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PROFILE

I became a Professor of Linguistics in May 1994. I am a graduate of the University of East 
Africa (B.A.1970) and of the University of York, England (D. Phil, 1973). In my heydays I was 
always a serious and committed result-oriented performer; as a result, I was continually called 
upon to undertake numerous tasks institutionally, nationally and internationally. i therefore 
contributed greatly to the university community, the general public, government of Uganda as 
well as internationally.

Institutional contributions featured membership of Senate, Council, the Appointments Board, 
the Senate Committee on Gender mainstreaming; chair of many other boards and standing 
committees (e.g. Joint Board of Graduate Studies for the Faculties of Arts and Social Sciences, 
the Female Scholarship Initiative Committee, Mawazo Editorial Board, Administrative sub-
Committee of the Appointments Board, Gender Policy Development Committee); as well as 
service on numerous other ad hoc committees (e.g. search committees for VC, Chancellor, etc.), 
donor committees (e.g. Carnegie, Cida-Sarec, Norhed etc), and chair of the Committee for the 
Restructuring of Secretarial and Technician services in Makerere University.

Departmental contributions were not stifled either: I made pivotal contribution to curriculum 
development as I designed key new programmes as well as launched the teaching and 
institutionalization of Kiswahili in Makerere University, and, by multiplier effect, in several other 
public and private universities in Uganda – through my students and the subject programmes I 
generously availed to starters. I also launched the Makerere Journal of Languages in 1990.

Nationally, 2005-2006, the state recognised my leadership ability by entrusting me with the 
Chair of the Commission of inquiry into Bunyoro Issues. Further, my endowment with writing 
skills endeared me for exceptional editorial and rapporteur work as I edited books and other 
documents for national NGOs: Action for Development (ACFODE), Forum for Women in 
Democracy (FOWODE), Uganda Women’s Network (UWONET), the Eastern African Sub-
Regional Support Initiative for the Advancement of Women (EASSI), and Akina Mama wa Afrika 
(AMwA), through whom I edited the autobiography of Sarah Ntiro (2011) as well. I also do much 
editorial work for the Office of the Auditor General since May 2009. The Makerere community 
too benefited greatly from my editorial expertise: I edited many documents and reports for the 
Department of Women Studies, the Graduate School, the Gender Mainstreaming Division, 
and MISR. Rapporteur work enabled me to officiate at historic conferences, such as the Social 
Science Conference (2000) and the Women’s World (2003).

Regionally, 2009-2014, I represented Anglophone Africa on the High Level Panel for the Pan 
African University (PAU) of the African Union. In 2011 I translated Julius Nyerere’s book: Uhuru 
wa Wanawake into: Women’s Freedom. I serve on the advisory and editorial boards of several 
journals.
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I have some firsts and ‘only’s’ to my credit: I was the very first woman Dean of a faculty    (Faculty 
of Arts) in Makerere University; for 15 years, 1994-2008, I was the only woman Professor in 
Makerere University, which made many people assume that I was the first woman Professor 
in the University. That substantial period of lone spicing of the gender statistics for Makerere 
University inevitably put me on a pedestal for over deployment. I ended up dedicating more of 
my prime years of contribution to institutional, community, national, regional and international 
service than to personal pursuits.
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ABSTRACT

In the late 1960s and early 1970s a group of women academicians launched a linguistic movement 
to change specific items and expression (words, phrases, sentences) in the English language 
– a global language – to make it inclusive of both women and men. Their noble goal was to 
make women visible in the English language by removing, or at least reducing its tendency of 
using the male or masculine to incorporate the female or feminine. To achieve that goal they 
set out to create new words, new phrases, etcetera (e.g. firefighter) to replace the exclusive 
ones (e.g. fireman), so as to realize symmetrical treatment of women and men in language use. 
The movement was the gender-inclusive language reform (also known as non-sexist language 
planning). Gender-inclusive language reform has as its main aim the achievement of linguistic 
equality of sexes. In their pursuit of those reforms, women intellectuals constituted themselves 
into agents of linguistic change so as to change the world and promote balanced sustainable 
human development, with men and women sharing responsibilities and enjoying the benefits 
equitably.

This lecture has ensued from systematic qualitative research into the gender issues pertaining 
to language use in universities globally, and, specifically, in Makerere University.

At the worldwide level, I make a survey of the gender language discourse which has culminated 
into the itemisation of the principles for using non-discriminatory (non-sexist) language. In 
Makerere University, on the other hand, the research was corpus-based, focusing on data from 
official university documents and other official communications – written and verbal. The data 
was gathered over a period of one academic year, 2005. The findings from the data analysis 
are a pointer to the fact that although there are some sporadic instances of the use of gender- 
inclusive language, Makerere University will have to enunciate a gender language policy to 
ensure the systematic observation of the use of  non-discriminatory language in all official 
discourse and documentation. The need for a gender language policy for Makerere University is 
even more pressing, now that the University has a gender equality policy on its shelves; in event 
of its implementation, its leverages will not be accomplished without the gender language policy 
to complete the jigsaw puzzle.

A major question posed is whether the language reforms can chance the social set-up; and 
whether Makerere University will ever join the ranks of universities which are committed to the 
pursuance of gender equality and equity principles in all their functions.
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CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH LANGUAGE: EFFORTS AND 
PROSPECTS IN MAKERERE UNIVERSITY

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND

Makerere University entered the 1990s favourably disposed towards gender mainstreaming1 
or was at least poised to undertake some initiatives towards eliminating gender inequalities. 
In June 1990, the university instituted an affirmative action scheme to increase the admission 
of female undergraduate students. This raised the proportion of female students from 23.9% 
during the 1989/90 academic year to 29.2% in 1990/1991 when the scheme was introduced. By the 
academic year 2003/04 the percentage increase of female students, particularly in humanities, 
had reached 49.5% (Report on the Review of 1.5 Points Scheme for Female Undergraduate Students at 
Makerere University, November 2004). In 1991, Makerere established the Department of Women 
and Gender Studies, which became the first institution to award a Master’s Degree in Gender 
Studies, in the Sub-Saharan Africa region. The department later on moved to incorporate 
undergraduate and PhD programmes, as well as offering short courses at national and 
international levels (UNESCO, 2002; J. Kwesiga, May 1998). The department was also in the 
vanguard of championing the gender mainstreaming strategy prior to passing on the mantle 
to the Gender Mainstreaming Division. In that role, the department organised the ground-
breaking gender awareness development workshop that was held for senior academics and 
administrators of Makerere University, May 15-17, 1998 at the Ranch on the Lake Protea Hotel 
Lweza. The event was said to be “part of the Department’s program of mainstreaming gender 
in Makerere University” (Departmental brief for the workshop, 9th April 1998). Primarily, the 
workshop aimed to raise the level of gender awareness of the top management of the University 
and its academic deanship and headship for them to be able to drive the process of engendering 
the entire institution (General write-up on the 1998 workshop). 

The workshop sessions and topics were designed to introduce the participants to all the  broad 
areas of University Mainstreaming, namely:  Women and Development Studies at Makerere 
University; Gender Awareness: Concepts and Issues for a University; Gender Management 
Systems in the Higher Education Sector; Gender diagnosis of governance and management at 
Makerere University; GMS and Student Enrolment/Student Support; GMS and Curriculum and 
Instructional renewal; Research and Outreach; Engendering Governance & Administration: 
Staffing, Career Development and Employee Relations; Engendering the University’s Funding 
and Budgetary Process; Communication (gender-inclusive language in University discourse 
and documentation), Information Systems and Public Relation: how gender sensitive?; and, 
Gender Considerations in Managing Plant, Equipment and Campus Security (G. Williams, May 
1998:13).

The observance and use of gender-inclusive language was ranked among the vital ingredients of 
the gender mainstreaming process. I was the lead facilitator for the session on Gender-Inclusive 

1	 Mainstreaming	 gender	 is	 an	 approach	or	 a	 set	 of	methods	 and	 techniques	 aimed	 at	 achieving	 equal	 participation	 and	
benefits	for	women	and	men	in	all	spheres	of	University	functioning	(G.	Williams,	May	1998).
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Language in the University. It is therefore befitting that I share my findings and experiences in 
that area in this lecture.

The historic 1998 awareness development workshop bore fruit. On 7th January 1999, the Senate, at 
its 110th meeting, instituted the Senate Standing Committee on Gender Mainstreaming (SSCGM); 
in 2000/01-2004/05, the Makerere University Strategic Plan identified gender mainstreaming 
as one of the six priority areas; and in 2002, the Gender Mainstreaming Division was established 
in the Academic Registrar’s Department – the Unit which took over the role of organising the 
subsequent gender awareness development workshops as well as  spearheading the gender 
mainstreaming process in the University, working very closely with the Department of Women 
and Gender Studies, which continued to provide the requisite technical backstopping; in 2006 
the Policy and  Regulations on Sexual Harassment Prevention was approved by Council; and, 
in  August 2010: the Makerere University Gender Equality Policy was enacted by the University 
Council.

Theoretical Approach

The theoretical insights espoused for the study are drawn from the Feminist Linguistic Theory, 
with specific focus on the Linguistic reform approach that was developed and advocated by 
feminist linguists, namely Casey Miller and Kate Swift in the 1960s and 1970s (1980). Feminists 
are the people who initiated and advanced feminism, the social movement that was one of the 
main ones of the twentieth century. Its impact was felt in many societies around the world and in 
many spheres of life. The women’s or feminist movement strived, amongst other things, for the 
elimination of gender discrimination and for the greater recognition of women’s contribution 
to society as well as aimed to change many cultural and social practices which perpetuate 
patriarchal value systems. Language was and is seen by many feminists as a powerful instrument 
of patriarchy2 (Pauwels 1999). 

Feminism is no longer equated to ‘personal eccentricity’ and ‘crankishness’ as it was originally 
(Cameron 1992:1). At a political level, feminism is a movement for the full humanity of women. As 
an intellectual approach, feminism seeks to understand how current relations between women 
and men are constructed and why and how they can be changed (ibid. p.4)

Feminism and linguistic reform

Feminists further expressed a desire to change the patriarchal and sexist3 nature of language and 
therefore engaged in various types of linguistic reform or language planning. Although many 
feminists shared the belief that changing linguistic and discourse practices is an important 
element in women’s liberation, this did not result in a uniform approach to linguistic reform 
(Pauwels 1998). There were diverse approaches to and aims for feminist language reform. For 
example, for radical feminists like Dale Spender (1980), the entire language system is ‘man 

2	 Patriarchy	is	the	expression	and	institutionalisation	of	male	dominance	and	female	oppression	and	subordination	in	society.	
It	epitomizes	the	the	totality	of	oppressive	and	exploitative	relations,	which	affect	women	negatively.	Patriarchy	sanctions	
systemic	male	dominance	in	economic,	social,	cultural	and	political	spheres.	It	is	a	system	of	iideology	that	validates	male	
values,	behaviour	and	privileges.

3	 Sexism	is	a	system	in	which	women	and	men	are	not	simply	different,	but	unequal.	Sexism	in	language	is	one	manifestation	
of	the	system,	and	it	works	to	the	disadvantage	of	women,	not	men	(Cameron	1992:100).



CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH LANGUAGE: EFFORTS AND PROSPECTS

3

made’ and therefore ‘permeated by sexism through and through’; hence, it calls for ‘wholesale 
reform’ and transformation of ‘ourselves and the world we live in’ (Cameron 1992, Pauwels 1999). 
Conversely, for symptomatic reformists like Miller and Swift (1980) linguistic reform proposals 
and changes had as their main aim the achievement of linguistic equality of the sexes, which, in 
turn, ‘signals widespread changes in social mores’(Cameron 1992:123).

Some feminist reform initiatives primarily aimed at exposing the sexist nature of ‘patriarchal’ 
language through wordplay for political ends: rendering words, such as: history (which has 
nothing to do with the English pronoun his) as herstory, women as wimmin or womyn (to avoid 
including the element men}, Gynaecology as Gyn/Ecology, therapist as the-rapist (Cameron 1992: 
111).

Other radical feminists, namely, the linguist and science fiction writer, Suzette Haden Elgin, 
resorted to constructing a women’s own language, Laadan, ‘for the specific purpose of expressing 
the perceptions of women’ (Elgin 1988:1), cited in Cameron (1992), Pauwels (1999).

Despite this diversity in language reform initiatives and objectives in feminist language planning, 
it is the ‘linguistic equality of the sexes’ (gender-inclusive) approach, that undertook its main 
task to suggest linguistic reforms that would modify or eliminate offensive usages, that gave 
feminist objections to sexist language their public visibility, since feminist reformers demanded 
concrete changes in speech and writing (Cameron 1992: 101, Pauwels 1999:2). Furthermore, 
the proponents of the linguistic equality of the sexes are the ones who mounted robust and 
successful advocacy to convince governments, corporations, universities, and publishers to use 
the reformed version of the English language, an achievement that was acknowledged by even 
the most uncompromising anti-reformists, such as: Louis Markos (2005) and the online Attavista 
article (2005): Is “Inclusive Language” Inclusive?  For instance, Markos wrote disapprovingly: “—in 
schools, colleges, and, yes, churches all over the country, students and parishioners have been 
indoctrinated into using gender-inclusive language by professors, school teachers, pastors, 
and administrators alike.---The champions of gender-inclusive language have been remarkably 
successful at disseminating their agenda throughout almost every strata of society”. The online 
Attavista contributor added pointedly: “These political groups have been very successful in 
forcing governments, corporations, and publishers into using so-called ‘inclusive language’, and 
it has been victorious in advancing their political agendas”. 

Hence, the persuasion to look into this reformist model of language planning in this study 
to gauge the nature and extent to which it was subscribed to in our part of the world. For as 
Cameron (1992) reasoned, the more the anti-reformists bleated against the reforms that were 
made to the English language four decades ago the more we wonder why they were protesting so 
much against those changes: ‘perhaps the issue of language has an extraordinary subterranean 
importance for those critics who deride feminist concern with it’ (ibid, 1992:2). On the same 
note, she observed that authorities such as the Oxford English Dictionary were very indignant 
about feminists ‘tampering with language’; adding that ‘they were afraid that in tampering with 
language, feminists may be able to tamper with reality’ (ibid, 1992:124). 
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The feminist origin of reforms to the English language began in the beginning of the twentieth 
century, but was virtually unused until the end of the 1960s. Advocacy for its use peaked in the 
1980s and 1990s. By the turn of the century it was ‘widely used’ (Online Attavista contributor 
2005). There was some disagreement as to what to call this new style of writing. Its advocates 
called it by various names and descriptions: inclusive language, gender-inclusive language, gender 
generic language, non-discriminatory language, non-sexist language, gender-neutral language, gender 
accurate language, and so on (Marlowe 2005). For our purposes we adopt the term inclusive language 
as the most fitting, since the word inclusive in modern academic discourse is often used as a sort 
of code-word for a whole ideology of inclusivity. The word gender is also vital in our discussion; 
hence, we opt for gender-inclusive language.

