants (5 female, 4 male) before inclusion in the final version of the scale. IASNL-G
Chinese therefore consisted of three sections with 24 items in total (8 items per each section). All items
were rated based on a 11-point Likert scale, resulting total scores ranging from 0 to 240. Higher scores
reflect a more supportive attitude toward language reform, better sexist language detection, and greater
willingness to use inclusive language. According to the cutting points of the original IASNL-G, individuals
scoring between 168 and 240 were considered to have supportive attitudes, those scoring between 120
and 167 were neutral or undecided, and those scoring lower than 120 indicated negative attitudes. As
shown in Table 1, IASNL-G Chinese showed good reliability across gender and generation, with Cronbach’s
alpha being above .86 for all groups

Sample Women Men 80s 90s 00s
m=303) @m=153) @=150) (Mm=92) (©=108) (n=103)

Section




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 30 70 80 81 84 76
language

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

Table 1. Cronbach’s coefficients alpha based on the scores of 303 participants completing IASNL-G Chinese

In the beliefs about sexist language section, the new inventory selected items 2, 3,5, 7, 8, 9, 10,
and12 from the original inventory because these items were judged by the researchers to be appropriate to
the Chinese context: item 2 asked opinions on changing traditions with language use; items 3, 7, 8, 9, and
12 measured more abstract beliefs on the importance of eliminating sexist language; item 5 asked for
opinions on unintentional use of sexist language; and item 10 focused on changing male generic
expressions to female inclusive ones (Parks & Roberton 2000: 434). While most items could be translated
directly into Chinese, items 5 and 10 were specifically changed into more culturally suitable examples. For
item 5, there was no Chinese equivalent to the expression “man and wife”, therefore our study substituted
the commonly used expression #/i% Z #% ¥ ‘do not be a sissy’, which maintained the original intention of
exploring phrases which are unintentionally sexist. Initem 10, the English phrase “our forefathers” was
changed into ¢ # 7 ‘Sons and grandsons of Yan-Huang’. Table 2 shows the eight Chinese adapted items
in this section with the average score of every item rated by the participants. Higher scores represented
more supportive attitudes toward language reform and sexist language elimination.

Mean (SD)
Item number in
The Chinese adaptation
TIASNL-G
2 *RON TR ZRERXEERAERT . RIET A 4.46 (3.21)
[We should not change the way the Chinese language has traditionally been
written and spoken.]
3 * AT 56 B E 5 M BB E R 7.39 (2.76)
[We do not need to worry about the issue of sexist language.]
5 *YFAW NE LXK LR XAER, WREEHAFEAEALANEE, A 598 (3.48)

A 1 Bt A A A .
[When people use “don’t be a sissy”, the expression is not sexist if the users
don’t mean to be.]
7 HEREAENMIEE RS R RF N EENERT, 7.50 (2.56)
[The elimination of sexist language is an important goal in social
development.]
8 FEEEESAFERARK. HREBEEESWN, TUETEZAFERERNE  8.10(2.24)
MHIEE .
[Most publication guidelines require news media to avoid using ethnic and
racial slurs. So, these guidelines should also require writers to avoid sexist

language.]



9 PR B AT E futt & o BRI BRAT A=A R E 7.98 (2.25)
[Sexist language is related to sexist treatment of people in society.]

10 AV ZIER B A A Z IR L ET REE L RL. L “REFI 5.09 (3.28)
FER CREILL
[We should change expressions using male generics, such as “sons and
grandsons of Yan and Huang” to expressions that include women, such as
“sons and daughters of Yan and Huang”.]

12 BAREREE, ERNEENZE /7 HEREASAEE S 8.03 (2.20)

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

Table 2. Items in the beliefs about sexist language section of IASNL-G Chinese with the means and standard
deviations of every item (*Scores of items were reversed in the results).

In the recognition of sexist language section, items were selected based on the guidelines for
gender-inclusive language in Chinese (United Nations), with consideration given to expressions under
current debate in social media and academic research (e.g. Peng et al. 2021; Li & Luo 2020). As illustrated in
Table 3, eight items were included representing four aspects of subtle sexist language in Chinese. Higher
average ratings on the items reflected a greater recognition of the items as examples of sexist language.

