
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 077 U31 CS 200 583

AUTHOR McDowell, Margaret B.
TITLE Male and Female Chauvinism in the Teaching of

Language and Literature.
PUB DATE Oct 72
NOTE 8p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

Midwest Modern Language Assn. (14th, St. Louis,
October 26-28, 1972)

EDRS PRICE MF-$0.65 HC-$3.29
DESCRIPTORS *College Freshmen; Feminism; *Literary Analysis;

Literary Criticism; *Sex Discrimination;
*Stereotypes; Student Attitudes; Student Reaction;
*Textbook Bias

ABSTRACT
To offset sex-related chauvinism in the teaching of

language and literature in the university, we must not only revise
our courses, but we must also recognize and combat the inherited
attitudes toward sexual roles disseminated in elementary and
secondary schools. Furthermore, we need to neutralize any prejudiced
concepts which the student may have previously assimilated. Teachers
should enable students to recognize for themselves instances of sex
bias in their previous education and to guard against the acceptance
of such ready-made attitudes and distortions in their college
experience. Teachers could begin a discussion of sex bias in culture
with questions surveying the student's previous experience which
could follow with discussions allowing students to compare views on
the roles of men and women in our society. Through an exploration of
literature, folk humor, television programming, advertisements, and
other forms of media, students can focus upon the prejudice implied
and the sexual stereotypes which are thus perpetuated. In this way
the student can recognize occasional bias in otherwise sound literary
criticism or other forms of communication. (HOD)



FILMED FROM BEST AVAILABLE COPY

U S DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
EDUCATION A WELFARE
NATIONAL ,NSTITUTE OF

EDUCATION

DOCUMEN.. .AS BEEN REPRO
Dr(ED EXACTLY AS RECEiED ;ROM
NF PERSON OR ORGAN,ZAT ON 0/4,G.N

AT,NG .T POINTS Or viE.% OR OPINIONS
ST.TED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRE
SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INST.Tuvf 0,
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

1:1:; 1..Pir C 1.71N '1-.1 1; CE.11:0 Li..7:.:!.(.17, AND Id :'Z.Z;4'.F1k1:ti.;

TO ERIC ANO ORGANIZATIONS OPERATING

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS COPY MarTaret B. EcDowell =177===
RIGHTED MATERIAL HAS REIN GRANTED BY

Univer::.ity of Iowa
Margaret B. YcDowell

DUCTION OUTSIDE THE ERIC SYSTEM RE-

WIRES PERMISSION THE COPYRIGHT

OWNER

While sore b)lieve that women in the lib ,:ration movement define the enemy ac
CD ;,1,74, m0;31; r(rini:.ts roivrd the enemy of both r..;-11 and won as the sex-role stereo-

typing, ;ft:::c1 tfti.nkin,,,, of chilaren, restricts the development cf both

men and cots to wor,ents economic and vocational ettainrcents. kale

chauvinism thrjv-s only hc.e such rijd Treconceptions reblace loic, and female
in turn, er.=_rz,e when w.ren, seekirw to destroy sex-roJe bias, thcm

selves create, lArol:,!h a counter-hof,oric of absolutes, new and potentially im1r]con-
inL: ster?otylc.s for the-Iselves and others. To offset sex-relatea chauvLir.m in the

toachip;! of lanyage and litcrature in the universt;,, we pl_ist not oniy rr:vise our
cour:ses. ml:Jt, also r-coni:;e and cemtat the inh,lrited attitudes toward sexual

roles disseminated in ebmeni,ary and secondary scho.s. We need, furt:iermore, to

neutra:ize any prejf\dieod concepts which the freshman ray have previously astimilted.
Otherwise, he will Lave .co critical standards to set in perspective those colle:e
English coursc.s which are weakened by sexual bias or to allow him to respond fully to
those which are not.

I

Rather than focussing upon the chauvinistic teacher, those who have conducted
surveyD seeking to determine the extent of sex-related bias in the teaching of

English have tended to center upon examination of textbooks, In their tabulations

such surveys parallel studies made in the 1950's which assessed racial or class
discrimination in tel'..tCookc. The L'emen's Caucus of the nodern Languages proposed,
unsuccessfully, to the delegate assembly last Docember that the blA undertake a

comprehl..ve review of sexual bias in :,nglish textbool:s siIilar to that undertakra
by the liCTE on racial bias. In partial response to thi.s proposal, four VIA workshops

on the future of textbooks, scheduled for the 1972 convention, will consider possible
anti-feminism in books.

An important recent book, Dick and Jane as Victims (Princeton, 1972), summarizes
a National Organization of Women survey of sex -role stereotyping present in 2,760

stories in 134 elementary senool readers published by fourteen major firms. The

survey includes these revealing statistics:
Boy-centered stories to girl-centered in the ratio of five to two.

Adult male main characters to adult female rosin characters in the ratio of .
three to one.

Male biographies to female biographies in the ratio of six to one.