Gender-Inclusive and Gender-Exclusive Language

Gender-inclusive language (i.e. non-sexist language) addresses and includes women and men. 
As well as being a sign of equal treatment and respect, it is also a means to such treatment and 
respect. Gender-inclusive language includes women and accurately reflects their contributions. 
The use of gender-inclusive language should, therefore, be guided by three principles: equal 
treatment and respect for women and men, equality of opportunity in the workplace, and clarity 
of expression (Wright, 2003).

Gender exclusive language (i.e. sexist language), on the other hand, is speech and writing that 
misrepresents, excludes or offends women by reinforcing and perpetuating gender stereotypes4 
and status differences between women and men (Banaji & Hardin, 1996; Crawford, 2001; Gay, 
1997; Maass & Arcuri, 1996; MacConnell & Fazio, 1996; and Swim, Mallett and Stangor, 2004). 
Exclusionary language entails discrimination on the basis of gender. While it is primarily 
women who are affected by gender-exclusive language, it can also be used to discriminate 
against men. It is language that is largely inaccurate, misleading and given to irrelevant gender 
distinctions (Committee on the Status of Women and the Publications Committee, 2011; Faculty 
of Education, University of Alberta, 2011). Further, gender-exclusive words or phrases overlook 
the contribution of the excluded gender (female or male) (Equal Employment Opportunities 
Office, Victoria University, 1991).

Language should therefore be inclusive rather than exclusive. The Writing Center, UNC (2011:1-2) 
have a point when they argue that there is a relationship between language use and social reality, 
and point out that if we “erase” women from language, that makes it easier to maintain gender 
inequality. They add that words matter, and language choices have consequences; and urge that 
if we believe that women and men deserve social equality then we should think seriously about 
how to reflect that belief in our language use. Persuaded by the position of those gender-savvy 
writers, we were inclined to look into the situation of language use in Makerere University, to 
ascertain the level of its amenability to gender-inclusiveness.
4	 Stereotypes	are	structured	sets	of	beliefs	about	the	personal	attributes,	behaviours,	roles	of	a	specific	social	group.	Gender	

stereotypes	are	one-sided,	and	often	exaggerated,	images	of	men	and	women	that	serve	as	the	basis	for	making	assumptions	
about	 the	parties	 concerned.	By	 this	 process,	men	and	women	are	 regarded	according	 to	 the	 rigid	 thinking	of	 socially	
constructed	expressions	of	their	gender.	Stereotypes	often	result	in	injustices	against	those	who	suffer	them	since	only	a	
few	people	in	a	given	stereotyped	group	subscribe	to	them.	Stereotypes	also	tend	to	condition	people	who	are	subjected	to	
them	repeatedly	to	become	more	like	them	as	a	kind	of	“self-fulfilling	prophecy”;	this	sheds	some	light	on	why	many	girls	
and	women	end	up	in	traditionally	domestic	roles.
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Background to Language Reform

Gender-inclusive language reform or planning first took hold in United States English, swiftly 
followed by Canadian, Australian and New Zealand English, and later by British English. The 
large collection of literature available attests to advancements in gender-inclusive language use 
in those varieties.  For that reason, those varieties of English have been labelled and described as 
‘inner circle’ types of English.  Research findings are, however, yet to be reported on the adoption 
and spread of gender-inclusive language in the varieties of English labelled as ‘outer circle’ 
types of English (e.g. English in Hong Kong, India, the Philippines, Singapore and Anglophone 
Africa).  This is also the case for the so-called ‘expanding circle’ varieties of English (i.e. English 
as a foreign language as used in countries such as China, Germany, Japan, Brazil, Francophone 
Africa and others) (Pauwels 2004).  The rapid expansion of English as a language for global 
communication offers an interesting opportunity to investigate whether it is a gender-inclusive 
version of English that is being spread and adopted.  This work is therefore an opportunity 
to ascertain the version of English adopted in formal discourse in Makerere University; it also 
throws some light on good practices towards gender equality planning in the institution.

Need for Gender Inclusive Language

Many scholars, linguistic historians, gender-savvy writers and language reformers have already 
written volumes of work that argue the need for gender-inclusive language.  For example, Julia 
Penelope (1990) at some point writes:

“Understanding how the structure of English controls the way we think and 
act is crucial to our welfare --- Words hurt us, but languages are much more 
than the words in their vocabularies.  They are systems of rules, rules which 
speakers find useful for saying what they want to say --- English does more 
than hinder and hurt women; it proscribes the boundaries of the lives we 
might imagine ourselves to live --- What is more, most women remain mostly 
unconscious of how English forces us to repeat the structures that deny us 
stature and agency in the world and of the role of language in our oppression.  
Thinking about how we think is hard”.  (Xii-xiv).

In the extract, Penelope’s basic message is that language effectively proscribes the parameters 
within which individuals, particularly women, are able to think.  Hence, biased language capably 
reinforces the prejudices upon which it is founded.

Further, gender-inclusive language need not be rooted in radical gender activism or perceived 
male bashing.  Instead, it should be based on a desire to present intellectually accurate portrayal 
of the world. For example, continued use of the words he and him as the only singular pronouns 
presumes a male dominated society that automatically excludes women from power and 
legitimacy. Yet, though in many cases there is still a long way to go, the Ugandan society, and 
specifically Makerere University, has opened itself up to women on a variety of previously 
restricted fronts.  Denying these advancements in our language is the equivalent of intellectual 
perjury; it is wilfully lying about the state of reality.  The pursuit of academic truth is not valid if 
it does not function within a realistic framework.  Therefore, gender-inclusive language enables 
the users to portray the world accurately by acknowledging the accomplishments, full potential 
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and increased visibility of women in the public sphere and workforce (Wooster Writing Centre, 
2004:1; Miller and Swift 1980). 

The Problem

From inception, Makerere University was one hundred percent a male institution.  It started as 
a Technical School in 1922 with 14 men who studied basic technical skills in carpentry, building 
and mechanics (Makerere University Prospectus, 1997/98-1998/99: 10).  The motto of the School 
then was:  Let’s Be Men (ibid.).  Since language reflects as well as creates the realities of the social 
situation, it is to be expected that the language of the school at that time was entirely male-
oriented exclusivity.  From this curious male-view beginning, it is of great interest to this lecture 
to trace the maturation stages of the institution, in linguistic lenses, focussing on the use of 
gender exclusive and inclusive language.

Layout
The layout of the lecture features the theoretical insights subscribed to; followed by an outline of 
glimpses into the principles and guidelines of the use of gender-inclusive language, as proposed, 
developed and promoted globally by language reformers  aspiring to make transformative inroads 
into language behaviour by changing specific aspects of the English language; I then reflect on 
responses to the reformist movement within Uganda citing the 1995 Constitution briefly, and 
focusing on Makerere University, in particular. Subsequently, propositions are  made on how to 
situate the University amidst the institutions that are aspiring to adopt gender-inclusive English; 
and, finally, significantly and specifically befitting the occasion, I share valedictory insights with 
the community I interacted with for over thirty-eight years, on the basis of personal research 
findings, experiences as well as on  contemplations for the way forward, particularly on how to 
reinforce the good language- use practices, if any, that could, ultimately, lead the University to 
gender equity and equality.
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GLOBAL EFFORTS TO MAKE INROADS INTO LANGUAGE 
BEHAVIOUR BY CHANGING ASPECTS OF THE ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE
Overview of the Work of the English language 

reformers: the Principles and Guidelines  of                     
the  Use  of Gender-Inclusive language

In the perspective of history, gender-inclusive language is a relatively recent development of 
the over one thousand year old English language.  It began in the beginning of the twentieth 
century, but was virtually unused until the end of the 1960’s.  However, during the 1980’s and 
1990’s it gained momentum  in its spread as it was adopted and promoted by governments, 
corporations, and publishers (Attavista Contributor 2005).  Today, gender-inclusive language is 
widely used, especially in the ‘inner circle’ countries where it first took root, and later on spread 
to the ‘outer circle’ countries [ including Uganda] and now to the ‘expanding circle’ countries 
(Pauwels 2004).

Gender-inclusive language has therefore been promoted for over four decades in English-
speaking countries, leading to the development of a set of general guidelines and specific 
operational strategies to use in its application.  The guidelines were drawn up after confirmatory 
research findings by language reformers attesting to the existence of a number of gender-related 
linguistic anomalies and inequalities.

The Rationale and Justification for the Guidelines False Generics5

Generic Man

The practice of assigning masculine gender to neutral terms stems from the fact that every 
language reflects the prejudices of the society in which it evolved, and English evolved through 
most of its history in a male-centred, patriarchal society (Jacobson, 2004).  As a result, in the 
past, the English language had only one basic word-group to refer both to male persons (man, 
men) and to human beings in generic sense (man, men, mankind).  That way, man was used 
generically to refer to all humans, including women, and its generic use was then justified by 
the fact that in many aspects of life, men did actually represent women-legally, politically, in 
employment, in positions of leadership and so on.  Society was patriarchal in its structures and 
attitudes (Coolamon College, 2004).

Like any other living language, however, English is always changing.  While the Anglo-Saxons 
used the word man to refer to all people, it eventually ceased to be used to refer to individual 
women although it continued to be used in generalizations about both sexes.  By the 18th century, 
the modern, narrow sense of man was firmly established as the predominant one.  We may use 
language such as man and mankind without meaning to exclude women, but all the researches 

5	 Generics	are	nouns	and	pronouns	intended	to	be	used	for	both	women	and	men.	Some	generics	are	also	male-specific,	
which	 creates	 ambiguity	 and	 excludes	women.	Male-specific	 generics,	 or	 false	 generics,	 tend	 to	 call	 up	 primarily	male	
images	for	readers	and	listeners.	Their	continued	use,	therefore,	is	incompatible	with	gender-inclusive	language	(Wright,	
2003:11;	Murdoch	 University,	 2004:1;	 University	 of	 Otago,	 2011:3-4;	 Equal	 Employment	 Opportunities	 Office,	 1991:4;	
University	of	Otago,	2011:2-3;	Youssef	&	Carter,	1089:2-4).
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that have been conducted (such as the one reported by Jerz, 2004) show convincing evidence that 
“when you use the word man generically, people do tend to think male, and tend not to think 
female” (Miller et al. 1980, pages 19-20; Jerz, 2004:2; University of Cork, 2011:2-3).  Studies of 
college students and school children indicate that even when the broad definitions of man and 
men are taught, they tend to conjure up images of male people only.  For that reason, we would 
never use the sentence: A girl grows up to be a man, because we assume the narrower definition of 
the word man in that context (Jerz, 2004).  Modern dictionaries too indicate that the definition 
that links man with males is currently the predominant one (ibid.)

With changing socio-political roles and attitudes, language itself needs to change.  Indeed, as 
noted, the meaning of the word man/men has changed with time.  That is why the language 
planners and reformers, after recognizing the problems that can arise with the continued 
use of man as a generic word, sought to formulate strategies to caution and advise on how to 
minimize the confusion.  Moreover, it was realized that the continued use of male terms, such 
as: man and mankind reflects and promotes the view of women as peripheral and their relative 
exclusion from positions of power and greater human endeavour, locally and globally (Guyatt & 
Cook, 1991; Equal Employment Opportunities Office, 1991; Wright, 2003; Miller & Swift,1980: 35-
41).  It is now widely acknowledged that male-generic language is no longer appropriate.  New 
and creative ways of expressing freedom and equality of genders have to be devised.  Women 
must no longer be made to feel excluded or inferior by the language used.  One major strategy 
proposed is to substitute gender-exclusive terms for other words that do not involve any specific 
gender.  That way, it is hoped linguistic balance will be achieved (Penelope, 1990; Cameron, 1992; 
Ehrlich 7 King, 1994; Graddol & Swann, 1990; Hudson, 1996; etc.).  Hence, guideline number (1) 
was proposed:

Guideline Number 1:

The use of man, men or mankind as generic terms to describe both genders should be avoided.  
These terms should be used only to describe males.

Observance of this guideline helps to avoid production of disconcerting examples such as the 
following:

?   The Pap test has greatly reduced mortality from uterine cancer by men.

?   The man next door is nine months pregnant.

2.2.1.2 Gender Exclusive Pronouns

 The first grammars of modern English were written in the 16th and 17th centuries.  The male 
authors of these earliest English grammars wrote for male readers in an age when few women 
were literate.  The masculine-gender pronouns did not reflect a belief that masculine pronouns 
could refer to both sexes.  The grammars of this period contain no indication that masculine 
pronouns were sex-inclusive when used in general references.  Instead, these pronouns reflected 
the reality of male cultural dominance and the male-centred world view that resulted (Equal 
Employment Opportunities Office, 1991; Jacobson 2004; Miller & Swift, 1980:35-41).



CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH LANGUAGE: EFFORTS AND PROSPECTS

9

He started to be used as a generic pronoun by grammarians who were trying to change a long-
established tradition of using they as a singular pronoun. Ironically, grammarian, Ann Fisher, is 
reported to have been the one who first formulated the rule for the use of sex-indefinite he, a rule 
which was officially sanctioned in an Act of Parliament in 1850 (Tieken-Boon van Ostade, 2000).  
In the language used in acts of Parliament, the new law stated: “words importing the masculine 
gender shall be deemed and taken to include females”.  However, although similar language in 
contracts and other legal documents subsequently helped to reinforce this grammatical edict in 
all English-speaking countries, it was often conveniently ignored.  In 1879, for example, a move 
to admit female physicians to the all male Massachusetts Medical society was effectively blocked 
on the grounds that the by-laws of the society describing membership used the pronoun he 
(Victoria University of Wellington, ibid; Miller& Swift, 1980; Jacodson,2004).

Just as man is not truly generic, he is not a true generic pronoun either.  Studies have confirmed 
that most people understand he to refer to men only.  Sentences such as: A doctor is a busy person; 
he must be able to balance a million obligations at once imply that all doctors are men. Consequently, 
as a linguistic device imposed on the language rather than a natural development arising from a 
broad consensus, generic he is fatally flawed. Several systematic studies confirm that in spoken 
usage – from the speech of young children to the conversation of university professors – he is 
rarely intended or understood to include she. On the contrary, at all levels of education, people 
whose native tongue is English seem to know that he, him and his are gender-specific and 
cannot do the double duty asked of them (Miller & Swift, 1980:35-41; Jacobson, 2004:2-3; Victoria 
University of Wellington,1991:18).