Aspects of sexist language Sexist language Mean (SD)
5 # Kk A [leaders and wives] 4.75 (3.41)
Male as default
AR 2 4 X F [I respect you being a real man] 4.29 (3.23)
#37E & 41 [even women and children know it] 4.98 (3.38)
Degradation of women ¥ #4545 [old women and mothers, meaning pointlessly or 5.21 (3.63)

annoyingly talkative]

Unnecessary emphasis on %« 8 #L [female driver] 6.56 (3.37)
woman’s identity LB ¥ K [female scientist] 4.15 (3.43)
7 A [female strong person, meaning woman with a 4.72 (3.37)

Expressions with no
successful career]

equivalents for men
E# [widow] 4.50 (3.52)

Table 3. Items in the recognition of sexist language section of IASNL-G Chinese with the means and
standard deviations of every item.

In the section exploring willingness to use inclusive language, we emphasised inclusiveness of
women and men, non-binary genders, and individuals with different sexual orientations. One item
specifically related to woman explored willingness to use % = ‘lady/madam’ as a polite address term for
women instead of expressions indicating age or marital status. Five items were related to inclusive use of
occupational terms. Participants were asked to indicate their willingness to use generic nouns rather than
ones which include unnecessary gender information (i.e. % /& ‘female PhD’). One additional item asked
whether participants preferred to use either the pronoun pair ( #,/#% ‘he/she’) or the gender neutralised
third person pronoun (TA) instead of 7 ‘generic he’. Finally, one item explored the use of inclusive
expressions for spouses and partners instead of sex differentiated expressions. In this item, several
examples of inclusive partnership terms were given as a group, participants were asked to rate their
general willingness to use the inclusive expressions. See Table 4 for the details of every item in this section.
Higher average scores in the items represented the participants’ greater willingness to use the inclusive
language choices rather than the not inclusive ones.



Types of expressions Not inclusive language Inclusive language Mean (SD)
Address terms for /NE [miss]; A K [mrs]; 4+
. 7.83 (2.60)
women iR [girl] [lady/madam]
%+ [female PhD] #+ [PhD] 8.91 (1.97)
%47+ [male nurse] # 4 [nurse] 8.30 (2.54)
t # /N8 [delivery bro] t# R [delivery person] 7.70 (2.69)
Occupational terms 4/ % /b [stewardess/steward] THLF 4 R [flight attendant] 6.79 (3.27)
A [chicken]; # % [prostitute];
&k B 444 [fallen woman]; I T1E# [sex worker] 7.73 (2.86)
F 4% [male prostitute]
Pronoun use it [generic he] ./ # [he/she] or TA 7.50 (2.97)
B % [spousel;
* %/#F [husband/wife];
Z A [beloved person];
Partnership terms BHR/ L RK 6.20 (3.33)

18 [patner];

[boyfriend/girlfriend]
% —2 [the other half]

Table 4 Items in the willingness to use inclusive language section of IASNL-G Chinese with the means and
standard deviations of every item.

2.3 Measures of gender beliefs

Gender belief systems were measured by including items from the Modern Sexism Scale (MSS,
Swim et al. 1995) and the Neosexism Scale (NS, Tougas et al. 1995), with all items being translated into
Chinese with minor alternations to suit the Chinese context. Both MSS and NS were designed to measure
more covert and subtle forms of contemporary sexism without directly asking participants whether women
are considered inferior to men. MSS emphasises the denial or acknowledgement of the existence of sexism,
while NS is linked to opposition to affirmative action for women and directly focuses on sexism in labour
force. We chose to include these scales as our previous research examining redundant gender-makers in
Chinese nouns found that individuals with lower levels of MSS and NS were also more likely to disapprove
of sexist language targeting both women and men (Fan & Lawyer, in prep).

Participants were asked to rate to what extent they agree with each statement in the MSS and NS
on an 11-point Likert scale, to maintain parity with scores from the IASNL-G. The range of total scores was
therefore from 0 to 80 for MSS and from 0 to 100 for NS, with higher total scores representing more
positive and egalitarian gender attitudes. It is worth mentioning that one statement from the original NS
(“Women will make more progress by being patient and not pushing too hard for change”) was omitted
after piloting because it was found to be unclear and pilot participants reported confusion about how to
rate this statement.

