Avoiding stereotypes

So what does a materials chemist look like anyhow?

You might think that a strange way to open a column on journalism, but read this, which recently came from a national magazine:

Nenoff is a materials chemist, but she doesn't look like one. Slender, with curly golden-brown hair and wearing a cashmere twin-set set off by a pearl choker, she could be relaxing at a social function on Martha's Vineyard instead of moving purposefully through the nondescript halls and instrument-jammed labs in one of Sandia's many buildings on a typical workday, handing out plastic goggles and showing off the work of her research team.
This was in a generally well-edited publication that says it focuses on writing about solutions as well as problems. Obviously, however, it hasn’t found the solution for stereotyping.

We see fewer of these passages, but that we still see them at all is troubling. One wire‑service story in my files talks about police solving the 30-year-old killing of "a mother of two." Nothing says anything about her children or about the relevance.

A story by a national newspaper talks about "the blonde-haired mother of two, who is known as a deeply religions woman" and whose questions as an internal auditor led to the downfall of WorldCom, at the time one of the nation's largest telecommunications companies.

A special warning flag is the "but so and so doesn’t look like such and such." To which we might rightfully respond, well, what is such and such supposed to look like?

A long time ago, for instance, I was an astrophysics major, and, trust me, astrophysicists look much different in the wild than in their stereotypical habitat. Why, you may have walked past one today and not even noticed it.

Whenever you see a reference to hair color, clothing or parental status, stop and evaluate whether it actually moves the story forward, would work better elsewhere or is needed at all.

In that magazine paragraph about the chemist, for instance, the problem is not just that the writer presumes how someone should look. It’s that he or she also presumes readers somehow should all hold the same stereotype.

Add to that the "Northeast" bias from the reference to Martha's Vineyard. (What, they don't have such swank places in California and New Mexico, where most of the Sandia labs are? And how many of us have been to Martha's Vineyard to really know what it's like?)

Writers will argue they are just trying to show contrast using common shorthand. If contrast is what you want, just let readers see it to draw their own conclusions. For instance, if others were wearing the standard lab coats, the writer might have written:

While others around her wear the stereotypical lab coats, Nenoff, a materials chemist, wears a cashmere twin-set set off by a pearl choker as she moves purposefully through the nondescript halls and instrument-jammed labs in one of Sandia's many buildings on a typical workday, handing out plastic goggles and showing off the work of her research team.
You still might question what her clothing has to do with anything – and whether we would do the same for a man. But I think you can at least make a better case that you are trying to illustrate a woman not afraid to be different from those around her and confident in herself, without imposing your stereotype on the reader.

As for the internal auditor who helped bring down WorldCom, that passage illustrates another common problem ​– such constructions may have some valid information, but their positioning makes them a non sequitur.

Her motherhood actually had a place in the next sentence just by adding two words. The paragraph explained how she was putting in long hours while her husband took care of their children:

Her husband, Lance, cares for the couple's two children, including a baby born last summer.
Now, her motherhood has some context and relevance.

Her religious convictions needed more reporting and might have been worked in when the reporters quoted an unidentified source that "she was alarmed and saddened, but you follow your conscience." Might those religious convictions have had a bearing on that conscience?

As for her hair color, in all these years I still haven't figured out how being blonde bears on bringing down one of the nation's largest companies.
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