Gender exclusive pronouns are therefore a particularly common problem in the use of 
English. These pronouns refer unnecessarily to only one gender, thereby excluding the other 
gender. Writers and speakers are advised to avoid using pronouns which exclude one gender 
unnecessarily. Instead, the best practice is to endeavour to substitute language which is gender 
inclusive, whenever possible (Empire State College, 2004:2). 

Solving the Pronoun Problem6

The general guideline proposed as a solution to the problem is numbered (2):

Guideline Number 2:

Avoid using gender-exclusive pronouns he, him and his generically to refer to both sexes.

Over ten strategies have in turn been devised to operationalise guideline number (2); they 
include the following:

i. Use the plural

ii. Eliminate personal pronouns

6	 The	guideline	and	 the	 strategies	proposed	 to	 realize	 it	have	been	adapted	 from	gender	 savvy	 language	 reformers	 such	
as:	 Committee	 on	 Equality	 of	 Opportunity,	 University	 College	 Cork,	 1994;	 President’s	 Commission	 on	 the	 Status	 of	
Women,	University	of	New	Hampshire,	2010;	Extension	Equal	Opportunities	Program,	the	University	of	Wisconsin,	1997;	
Joan	 Wright,2003;	 Western	 Michigan	 University,	 2011;	 Equal	 employment	 Opportunities	 Office,	 Victoria	 University	 of	
Wellington,1991;	Sarah	Lawrence	College,2011;	Pitt,	M.J.,	1994;		
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iiii. Use he or she

iv. Rewrite the sentence to eliminate the false generic

v. Replace pronouns with articles

vi. Use the second person instead of the third person

vii. Use they as a singular

viii. Use gender-inclusive synonyms instead of exclusive pronouns

ix. Recast in the passive voice

x. Use indefinite pronouns/pronominals

xi. Any other resourceful strategy that a language user finds useful in curbing the 
problem

(i)    Use the Plural (e.g. they, them, their)
A writer may recast material in the plural.  For instance, instead of: Although a doctor is busy, 
he should always answer his patient’s questions, use: Although doctors are busy, they should always 
answer their patients’ questions.  The use of he overlooks the fact that a doctor could be either 
male or female.  Since there is no reference to any specific male doctor in that example, the 
pronoun he excludes women unnecessarily.

(ii)    Eliminate Personal Pronouns
The caution is to avoid having to use pronouns at all; instead of: A good lawyer uses his analytical 
ability, you could write: A good lawyer uses analytical ability.  The use of his rules out the fact that 
a good lawyer could be either male or female.  Since there is no reference to any specific male 
lawyer in that citation, the pronoun his excludes women unnecessarily.

(iii)    Use “he or she” (never s/he or he/she except in forms to be filled in) sparingly
Despite the charge of clumsiness, double-pronoun constructions have made a comeback.  
Instead of: A teacher’s success depends on whether she communicates effectively, the alternative 
could be: A teacher’s success depends on whether he or she communicates effectively.  The use of the 
pronoun she alone precludes the fact that a teacher could be either male or female.  Since there 
is no reference to any specific teacher in that instance, the pronoun she in that context excludes 
the male gender unnecessarily.  However, repeating them many times throughout a passage will 
alienate even the most dedicated reader (Jacobson, 2004:3; Wright, 2003:15; Western Michigan 
University 2011:2; The University of Notre Dame, 2004:2; Western Michigan University,2011:2; 
Empire State College, 2004:4; Sarah Lawrence College, 2011:1; The Media Task Force, 1999:3).

(iv)   Rewrite the sentence to eliminate the false generic
The advice is to reconstruct the sentence to remove the gender exclusivity; instead of: A good 
salesperson makes sure she keeps her customers happy, use: Keeping customers happy is an important 
part of being a good salesperson.  The use of the pronouns she and her negate the fact that 
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salespersons can be male or female.  Since there is no reference to any specific female salesperson, 
the pronouns she and her  exclude the male gender unnecessarily.

(v)    Replace Pronouns with Articles
The suggestion is to reconstruct the sentence to substitute an article for the gender-exclusive 
pronoun; instead of: Every student should bring his text to class, recast as: Every student should 
bring the text to class.  The use of the pronoun his ignores the existence of both male and female 
students.  Since there is no reference to any specific male student the pronoun his excludes 
the female gender unnecessarily. Similarly, instead of: A careful secretary consults her dictionary 
often, it is suggested to use: A careful secretary consults a dictionary often. In this case, the use 
of the pronoun her disregards the fact that a secretary may be male or female. Since there 
is no reference to any specific female secretary the pronoun her excludes the male gender 
unnecessarily.

(vi)    Use the second person (you, your, yours) instead of the third person
Instead of: A careful student budgets her time it may be prudent to render as: As a careful student, 
you should budget your time.  The use of her overlooks the fact that a careful student could be 
either male or female.  Since there is no reference to any specific female student, the pronoun 
her excludes the male gender unnecessarily.

(vii)    Use they as a singular
Some language users revert to singular they for a solution to the pronoun problem, as illustrated 
in the following examples: If you love someone, set them free (Sting).  It’s enough to drive anyone 
out of their senses (George Bernard Shaw).  I shouldn’t like to punish anyone, even if they’d done me 
wrong (George Eliot)(Miller & Swift,1980).  Some people object to the incorrect grammar that 
this solution necessitates, but this construction is used more and more frequently.

(viii)  Use gender-inclusive synonyms (e.g. job titles or descriptions) instead of the 
exclusive pronouns

These include: student, parent, spouse, voter, official/ officer,

Instead of: He gave a test on Monday, use: The professor gave a test on Monday. Also, instead of: As 
a Secretary to the Minister, he is responsible for..... use: As a Secretary to the Minister, the official is 
responsible for...

(ix)  Recast in the passive voice
Instead of: Each committee chair should submit his report by September 1, replace with: Committee 
reports should be submitted by September 1.

(x)   Use indefinite pronouns/pronominals
These include: one, each, anyone, nobody, somebody, someone, person, individual. Instead of: 
A student who wants his essay returned... you may use: Anyone who wants an essay returned... or 
Anyone wanting essays returned... The use of one changes the tone of the writing, making it more 
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formal; but it is also a possible alternative, as shown in the following examples: instead of : A 
director should require an estimate before he hires a consultant, you could use: As a director, one 
should require an estimate before hiring a consultant. 

Other possible strategies 
Other possible strategies that have been mentioned include: avoidance of the use of conditional 
sentences introduced by if or when, which often require the use of pronouns. For instance, instead 
of: if the student is the principal researcher, he or she should place an asterisk after his or her name, 
use: Place an asterisk after the name of the principal researcher. [Information on false generics and 
recommended usage solutions was adapted from different language reform sources, including: 
President’s Commission on the Status of Women, University of Hampshire, 2011; Committee on 
Equality of Opportunity, University College Cork (2011); Diversity Committee, The University of 
Arizona (2011); The University of Wisconsin (1997); Sarah Lawrence College (2011); Joan Wright 
(2003)]. 

To sum up, it is generally advised that any unspecific text using he/his/him should be avoided 
because it reads as if women are excluded, even when that is not the author’s intention. As 
suggested in sub-section (iii), both feminine and masculine pronouns can be used where 
appropriate –he or she, he/she, her/his etcetera- but as cautioned, if the paired pronouns are 
overused in a single text, they are off-putting.  Moreover, as demonstrated above, there are other 
alternatives for getting around the problem. Some of the alternative solutions outlined above 
include the use of the plural and the omission of third person pronouns altogether; a few are 
illustrated in table 1 below: 

Table 1: Examples of solutions to the pronoun problem

COMMON USAGE ALTERNATIVE RULE

Each respondent was asked 
whether he wished to participate 
in the survey.

Respondents were asked whether 
they wished to participate in the 
survey.

Use the plural.

Through the discussion each 
member can find others that have 
similar problems and that their 
methods of solving these could be 
useful to him.

……… and that their methods of 
solving these could be useful.

Remove any unnecessary 
pronouns altogether

The child should be given ample 
time to familiarise himself with 
the test material.

Ample time should be allowed for 
the child to become familiar with 
the test material.

Omit the use of the third person 
pronoun.

A statement of objectives helps 
the manager to decide what 
criteria he will use to evaluate the 
course and to help him improve 
his planning or performance next 
time.

A statement of objectives helps 
you to decide what criteria you 
will use to evaluate the course 
and to help you improve your 
planning or performance next 
time.

Use the second person.
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Unmasking Stereotypes

Stereotypes are over generalized beliefs about people based on their membership in one of 
many social categories” (Anselmi and Law (1998:195); Ssali et al, (2007:13)). Variously, stereotypes 
are defined as culturally and socially constructed attributes that are assigned to women and 
men, generally portraying the woman as a negative contrast to the man (Cixious, 1975, Okello-
Ogwang, 1994:31, Graddol and Swann, 1989:2). As Gradol and Swan put it, stereotypes ‘rarely 
favour women, who are consistently portrayed as chatterboxes, endless gossips or strident 
nags patiently endured or kept in check by strong and silent men’ (ibid. p. 2). The stereotypes 
encompass female physical, social, mental and moral inferiority and/or untrustworthiness 
(Okello-Ogwang 1994:43, 48). Even when men are stereotyped they are compared to women 
and they are assigned feminine attributes (ibid). Initially, stereotypes focus on personal traits 
or weaknesses of an individual but invariably develop a general image for the sex category or 
social group being referred to, such that individual stereotype attributes are subsumed under 
group stereotype attributes (Okello-Ogwang, (ibid. pp. 44-49); Rhodes College Writing Center 
(2004:10); Victoria University of Wellington (1991:10); The University of Notre Dame (2004:3); 
Honolulu County Committee (2005:5)).

(i)    Individual specific Stereotyping
Stereotyping at the level of an individual pertains to assumptions about abilities and traits 
imputed to a specific person.  For instance, a woman is often patronizingly told or described: 
You think/talk just like a man; you are very feminine for a career woman.  She holds her liquor like a 
man.  Even a stereotypical reference to a man turns out to be a put down for some woman, as 
evidenced in expressions such as the following:  He behaved like an old woman; He plays like a girl; 
You are as weak as a woman.  Expressions such as these are belittling and insulting to women.  
Indeed, as already noted, individual level attributes and assumptions are invariably elevated 
into sex category or social group stereotyping. 

(ii)    Group Stereotyping
Examples such as the following are very telling in terms of group stereotyping:

a. Mr. John Kityo – Mrs John Kityo

b. Twelve passengers including two women survived the crash.

c. A man and his wife

d. A husband is told that the amount his loved ones receive depends on him.

These few examples demonstrate some of the stereotypical attributes assumed for men and 
women.  In (a), the male or masculine is used to incorporate the female or feminine, thereby 
making the latter invisible in relation to the former.  Examples (b) and (c) demonstrate the 
pervasive perception of men as the primary reference point for women who are always the 
‘other’ marginal subordinated or supplementary category.  And (d) affirms that in families men 
are the stable providers for their “loved ones” (i.e. wife and children), who are the vulnerable 
dependants.
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Several other linguistic strategies are used to heighten the stereotypical divide between the two 
genders.  For instance, the virtue/vice technique is a case in point.  If a quality is a virtue in a 
man then it is a vice in a woman, and vice versa.  In this regard, if a woman is commended for 
the gentle and meek qualities that are endorsed as her badge of femininity, then a man must be 
condemned for exhibiting the same attributes; he is labelled effeminate.  Similarly, a man who 
sheds tears easily is said to be womanish.  Conversely, a woman who demonstrates invincibility 
and forthrightness is described as mannish (Miller and Swift, 1977).   That way, people are 
linguistically forced to endeavour to comply with the characteristics and personalities that are 
socially prescribed to mark their biological differences.

Studies (e.g.  Nilsen et al. 1977) have identified another stereotyping strategy:  naming.  The 
English language invariably labels women as things.  Those who love cars, music, money and 
other material things equate them to women.  Women are endlessly envisaged in terms of food 
items such as:  dish, cookie, tart, cheese cake, spring chicken, veal, beef, sugar, tomato, soya, 
honey, sweetie.  Other pleasurable items to which women are compared are toys.  Girls are often 
called dolls.  Other points of similar comparison are plants and flowers, hence such labels as: 
violet, wallflower, rose, lily, ivy, daisy, etcetera.  All these objects have a common feature of being 
passive and perishable things.   A variation to being equated to a passive concrete object is to call 
a woman by a desirable attribute such as: precious, essence, grace, hope, peace, patience, joy, 
jolly, happy, loveless.  Note that most of these quality names for women are either smothering 
or simply expressing a wish rather wistfully.

Conversely, men’s names relate to respectable, wilful qualities.  For instance, Martin means 
“warlike” Ernest means “resolute fighter”, Nicholas means “victory”, Val means “Strong or 
valiant” and Leo means “lion”.  Men are never given names of perishable things like flowers and 
food items (Nilsen et al. 1977).

Consistently, when viewed in terms of animal stereotypes, men are stereotyped as macho male 
animals: a lion, he-goat, a bull, a cock.    If compared to objects they are ranged against durable 
objects:  a pillar, a tower, steel, mivule (mahogany).  Conversely, when women are compared 
to animals they are likened to rats and wild cats which, in the African context are viewed as 
unreliable and hard to domesticate.

Other major polarizing stereotyped descriptions of the two genders state that women are 
generally uninformed, unintelligent or outright stupid; they are unserious, flippant and given 
to trivialities; they are gossipy shrews and chatterboxes; vain; reticent; unambitious; weepy and 
ultra emotional; totally dependent/appendages of men, with no individuality nor identity of their 
own; mostly scatterbrained and quarrelsome.  In sum total, they are linguistically designated 
as negative entities and therefore lesser beings.  In contrast, men are elevated linguistically as 
superior, powerful beings that are authoritative and associated with permanence, fierceness, 
valour, invincibility and inexpressiveness.  They are superhuman, powerful, respectable, stable 
and dependable (Honolulu County Committee, 2005).  These polarizing stereotypes of the two 
genders are more or less universal.
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(iii)   Sex- role stereotyping
History is quite clear on the origin of gender-based division of labour.  The woman’s place was 
traditionally defined in terms of her home chores and by extension her education was also 
traditionally designed towards the perfection of those home chores.  To date, that position has 
not changed much.  If a woman is to seek employment away from home she is expected to go 
into ‘homely’ professions like nursing (which is a natural extension of her normal family/social 
duty to take care of children, men, the aged and the sick) if more ambitious, then medicine is 
the logical career for care providers; and teaching (which is again a normal extension of her 
duty as a mother to groom and socialize children and young people so that they may grow up 
as responsible citizens).  Conversely, men assumed the responsibility of going hunting or to 
gather fruit or honey.  Later on during the Iron Age men graduated to pursuing durable property 
making ventures, and started to accumulate property.  The men did not only control property, 
they also held the decision-making powers.  That is how economic power came to be vested into 
the hands of men (Rwezaura, 1981: 70).