3 Results

3.1 General attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language in Chinese

According to total scores on the IASNL-G, participants in this study were found to have neutral or
undecided attitudes to sexist/nonsexist language with an average score falling into the 120 - 167 scoring
range (see Table 5). Looking at the results of female and male participants separately, on average female
participants appear to have more supportive attitudes than male participants, with the mean value falling
into the supportive (168 - 240) category.



IASNL-G Chinese Mean (SD) Supportive Neutral/undecided Negative
(0 - 240) of total scores (168 - 240) (120 - 167) 0-119)
Women (n = 153) 173.54 (33.29) 61.4% 33.3% 5.2%
Men (n = 150) 135.37 (35.75) 13.3% 57.3% 29.3%
Total (n =303) 154.65 (39.42) 37.6% 45.2% 17.2%

Table 5. The means and standard deviations of the total scores in IASNL-G Chinese overall and across
gender and the proportions of individuals with different attitudes.

In the three sub-sections of the IASNL-G Chinese, participants scored the highest in willingness to
use gender inclusive language and beliefs about sexist language, with the lowest scores being found for
recognition of sexist language (see Table 6). This is somewhat surprising, given that participants were asked
to judge expressions based on a provided definition of sexist language. As with the total IASNL-G Chinese
scores, women scored higher than men in every sub-section as well.

Women Men Total
Instrument (possible range of scores) (n=153) (n=150) (n=303)
Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Total inventory of IASNL-G Chinese (0 - 240)
Beliefs about sexist language (0 - 80)
Recognition of sexist language (0 - 80)

Willingness to use gender inclusive language (0 - 80)

173.54 (33.29)

60.26 (11.76)

46.66 (18.20)

66.62 (11.05)

135.37 (35.75)

48.67 (14.30)

31.50 (17.61)

55.20 (15.42)

154.65 (39.42)

54.52 (14.29)

39.16 (19.42)

60.97 (14.54)

Modern Sexism Scale (0 - 80) 63.12 (10.94) 44.00 (13.67) 53.66 (15.63)

Neosexism Scale (0 - 100) 79.42 (11.65) 61.13 (15.54) 70.36 (16.47)

Table 6. The means and standard deviations of the total scores in IASNL-G Chinese and the subsections and
the means and standard deviations of the total scores in Modern Sexism Scale and Neosexism Scale.

3.2 Correlations between gender, gender beliefs and IASNL-G Chinese scores

Participants’ gender beliefs were indicated by scores on the Modern Sexism Scale and the
Neosexism Scale, with higher scores pointing towards generally more positive attitudes toward women and
gender equality. As shown in Table 6, female participants were found to have more positive attitudes than
male participates on both the Modern Sexism and Neosexism scales.

Using Pearson’s correlation, we find that Modern Sexism and Neosexism were positively correlated
with a shared variance of 46%. In addition, these two variables were found to be correlated both with
gender and IASNL-G Chinese scores (see Table 7). The amount of variance in IASNL-G Chinese explained by
gender alone was around 23%, which is slightly higher than the range of gender gaps (11% - 19%) reported
in Park and Roberton’s previous studies (1998a, 1998b, 2002, 2004). The Modern Sexism scale and
Neosexism scale shared around 32% and 38% of the total variance with IASNL-G Chinese respectively.



IASNL-G Chinese Modern Sexism Neosexism Gender

IASNL-G Chinese 1.00 S7X** B2X¥** - A8¥**
Modern Sexism 1.00 .68*** - .61%**
Neosexism 1.00 - .56%**
Gender 1.00

Table 7. Intercorrelations (r value) among gender, Modern Sexism scale, Neosexism scale, and IASNL-G
Chinese with women coded as 0 and men coded as 1. (***p < .001)

3.3 Principal Component Analysis

We performed two separate Principal Component Analyses (PCA) on the items in the IASNL-G
Chinese, and on the Modern Sexism and Neosexism scales. The advantage of using PCA is that it allows us
to identify underlying constructs that influence responses across a number of items in each of the scales
used here, and to reduce the overall dimensionality of the data. Given especially that the MSS and NS
scales are highly correlated, reducing our data to principal components also allows us to include factors
that cover items from both scales without introducing problematic collinearity in our statistical analyses.

