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Gender Neutral

by K.K. DuVivier

Oedipus [old and blinded] said [to the Sphinx], “I
want to ask one question. Why didn’t I recognize my
mother?”

“You gave the wrong answer,” said the Sphinx. . . .
“When I asked, What walks on four legs in the morning,
two at noon, and three in the evening, you answered,
Man. You didn’t say anything about woman.”

“When you say Man,” said Oedipus, “you include
women too. Everyone knows that.”

She said, “That’s what you think.”

Mpyth by Muriel Rukeyser

You may believe that use of “he” for both men and women
is yet another sign of male dominance and the suppression
of women.! On the other hand, you may feel that the use of
“he” as a both-sex term is a time-honored example of appro-
priate “unmarked usage.”

Regardless of your preference, you should be aware that
the use of “he” as a universal gender pronoun now is contro-
versial, and your reader probably will follow only one of two
very divergent ideologies. Therefore, fall back on a primary
rule of persuasive writing: avoid any words or structures
that alienate your reader or distract from your message.

Here are four techniques commonly used to avoid the need
for a potentially offending masculine pronoun:

First, use the second person pronoun, instead of the third
person pronoun. Note that I avoided a problem above by
writing, “Regardless of your preference, you should . . .”
rather than, “Regardless of one’s preference, ke or she should
be aware that....”

Second, if you must use the third person, use the plural
rather than the singular. Thus, in the italicized clause above,
I could have substituted “readers” for “reader” with no loss of
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meaning. In fact, the use of the plural often is more open and
embracing.

Third, if you must use the third person singular, omit the
gender-specific pronoun. Note that in the same italicized
clause, I did not write “alienate your reader or distract Aim
or her from your message.” Frequently, the pronoun is not
necessary to your meaning.

Fourth, repeat the original noun instead of using a pro-
noun. For example, the italicized clause could read, “that
alienate your reader or distract the reader from your mes-
sage.” Although this structure does not flow as smoothly as
some of the other alternatives, it eliminates the judgment
statement, and the resulting controversy, that use of a pro-
noun might create. i

Avoid more obvious methods of dealing with the dilemma
unless you intend to emphasize your position, perhaps to the
detriment of how your other ideas will be received. For ex-
ample, some readers believe “he or she” is a clinker and that
“s/he” is grotesque.?

You can try to alternate between the masculine and femi-
nine pronouns in each of your sentences or paragraphs, but
this device is confusing and may look artificial. Furthermore,
if you are not careful, you “may perform a sex change on
somebody in the middle of paragraph.”™

In his dissent in Nordlinger v. Hahn,? U.S. Supreme Court
Justice Stevens quotes language from Justice Blackmun’s
majority opinion that employs the unmarked use of “he” to
describe a new owner’s tax burden. The use of “he” is espe-
cially distracting in this instance because the “new owner” in
the case is a woman, petitioner Stephanie Nordlinger.

When the language of the two justices is juxtaposed, their
different approaches to the gender pronoun are obvious. In-
stead of using “he” and “him,” Justice Stevens uses “her” to
describe both new and existing owners. Furthermore, he art-
fully sidesteps the gender issue in the ensuing discussion by
simply using the plural “taxpayers” and “homeowners” with
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the corresponding “their” and “them” in the remainder of the
discussion. '

So, before using a gender-specific pronoun to refer to both
men and women, pause and consider your audience. In this,
as in many other matters, neither the U.S. Supreme Court
nor the public has reached consensus.
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Correction to Alzheimer’s Association Memory Walk Date

The announcement in the August issue of The Colorado Lawyer about the Alzheimer’s Memory Walk (page 1638) con-
tained an incorrect date. The actual date of the Walk is September 26 (rather than September 2), and participants still are
needed. For more information, contact (303) 733-1669.
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