For a long time the advent of education gave preference to men.  They were educated to assume 
leadership roles such as group leaders, commanding officers/generals, and warriors who were to 
protect the families and the community.  Professional stereotyping along sex lines was therefore 
traditionally determined and is still clearly marked socially and linguistically.

Apart from mixed farming, women who never leave home for work can only engage in ‘hand-work’ 
(basket weaving, mat making and embroidery).  The majority who go out to work are crowded in 
the lower cadre jobs such as petty trading, tailoring, hair dressing; cleaners/messengers, cooks; 
and if they have been to school then teachers, nurses, typists/secretaries.  For all other jobs the 
sky is the limit for the men, who are the de facto public employees.  However, changes with time 
have caught up with the conventional roles in employment.  Women are increasingly finding 
their way into the traditionally male-only professions, just as men are now taking up jobs which 
were previously ascribed to women, especially if the salaries are good.  For example, in all big 
institutions like universities, hospitals, hotels and boarding schools the chief cooks are men.  
When nursing became a degree programme in Makerere University the largest numbers of 
applicants for it were men.

Nevertheless sex-role stereotyping is still alive and well in English-speaking communities. The 
notion, for example, that anyone in a responsible position is necessarily always male, or the 
view that men are somehow more suited than women to be journalists, scientists, engineers, 
farmers, accountants, architects, painters, academicians, etcetera are very prevalent (Rhodes 
College Writing Center, 2004). Similarly, assumptions that women are always wives and 
mothers and that man are breadwinners, or that all kindergarten teachers and childcare 
workers are women and that women generally have no serious work interests outside the home 
are rife, regardless. Women who don’t comply with the stereotype of a passive female and men 
who don’t conform to the image of an aggressive male are often described in a negative way. 
The stereotyped description is used unthinkingly. Instead of assuming that only women can 
be gentle, compassionate, sensitive, and only men can be decisive, logical, assertive, strong or 
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adventurous, think of all those qualities as human rather than sex-based (Victoria University of 
Wellington, ibid).

(iv) Naming the Exception
Languages responded to the changing gender roles and professional employment patterns by 
appending adjectives to name what are perceived to be exceptions to the traditional conventions 
as shown below:

Police woman
Woman driver
Woman lawyer

Male nurse
Male secretary
Male baby sitter

All the traditional stereotyping conventions described above were marked as indicative of 
gender-exclusivity which is criticised by language reformers, hence targeted for changing.

(v) Guidelines to curtail gender stereotyping
Gender stereotyping is apparently quite pervasive in all languages.  The gender-inclusive 
language reformers have proposed an overall guideline number 3 to address the stereotyping 
problem and seven strategies for its implementation.

Guideline Number 3

Avoid all forms of stereotyping women or men.

The implementation strategies include the following:

(i)   Degendering
Degender, don’t regender; create gender-inclusive terms instead: don’t use gender adjectives 
to single out exceptions (e.g. degender chairman to chair don’t regender it to chairwoman or 
chairlady; degender wardmaid to ward attendant or ward aid don’t attempt to regender it to 
*wardboy or *wardman (Honolulu County Committee, 2005).  It is important to be mindful of 
using gender-free terms in writing or talking about traditionally male or female activities.  Let 
language usage reflect the fact that both men and women are involved with sports and home 
life, for example:

examples to be avoided recommended alternatives

sportsmanship fair play, team play, sporting attitude

crewmen crew, crew members

housewife homemaker, spouse, parent

mothering parenting

woman driver driver

male nurse nurse

female judge judge
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woman engineer engineer

woman politician politician

Woman doctor doctor

(ii) a)   Names and Titles
For names and titles, use parallel descriptions:  first name, neutral role description, academic 
or no title.

When Mr.  is used, Ms. is the recommended equivalent.  Ms. is meant to designate both a 
married and unmarried woman.  Generally, a woman should be referred to by name in the same 
way that a man is.  Both should be called by their full names, by first or last name only, or by title 
(Honolulu County Committee, ibid.).

To be Avoided Recommended

Miss Naula, Ms. Keba and Mrs. Guti Ms. Naula, Ms. Keba and Ms. Guti; or Naula, Keba and Guti

RDC Kityo and Ana Magada RDC Kityo and Councillor/Council Member Ana Magada.

Invitations or notices, bills, or financial statements should be issued in the name of each of the individuals 
concerned.

To be  Avoided Recommended

Mr.  and Mrs. Koda If both names are known use: Jane and John Koda.  If the name 
of spouse is not known use: Jane Koda and spouse

(ii)b)   Salutations in Letters
If the name of the addressee is unknown, start the letter immediately without a salutation.  
Alternatively, especially in letters of recommendation or memos not addressed to a specific 
person, start with “To Whom It May Concern”(Honolulu County Committee, 2005).

To be Avoided Recommended

Dear Sir/Madam/Gentlemen Dear Customer/Colleague/Subscriber
or  Dear Editor/Manager/Account Executive/(other job title) 
or Dear MP/Councillor/Delegate/Senator/ (other elected or 
honorary title); 
or Dear Friend(s),

Dear Sir Dear Sir/Madam or Dear Madam or Sir

The specific alternative to use will in turn depend on the nature and levels of relationship 
obtaining between the correspondents (Victoria University of Wellington, 1991:13).
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(iii)   Gender-marked word forms
Suffixes that distinguish between the sexes, which are usually diminutive, are usually unnecessary 
in occupation titles.  These are words such as: hostess, chairman, bedfellow, aviatrix, usherette 
(Victoria University of Wellington, 1991; University College Cork, 2011; Northern Territory 
University, 2004; Louis Markos, 2005).  Gender-inclusive language reformers have proposed 
some alternatives which writers and speakers may use instead of the marked ones:

Examples Alternatives

chairman Chairperson, Chair, Convenor, Co-ordinator, Moderator

air hostess flight attendant

steward/stewardess flight attendant

policeman/policewoman police officer

authoress, poetess author, poet

man-sized job big job

old wives’ tales superstitions

aviatrix aviator

usherette usher

(iv)    Gender-balancing descriptions
The ascribing of general characteristics to a group of people on the basis of gender should be 
avoided, as should the use of different adjectives to describe characteristics in men and women 
(Victoria University of Wellington, 1991; The University of Notre Dame, 2004; Honolulu County 
Committee, 2005; University College Cork, 2011).  An example of such description is as given in 
the following sentence:

The office supervisors had all the conflict resolution skills of a•  bunch of girls at a 
school dance.

The primary intention of the writer is to describe a poor management performance.   Instead, the 
description turns out to be an attack on girls in general – it is demeaning to girls.  It assumes that 
girls are not capable of developing or implementing conflict resolution skills.  The description 
ought to have focused on what characteristics are relevant for satisfactory performance in that 
field.

Other examples that are objectionable are noted below:

Examples to be avoided Recommended Alternatives

a female aviator aviator

female poet poet

lady doctor doctor

This usage is biased; the use of the objectionable adjectives: “female” and the elitist “lady” implies 
that an aviator, a poet or doctor is naturally male.  If the term “woman pilot” is acceptable, 
why does “man pilot” sound so funny?  Similarly, if “male nurse” is not surprising why does 



CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH LANGUAGE: EFFORTS AND PROSPECTS

19

“female nurse” sound redundant?  The use of the adjectives “woman” and “male” imply that the 
jobs concerned are stereotyped for either sex.  More examples of undesirable specifications of 
characteristics for groups are shown in the following examples:

Objectionable examples Recommended Alternatives

While lunch was delayed, the ladies chatted about 
last night’s meeting

While lunch was delayed, the women talked about 
last night’s meeting

Running for Student Guild president are Bill Kojo, 
the star quarterback, and Kathie Kirya, a vivacious 
junior.

Running for Student Guild president are Bill Kojo, 
the star quarterback, and newspaper editor Kathie 
Kirya.

(v) Mentioning Gender
Where it is not relevant, a person’s gender should not be mentioned (The University of Arizona, 
2011; Victoria University of Wellington, 1991; Honolulu County Committee, 2005).  More often 
than not, unnecessary gender specification leads to biases or trivialization as shown in the 
sentence given below:

Rachel Koda, the country’s leading • poetess, donated her recent publication to the 
local library.

The use of the word “poetess” diminishes Rachel Koda’s status as a poet.  The use of diminutives 
such as –ess or –ette to describe women poets, authors, actors, ushers, stewards, and so on 
trivializes those women.  It also indicates, in a linguistic form, that women are, or should be, 
dependent upon men.

Similarly, gender-inclusive language reform proscribes the whole-sale use of masculinity-
marked words such as: draughtsman, spokesman, craftsman, businessman and so on.  Such 
terms should only be used if the sex of a person needs to be made evident.  Where the sex of the 
person is irrelevant for the sense or point of the sentence, then alternative expressions should 
be used as illustrated in the examples below:

Example to be minimized Recommended Alternatives

draughtsman Drafter, drawer or designer

businessman Business manager, entrepreneur, financier or 
business executive or related terms.

vi)    Specifying Marital Status
Where it is not relevant, a person’s marital status should not be mentioned (Victoria University 
of Wellington, 1991}.  This practice invariably leads to the demeaning of women, as shown in the 
following example:

The largest ARC grant ever awarded went to biotechnologist, Professor Louise Ozo, • 
the beautiful wife of prominent media personality, Victor Mwazya.
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In this sentence, the intention is to comment on somebody’s professional achievement.  However, 
the description is demeaning in a number of ways.  Professor Ozo’s achievement is not being 
presented in its own right as a consequence of her capacities as a biotechnologist.  The fact that 
she is beautiful, married, and to whom are of no relevance for her achievement.  More examples 
of irrelevant references to marital status are as follows:

Examples to be avoided Recommended Alternative

MP Keba and Miss Kote MPs Keba and Kote

Writers become so involved in their work that they 
neglect their wives and children.

Writers become so involved in their work that they 
neglect their families.

(vii)  Using the male or masculine to incorporate the female/feminine and making 
Assumptions about Roles

Writers and speakers are urged to assume that subjects or agents can be male or female.  They 
should resolutely move away from the stereotype of male subsuming female.  Similarly, they 
should desist from making assumptions about roles (Victoria University of Wellington, 1991; 
University College Cork, 2011; Western Michigan University, 2011; The University of Notre 
Dame).  This is a traditional convention that has to be broken to reflect the realities of the 
changed global world.  Examples of this practice are noted here below:

Traditional example Recommended alternatives

A journalist must meet his deadline Journalists must meet their deadlines.
or A journalist must meet his or her deadline.
or A journalist must meet a deadline

Staff and their wives Staff and their partners or spouses

Mother of four appointed Programme Chair of 
Mineral Science

A woman has been appointed ----

The elementary teacher --- She Elementary teachers --- they

The principal --- he Principals --- they

Ask your mother to make cookies for the field trip. Ask your parents to make cookies for the field trip.

      

Pejorative Language and the Demeaning of Women

Research findings have shown that in the English language nearly all the words which refer 
to women have acquired degraded meanings: a governess is now downgraded to mean a 
“nursemaid.”  Madam, Miss and Mistress all have something to do with prostitution and 
dishonour.  (Schulz 1969: 66).  Even the seemingly innocent terms: niece, daughter, aunt, mother, 
sister have also taken the connotation of “disguised prostitutes or mistresses.” (ibid).  Conversely, 
the terms which refer to men have remained exalted with no derogation developments.  A term 
like Lord is still reserved for a title for gods and certain noble Englishmen, unlike lady which 
has become a commonplace term to be used by any woman.  Similarly, the words baronet, 
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Governor, Sir and Master have retained their exclusive respectability unlike their opposites 
which have all assumed derogatory sexual connotations (ibid.).  Over a thousand English words 
and phrases are known to describe women in sexually derogatory ways.  And over 500 terms in 
English are synonyms for prostitute.  All this is because men tend to think of women in sexual 
terms whatever the context (Schulz 1969:71-72).

This situation called for another guideline, number 4 of the gender-inclusive language reform:

Guideline No.4

Language users should dissociate themselves from pejorative and demeaning language.

Observance of this guideline will enable language users to desist from the usages illustrated 
below:

Instead of Use

Ask the ladies in the office.  (Avoid the use of ladies 
if it is not used with gentlemen)

Ask the staff in the office.

I’ll have my girl do it. I’ll ask my secretary to do it.

Who was the broad with you? Who was the woman with you?

Many other terms in common use also patronize women by according then a lower status or 
defining them inaccurately.  Expressions such as girls when addressed to mature women, and 
even ‘endearment’ terms: dear, love, darling in public situations are inappropriate and offensive.  
Expressions such as the weaker sex and the fairer sex should equally be avoided.

Even compliments that convey a clear tone of sexism are demeaning and inappropriate in 
professional contexts.  The following examples are illustrative of the kind of statements to 
avoid:

You think just like a man.• 

You are pretty smart for a woman.• 

You are beautiful when you are angry.• 

The Feminization of Inanimate Objects in English

Although inanimate objects in English are generally described as gender neutral there has always 
been a tendency to label possessions and other objects as females, which should be avoided.

Example Recommended

She flies like a bird (reference to a privately-owned aircraft) It flies like a bird.

As explained by an eighteenth century grammarian, L. Murray, object feminization is a 
stereotypical feature which is based on implicit associations of the objects with the two genders 
(See also Victoria University of Wellington, 1991):
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“The sun is always masculine and the moon, being the receptacle of the sun’s light, is feminine.   
In general, the earth is feminine as are ships, countries and cities in their capacities as 
receptacles and containers.  Time is always masculine because of its powerful effectiveness” 
(Emphasis added)(1968, Reprint)

These sexist associations of inanimate objects with masculinity and femininity call for another 
language reform guideline, number 5.

Guideline No.5

All gender ascriptions to inanimate objects and abstract concepts are undesirable; things such as 
boats, cars, ships, hurricanes, countries, cities, the moon, the sun, the seasons, etcetera, should 
be referred to as it, not he or she (Victoria University of Wellington, 1991:14)

Other Obsolete Assumptions

A number of assumptions are no longer tenable and should be avoided (Honolulu County 
Committee, 2005:4-8).

To be Avoided Recommended

That only men hold or can hold influential jobs:

Councillors urged the Vice-Chancellor to find the 
right man for the job.
That children are cared for by their mothers only:

Councillors urged the Vice Chancellor to find the 
right person for the job.

Mothers should note that a nutritious breakfast is 
more important for a child than it is for an adult.
That men head all families and are the major wage 
earners:

Parents/caretakers should note that a nutritious 
breakfast is more important for a child than it is 
for an adult.

