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Generic Pronouns and Sexist Language:
The Oxymoronic Character of Masculine Generics'

John Gastil
University of Wisconsin— Madison

This experiment investigated the propensity of the generic he to evoke im-
ages of males relative to he/she and the plural they. Undergraduates read
sentences aloud and verbally described the images that came to mind. The
results provide strong support for the hypothesis that the generic he evohes
a disproportionate number of male images. Results also suggest that while
the plural they functions as a generic pronoun for both males and females,
males may comprehend he/she in a manner similar to he. Theoretical impli-
cations for a critique of sexist language and prescribing generic pronoun usage
are considered.

The use of he as pronoun for nouns embracing both genders is a simple, practical
convention rooted in the beginnings of the English language, He has lost all sugges-
tion of maleness in these circumstances. . .. It has no pejorative connotations; it is

never incorrect.
(Strunk & White, The Elements of Style, 1979, p. 60)

When Professor Strunk first wrote his “little book,” his advice went largely
unquestioned. Half a century later, Strunk’s view represents the minority po-
sition in an ongoing public debate. Claiming that he fails to function as a
generic pronoun, many individuals and organizations, including the Ameri-
can Psychological Association (1977), have chosen to use he or she or they
in place of the “generic” he.

Many other authors, however, continue to use he or use alternatives
only begrudgingly. Critics have offered persuasive rebuttals to these authors’

1 would like to thank Lea Haravon and Jim Dillard for their assistance in the design and com
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