In IASNL-G Chinese, three factors were retained which explained a combined 49% of the variance
(see Table 8). The cluster of items was based on the cutting point of loadings at .298 considering that the
sample size of this study was over 300 (Stevens 2002). Factor 1 represented all 8 items in the recognition of
sexist language section with 2 items from the section exploring beliefs about sexist language: item 2 and
item 5. Factor 2 included all 8 items from the willingness to use inclusive language section, with one more
item from the section on beliefs: “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’”. The five
remaining items from the beliefs section clustered in factor 3, all representing abstract beliefs on the
importance of eliminating sexist language, concurring with Parks and Roberton’s (2000) results.

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3
Name of variable Recognition Willingness Beliefs
SS Loadings 4.76 3.58 3.29
Variance explained 20% 15% 14%
Cronbach’s alpha .80 .84 .87

Table 8. PCA factors of IASNL-G Chinese

Using the same criteria as in the previous analysis, PCA was conducted on the items from the MSS
and NS. Three components were retained, accounting for 52% of the variance (see Table 9). Factor 1
represented denial of continuing sexism with 7 items: items 1, 3, 4, 5, and 8 from the Modern Sexism Scale
measuring opinions on continuing sexism in society generally, and items 1 and 2 from the Neosexism Scale
measuring opinions on continuing sexism in the workplace. The other 8 items from the Neosexism Scale
clustered in factor 2, with the remaining 3 items from the Modern Sexism Scale clustering in factor 3,
representing empathy with the unequal status of women.



Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Name of variable Denial Neosexism Empathy
SS Loadings 4.30 291 2.21
Variance explained 24% 16% 12%
Cronbach’s alpha .86 .76 .63

Table 9. PCA factors of Modern Sexism Scale and Neosexism Scale

3.4 A multiple linear regression model of IASNL-G Chinese

As our goal was to explore the general effect that attitudes toward sexism and gender have on
linguistic biases, we conducted a multiple linear regression fitted to total IASNL-G Chinese scores using R (R
Core Team 2022) in RStudio (RStudio Team 2022). The predictors were the three factors from the PCA
analysis of the MSS and NS above: Denial, Neosexism, and Empathy, along with Age, Gender (Female/Male)
and Education (No academic degree/bachelor’s/master’s/doctorate) and the interaction of Denial and
Gender. The overall regression was statistically significant F(9, 293) = 28.26, p < .0001, R?= .45.

Our results showed higher degrees of Neosexism, indicating more supportive attitudes toward
affirmative actions for women, significantly predicted higher total scores on the IASNL-G Chinese (8 =
13.24, F(1, 293) = 51.15, p < .0001). Higher degrees in Empathy were found to predict higher total scores of
IASNL-G Chinese (8 = 4.88, F(1, 293) = 6.85, p < .01). The significant interaction between Gender and Denial
(6=-14.92, F(1, 293) = 11.64, p < .001) showed that while generally women’s scores were found to be
significantly higher than men’s (68 = - 9.40, F(1, 293) = 4.32, p < .05), women's higher scores in Denial also
significantly predicted their scores in IASNL-G Chinese (68 = 19.57, F(1, 293) = 31.32, p < .0001), an effect
which was not similarly observed for men (6 = 4.66, F(1, 293) = 2.91, p > .05; see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Different effects of Denial on IASNL-G Chinese (Scores) — comparison of results for women
(Gender =f) and men (Gender = m)

As for the effect of Age, older participants were found to score lower in IASNL-G Chinese (8 = - .66,
F(1, 293) = 4.66, p < .05), indicating younger participants had a more favourable attitude toward language
reform and using inclusive language. On the other hand, levels of Education were not found to significantly
predict IASNL-G Chinese scores (F(3, 293) = 1.29, p > .05).

3.5 Multiple linear regression models of three sections in IASNL-G Chinese

To further examine how these variables influence scores in the three sub-sections of the IASNL-G
Chinese, we fit three additional multiple linear regression models on the three factors identified in the PCA
analysis of the IASNL-G Chinese described above: Belief, Recognition, and Willingness. Each model
contained the same group of predictors as for the omnibus comparison: Age, Gender (Female/Male) and
Education (No academic degree/bachelor’s/master’s/doctorate) and the interaction of Denial and Gender.