The average worker with a wife and two children 
pays 30% of net income to taxes.
That certain professions are reserved for one sex:

An average family of four pays 30% of net income 
to taxes.
Or an average worker with three dependants pays 
30% of net income to taxes.

Sometimes a nurse must use her common sense. Sometimes nurses must use common sense.

A journalist must meet his deadline.
That women perform all work related to 
homemaking:

Journalists must meet their deadlines.
or A journalist must meet his or her deadline.
Or A journalist must meet a deadline.

Jack Kityo allows his wife to work part time. May Kityo works part time.
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Other Gender-Exclusive Language Pitfalls Targeted by Language Reformers  

i. Describe the appearance of a woman only in circumstances in which you would 
describe the appearance of a man (Honolulu County Committee, ibid.).

To be  Avoided Recommended

The attractive well-dressed interior minister fielded 
questions from reporters.

The interior minister fielded questions ---

ii. Do not report the marital status of a woman or a man, unless marital status is the 
subject of the story.

Avoid Use

Divorcee Judy Kaye lost her bid to unseat Mr.  James 
Opio

Candidate Judy Kaye lost her bid ---
Or Judy Kaye lost her bid ---

iii. An employed person should be identified by his or her occupation, when relevant.  
Do not use the terms “homemaker” or “mother” unless his or her homemaking role 
and family relationship, respectively, are the subject of discourse.

Avoid Use

Mrs. Sarah Changa, wife of Dr. John Changa, gave 
a report on recent zoning variances.

Sarah Changa (and her professional title, if she has 
one)gave a report on ---

iv. Use title, terms and names in parallel construction, with females mentioned first 
sometimes to avoid stereotyping.

Avoid Use

Man and wife Wife and husband – (or husband and wife)

v. Do not use the term “conflict” when reporting on or referring to “domestic 
violence”.

vi. Avoid expressions that demean women (examples: women’s work, woman driver, 
sissy, mannish, off-layer, ‘eggaali ekozeko’, portable, soya, doll, babe ‘kyaana’, 
sweetie, old-maidish).

vii. Avoid  stories, photographs, captions, or phrases that make assumptions based on 
stereotypes, such as the following:

a)    That the sole or primary interest of an unmarried woman is in “catching a man”.

b)  That certain categories of women are shrewish or overbearing (examples: mothers-
in-law, feminists).

c)   That certain categories of women are scatterbrained, incompetent, or excessively 
dependent upon men to manage their lives (examples: young , dizzy, pretty 
women).
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d)   That career women generally lack homemaking skills, do not have children, or are 
not good parents if they do have children.

e)    That men are brutish, violent, crude, harsh or insensitive.

f)    That women are fearful, squeamish, passive, dependent, weepy, frivolous, weak, 
prudent, shrewish, nagging, easily defeated, hysterical, scatterbrained, vain, gold-
diggers.

g)    That only welfare women are single mothers.

h)    That men have no parenting, nurturing, or homemaking skills.

i)     That only minority males are violent or crude.

j)    That only lower class individuals are drug addicts.

k)    That men are independent and women are dependent.

l)     That men must have much money but women should not have as much or more 
money than men.

The guidelines and the objectionable assumptions outlined above have been adapted from 
elaborate and detailed descriptions of gender discriminatory practices affecting language use by 
language reform groups, namely: The Media Task Force (1999); Rhodes College Writing Center 
(2002); Centre for Gender Studies, UWI (1999);  Writers Complex Group, ESC (2004);  Wooster 
Writing Center (2004);  Commonwealth Secretariat (1995); Equal Employment Opportunities 
Office,Wellington (1991); Notre Dame GTU Resources (2004) and others indicated in the 
References.  Many scholars, linguistic historians, women activists, and literary critics have 
also written volumes of work that argue the need for gender inclusive language.  The study has 
benefited greatly from works by Penelope (1990), Cameron (1992), Ehrlich & King (1994), Graddol 
& Swann (1990), Hudson (1996), Spender (1980) and others as indicated in the References.  
The cited guidelines (or strategies) and the inappropriate assumptions are therefore widely 
acknowledged and used.  These linguistic reform proposals in turn have as their main aim the 
achievement of linguistic equality of the sexes.  Advocates of the linguistic equality approach 
use the strategies of gender-inclusivity to attain their goal of creating a language system which 
allows for a balanced representation of the sexes (Pauwels, 1998).  Gender-inclusive language 
has gained support from most major textbook publishers, and from professional and academic 
groups, governments, universities and corporations (Jacobson, 2004).

Outstanding Challenges for Gender- Inclusive Language Reform

While many inclusive alternatives have been found to substitute for various exclusive terms, 
there are some subsets of terms which have proved to be hard to substitute for.  These include 
occupational or professional titles which appear to exclude one or other sex. For instance, the 
search for gender-inclusive alternatives runs into real difficulties with regard to terms, such as: 
Vising Fellow, Bachelor’s degree, Master’s degree. A possible inclusive alternative to Visiting 
Fellow is Visiting Scholar, but the degree titles remain a daunting challenge.
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Other occupational titles for which non-inclusive titles are still used within the relevant 
professions include matron, midwife, ombudsman, alderman. Again, in these cases, it is hardly 
possible for reformers to make unilateral decisions to alter such terms (Victoria University of 
Wellington 1991:9).

Summation

In summary, the five overall gender-inclusive language reform guidelines have been adapted for 
the purposes of this lecture and they are restated here for convenience of reference.

Guidelines for gender-inclusive language reform

1. The use of man, men or mankind as generic terms to describe both genders should 
be avoided.  These terms should be used only to describe males.

2. Never use gender-exclusive pronouns generically to refer to both sexes.

3. Avoid all forms of stereotyping women or men.

4. Language users should dissociate themselves from pejorative and demeaning 
language.

. All gender ascriptions to inanimate objects and abstract concepts are undesirable 
and should be avoided.

These guidelines, which have been variously described by opponents of gender-inclusive 
language as “rules” or even as “prescribed rules” (Attavista contributor 2005 and Markos 2005), 
were mostly developed and promoted in “inner circle” university centres, as is evidenced in the 
references; it is therefore appropriate to test their application in an “outer circle” university 
setting like Makerere. They make it much easier to evaluate the use and spread of gender-
inclusive language.

Underlying the gender-inclusive language reforms is a belief that making changes to linguistic 
forms will contribute significantly to the promotion of non-sexist meanings (Pauwels 1998). 
Indeed, proponents of the approach, such as Miller and Swift (1980) also concur that changes in 
the words are sufficient to solve the problem of sexism in language; and that the point of reform 
is to ensure that words express what speakers ‘really mean’ rather than conveying something 
speakers do not intend. For example, when a speaker discusses a manpower problem, he/she 
probably does not intend to convey that all the employees are male. By choosing a different 
word- say, staffing or personnel –this implication could be avoided. Put more emphatically, it is 
argued that the reason why changes ought to be made in language is to bring it into line with the 
way things really are. It is the business of language to represent reality; and that sexist language 
distorts the truth: realising this, right-thinking people will proceed to self-criticism and reform. 
Purged of prejudice, language can be used ‘conscientiously’ to disseminate ‘accurate’ information 
(Cameron, 1992:103). On their part, Miller and Swift believe that language change is threatening 
because it “signals widespread changes in social mores” (Miller and Swift 1980:4). 
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RESPONSE IN UGANDA AND MAKERERE UNIVERSITY,                
IN PARTICULAR, TO THE EARLY C20th REFORMS TO THE 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE TO YIELD GENDER-INCLUSIVE       
ENGLISH

Introduction

Upon the realization that nearly all the reforms pertaining to the development and promotion 
of gender-inclusive language were concentrated in the ‘inner-circle’ countries, we set out to 
investigate the extent to which those reforms were subscribed to in the outer-circle countries, 
with special reference to Uganda and  Makerere University, in particular. 

Uganda’s response to the reform of the English language (The 1995 Constitution)

At the national level, our attention was drawn to the 1995 Constitution which was generally 
hailed to be the hallmark of gender sensitivity and inclusiveness.

The Uganda constitution of 1995 is indeed a paragon of the use of gender-inclusive English. 
Utmost care was taken to ensure that nearly all positions of leadership and responsibility dealt 
with in the constitution catered for both women and men. These included positions such as 
those of President, Speaker of Parliament, Attorney General, Minister, Clerk to Parliament, 
Auditor General, the Governor Bank of Uganda, Inspector General of Government, Inspector 
General of Police, District Chairperson; judiciary officers amongst whom are: Chief Justice, 
Director of Public Prosecutions, Principal Judge, Justice of the supreme Court, Justice of Appeal, 
Judge of the High Court and Registrars. It was made clear, through the use of paired pronouns, 
that those offices were potentially open to both women and men. The examples itemized below 
illustrate this point.

The • President shall, within thirty days after a bill is presented to him or her------
(chapt. six, 19, (3))

The • President  may, by writing signed by him or her, and addressed to the Chief 
Justice, resign from office as President (Seven, 105)

(Vice President)----perform such other functions as may be assigned to • him or her-
-----(Six, 19. (3))

The • Speaker or Deputy Speaker shall vacate his or her office----if he or she is 
appointed to any public office---(Six, 82.)

-----where the • Chief Justice is for any reason unable to perform the functions of his 
or her office,---(Eight, 133. (2))

-----• the  Attorney General shall--- perform such other functions as may be assigned 
to him or her---(Seven, 119)
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“The functions of the • Director of Public Prosecutions” include “to direct the police 
to investigate any information---and to report to him or her expeditiously.

The • governor [Bank of Uganda]----may be removed from office-----only for---
inability to perform the functions of his or her office----(Nine, 161.)

The • Auditor General shall submit to Parliament annually a report of the accounts 
audited by him or her----(Nine, 163. (3)) 

It is, however, noted that the sex balancing paired pronouns were avoided in respect to the 
position of traditional leader or cultural leader. Instead, the repeated noun strategy was used 
to avoid pronouns as shown in the following examples. 

A • traditional leader or cultural leader shall enjoy such privileges and benefits as 
may be conferred by the Government-----or as that leader may be entitled to under 
culture, custom and tradition (Sixteen, 246.)

“• traditional leader or cultural leader”  means a king or similar traditional leader 
or cultural leader -----, who derives allegiance from the fact of birth or descent in 
accordance with the customs, traditions, usage or consent of the people led by that 
traditional or cultural leader.

The male orientation and exclusiveness of leadership in cultural institutions in Uganda is well 
known (Nyerere 1944:47). It is, therefore, to be expected that even the 1995 Constitution endorsed 
it.

However, consistent with the general trend of linguistic inclusiveness of both sexes that pervades 
the 1995 Constitution, even generic indefinite nouns, namely: person, candidate, member of 
parliament, public officer, presiding officer, citizen, polling agent, worker  were not assumed 
to have male referents only; they were invariably predicated by paired pronouns balancing both 
sexes, as illustrated in the following citations from the Constitution.

A • person elected to Parliament when he or she is a member of-------(Six,80. (3)

Every person • in Uganda has the right to practise his or her profession and carry on 
any lawful occupation, trade or business (Four, 40. (1)).

A • candidate is entitled to be present in person or through his or her representatives-
--(Five, 68)

A • member of parliament shall vacate his or her seat in Parliament----if he or she 
resigns his or her office-----(Six, 82.)

A • public officer shall not be----victimised or discriminated against for having 
performed his or her duties faithfully-----(Ten, 173.)

Every Uganda • citizen has the right to participate in the affairs of government, 
individually or through his or her representatives------(Four, 31)



CHANGING THE WORLD THROUGH LANGUAGE: EFFORTS AND PROSPECTS

28

Every • worker has a right-----to form or join a trade union of his or her choice for 
the promotion and protection of his or her economic and social interest ;---( Four, 
40. (1))

The repeated noun and paired noun strategies were also used liberally as  alternatives to 
the paired pronoun one to enhance gender inclusivity as illustrated below:

-----it shall be the duty of every • citizen----------to be patriotic and loyal to Uganda and 
to promote its well-being; to engage in gainful work for the good of that citizen,--- 
to contribute to the well-being of the community where that citizen lives; (XXIX  
  (a)  (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) (g))

Where • a person is restricted or detained----------the next-of-kin of that person shall, 
at the request of that person, be informed as soon as practicable of the restriction 
or detention; (Four 23. (5))

Parliament shall make appropriate laws for the protection of the rights of • widows 
and widowers ----- (Four 31.)

Men and women • of the age of eighteen years and above have the right to marry---
-(ibid.)

Marriage shall be entered into with the free consent of the • man and woman 
intending to marry (ibid.)

The functions of the Judicial Service Commission are---------------to advise • the 
President in the exercise of the President’s power to appoint persons to hold or act 
in any office----(Eight 147. (1))

Other strategies which were used to enhance gender inclusiveness in the use of the English 
language included the use of the plural as well as the avoidance of the feminisation of inanimate 
objects.  Examples of the use of the plural for gender inclusiveness included the following:

All persons • placed in positions of leadership and responsibility shall, in their work, 
be answerable to the people (XXVI (ii))

All the people of Uganda•  shall have access to leadership positions at all levels, 
subject to the Constitution (II (ii)).

The people • shall express their will and consent on who shall govern them and how 
they should be governed (One 1.)

All citizens • of Uganda  shall have the right and duty at all times--------

To defend this Constitution----------(One (4)).

The feminisation of inanimate objects or institutions was identified as one of the practices 
that put down women. As a result, the gender savvy drafters of the 1995 Uganda Constitution 
stayed clear of the offending practice. Inanimate objects which traditionally attracted feminine 
pronouns were carefully assigned the pronoun it(s) as seen in the examples.
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All power and authority of • Government and its organs derive from this Constitution, 
which in turn derives its authority from the people-----(One 1.)

------every citizen-----to be patriotic and loyal to • Uganda and to promote its well-
being; (XXIX (a) (b)) 

The Bank of Uganda • shall be the central bank of Uganda and it shall be the only 
authority to issue the currency of Uganda (Nine 161.).

The gender-inclusive chairperson is used consistently throughout the Constitution for all chairs 
of districts, boards and commissions. Even gender-inclusive person is used prodigiously in the 
Constitution.

We note that using only one document can hardly enable us to build a convincing argument 
about the consistency of use and spread of gender-inclusive English at the national level. We can 
only note modestly that the 1995 Constitution was a good pacemaker in exemplifying the use of 
gender-inclusive English. The extent to which that set pace was emulated by government and 
public institutions in Uganda can only be ascertained through close institutional studies.