In the readers used in fifth and sixth grade, 27 female biographical stories about
17 different. :;omen occur, as opposed to 119 stories about t3 men. Women in the books
represent 25 occupations, while .;r1 represent 1)47. The twenty-five for women include
acrobat, baby-sitter, cafeteria worker, caiLicr, lz.41y, cock, 2c.t lady in a

circus, (Lueen, school crossing guard, school nurse, secretory, shopkeper, teacher,
telephone oi:r.'or, and asten, c.ers, astronauts athletes,

architects, dentists) enz;ineers, film makers, and veterinarians are uniformly men.
In the stories girls do .emething "clever" 33 times, while boys sl.ve the daywith a
great idea or create something special, like a silver pitcher or a walkie-talkie)
131 times. In some stories, girls' naries alone are mentioned or girls appear in
the background of a picture--for instance, as cheering onlook-ls wnen a boy wins the
race. Two generations have heard 'Jane say that she wanta to be a doctor, but that,

as a girl) she will settle for being a nurse. Dick asserts) "I will be an engineer,"
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while little Sally happily croons, "I will be a mommyl" Dick scornfully summarizes
the situation ny remarking taut girls are stupid.

Sexual stereotyping occurs so flagrantly in elementary school literatLr that

surveys detailir :,: it seem f7ratuitous. ar.y reading textbook boys erijciy varien

and exciting advyntlres whil'1. girls are teased by bo:p.), frightened by Loys, or
excludod from their Lail games. Girls help r.other oake, wash dishes, sweep, and

shop; and in their play time, they pretend to be mothers. Father sits in his

easy o:Inir r"aeln,; palier; nile mother 1:crvcs him, he sits at the head of the

table, ::kin,j, fThal decision on the family vacation; or else he :Aar= before

the Grand Canyon givin,; a four-page lecture on its feclogical development before
mother t-,11,:gets that she open the picnic basket. In our local schools Vitri.s (5th

grade, Scott-oresman) contains thirty-five stories; only nine include an ii.portEnt
female charnct:;r1 and. s:von of these are about Helen Keller, who was a most atypical

little Gm of the other two stories portrays a frontier doctor who wants no
money for her work, while the last recounts the failures of a croup of girls who
fix dinner,--the jello doesn't jell, the moat burns, the cake falls, the dog trips
one of them.

The books which children study in their other subjects compound and reinforce
the pre,:lv!ices found in the laDguave and literature texts. The Social Sciences,

Conce.: (5th grade, liarecurt .:3race Jovanovich, 1 9767-used in our local
schools, cie;:otE3 only eight of its 374 pages to attempts made by American women to

gain full equality with men and implies that they achieved such equality in 1920.
A fourth grade math book, Modern Mathcmatics Through Discovery (Silver :urdett,
Norristown, N.J., 1966), contains 25J prooiLms involving men, 140 involving women,
and only a handful involving both, since women seldom get out of the kitchen. They

leave solely to use Lheir .athematics in order to tuy pans, food, and
cloth to make aprons. Cf the only three adult females who are not fulltime mothers,
two are teachers (addressed as Miss) and one is a cafeteria worker who has a
kitchen-type problem.

Since children through the third grade may spend over 50% of the school day
in work related to their reading text and since their recreational books bombard
them with similar stereotypes of the sillyleasily frightened girl and the strong,
dependable--thou7h sometimes deliOitfully mischievous--ooy, one must conclude that
elementary school literature will proc!ram our children into rigid misconceptions
about the relative nature of boys and girls and the relative achievement and ambi-
tions of men and women. If /merican society remains repressive in .its treatment of
women, the reflection of society in elementary textbooks exaggerates the reality
but does so with a subtlety that keeps the child from ever rejecting the portrayal
as unrealistic. In real life women do get out of the kitchen, and girls organize
their own ball gair.e rather tnan pleading with boys to join theirs. The similarity
in sex-role stereotypes in readers published in 1972 and those used in American
schools at the turn of the century is remarkable*. As individuals and as members
of intluential organizations interested in the teaching of reading and literatures
we have too long pre-occupied ourselves with articles on word-counts and look-Fay
methods and failcd to demand radical revision of the conceptual treatment of human
beings in the first literature children read for themselves*

II

Two studies, both reported last spring in Research in the Teaching of English,

move beyond the consideration of sex-biased vextbooks . Their authors suggest teach-
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ing methods that recoglize sex differences in adolescents, and they analyze

differine reactions and achievemeetsbf hoes and of girls when, in the one study,

they uee identical redine nets and when, in the other, their coNpositione are

graded identical r.ethode. ,oth studies irply that adolescent uoys ar at

disadventaFe if Lneliieh t:achere gi1e them no special consideration. Identical

treatnent of all tcenaeers diecriminetes ze7,ainst boys who mature more slowly than

girls. Eccause bcve' themes rate lower gredeo even when the writer:: remain anony-

mous, W. Lon i,:artin (";ex in gredIng composition," 3647) advocates (1) "male-
orienteu inetruction in eempo:tion" to comptnsate for male le,aturity and (2) mre

gradine ly fellow etudente w:eo may react lees neratively than teachers to poor pen-

manship and to "reeAliceeness, independence, and ar'L:unentativenees," characteristics

which he feels diffeeentiate ''.cyst temzierament and wr tine from girls' The study

itself does not estaelish these characteriaeics as "male." The term "male-oriented

instrue,,len in ce:,ceitien" is also not deFined, nor is it clear wnether or not the

girls will be :,even this instruction or taught in segregated groups. The study in its

conclusions deals only with recommendations for boys.

