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GENDERED LANGUAGE IN INTERNATIONAL SPACE LAW: TIME FOR A CHANGE

Abstract

International space law refers to the set of rules that govern the activities of States, international
organisations and private actors in space. It is part of international law and comprises five treaties adopted
by the United Nations between the 1960’s and the 1980’s. The language of the space treaties reflects the
geopolitical and broader societal circumstances of the time of their adoption. They use terms such as the
‘the benefit and interests of all countries’ and ‘due regard’, which carry rather ethical connotations, but
cannot be easily translated into legal rights and obligations. They also refer to the exploration and use of
outer space as the ‘province of all mankind’ and to astronauts are ‘envoys of mankind’. At the time, the
use of gendered language may not have been understood as discriminatory or even misplaced. However,
decades later, these terms sound outdated and out of place. As a matter of habit, the speaker in academic
and professional discussions concerning the provisions of the space treaties often refers to ‘humankind’.
Gender-neutral language is naturally prevailing, signifying not only societal progress, but a concerted
effort to increase inclusion in the space field. In practical terms, the use of gendered language may appear
without implications. Nevertheless, when so much precision is put into dissecting the meaning of treaty
terms that are not explicitly defined, one should wonder how gendered terms impact their application.

This paper will advocate for the need to adapt the language of the UN space treaties, in a manner
that is not intrusive to the rest of their text and to the process through which international treaties are
adopted. This way, the treaties will remain up-to-date with the contemporary outlook of the space sector
and will pave the way for a wider adoption of gender-neutral language in space law documents.
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