However, even a cursory glance at some instances of post-1995 government performance 
shows that the exemplary conformity with the proposed reforms of the English language that 
was exhibited by the drafters of the 1995 Constitution was hardly translated into practice by 
the practitioners. Later on Parliament failed to endorse the proposed amendment to the same 
gender-informed constitution to incorporate the property co-ownership clause that was 
proposed by Miria Matembe.  Matembe (2002) made superhuman effort to have the land co-
ownership constitutional amendment approved for inclusion into the 1995 constitution, “the 
President --- publicly criticized the amendment and called for its rejection” (p. 251) thereby 
presenting a formidable stumbling block to the passing of the amendment. 

Contributing to the discussion of why the land co-ownership clause was barred from the 
constitution, Tamale (1999) pointedly noted that “The real reasons---are located in the power attached 
to property ownership, which customary law has jealously guarded for Ugandan men.” Tamale (2001) 
also noted yet another curt remark by the powers that be, again in a public address, against the 
women’s movement, which was said to have become “a rolling vehicle without breaks.”

Another glaring demonstration of lack of will and commitment to fundamental empowerment 
and emancipation of women is the continued failure to pass the Domestic Relations Bill in 
Parliament.

Further, a news bulletin on the NBS: ‘Live at 9’of 27th March 2017 reported the complaint by 
the Equal Opportunities Commission of failure by Government to budget for overseeing the 
implementation of the gender and equity requirements in government ministries.

Obviously, this back and forth manner of doing business clearly shows that as a nation we are 
good at bandying words without action and propagating theory sans practice; it does not auger 
well for women’s empowerment and emancipation in Uganda.
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Response in Makerere University (in Official Discourse) to the advent of the 
promotion of the use of gender-inclusive English

In Makerere University, a systematic qualitative study: A Study of the Gender Language Terrain in 
Makerere University, Focusing on Official Discourse, was conducted in 2005, focusing on data from 
official university documents and other official communications – written and verbal. The data 
was gathered over a period of one academic year, 2005. The data analysis was carried out by coding 
the sampled official documents for language expressions that exhibit gender exclusiveness or 
inclusiveness. Special attention was also paid to official communications from management on 
the intranet as well as to the spoken language of the university leaders in Council and Senate 
meetings. Over 3,000 pages of official documentation were coded for gender exclusive/inclusive 
English. The full list of the major documents which were analysed is appended at A. The data 
analysis was in turn modelled on the transnational guidelines for the use of gender-inclusive 
language reform outlined in part 2 which, among other things, focus on the high incidence and 
use of gender-exclusive nouns and pronouns as well as on stereotyping practices and the need 
to substitute them for gender-inclusive forms.

On the basis of the results obtained, we sought to assess the progress made by Makerere 
University, a premier institution, in an “outer circle” country, in the adoption and use of the 
inclusive version of the English language as opposed to the traditional exclusive English.  The 
intent was specifically to investigate the extent to which Makerere University subscribed to 
the use of gender-inclusive English, partly in direct response to the global linguistic reformist 
movement, and partly in emulation of the pace set by the national 1995 Constitution of the 
Republic of Uganda in adopting and using gender- inclusive English in formal discourse. 
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INSTANCES OF THE USE OF GENDER-EXCLUSIVE GENERIC 
NOUNS IN MAKERERE 

Mannpower

Makerere University adopted the use of the term human resource (e.g. Directorate of Human 
Resources and Human Resource Management are now familiar expressions) in place of the clichéd 
term manpower.  However, as is usual for new language forms, the development is yet to be 
assimilated and internalized by all users as was evident in a number of instances of continued 
spontaneous use of the term manpower:

Makerere is still playing a vital role in educating • manpower for Uganda.  (Acad. 
Staff correspondences, intranet.mak.ac.ug, 10/05/2005)

Horticultural crops --- have received very little attention in terms of • manpower 
development.  (Mak. Prospectus 2002/04, 4th Edition, p.128).

With well trained • manpower --- (ibid. p. 128)

Skilled • manpower (sub-heading) (SDP-Fac. of Vet. Med, 2001-2004/5)

Should we sponsor students on the basis of • manpower requirements?  (Presentation 
by Apolo Nsibambi, 15 Feb 1999).

--- making use of the existing • manpower --- (Mak. Training Policy, 1993 p.5).

Evidently, Makerere still has a long way to go to iron out this wavering between inclusive human 
resource and exclusive manpower.

Chairman

The use of the gender-exclusive term chairman was so pervasive that even the sub-committees 
of Senate and Council which were chaired by women recorded their minutes referring to 
chairmen.  All the documents reviewed: Council minutes, Senate minutes, unit minutes, students’ 
committees - all used the term chairman (for both men and women). The following example from 
the General Information Brochure (2001) of the School of Postgraduate Studies epitomizes the 
trend of the usage.

The viva voce panel consists of six members with a • chairman who should normally 
be the Dean/Director. Four members including the chairman should form a 
quorum.

The only consistent exceptions were the minutes of the Gender Mainstreaming Division which 
used chairperson or chair.  Evidently, only the proactive gender practitioners used the inclusive 
alternative ‘chairperson’ or ‘chair’ when the holder of the office was a woman, but as noted, 
the usage was restricted to one unit.  Elsewhere, chairman reigned regardless of whether the 
referent was a man or woman, at least according to the data which was analysed.
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Other inclusive alternatives to exclusive chairman which featured in the data were: head (of a 
department); convenor (of a meeting/committee); presiding/returning officer (for elections); 
or simply chair (for both men and women). The toleration of the use of chair for both men and 
women in some instances is a limited attempt to use the gender-neutralisation strategy to 
enhance gender- inclusiveness. Gender-neutralisation involves minimising or eliminating 
gender-specific expressions and constructions. However, the strategy is not used consistently; 
for even the gender-specification (feminisation) strategy is used, especially in students’ 
governance where ‘chairmen and chairladies’ are used systematically. Gender-specification (also 
known as feminisation) is a strategy used to achieve linguistic equality by making the ‘invisible 
sex’ (in most cases, women) visible in language through systematic and symmetrical marking 
of gender. The use of ‘he or she’ and of phrases such as ‘police men and women’, ‘girls and boys’ 
in generic contexts exemplifies the gender-specification strategy. Were the adoption of gender-
inclusive English taken seriously in the University, the alternative forms: chairperson or chair 
would be used consistently for both sexes.

Other man-bearing terms which featured in the data included: foreman, storeman 
(Estates Department, Restructuring Propositions, p.17); sportsmen (Presentation by Elisha 
Obela(Academic Registrar’s Department): “Opportunities for entry---”); groundsmen (Restructuring 
report, Department of Dean of Students); workman’s compensation (Terms and  Conditions of 
Service for Faculty-employed staff, 2001 p.17); freshman (Task Force Report on Interdisciplinary 
Education, 2004: 38)

These words are all instances of a build-up of exclusivity of women in language use in the 
institution, a situation which is undesirable.  In event of Makerere adopting a policy of 
degendering the English language used in all its function there will be need to find or adopt 
alternative terms which are gender inclusive.  Some of the gender-inclusive alternatives that 
would have been used in place of the gender-exclusive ones that featured in the data are indicated 
below:

exclusive term inclusive alternatives

foreman supervisor, foreperson

store man store keeper, store person

sportsmen athletes, sportspersons

grounds men grounds workers, gardeners

workman’s compensation worker’s/labourer’s/employee’s compensation

freshman first-year student, new student

Verb (to) man

Examples of this usage were found in some Makerere documents as illustrated below:

(Of Counselling and Guidance): It is such a vital service that it needs to be well • 
manned.  (Dean of Students: Restructuring Report 2003: 4)

Halls of residence are • manned by a big number of support staff. (ibid.)
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Their libraries had no qualified staff to • man them.  (Report on Visitation to Health 
Institutions (Senate), 2002: 32).

The current person • manning the library --- (ibid. p.38)

--- staff to • man students’ records --- (ibid. p.48)

It should be noted that language reformers advise against the use of man as a verb.  Alternatives 
are duly proposed:

Exclusive: to man Inclusive alternatives

To man the library To manage the library
or to staff the library
or to run the library

To man the phone To answer the phone

The other instance of man expression found in the scripts reviewed was: 15 man-days (PDD: 
SDP 2001/02-2004/05).  A gender-inclusive alternative to this expression is: 15 work-days.

Instances of use of gender-exclusive pronouns he, his, him

Many documents had a proliferation of instances of the use of these gender-exclusive 
pronouns.  Examples cited included:

(Of functions of a • Professor Emeritus)--- Continuous creation of knowledge in his 
area of specialisation (Minutes of Academic Programmes and Library Com. 6 Jan 
2005).

No • student shall sleep out of the University --- unless he is officially non-resident.  
(University Rules, Office of the Dean of Students, 2000/2001)

--- • student --- shall inform the Academic Registrar through his Warden. (ibid.)

Any • student or  student leader who misappropriates public funds entrusted to him   
--- (ibid.)

We counted over 24 instances of this practice in that tiny document.  Other antecedents that 
governed the generic pronouns in the same booklet were: the Vice-Chancellor (p.12); key holder 
(p.15); Custodian (p.15); any member (p.15); any member of the University (p.16)

Another source of men-only pronouns was the Makerere Prospectus 2002-2004, 4th Edition. 
Examples therein were:

The • Vice-Chancellor is responsible for --- 

He•  is also the direct link --- (ibid.)

--- • a candidate --- presenting himself for --- (ibid.)

A candidate•  --- shall be required to submit --- his special study or research.
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However, these instances of exclusive usages notwithstanding, the Academic Registrar’s 
Department must be commended for having endeavoured to use the paired pronoun technique: 
he or she most of the time throughout the large Prospectus.  It is clear testimony that the primary 
intent was to be gender inclusive.

The papers from the Finance Department also strived, as much as possible, to be gender-inclusive 
by using the paired pronouns so as to balance the visibility of both sexes.  However, there were a 
few lapses here and there as illustrated below:

The Manager•  is accountable --- to his Superiors.

In cases where • an employer or his agent ---

Because • the trader paid --- VAT --- he collects --- (from paper presentations at a 
course conducted for the Gender Mainstreaming Division, 17-19 September, 2004)

Conversely, the Bursar’s presentation to the Deans, Directors and Heads of Departments in 1990 
contained as many generic male pronouns as the paired gender-inclusive ones, as evidenced in 
the following characteristic example from his write-up:

When a • head is endorsing  he must be serious and certain of what he is endorsing 
and know that it commits him/her.

Other units which endeavoured to stay clear of the generic pronouns included the School of 
Graduate Studies (we found only one odd instance of exclusive his in the document titled: 
Guidelines for Submission of Dissertations). Typical examples from the “General Information 
Brochure” (2001) (School of Postgraduate Studies) included the following:

If a candidate realizes that •	 he/she cannot complete his/her work within the time 
allowed, it is his/her duty to take the initiative to apply for extension of the 
registration (p. 9).

A candidate intending to submit • his or her thesis/dissertation (or practical work), 
must give three months’ written notice of submission (p. 12).

Nevertheless, some odd examples of exclusive use of he/his in the generic sense still remained 
in the brochure, as evidenced in the following statement:

The University shall not enter into negotiations on behalf of an • occasional student 
------on the crediting of the student’s work covered during his registration (p.15).

Ironically, the document which did not make even a modicum of attempt to be gender inclusive 
was the one on “Terms of Service for Academic & Senior Library and Administrative Staff” (1975).  It 
abounds in pronouns and all of them are exclusively male.  We counted 24 instances of such 
usage in that 22-page document. A representative illustration is cited as follows:

If • a member of staff is prevented by illness from carrying out his duties, the Council 
may appoint a Medical Board to examine him.----
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In English, the problematic nature of the male pronouns has been analysed intensively and 
extensively, as explained at length in part 2.0.  Around 12 strategies have been recommended for 
their varied use so as to ensure gender inclusivity and to end the exclusion of women that results 
from the pervasive use of generic masculine pronouns.

While many units in the University have made commendable effort to minimise the whole-sale 
exclusion of women by maintaining the use of the paired pronoun strategy, it must be realized that 
overuse of this solution (as it has been done in many reviewed documents) can be cumbersome 
and awkward.  Moreover, the paired pronoun option is not appropriate for most literary contexts; 
and the abbreviated versions: he/she/s/he//his/her/(s)he/s(he) are non-formal and to be avoided 
in academic exposition.  The challenge for Makerere gender savvy users of inclusive language 
is therefore to learn to use all the twelve strategies for the varied use of personal pronouns (as 
outlined in 2.2.3 above) so as to ensure gender inclusion as well as to maintain appropriate levels 
and styles of usage.

The Gender Stereotyping Anomaly

On the basis of the linguistic data gathered, Makerere University is still overwhelmingly 
a stereotyping institution on the gender plane.  Numerous sentences in the data and others 
gathered from listening to the top executives of the University as well as members of academic 
staff reinforce the assumption that the prototypical person is a man.  A spectrum of illustrations 
is at hand:

The • Professor Emeritus --- in his area of specialisation ---. (Senate Minutes,  
January 2005)

Every • student shall remain within his Hall of Residence between 12 midnight and 
6.00 a.m. (University Rules, 2000/01, p.3)

Each • key holder is to ensure that he has signed in the key-book (ibid., p.15)

The • Custodian being unable to --- he may allow --- (ibid., p.15)

Any member•  who loses his Identity Card --- must report --- first to his Warden and 
to the Police.  (ibid., p.15)

Any member of the University•  has the obligation to report --- any infringement of 
University or Hall Rules which come to his notice.  (ibid. p.16).

He•  (the invigilator) should – tell students when they may begin writing.  (Instructions 
to Invigilators, p.1).

A candidate•  --- who presents himself for the examination --- (ibid.)

The examiner•  should draw the attention of the Committee to such circumstances 
and factors as he feels the Committee should be made aware of (School of 
Postgraduate Studies, Notes for the Guidance of Examiners).

On duties of Professors and other Substantive Heads of Departments: • 
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The organisation and development of (i) his Department ---
The promotion of the knowledge of • his subject --- (Terms of Service (Senior Staff as 
per Makerere University, Kampala Act 1970, p.2)

For • all others:

-   The promotion of knowledge of • his subject by his own original work (ibid., p.2)

A member of staff•  may resign his office --- (ibid. p.4)

The Vice Chancellor•  shall have power to suspend the appointment of a member of 
staff, provided that he shall forthwith report to the Chairman of the Council --- for 
his action --- (ibid., p.5)

--- • a retired person’s pension means the best single annuity on his own life.  (ibid. 
p.10).

--- • the sponsored officer  will be entitled to his salary in full.

Other individuals commanding the pronouns: he, his, him in the documents reviewed  are: the 
warden, the chairman, a member of the cabinet (Students’ Guild), the Chairman of Council, 
Deputy Vice Chancellor, an expatriate member of staff, the Chancellor, the Vice Chairman of 
Council, the University Secretary, the Academic Registrar, Deans and Directors, the University 
Librarian and all.

