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Becoming more conserva
tive and private as her fame 
increased, Cather shunned 
overt political activity. 
(136-37) 

This would seem to indicate 
that class critique was not intended, 
and the class biases evident in My 
Antonia could well reflect classism 
on the author's part. 

Works Cited 

Carlin, Deborah. "Categorical Cather: Reading the Canon(s)." Cather, 
Canon and the Politics of Reading. Amherst: University of Mas
sachusetts Press, 1992. 

Cather, Willa. My Antonia. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1918. 

Jessup, Josephine Lurie. "The Cult and Its Votaries." The Faith of Our 
Feminists: A Study in the Novels of Edith Wharton, Ellen Glasgow 
and Willa Cather. New York: Biblo and Tannen, 1965. 

O'Brien, Sharon. "Divine Femininity and Unnatural Love." Willa Cather: 
the Emerging Voice. New York: Oxford University Press, 1987. 

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of Ones Own. San Diego: Harcourt, Brace, 
Jovanovich, 1957. 

MINNESOTA ENGLISH JOURNAL 99 

Sex, Lies, & 
the Gender Neutral Pronoun 

by Larry Sklaney, Anoka-Ramsey Community College 

"Do we have to worry about 
that he/she stuff?" It was my very 
first semester teaching English 
Composition. Frankly, I -had not 
thought about such esoteric matters 
as pronoun choice; my mind was on 
questions like what will we do for 
the remaining twenty-five minutes 
of this class, and what if they all just 
got up and walked away? So 
without hesitation I replied "Do 
what you want." The student's use 
of "worry" was no accident-there 
was visible relief in the classroom. 
These students must have felt 
fortunate to have landed in a course 
run by a levelheaded, common sense 
guy rather than some radical 
reformer. 

In the decade since this 
incident, I have had time to think 
hard about pronouns-what do you 
expect an English teacher to 
ponder? I have not changed my 
mind about doing what you want, 
but as I've listened, observed, and 
learned, I've changed my mind 
completely about the importance of 
"that he/she stuff." 

and language without getting lost 
in the complexity: Is there in English 
a gender neutral pronoun? That is, 
can the word "he" refer, in some 
circumstances, to humans in general 
without marking gender? 

Many people would say 
they of course see men and women 
when they read or hear gender 
neutral he. But I needed a way to 
answer my question without relying 
on self-reporting. I devised a 
sneaky classroom exercise to test 
the argument that the gender neutral 
pronoun is not at all neutral. And 
after I saw the results, I kept using 
the exercise to make the case that 
"he" does not actually include "she." 

I've used several texts for 
this activity. This semester I've 
adopted something I yanked from 
an aging Political Science anthology 
called Points of View: Readings in 
American Government and Politics 
( 4th ed. Ed. Robert E. DeClerico 
and Allan S. Hammock. New York: 
Random House, 1989). In 1971 's 
"How Democratic Is America," 
Howard Zinn tests different 

I chose a specific question approaches to evaluating American 
as a way in to this matter of gender democracy. In the paragraph I give 
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my class, he compares grading around their masterpieces, I place 
American democracy to grading a marks in the two columns. The 
medical student: students request ( and sometimes 

To grade a student on the 
basis of an improvement 
over past performance is 
justifiable if the intention is 
to encourage someone 
discouraged about his 
ability. But if he is rather 
pompous about his 
superiority in relation to 
other students ( and I 
suggest that this is 
frequently true of 
Americans evaluating 
American "democracy"), 
and if in addition he is a 
medical student about to 
graduate into a world ridden 
with disease, it would be 
best to judge him by an ideal 
standard. That might spur 
him to an improvement fast 
enough to save lives .... ( 4). 

Then I engage in a bit of 
deception. I tell my students that 
I'm interested in the use of analogy 
in argument, and direct them to 
draw a cartoon that illustrates or 
responds to this passage. I collect 
the cartoons and send the class on 
their way. 

The next class meeting I 
draw a two-column table on the 
blackboard-no labels, no 
explanation. As I hold up and pass 

demand) to know how I'm keeping 
score, but I make them wait. After 
we have seen all the cartoons, I ask 
the class what the table might mean. 
Sometimes they guess right away, 
and sometimes I have to steer them 
toward the answer. 

I've been keeping track of 
male and female characters
though often I must add a third 
category labeled "Dog/Mystery/ 
Other." The drawings themselves 
are plenty interesting, but what they 
say about the power of language to 
shape images is my concern. Let 
me share some recent "body 
counts" with you: 29 male figures, 
4 female; 19 male, 2 female; 31 
male, 4 female. What accounts for 
this imbalance? 