3.5.1 Beliefs about sexist language

The overall multiple linear regression reached statistical significance (F(8, 294) = 28.26, p < .0001, R?
=.38) in the model predicting abstract beliefs about sexist language. Our results show that higher scores in
Neosexism (6 = 3.89, F(1, 293) = 69.12, p <.0001) and Empathy (8 = 2.60, F(1, 293) = 30.23, p < .0001)
significantly predicted higher scores in Beliefs, suggesting that participants with more supportive attitudes
toward affirmative action for women also held more supportive attitudes toward eliminating sexist
language. Similarly, greater Empathy significantly predicted higher scores in Beliefs. Interestingly, however,
Denial was not found to significantly predict Beliefs (6 = 2.06, F(1, 293) = 3.82, p > .05), and did not interact
significantly with Gender (6 = - 1.89, F(1, 293) = 2.93, p > .05). Indeed, women’s scores in Beliefs were not
found to be significantly different from men’s (6 = .22, F(1, 293) = .04, p > .05).

On the other hand, Age did significant predicted Beliefs (6 = - .19, F(1, 293) = 6.05, p < .05) again
highlighting that older respondents were generally more conservative about language reform compared to
their younger counterparts. In this scale we also observe a significant effect of Education (F(3, 294) = 4.18, p
< .01) which was not observed in the omnibus model. Post-hoc analysis using estimated marginal means
(Russell 2002) showed only that the group of participants with no academic degree scored significantly
higher than the bachelor’s degree group (8 = - 5.24, F(1, 293) = 8.89, p < .05). However, these results should
be interpreted cautiously, as the sample size of the no academic degree group was far smaller than the
other groups.

3.5.2 Recognition of sexist language

The model of Recognition scores was statistically significant (F(9, 293) = 18.65, p < .0001, R?=.34),
with higher scores on Neosexism again found to contribute significantly to Recognition scores (8 = 3.33, F(1,
293) = 8.04, p < .01). While Empathy was not found to be a significant factor in this model (6 = .22, F(1, 293)
=.03, p >.05), we did observe a significant interaction between Denial and Gender, echoing what was
observed in the omnibus model (8 = - 7.95, F(1, 293) = 8.23, p < .01). In the Recognition model, higher
scores for Denial predicted higher ratings for both men (6 = 6.54, F(1, 293) = 14.27, p < .001) and women (8
=14.49, F(1, 293) = 42.70, p < .0001), suggesting that greater acknowledgement of continuing sexism lead
to higher ratings in Recognition generally. However, as shown in Figure 2, the significant interaction
between Denial and Gender illustrates that this relationship is stronger for women than for men.

Neither Age (6 = - .23, F(1, 293) = 1.48, p > .05) nor Education (F(3, 293) = 1.27, p > .05) were found
to be significant predictors of Recognition scores.
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Figure 2. Different effects of Denial on recognition of sexist language (RecognitionScores) — comparison of
results for women (Gender = f) and men (Gender = m)

3.5.3 Willingness to use inclusive language

The willingness model reached statistical significance (F(9, 293) = 16.8, p < .0001, R? = .32). Here
again we find a significant effect of Neosexism (8 = 6.02, F(1, 293) =51.27, p <.0001) and Empathy (6 =
2.07, F(1, 293) = 5.96, p < .05), with both predicting a greater Willingness to use inclusive language. The
interaction between Denial and Gender was also significant (6 = - 5.07, F(1, 293) = 6.52, p < .05). While
there was an overall tendency for larger Willingness scores for women compared to men (8 = - 5.86, F(1,
293) = 8.16, p < .01), the interaction shows that higher Denial scores are associated with greater Willingness
to use inclusive language in women, but reduced Willingness to use inclusive language in men (see Figure
3).

As in the previous model, Age (6 =- .23, F(1, 293) = 2.84, p > .05) and Education (F(1, 293) = .97, p >
.05) were not found to be significant predictors of Willingness.
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Figure 3. Different effects of Denial on willingness to use inclusive language (WillingnessScores) —
comparison of results for women (Gender = f) and men (Gender = m)

4 Discussion

Our study extended previous research on attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language to examine
the attitudes of Chinese speakers born after 1980 in Mainland China. To achieve this, we created a Chinese
adaptation of the Inventory of Attitudes Toward Sexist/Nonsexist Language - General (IASNL-G, Parks &
Roberton 2000). Our results suggest that the attitudes of Chinese speakers in this age range were generally
neutral or undecided, although trending towards supportive of sexist language elimination and inclusive
language use. They showed strong inclinations towards using inclusive language and acknowledged the
importance of language reform to eliminate sexist language in current use.

