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[Letter From the Editi]

Spring, 1992

To the Recipients of Feminist Scholarship Review:

On March 14, | attended a day long workshop entitied “Who is in Charge of the
English Language?”. The day began with a short linguistic history, given by Professor
John Bollard of Smith College, and was followed by lectures on the language biases
built around gender, race, age, and religious preference. The day's speakers, who
included Helen Raisz, Visiting Lecturer in Sociology at Trinity, referred to the cultural
expectations transmitted through language and to the relentless oppression of which
language is capable. The movement to codify language that occupied men in the
eighteenth century solidified society's prejudices at that time. Our own use of words
reflects the present reality in which exclusion still plays a large role. As long as
present language forms remain unchanged, they will prefigure our future reality, as
well.

The lectures were followed by a lively debate about methods for reforming
language in order to promote respect for all members of our society. Focusing on the
generic “he/his,” Casey Miller and Kate Swift, authors of the valuable reference, The
Handbook for Nonsexist Writing, advocated use of the singular “they/their” in
conjunction with the indefinite pronoun. Historical precendents for this usage include
George Eliot who said, “I shouldn't like to punish anyone, even if they'd done me
wrong," and Harriet Beecher Stowe who wrote “... everyone involuntarily looked at
each other and drew their breath.” Use of “s/he” or “he or she" is impractical due to
awkwardness in spoken and written contexts, say Miller and Swift. Bollard added that
this problem originated with the men who, in the push for codification, made indefinite
pronouns to be singular when, in fact, such terms had historically had a plural usage.

| found myself going over in my mind the (infinite!) number of times | had
corrected this very “error” on student papers: a usage that Miller and Swift now
suggest is not an error at all. New ideas can be as discomforting as they are
stimulating. What do | do now that | can no longer smugly cross out the “they™s and
“their”s ? | am inclined to explain these ideas to my students and to open the issue up
for discussion. | am also inclined to be a participant in the movement of language in
new direction, to acknowledge the reasonability (and the overwhelming colloquial
usage which at least'sometimes is an indicator of good common sense) of the
“singular they" in conversational speech, and to relax and enjoy its ease of readability
in written form.

In addition, | am inclined to ask what you, the readers of Feminist Scholarship
Review will do. The answer to “Who is in charge of the English language?” is, after all,
“We are!” And being in charge of the future demands thoughtful action. Right now.