The general assumption here is that all the office bearers in Makerere University: members 
of staff, students and workers are male.  The perception of all the titles itemized above (and 
others that our data did not capture) as male in language use is what constitutes a problem 
in perpetuating gender-based stereotypes which have to be dealt with if Makerere  is indeed 
committed to allowing women to become a visible part of the work force as well as of the student 
body.  The picture depicted by the language use patterns exemplified above is the traditional 
one which uses the male or masculine to incorporate the female or feminine.  If the institution 
wishes to treat women and men equitably in development concerns the gateway would be to 
work on portraying and treating women and men equitably in language and deeds.

The other type of gender stereotyping that was evidenced in the data assumes that women 
are always wives and mothers while men are the breadwinners.  One consequence of this type 
of stereotyping is that descriptions of women often focus on their roles as wife and mother, 
irrespective of their professional roles or qualifications.  Some examples of this irrelevant 
stereotypic gender emphasis are as follows:

A • mother hen attitude (an irrelevant insertion in a technical  paper on Accountability 
in Procurement & Disposal of Public Assets)

A member of staff shall be entitled --- to free passage for • the member of staff,  his 
wife and children.  (Terms of Service, ibid.)

Around 1925, Margaret Trowell, • the wife of a British medical doctor, began “art 
hobby classes” on her veranda at her residence on Mulago hill.  (SP 2000/01-2005: 
M.T. School of Industrial and Fine Art p.4)
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It should be noted that Margaret Trowell was an artist in her own right, not because she was 
a wife of a doctor. Such references to a woman’s marital or mothering roles as well as to her 
physical or characteristic attributes in a professional context trivialize her worth and cast 
doubt on her professional expertise. A further consequence of this type of stereotyping is that 
attention is drawn to a woman’s roles and attributes which are diversionary and irrelevant to 
the description of her professional expertise.  

Pejorative and Demeaning Language

Many terms in common usage patronize women by according them a lower status or defining 
them inaccurately.  Expressions of this nature were not very many in the official documents that 
were reviewed.  Only two types of demeaning language were found in the data: the regendering 
and use of diminutive suffixes on one hand, and the use of asymmetrical terms of address as 
outlined below:

Regendering

Instances of regendering manifested in the form of words such as: sportsmen/sportswomen   
(Obella on “Opportunities for entry ---“); chairmen/chairladies (Students’ Common Room (SRC) 
governments).  As explained in part 2, the guideline by the gender-inclusive language savvy 
practitioners is to degender the exclusive words not to regender them.  For instance, given the 
exclusive male-focussed term sportsmen we should degender it to terms such as sports personnel 
or sports people which are bias-fee in terms of gender and not regender it into another biased 
term: sportswomen.  Similarly, to achieve linguistic symmetry, the term chairman should be 
degendered to chairperson or simply chair (terms which should apply to both men and women) 
but should not be regendered into chairlady or chairwoman which create another bias.  The 
rationale is that when we polarize terms into male and female biases the masculine term will 
invariably be perceived as the high value form in comparison to the feminine form which will 
invariably be less highly valued, in which case, the stereotype will be reintroduced.  To avoid all 
these biases, the best option is to adopt a gender-inclusive term for both genders.

Diminutive endings

As noted in part 2, the use of suffixes somewhat detracts from the status and achievement of the 
professionals concerned.  Our data yielded only one example of the application of the diminutive 
rule on the term waiters to produce waitresses.  It is not the best example of the group.  However, 
its sole appearance is not necessarily evidence that users of English in Makerere do not use words 
with diminutive endings such as dominatrix, executrix, actress,  poetess, authoress and so on in 
the appropriate contexts.  The call from the inclusive language proponents is for this rule of the 
English language to be discarded altogether so as to restore gender symmetry in the language 
by removing the inherent sense of hierarchy that is imposed in the use of language whereby one 
group of professionals (the women) are in a way depicted as second-hand counterparts in the 
given profession. 

Fortunately, the proposition from the Office of the Dean of Students was a positive one, seeking 
to discard the exclusive terms waiters/waitresses in favour of the gender-inclusive catering 
assistants, as illustrated: 
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It is now proposed that the designation of these members of staff as • cooks, kitchen 
assistants and waiters/waitresses be abolished and all the staff be designated as 
catering assistants  (Dean of  Students (2004), Proposed Restructuring).

Asymmetrical terms of address

On this aspect too, Makerere University has no consistent guidelines on how to deal with terms of 
address.  A scrutiny of a spectrum of minutes of the period between 1999 and 2005 from Council, 
Senate and their Committees, and others from some other Units, as well as some staff lists from 
some Units revealed that while the presentation of men’s titles was quite consistent, that of 
women’s titles was very varied.  Men who have professional titles are consistently addressed by 
those titles with no interjected (Mr.) in between.  The title Mr. is only reserved for men who have 
no other professional titles.

The picture is very different when it comes to women.  The presenter has two professional titles 
(Professor & Doctor)  in addition to the birth one but there are sets of minutes in which she is 
stripped of both  professional titles and cut  down to the size of  her birth title(Miss).  And while 
both Ms. and Mrs. are used, no clear rationale is followed in their distribution.  Out of the 30 lists 
studied only one list reserved Ms. for single women and Mrs for married women.  In the rest, 
some married women were titled Ms while others were accorded the Mrs (regardless of their 
preferences for either title).  Then there was the pattern that was used for married women who 
also have professional titles; in some sets of minutes they were accorded only their marriage 
titles while in others they were addressed by their professional titles.  Yet another scenario was 
where they were assigned both tiles: Dr. (Mrs) Kityo (not real name).

On this aspect of language use, if Makerere ever wishes to systematise its application, the 
proponents of inclusive language have provided some guidelines.  One of them is that a person’s 
right to specify the surname and the term of address by which they wish to be addressed should 
be respected in all circumstances.

Specifically, on the titles: Miss, Mrs, Mr.  and Ms it is explained that Miss and Mrs are indicators 
of both marital status and sex while Mr. indicates sex only.  The feminine equivalent of Mr. is 
Ms.  As a general guide, all women who have no professional titles should be called Ms (unless 
they indicate otherwise).

Gender Ascription to Inanimate Objects

For some curious reason, this practice in language use appears to be very common in official 
communication in Makerere University.  The analysed data was abounding with instances of 
the usage:

The School of Education•   has intensified its efforts to boost her capacity to execute 
the research mandate.  (Mak. Annual Plan 2001)

Makerere University•  is to step up her involvement in influencing public policy 
agenda. (ibid. p.28)
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MISR•  must prepare ---, and she must prepare --- in focusing on her priorities, she 
will have --- to assess her strengths --- to achieve her objectives.  --- she will need 
stable leadership that has seen her reach where  she is --- the way forward is for her 
to make a firm consolidation. (MISR 2004, End of Assign. Report, p.27).

Critics --- would criticise • Mak and her products (staff correspondences (10/05/2005) 
Intranet.mak.ac. ug).

Several petitions asking • the Council to revisit her decisions [On Mandatory 
Retirement Age] have been received. (Min. of 10th meeting of Council, 15 Dec 2004/19 
Jan 2005 p.4).

The Planning and Development Department• , will work towards enhancing the 
capacity of her staff to research, plan, monitor and evaluate the Institutional 
Development ---. (DPP SP 2000/01-2004/05, p.9).

In order to fulfil • her mandate, the Department [of Higher Education, School of 
Educ.] runs training programmes for postgraduate studies at Masters and PhD 
degree levels (Business from DPP to Senate, undated).

The Department of Planning and Development received and considered an • 
application from the Department of History pertaining to the expansion of her 
academic staff establishment (Minutes of the Appointments Board, 2006).

This strategic p• lan is a result of a review – of EASLIS – activities, a study of the 
developments experienced by sister schools/departments ---. (EASLIS SP 2000-
2005, p.2).

Bank of Uganda•  usually takes about two days to do her job.  (University Secretary (2 
May 2005), GENERAL CIRCULAR No. 1767, Intranet.mak.ac.ug)

These examples show that the University and all its units (faculties and departments) as well as 
the major organs of business transactions (Council, Senate and possibly their Committees as 
well) are conceived of as female.  A curious supplement to this general trend of the feminization 
of the entire University and other institutions beyond is the designation of the people in the 
Institution as ‘husbands’ as exhibited in the following example:

The University requires • a contented people to teach, to research, to implement 
policy, to husband available resources and to protect property.  (Bernard Onyango 
(21 Jan 1991): Memorandum to Senate)

This last example completes the image: the husband to wife stereotypical hierarchy, which 
perpetrates gender asymmetry.  As shown above (in 2.2.4), the ‘feminine’ objects are conceived 
of as “receptacles and containers” while the ‘masculine’ ones are associated with agency and 
power as evidenced in the analysis by Murry (1968).

The recommendation to Institutions such as Makerere University, which are aspiring to promote 
gender equality, is to desist from the perpetuation of these sexist language use patterns which 
create and reinforce gender stereotyping and the demeaning of women and associated objects.
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Areas of difficulty in the search for inclusive alternatives

The analysed data had limited examples of this feature, but the challenge of finding alternatives 
for non-inclusive degree titles such as Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees is obviously to be 
expected. 

The data featured the phrase, master plan. A number of units discussed their master plans in 
their restructuring and strategic plans, which Central Management acknowledged accordingly, 
as in the following examples:

The University has drawn a separate ICT • Master Plan --- (Annual Report 2001: viii)

The school [MUBS] managed to develop a • Master Plan, --- (ibid.)

One wonders whether alternatives such as Principal/Chief/Major/Main Plan would do, as 
substitutes for master in the given contexts.

Assessment of Makerere’s Position on the Gender-Inclusive Language Map: Progress 
but with Inconsistencies and Limitations 

Despite the lack of a gender language policy in Makerere University, the University is to be  
commended for the progress it has made in observing some of the guidelines for the use of 
gender -inclusive language, albeit inconsistently, and for many, not in their entirety. There were 
even a few gender savvy individuals within the university community who asserted that gender-
inclusive English was the endorsed variety in academic writing. Nakanyike and Taylor (2010:58), 
for example, assert that Sexist language is no longer tolerated in academic writing. They even give 
examples of objectionable gender-exclusive terms and the recommended gender-inclusive 
alternatives. However, as evidenced from the analysed documents, the use of gender-inclusive 
language was overwhelmingly inconsistent or even non-existent in some areas of language use. 
For instance, while there is a notable shift, especially in written documents, from the use of 
generic gender exclusive he, his and him which was rampant in the 1970’s and 1980’s to embrace 
gender- inclusive usage of the paired: he and she, his and hers, and him and her, there are still 
instances of wavering between the two usages up to today.  Similarly, the use of gender inclusive 
nouns such as human resource in place of gender exclusive manpower is also still at the level of 
back and forth.  Further, the use of the gender inclusive terms adopted is still restricted to one 
strategy or to one alternative in most cases.  For example, while the language reformers drew 
up over ten strategies to use to avoid gender exclusive he, his and him the research findings 
revealed that writers in Makerere seem to be aware of only the double pronoun technique: he 
or she, him or her. The authors of the Draft of Makerere University Research --- document are to 
be congratulated for having distinctly employed the pluralizing option to maintain inclusivity 
throughout the document.  Regarding male-biased nouns such as, manpower, the limitation 
seems to be related to users’ ignorance of other possible inclusive alternatives to it, namely: 
human resource,workforce, labourforce, personnel, workers, and so on.  

Makerere is therefore still caught up in a rudimentary state of the use of gender-inclusive 
language. Apart from the notable effort to avoid using the generic he, other gender- inclusive 
strategies have largely eluded the premier institution. What then could be some of the causes of 
the gross variability in the adoption and use of gender-inclusive language in Makerere?
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VALEDICTORY INSIGHTS AND CONTEMPLATION FOR THE 
WAY FORWARD

Why has change through language use hitherto eluded 
Makerere University?

Lack of a gender language policy

The inconsistencies and serious limitations that shroud the use of gender- inclusive language 
in Makerere University are largely due to lack of a gender language policy.   The language policy 
void is in turn unlikely to change if the Makerere University Gender Equality Policy (GEP) 
continues to be held in abeyance. It is a gender language policy that would guide or reinforce the 
requisite language use practices in the institution. The Makerere University Gender Equality 
Policy, that was approved by the University Senate in July 2009 and by the University Council 
in August 2010, would have invariably catalysed the formulation of a gender language policy 
for the University, had it not been shelved indefinitely. In the GEP, explicit provisions and 
procedures are formulated to guide university officials at all levels in the implementation of 
gender mainstreaming across all policy areas and all university functions. 

All universities and other institutions which have proactively implemented 
gender policies also develop firm language policies and equally clear 
guidelines for the implementation of the enacted policies. Rhodes College 
RMIT University, Universities of Saskatchewan, Western Cape, Kwazulu 
Natal, Free State, Stellenbosch, Pretoria, Cape Town, WITS, and many others 
in the inner circle countries are a case in point. They assert their commitments 
in definite statements, such as the following:: 

“Rhodes as an institution is committed to using inclusive language in all official documents.”  
(Rhodes College Writing Center, 2002).

“The Council of RMIT approved a policy on gender inclusive language on 24 August 1992.  ---- In  
advancing equal opportunity and equal education, RMIT University supports the use of gender 
inclusive language in all university policy and at all levels of university activity.”  “The use of 
gender inclusive language shall be widely promoted throughout the university.  The policy will 
be observed in:

a.  all university documents;

b.  all published matter ascribed to RMIT;

c.  all information conveyed to students, staff and applicants for positions in the 
university.”  (RMIT University, 2004).

“Policy:

All documents, publications or presentations developed by all University constituencies, including 
faculty and staff, shall be written in gender neutral and/or gender inclusive language.
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Deans of Colleges have a responsibility to ensure that faculty use gender neutral and/or gender 
inclusive language in course materials distributed to students and in classroom discourse.”  
(University of Saskatchewan, 2001).

I hoped that the launching of the implementation of the GEP would find me still in active service 
so that I get the opportunity to lead the formulation of a gender language policy for Makerere 
but that opportunity eluded me.

Lack of commitment and support from the top

Commitment and support from the top levels of the University was vital for the greater success 
of gender mainstreaming efforts and concomitant inclusive language use. The university 
management, including the Vice Chancellor, have to give much support if the gender policies and 
legislation is to be assured of success. In Makerere University none of the Vice Chancellors has 
ever felt obliged to attend any gender training forums for the top leaders of the University. Three 
workshops were held for top leaders between 2002 and 2006 but none of them was attended by 
a Vice Chancellor or a Deputy Vice Chancellor. When in 1998 a Deputy Vice Chancellor attended 
the first gender awareness workshop, the benefits were realized immediately; in January 1999 
the University Senate set up the Senate Committee on Gender Mainstreaming which promptly 
drew up a comprehensive Gender Mainstreaming Programme (GMP) in 2000. In the same year 
the university strategic plan incorporated gender mainstreaming as the sixth priority area for 
the University. In the same vain the Gender Mainstreaming Division (GMD) was established in 
2002 to administer and implement the GMP. These rapid developments within that short span 
show that if the top university management had kept up the moral, administrative and financial 
support for the GMP Makerere would by now be a truly gender mainstreaming University.