Consistent with previous studies showing a gender gap in IASNL-G scores (Douglas & Sutton 2014;
Parks & Roberton 2004, 2008), women generally had higher scores in IASNL-G Chinese, indicating more
favourable attitudes towards nonsexist and inclusive language use. Particularly, the female group in our
study was the first group to be found showing supportive rather than undecided attitudes on the matter of
language reform and inclusive language compared to Parks and Roberton’s previous studies (2004, 2008).
This is in contrast to men’s attitudes in this study, which remained undecided across all three decade-of-
birth groups, bordering on non-supportive rather than supportive. The findings on men accord with studies
conducted more than ten years ago in English speakers (Parks & Roberton 2004, 2008).

4.2 The relationships between gender beliefs and sexist/nonsexist language attitudes

Using Chinese adaptations of the Modern Sexism Scale (Swim et al. 1995) and the Neosexism Scale
(Tougas et al. 1995), we explored the relationship between sexist/nonsexist language attitudes and gender
beliefs across our generational cohorts. Our data replicates previous findings that lower levels of sexism
measured in the MSS and NS predicted more favourable general attitudes toward language reform and
inclusive language (Parks & Roberton 2004, 2008). This suggests that these measures of covert sexism,



commonly used in English contexts, are also reliable indicators of attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist
language use in contemporary Mainland China.

Our analysis explored three different factors, identified through principal component analysis which
compose different aspects of these measured gender beliefs: denial of continuing sexism, neosexism, and
empathy with the unequal status of women. Consistent with previous studies (Parks & Roberton 2004,
2008), the strongest predictor of an individual’s attitude toward sexist/nonsexist language was their
Neosexism score. In analysis of each sub-section of the IASNL-G Chinese, we observed that higher levels of
disagreement with Neosexism had a positive effect on IASNL-G Chinese scores, suggesting that a generally
more egalitarian gender attitude is also reflected in an individual’s attitudes toward nonsexist and inclusive
language use. These effects were strongest when considering abstract beliefs about language reform, and
willingness to use inclusive language. These findings are not unexpected, given that opposition to
affirmative action for women is one of the most salient features of the Neosexism Scale (Parks & Roberton
2004; Tougas et al. 1995).

Greater empathy with the unequal status of women in Chinese society had a similarily positive
effect on IASNL-G Chinese scores, including in the sub-sections exploring gender beliefs and willingness to
use inclusive language. Somewhat surprisingly, greater Empathy was not found to improve an individual’s
recognition of sexist language use. Rather, the strongest predictor of sexist language recognition was the
Denial of continuing sexism. Previous findings that a greater endorsement of Modern Sexism directly
influenced an individual’s ability to recognise sexist language (Sarrasin, Gabriel & Gygax 2012) accord with
our findings, in particular as a majority of the items which loaded on to our Denial and Empathy factors
were from the Modern Sexism scale. In fact, the correlation between Modern Sexism levels and self-
definitions of sexist language found by Swim, Mallett, and Stangor (2004) might provide a basis for
understanding our participants’ unexpectedly low scores in recognition of sexist language, despite the
repeated inclusion of explicit definitions of sexist language provided in our test. Looking more closely at our
data, individuals with high levels of Modern Sexism tended to rate sexist language as normal or even
nonsexist. Even individuals with low levels of Modern Sexism tended to accept some forms of commonly
used sexist language as nonsexist.

Our study showed a persistent gender difference in sexist/nonsexist language attitudes tied to the
denial of ongoing sexism, even having taken into account differences in gender beliefs, age, and education.
Greater acknowledgment of continuing sexism was associated with higher IASNL-G Chinese scores for
women, while there were minimal effects on men’s attitudes. Further examination of ratings in the sub-
sections of the IASNL-G Chinese showed that this increasing acknowledgement of sexism lead to increases
in women’s recognition of sexist language and willingness to use inclusive language, but actually had the
opposite effect on men’s willingness to use inclusive language. This difference consequently broadened the
gaps between women and men’s general attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language. Further investigations
into the mechanism behind these different effects are especially important to the understanding of gender
differences in attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language.

