“HE” is not a gender neutral pronoun
Rashna Bhandari
My education in English medium schools during the 1980s led me to unconsciously
believe that “he” and “him” are gender neutral third person singular pronouns.
Our history books in middle school taught us about “Early Man” – how he learnt
to use fire, how he invented the wheel, and how he domesticated animals (surely
there were an equal number of Early Women, but that thought never struck me
at the time). Everything I read outside school – books authored by Enid Blyton
or Agatha Christie, English classics, or mid-20th century novels - reinforced
gender stereotypes, and freely used “him/he” to discuss an unknown third person.
It was only when I moved to the United States at the beginning of the 21st
century that I first heard and read the terms “he or she”, “he/she”, or “s/he” used
to talk or write about a third person in gender unbiased terms. I also came
across the ingenious use of “they” as a singular pronoun for genderqueer or
third gender individuals. It was initially difficult to remember to be politically
correct, but the importance of these cumbersome terms was not lost on me.
It became apparent that the native English speaking West had recognized the
gender bias inherent in their language, and were now at pains to correct it.
During my time abroad, I started reading and thinking about gender bias in
academia. I came across studies which reported that the number of women PhD
graduates in biomedical sciences in the US/Europe were roughly equal to the
number of men, but only 15-30% faculty were women (1, 2, 3). The reasons for
this ‘leaky pipeline’ are many (1), but it was wonderful to witness these discussions,
and know that the scientific community wanted to do something to fix this.
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Upon starting my own research
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thoughts with me. I was now
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interjecting a “he or she” into my sentence if I ever slip up! I am so sensitized now
that I find the generic use of ‘he’ to be quite jarring. For example, it would strike me
as odd if someone would say “Every faculty member should be allowed a student
of his choice, and every student should also be permitted to join a lab he chooses”.

”

More recently, I have been reading about the backlash against this political
correctness in the West (4) and wondered if I was taking my own bias towards
the use of gender-neutral terms too far. Did I judge others to be biased if
they used “he” instead of “he/she”? My conclusions from this introspection
are that the use of gender-biased pronouns does not necessarily mean that
the person in question is biased against women, and conversely, being
politically correct does not always indicate that the speaker is free from bias.
However, I still strongly advocate against the use of “he/him” when talking about
a generic third person. It has now been proven that unconscious gender bias
is hurting the careers of women in STEM fields (5). We should do all we can
to correct this imbalance. The Unconscious Bias Observer Scheme practiced
during staff recruitment at the Department of Chemistry, University of York,
is an outstanding effort to promote equality and diversity in academia (6).
As highly educated individuals engaged in an intellectual profession, all of us should
make a conscious effort to use gender unbiased terms in our everyday speech and
in our writing. If the current NCERT history textbook for Class VI can use the term
“Early People”, why can’t all of us start referring to our students, post-docs and faculty
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as “they” instead of “he”? Tolstoy said “Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no
one thinks of changing himself ” (7). Let us heed a rephrased version of this thought:
“Everyone thinks of changing the world, but no one thinks of changing themself”! (8)
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