One possibility is that the 
researcher ( that would be me) has 
an agenda and sees what the 
researcher expects to see. And I 
have been questioned about my 
column placing decisions. First, I 
count each instance of a female or 
male figure, whether or not that 
figure is supposed to represent the 
same character from a previous 
frame of the cartoon. I decided this 
method made more sense than 
trying to guess if stick figure # 1 is 
supposed to be the same person as 
stick figure #2, though that might 
tilt the numbers. Regarding said 
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stick figures, someone always asks Zinn uses "he" and "his" to refer to 
why I put them in the male category, his medical student. Zinn might 
implyingthatmypatriarchally-tinted very well have meant to indicate a 
eyes tum a couple lines into a man. male after he refines his analogy by 
But I contend that a stick figure is a specifying medical student. But he 
man unless you do some important has no reason to suggest his 
things to it. This transformation hypothetical "student" in the 
usually involves a skirt, ,-----------. previous line could only 
a Betty Rubble hairdo, • • • my exercise be male, so I suppose he 
and occasionally eye- has been a real meant to use gender 
lashes. Anyone who eye-opener for neutral pronouns in that 
truly believes a stick some students sentence. 
figure is androgynous -male and I am not going to 
can try out that theory female- take easy potshots at 
on his or her next trip to Howard Zinn for being 
a restroom. who are politically incorrect in 

One sharp resistant to any 1971; he's following the 
student realized that idea that practice of his time. I 
political words like smacks of wonder what language 
"democracy" sound feminism and habits of ours will look 
masculine to her. And quaint or primitive political many of us involuntarily twenty-nine years from 
associate "medical correctness. now. But I can say with 
student" with male images; I still see certainty that if he thought he was 
Marcus Welby on a golf course using gender neutral pronouns to 
when I hear "doctor." There are create images of androgynous 
many more men than women humans in the minds of his readers, 
involved in running the government, he was quite wrong. Pretty much 
and there are probably still more all he got was guys. And if you in 
men than women in med. school. your enlightened 2000 state claim 
But we would hope the numbers in to imagine women and men when 
my study would not be so horribly you read or hear a gender neutral 
skewed-aren't there female doctors he, you are very likely deceiving 
on ER? Something in addition to yourself. 
our stereotypes must be blotting out For many faculty this debate 
the possibility of female is old news, but my exercise has 
representations here. been a real eye-opener for some 

Which brings us back to the students-male and female-who 
gender neutral pronoun. Notice that are resistant to any idea that smacks 
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of feminism and political 
correctness. I offer them evidence 
of the effect of the so-called gender 
neutral pronoun on their very own 
brains. And rather than hand down 
a "Thou shalt not" commandment, 
I ask them how they would like to 
appear to their readers, and leave 
the decisions about such matters as 
Congresswoman, craftsman, or 
manhole cover up to each individual 
writer. 

I'll close on a high note for 
those who cheer for a more 

equitable balance between the sexes 
in our "Mother Tongue." At a 
sparsely attended meeting of my 
English 1121 on Friday, November 
19 (I record the date for posterity), 
the seven women and three men in 
class drew seven male and seven 
female cartoon characters-keep in 
mind that a given cartoon may have 
many or no human characters. I'm 
not sure if these results are an 
aberration or the first indicator of a 
sociolinguistic shift; I will continue 
to collect data. 
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Aristotle, Katharsis, and Writing 
by Roseann Wolak, College of St. Benedict 

In an odd sort of way, the 
function of writing mimics what 
Aristotle finds beneficial about the 
function of tragedy-to effect 
katharsis, or to purge the emotions. 
Katharsis means purification or a 
cleansing from guilt or other defile
ment. For Greek society, a physi-

cal and psychic katharsis helps to 
preserve and restore the body; it 
provides the proper balance be
tween the body and the soul because 
it involves a separation of the bad 
from the good. So in simple terms, 
katharsis is therapeutic. 

So is writing. People who 
write "do not ignore any more the 
bad passions in themselves and shut 
their eyes to them, ostrichlike, but 
begin to take a good and interested 
look at these passions and try to 
understand them, and are even glad 
they have them because it has set 
them thinking" (Deland 110). 

Writing is passsionate. It 
births ideas. It bares the soul. The 
more we write the more we learn 
to be free, to say what we think, to 
not pretend. Writing reveals our 
deepest hungers. 

Whether we want to admit 
it or not, writing heals us. When we 
sit down to write we also sit down 
to confront the voice within. We 
cannot ignore its cry-it forces us 
to understand the very nature that 
we try to hide. 

For Frost, writing was 
simple: "All there is to writing is 
having ideas. To learn to write is to 
learn to have ideas" (3) Writing is 