Taking all of this together, our results provide additional support to previous findings that sexist
language may be symbolically important to individuals with strong sexism (Parks & Roberton 2004; Tougas
et al. 1995). These strong sexists tend to make a conscious decision to avoid using gender-inclusive
language as a means of perpetuating gender stereotypes and maintaining the hierarchies of patriarchy
(Sczesny, Moser & Wood 2015; Douglas & Sutton 2014). This is evident in our data, which shows men with
the highest scores on acknowledging ongoing sexism in the society also are less willing to use gender
inclusive language.



4.3 Age effect on IASNL-G Chinese

The influence of age on attitudes toward sexist/nonsexist language was explored by focusing on the
younger Chinese generations born after China’s reform and opening-up policy. Compared to older
generations who lived through significantly different social movements which may have shaped different
political attitudes (as suggested in Parks and Roberton (2008)), the three decades of participants in the
current study grew up in a similar politically stable and economically developed environment.

In this context, with gender beliefs, gender, and education levels being controlled, it is particularly
interesting to find that age still had a significantly negative effect on IASNL-G Chinese scores, with older
individuals indicating less supportive attitudes toward inclusive language. Further examination of the sub-
sections of the IASNL-G Chinese suggested that the negative effect of age was limited to beliefs about the
importance of language reform to eliminate sexist language. At first glance, this trend towards increasing
conservatism in older participants appears to contradict Park and Roberton’s (2008) results, showing that
the youngest group (18 to 22 year olds) had significantly less supportive attitudes toward inclusive
language. However, we do believe this agrees with their interpretations of the results that the age effect on
attitudes toward inclusive language cannot be explored separately from the historical and social
backgrounds of the participants in the study (Parks & Roberton 2008: 281). Our findings suggested that, at
least in the three decades of younger individuals of China, the phenomenon that individuals have more
favourable attitudes toward language reform and inclusive language seems a consequence of younger ages
rather than different backgrounds. To better understand the compound effects of age and social
backgrounds on IASNL-G Chinese, it will be worthwhile to extend the inclusion of participants to older
generations in future research.

4.4 Limitations and future research

While our study did successfully capture the sexist/nonsexist language attitudes of participants
across three decades of younger Chinese speakers born between 1980 and 2004, and explored the
relationships between sexist/nonsexist language attitudes and other measures of sexism more generally,
there are nevertheless a few limitations which suggest future avenues for further research. Firstly, the
structure of IASNL-G limited our measurements to individuals’ explicit willingness to use certain inclusive
language alternatives, without examining their preferences for choices of inclusive language such as titles
of address for women, third person singular pronoun(s), and address terms of spouse and partners. Further
studies investigating how and why certain groups of individuals prefer specific choices of inclusive language
still need to be conducted in the Chinese context. Secondly, the IASNL-G focused on language related to
women, with only a few items related to men and non-binary groups included in the current Chinese
adaptation. In future, this should be extended to language directly related to LGBTQIA+ groups, both in
Chinese and other languages, and ensure sufficient data from individuals who identify as women, men, and
non-binary is included. Finally, although we employed an online data collection platform to ensure a
broader variety of ages, education levels, and regional backgrounds, the participants included in this study
nevertheless over-represent highly developed regions of China. Further research should seek to address the
degree to which social background influences attitudes toward sexist and inclusive language in Chinese by
specifically recruiting participants from less developed regions of China.

5 Conclusion

Despite the limitations of the current study, our findings provide the first empirical evidence for
attitudes toward sexist and inclusive language in younger speakers born and living in Mainland China. The
findings suggest an evolving trend with younger individuals in this study demonstrating a stronger
preference for language reform and inclusive language. Notably, even after controlling for other variables,
including gender beliefs, our study also shows women generally hold more favourable attitudes toward



language reform and inclusive language than men. This gender gap, potentially caused by the different
outcomes of acknowledging continuing sexism in society, highlights the importance of considering women'’s
and men’s potentially different motivations for using and avoiding gender inclusive language in China.
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