Public display of gender insensitivity

Probably because of its spontaneity and impromptu nature, spoken language at times betrays 
male-biased dispositions involuntarily. It happened in a full University Council meeting when 
discussing the item on the criteria for the selection of candidates to fill the positions of Deputy 
Vice Chancellors. Despite the fact that the University Council had previously endorsed the 
provision for female representation in the top management of the University, the Vice Chancellor 
of the time shocked the gender aware individuals when he blurted out the following utterance:

 “A DVC must be that man who will have the ability to initiate and preside over fundraising   
activities and events; that man who will be able to negotiate and uphold excellent international 
relations on behalf of the University ---“(emphasis added).

Commitment to the implementation of gender mainstreaming projects, including the enactment 
of a gender language policy, would raise our levels of gender sensitivity adequately for us to be 
able to guard against such utterances.

The gender mainstreaming programme (GMP) that was

By institutionalising the administrative gender unit, the Gender Mainstreaming Division 
(GMD), the University formally undertook an official commitment to “mainstreaming” gender 
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issues across all University functions and policies. That is, the University bad accepted to fulfil 
the technical task of engendering policy, programmes, projects and the day-to-day operations 
of the University, as well as to put in place a change management strategy that would create an 
enabling environment for gender mainstreaming in the institution, and commit all the relevant 
stakeholders for effective implementation of the process (Williams and Harvey, 1998).

The areas for university mainstreaming included: curriculum and instruction; research and 
documentation; university outreach; staffing and employee development; budgeting and 
resource management; communication (gender-inclusive language), information systems 
and public-relations; and plant, equipment and security. These are the key areas in which the 
gender mainstreaming (GM) process is supposed to have been effectively implemented by now 
if Makerere University were to be truly gender mainstreamed.

On their part, the Department of Women and Gender Studies, the Senate Committee on Gender 
Mainstreaming and the GMD did their level best to push the GM process forward, particularly 
from 2003 to 2005. A multi-pronged approach was adopted through an unprecedented gender 
awareness raising drive, involving workshops, training sessions, as well as cultural events, 
exhibitions and gender weeks; a website was developed for information dissemination and image 
building; documentary radicalism was also pioneered, featuring: pages in newspapers, the Focus 
magazine  and advocacy messages on key holders and T-shirts. Gender mainstreaming promotion 
literature sagaciously invited readers to Promote gender equality and women’s empowerment; asserted 
Makerere’s position on GM as well as challenged the stakeholders to perform their roles in the 
promotion of the GM process:  Icon of gender equity and equality; Equality now: 50-50 for Makerere; 
We want a violence free Makerere. Stop Sexual Harassment; Equality and Equity: Walk the Talk. The 
linguistics of the advocacy was clearly beyond reproach.

The initiator advocates of the GMP also endeavoured to roll out the programme to other 
policy areas and other university units. The University Units (academic and administrative) 
were expected to embrace the gender mainstreaming process through the Sentinel Sites 
(gender focal committees) at the Faculty/School and administrative Units, while the students 
participated in the process through the student peer trainer’s initiative as well as the mentoring 
and life skills inculcating forums. However, despite its significant presence and enhanced 
image in the University, gender mainstreaming was never meaningfully integrated into the 
university structures and functions7. The GM sentinel sites were set up in Faculties/Schools and 
Administrative Units but they remained outside the scope of the university structural organs, 
such as Departmental and Faculty/School Boards, and all the other official Working Committees. 

7	 In	2003/04,	the	GM	Division	endeavored	to	establish	links	with	the	relevant	Units	of	the	University	(	the	faculties/schools/
institutes/colleges)	by	working	with	them	to	form	unit	committees	as	sentinel	sites	to	promote	the	gender	mainstreaming	
process.	 It	was	envisaged	that	 the	unit	sentinel	sites	would	ensure	that	gender	mainstreaming	 is	decentralized	and	not	
encapsulated	 in	 the	 central	 administrative	hierarchy.	 If	 this	 objective	were	 realized,	 gender	mainstreaming	would	have	
permeated	the	entire	University	structure	from	top	administrative	units	to	all	academic	units	(including	students’	governance	
structures),	down	to	the	support	staff	grassroots.	This	was	not	realized		because	the	sentinel	sites	were	not	formally	integrated	
into	the	respective	Units.	When	the	Gender	Mainstreaming	Division	was	established	in	2002,	its	advocates	worked	to	have	
it	situated	in	the	Academic	Registrar’s	Department	so	that	the		gender	mainstreaming	process	may	readily	permeate	the	
functions	handled	by	that	Department,	namely:	Admissions,	Students’	Orientation,	Senate	Business	(all	academic	concerns),	
Examinations,	Ceremonies(Graduation	and	Transcripts/Certificates	Processing).	This	too	was	not	realized.	The	engendering	
of	the	curricula	in	the	academic	units	was	also	still	pending;	subsequently,	the	engendering	of	research	activities	as	well	as	
the	teaching	and	learning	processes	was	also	held	in	abeyance.	
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In administrative units, the sentinel sites were not linked to the management committees 
either.  A similar situation prevailed among the students leadership and governance structures, 
the gender mainstreaming undertakings remained largely on the periphery. 

The gender awareness raising campaigns too only reached the top and middle level stakeholders. 
The lower cadres were reached minimally. Even among the top and middle level stakeholders, 
the sensitization stopped at the rudimentary level, interspersed with some sessions aimed at 
imparting gender analysis skills among the stakeholders. Merely one or two workshops per 
stakeholder group were not sufficient to enable the groups to internalize and apply the gender 
analysis skills to their programmes. Thus even the sensitization of the stakeholders remained 
unfinished business. Many members of the university community did not know the ongoing 
activities and functions of the GMD. This was clear evidence that there was still need to move 
the sensitization/training processes from the basic and gender analysis levels to the gender 
responsive level so as to enable the various stakeholders to launch the integration of gender into 
their respective Unit structures, programmes and functions.

Obviously, the objectives of the Gender Mainstreaming Programme were never achieved partly 
due to the factors noted in 4.1.1 and 4.1.2 but also due to other deleterious events that bedevilled 
the programme since 2005 when the founder Head of the GMD took early retirement from 
Makerere University. For nearly two years, the Division had no substantive Head, resulting 
in accountability lapses and severe budgetary constraints.  Human resource instability and 
financial deprivation, plus central management aloofness were enough to throttle the nascent 
GMP, whose inception and viability had largely depended on astute strategizing, super human 
advocacy and hard work by individuals who were dubbed “gender musketeers” by one official 
whose office they frequented. Even the new substantive Head who took office in August 2007 
could not turn around the GMP, which was left in limbo while priority attention was devoted 
to the scholarship programmes. Ironically, the GMD was elevated to the level of a Directorate 
of Gender Mainstreaming after the demise of the programme. That meant that the one 
anticipating developing a gender equality language policy for Makerere University would have 
to wait longer.

Way forward

The gender-inclusive language reform (also known as non-sexist language planning) was not a 
vain attempt. Women as agents of linguistic change imprinted an indelible mark on the face of 
the world. In response to their persistent demand for concrete changes in speech and writing 
conventions did indeed change and continue to change. Presenting evidence from researches, 
on the use of gender-inclusive language, conducted between 1971 and 1979 on Dutch, English, 
French and German print media, Pauwels (2005: 4) reported that English speech communities 
lead the way in the adoption of gender-inclusive linguistic alternatives, with a dramatic decline 
in the use of masculine generics, especially of generic ‘man’ and generic ‘he’. She affirmed that 
gender-inclusive linguistic proposals are having some impact on language use: they have not 
only caused instability in ‘traditional’ usage patterns but also have reached the status of tolerated 
or even preferred use in some countries (ibid, p.7). Cameron (1992: 6) also notes that a number 
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of newspapers now feel obliged to permit expressions like angry young men and women where 
forty years ago angry young men would have sufficed. References to chairpersons and spokespersons 
or spokeswomen no longer excite much comment. Even pronouns are on the move. Our own 
newspapers are also endeavouring to embrace the linguistic reforms. As early as March 1999 
the Monitor newspaper management invited me to give a talk to the editors and reporters on 
Sexism in language and journalism with special reference to the Monitor newspaper. Similarly, a casual 
look through the New Vision reveals expressions such as, the Police spokesperson, a Police officer, the 
deputy Police spokesperson; If the  applicant is deemed fit to acquire a gun, he or she is---; the chairperson of 
the Land Commission of Inquiry, businesswoman, etcetera (New Vision newspaper, 22ng May 2018). The 
effort to avoid generic man and generic he is evident in the New Vision examples.

Uganda’s 1995 Constitution has already been presented as a living example of the use of gender-
inclusive English. While the use of they/them/their in singular contexts is still raising grammatical 
queries for some people, its use is nevertheless increasing. “In the last five years, the ubiquitous 
‘they’ has become the most favoured singular epicene pronoun. While many grammarians 
hate the use of ‘they’ as a singular pronoun, it’s a word that’s fast becoming more common 
with younger generations as well as copy editors alike” (TransMedia, 2018) From the Longman 
Dictionary of Contemporary English (New Edition) for Advanced Learners, 5th Edition (2009), Pearson 
Education Limited: Longman, Harlow, for example, we noted examples such as the following:

(of a psychopath) – Someone who has a serious and permanent mental illness that • 
makes them behave in a violent or criminal way.

(of adulterer) – Someone who is married and has sex with someone who is not • their 
wife or husband.

Once again, writers are endeavouring to avoid the offending generic he. 

Clearly, different categories of actors are persuaded to comply with the guidelines for gender-
inclusive language reform to varying extents. TransMedia (2018) further affirms that “Gender 
stereotyping is one of the most talked about topics in gender politics today, as attitudes 
surrounding gender roles in the West begin to change” and that “as conversations around 
gender-related issues become common among younger generations, parents--- we’re now 
seeing increased efforts by brands and institutions to shift the paradigm of stereotyping and 
gender identity to favour more gender-neutral terminology”. An example was given from 
the UK of Morrison’s brand who faced backlash from parents over selling children’s clothes 
with gendered slogans that were deemed sexist: boy’s t-shirts bore the slogan Little man, big 
ideas, while the female equivalent stated Little girl, big smiles. As a result, the retailer John Lewis 
pioneered the removal of gender labels from its children’s clothing as well as removed gendered 
children’s sections from their stores completely. Similarly, online brands such as Amazon are 
already adapting their product names and descriptions to omit the words boy’s and girl’s and replace 
with the inclusive term kids. Fashion brands are following suit (TransMedia, ibid).  Apparently, 
the language reform agenda is slowly but surely spreading and taking root globally. TransMedia 
has also outlined the pronoun debates and changes that have taken place in German and French 
in favour of more gender neutrality. 
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Gender-inclusive language has already been indemnified in a substantial repertoire of 
literature. A gender-inclusive bible was published in 1994 although its circulation seems to have 
been sabotaged by uncompromising men of God. Many books have already been authored and 
there are several dictionaries of gender-inclusive English. There is a vast amount of electronic 
publications on gender-inclusive language. Software is now available that can aid in changing 
patterns of word choice easily by searching for gender-specific words such as mailman and 
chairman and replacing them with the gender-inclusive mail carrier and chairperson. The issue 
of removing sexism from language use is therefore not the trivial diversion it is often made to 
be. That is why we believe that the silent revolution of gender-inclusive language reform will 
eventually change the world. There is no going back; we can only continue. 

Which way for Makerere?

Turning specifically to Makerere, my reminiscences pertaining to the institution shall always 
be very close to my heart. We invariably feel a great sense of pride to be associated with 
Makerere. Fond memories and prestige notwithstanding, it is not always smooth sailing to 
work in Makerere. My reminiscences of active service in Makerere are a mixture of glamour 
and bruises. Abundant opportunities accrued to me to do and participate in many things as 
well as serve in different capacities institutionally, nationally and internationally; but I was also 
barred from contributing in key positions, mostly on ungodly grounds. Makerere is at times very 
unpredictable. I witnessed a number of occasions when selection processes favoured mediocrity 
and dispensed with capability and suitability, on very unscientific and unprofessional grounds. 
In the same vein, Makerere has voluminous policies and regulations – I recall very clearly when 
the late Greshom Eyoku sat in Senate and Council meetings with the fat book of regulations ready 
to guide the deliberations on matters pertaining to regulations as need arose – but many of the 
policies and regulations are either never implemented, or they are implemented selectively. For 
instance, upon my retirement, I was summarily hounded out of the Unit I lived in on campus; 
but I know of fellow employees who retired long before me but are still comfortably living in 
their Units.

Back to the specifics of my lecture, I draw attention to the long list of gender-related achievements 
that Makerere has to its credit, as illustrated at the beginning of this lecture. It is impressive and 
earned the University accolades globally in the 1990s and early 2000s. The lingering question is 
why Makerere embarked upon that worthy cause only to abandon it quarter way. The brief for 
the gender aware seminars and workshops stated very clearly that  ‘It is increasingly recognized 
that a reformed university governance that is gender aware is needed to drive the process of 
engendering the entire institution, thereby making it a leader in the gender transformation of 
the entire society’. Clearly, the university leadership is duty-bound to rise up to that challenge 
and launch the implementation of the Makerere University Gender Equality Policy, which will 
in turn facilitate the revival of the Gender Mainstreaming Programme and the acceleration 
of the implementation of its activities. The implementation of the Gender Equality Policy will 
invariably have to be reinforced by the development of a Gender Equality Language Policy to 
inform the transformative process.
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Like all other transformative processes, the engendering of the University and the streamlining 
of the use of gender-inclusive language do not have to be rushed. The important thing is to get 
started. Martin Luther King, Jr made his passionate ‘I have a dream speech’ in 1963, calling for 
immediate results and the fulfilment of ‘a promise’ that had been made in the United States 
Constitution. Change did not come as fast as he wanted, if anything, it earned him negative 
visibility. But when Baraka Obama made a similar speech in 2004, the Keynote speech that has 
been described as the one that made him President, invoking hope – the audacity of hope – and 
unity, he drew positive visibility, 42 years after Martin Luther’s predictions.

On analogy, although women and other gender savvy individuals who promote the use of 
gender-inclusive language have not changed the world yet; they will, eventually. Will Makerere 
afford to remain sitting on the fence?

ADIEU
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