Pronoun Dysphoria
Reg Darling

[I feel as though I should begin nearly every paragraph with a series of disclaimers. I hate when that happens.]

Language is powerful. We all know its capacity to render accurate description, express our many levels and layers of emotion and perception, to give pleasure, and to deceive.
[Language’s power to wound, dominate, and punish is what renders things like racial epithets so abhorrent.]
All languages have built-in biases that can either lead discourse astray or create blind spots that obscure, rather than reveal, truths. The more fundamental the truths thus obscured the more insidious the effect and when the dysfunction is rooted in grammar itself, rather than merely in n-words and f-words and slang usages of words that might otherwise be innocent, the resulting distortions can be socially established as unspoken and therefore unexamined truths.
[I realize that, in two short paragraphs, I’ve laid out a subject that could easily occupy a large book that I have neither the desire nor the discipline to write.]
A great deal of interesting and much needed discussion about the way gender biases are subtly and sometimes not so subtly encoded in language and grammar is rippling through the world nowadays. I don’t have any particularly astute or unique observations to add to that conversation.
The dominant “he” is not the small thing it’s easy to wish it were, and as a writer, I long for a simple, graceful way to subvert the deference to male identity English insidiously imposes on our narratives. It’s tempting to advocate the invention of new set of genderless pronouns (perhaps we could appropriate them from Farsi), but frankly that would be an awkward pain-in-the-ass for at least a generation, if not longer and meanwhile, I would prefer not have readers stumble and stutter over my sentences anymore than necessary. I already cause enough of that by accident.
I don’t have a solution to propose or the means to implement it, if I did. Language changes by evolution, not by decree.
[Encountering “he/she” in mid sentence amidst otherwise graceful prose is like tripping on a crack in the sidewalk. Perhaps, it’s better to switch it up at random and let context take care of the rest, thus encouraging he and she to evolve toward neutrality.]
But there’s another problem with pronouns and it’s easier to address without becoming unintelligible, awkward, or silly-assed correct. It’s important and maybe it could lead the way in evolving other reforms. Ironically, my personal solution involves the use of gender-based pronouns because for now, like it or not, they’re all we’ve got.
The grammatically correct pronoun for an animal is “it.” An animal is never a “who,” but always a “that.” This is absurd and fundamentally false, a grammatical dysfunction that gives tacit permission to immense cruelties.
[I am not a vegetarian. Sometimes I eat animals and sometimes I kill them myself. Nevertheless, I believe that, as sentient beings, animals do, indeed, have rights. Many of the individual animals and animal species I love eat other animals. It’s strange, scary, and poignant, but so too are earthquakes, parasites, house fires, and Trump supporters.]

Language that classifies things like cats and moose in the same category as hammers and beer cans is stupidly crude and blunt.

[If you don’t understand the difference between a hammer and a mammal, see your doctor. The right combination of medication and counseling may help.]
In my own writing, I’ve adopted a fairly simple alternative—when I know the gender of the animal, I refer to them using the appropriate gender specific pronoun. If I don’t know the gender, I use my own because I think that, when in doubt, it is best to err on the side of identifying with the creature whose story is being told, to not omit the animal’s sentience from the story.
[My cat, Milo is not a thing, an object, or an it. Milo is a male sentient being, a he.]

The very simple, ancient knowledge that, in relation to other living creatures, we have more common ground than difference needs to be rewoven into the fabric of language as a simple matter of descriptive accuracy. Truth is incomplete without it.
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