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What is 
linguistics?

Sources : 
- Centre National de Ressources Textuelles et Lexicales, cnrtl.fr
- Le français va très bien, merci, Collectif « Les linguistes atterrées »

« Linguists are scientists of language. When you're a 
linguist, you don't ask yourself whether [inclusive 

writing, for example] is right or wrong. We observe 
linguistic facts.» 

Linguistics is usually defined as the scientific study of 
human language.



"Language shapes the way we think."

...we perceive space
and time

Dr. Lera Boroditsky

...we describe events

Languages differ in how...



« Manon »

« M’am »

« Mrs. Grimaud »

« Professor » 

« Miss Grimaud »



What is inclusive language?
Inclusive language is the practice of intentionality using 
language that respects diverse and intersectional identities.

For example:
"Fireman"
"turn a deaf ear" 
"digital native"

By using inclusive language we can promote 
inclusive policies, practices, and workspaces.

"Firefighter"
"ignore"
"proficient in digital solutions"

BENEFIT:



Dr. Suzanne 
Wertheim

« For example, I am: 
• female (and was assigned female at birth),
• heterosexual, 
• short, 
• a sister, 
• a person who grew up speaking English at home,
• […] 
• and a whole lot more. »

« Human beings are complicated »

« Majority » vs. « minority »
« Dominant » group vs. « underrepresented » or « marginalized » group



Individually

• Race and ethnicity
• Gender
• Sexual orientation
• Disability
• Neurodiversity
• Age
• Weight
• Height

Social context

• Socioeconomic class and income
• Educational background
• Etc.

Professionnal context

• Work content and field
• Management status
• Etc.

According to Dr. Suzanne Wertheim, The inclusive language field guide
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Fact #1: The language we use by default is 
not always inclusive





-> Pantone SkinTone™ Guide

- to develop cosmetic products
- to enhance a person's complexion (fashion)
- to design video games and toys creating realistic 
avatars and characters
- to create prostheses for the medical sector...



Fact #2: Our everyday language can convey 
stereotypes

Some idioms = linguistique heritage



- "Don't judge a book by its cover"
- "Wear the pants in the relationship "
 
 
- "It runs in the family  "
  
  
- "Off the beaten path"    

   

SOLUTION: 
Ensure idioms don't perpetuate stereotypes
and instead enhance communication 



Don't judge a book by it's cover

Wear the pants in the relationship

It runs in the family

Off the beaten path

Solution: Ensure idioms don't perpetuate 
stereotypes and instead enhance communication

Unconscious bias
Some idioms are part of unconscious bias

Being mindful of our words enhances our relationships and our workspaces.

social stereotypes about different groups without having 
an  awareness of the offense that may be caused. 

How to mitigate our biases?

Think Critically. Look at problems as 
a diamond –with multiple facets. And 
not a coin with only two sides. Take on 
multiple views and perspectives.

What is unconscious bias?

Instinctively categorising people and 
places without being aware of it.





Participants [of the 
dialogues on racism] noted 

the need for greater 
sensitivity to the use of the 

official languages, which 
could potentially include 
words which might have 

racist or colonial undertone, 
sometimes unknown to the 

speaker. 

From the « Report of the Secretary-General’s Task Force on Addressing Racism 
and Promoting Dignity for All in the United Nations Secretariat” (2021)



Fact #3: Language can be sexist

« Le masculin l’emporte sur le féminin »« If a woman is swept off a ship into the water, the cry
is Man overboard. If she is killed by a hit-and-run 
driver, the charge is manslaughter. If she is injured on 
the job, the coverage is workmen‘s compensation. But 
if she arrives at the threshold marked Men Only, she
knows the admonition is not intended to bar animals
or plants orinanimate objects. It is meant for her. »

Fromkin, V., R. Rodman & N. Hyams. An Introduction to Language. (8th Edn.) Boston, U.S.A.: Thomson Wadsworth, 2007.



Gentlemen before ladies ? (Motschenbacher, 2013, Journal of English Linguistics)

Let me introduce you to :
- my brothers and sisters
- my sons and daughters
- these boys and girls
- these men and women
- Mr and Mrs. …
- these actor and actress
- the King and Queen of…

Let me introduce you
to my mom and dad !



Mx



Even artificial intelligence can be sexist



Fact #4: Our sentences reflect our societies

Is this a yes or no in the end ? You’ve
had quite a schizophrenic position on 

this project so far… You have to 
chose.

He babysits their kids tonight so that 
she can go out with a friend.

(See the wedding ring Oscar is wearing). 
I bet your wife would love this place, 

Oscar.

Is this a yes or no in the end ? You’ve
have had a quite changing poisition
on this project so far… You have to 

chose.

He takes care of their kids tonight so 
that she can go out with a friend.

I bet your spouse would love this
place, Oscar.



Option 1 : Correct John 
and tell him that he is 
indeed married, but to a 
man called Fred.

Option 2 : Say nothing.

« Language is a social act »
Example from « The language field guide » (Wertheim)
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Myth #1: Language positions one group as 
the standard

Subject-complement
structure (comparing men
(the complement) to 

women (the standard).

Statement 1:
Men are as good as 
women at managing time.

Statement 2:
Men and women are 
good at managing time.

Subject-subject structure
(placing men and women
at the same position 
without comparing to a 
standard).

Adapted from Cognitive Science, Eleanor Chestnut and Ellen Markman

FACT #1:
Language can present groups equally



Myth #2: We 
used to talk 

better

Thou --> They

FACT #2: We can always 
enhance our use 

of inclusive language

Example: Do not make groups visible 
when not relevant to the situation



Myth #3: Inclusive 
language is useless

Recommandations from
«The Art of Hiring Talent» course

Danielle Gaucher, Justin Friesen, 
and Aaron C. Kay, Journal of 

Personality and Social 
Psychology, 

July 2011, Vol 101(1), p109-28.

Gender Decoder Tool

Polite / Kind / Cooperative
Active / Innovative / Competitive

FACT #3: Inclusive language 
promotes dignity & equality



« proven management skills are required » 
-> « experience in leading teams is required ».

Recommandations from
«The Art of Hiring Talent» course





Myth #4: I cannot change 
my habits

“Inclusion is not a strategy to 
help people fit into the systems 
and structures which exist in our 
societies. It is about transforming those 
systems and structures to make it 
better for everyone. Inclusion is about 
creating a better world for everyone.” 

Diane Richler, Chairperson, 
Inclusion International Catalyst for 
Inclusive Education

FACT #4: Our brain can reorganise itself and form
new connections throughout life (Neuroplasticity)
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Inclusive language, like 
language, will evolve 

over time

« Some words that are 
considered acceptable just a 

few years ago are seen as less
desirable or even unacceptable

today. And this is a cycle that
keeps on going. »

Dr. Suzanne Wertheim



Get to know your 
biases

Incorporate other
perspectives

Avoid excluding
language

Pay attention to 
what people have 

to say

Recognise pain 
points

Stay up to date and 
ask for feedback

Pay attention to 
health-related 

terms

Diversify your 
points of view on 

History

Humility + efforts



Extrait Ted Talk | Language around gender and identity evolves (and always has) | Archie Crowley
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