Mary Beaven ("Responses of adolescents to feminine characters in literature,"

4e-68) com,ares the relatdve ability of boys and girls to identify with male and

female nharcters in booVs read for i'mglish classes in Cook County. She assumes

that boos es should prov::.de characters for the students to emulate, and she concluCcs

that iris are impressed by male characters tut that boys are net impressed by ferale

characters. Snetherefore recommends that assigned readings contain strong male char-

acters since both girle and boys can respond to them. (Parenthetically, she recognizes

that one reason stedents did not find themselves impressed by female characters was

that most of those in books read by the classes were "insipid or vicious." She

suggests supplemcntine the lists with biographies of adnirable women to provide

models r_or the girls.)

Half or the girls tested could not respond to the three mairi-questions:

(1) the female character they most admired (2) the one they wished e to imitate

or resemble, and (3) the one they would choose for a mother. Some substituted

unsolicited cements: "There haven't been any main characters that were women."

"Literature has been geared toward what the guys in the class would most enjoy as

my teachers firmly believed the girls will read anything." (This statement ironically

anticipates the recormendations of the researcher.) In desperation perhaps, the

girls chose as characters they would imitate: Juliet, Scarlett O'Hara, and Hester

Prynne. 1;ot far behind were Lppiel Aphrodite, and ArL,-Frank. They most admired

Scarlett Juliet, and Hester, in that order. For a mother, they suggested Hester,

Penelope, and Ma Joad.

While I agree neither with all the assumptions nor with the interpretations of
these studies, they indicate possil-ilities beyond the examination of textbooks for
the ste.dy of teaching methods which must be adapted to both sexes. Varying rates

of maturity in the sexes require flexibility in educational techniques. As these
studies suggest, ooys must be helped with :special problems arising from their imma-
turity, but, as they do not suggest, c;irls should be recognized in high school znglish
classes as high achievers and challenged; they should not be allowed to mark time
while the curriculum is adjusted to the special problems of the boys.

III

I have tried to discover a way to measure sex-bias in the teaching of language

and literature from kindergarten through twelfth grade which will at the same time

measure a college freshman's awareness of such bias in his previous education. I

have not yet succeeded. I anticipated collecting from new freshmen instances of
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nex-ias in ass:_nnnlhtn, rrndng, clans discnssion, inter,)rntation of literary works,

or tneeher-nnno.f.ntion of ntndent cnnToritions. I alao expncted them to explain why

they identified these inztances as characterfstic of chauvinistic ttachinn. But I

failed to thnt the nffect of continued exnenre to sex-bian is the accentnnce

of such hiau nn num. .2-h^ .nt.odent 7nst anTected by nexual bias in his thinking

will ne ie able to reeonnize inntances of prejudice. If I had not follcwed uf, the

initial nv;Vey nh.:,et-; with dincunsions, at lenst n my own classes, I minht have con-

cluded th-a,t nl-,ost no Lacher in Iowa had in the last thirteen years shown evidence

of seziial bias in his teaching.

In their rs7on-;es, several women genernli'i.ed casually and without resentment

that all tnr 7nle tnnchers had been chnuvinints. This they saw as natural. :,en

should, aftr 11], he :n-ond of their nasnulinity, dominance, and toughness. Tnese

women described chanvinism in terms of their teachers arrof,ant refnrences to their

wives, their nngleet of them, their preference for the prettiest stndents, their

telling of rise jokes, and their makinz corT.ents that belittled girls in order to

f:"et in w4th" the boys Poh niack and whitnAwnmen comolained of sexual, rather than

racial, prejudice on the part of a teacher of the other sex. Both neL and women

complained of "female chauvinism" in teachers they disliked, but identified it only

as the self-conscious att-mpt to call attention to their femininity, atiractivenesn,

and helplessness. The term was never connected with female politics, female aggressive-

ness, or ';:bmen's Lib. .;irls most often attacked the teacher who refused to call on

eager girls but meanwni.le nelicited opinion from a passive boy. Since attempts to

solicit mole attention and excessive concern with superficial femininity might seem

more characteristic of a male-dominated woman than of a female protest to male domina-

tion, the agreement avong students of both sexes that only such behavior illustrates

female chauvinism emphasizes the difficulty of defining the label except in terms of

reaction to male chauvinism. Female chauvinism, at this point in our cultural history,

is not yet e. pnenomenon parallel to nale chanvinism, but rather an extension of it,

reflection of it, or reaction to it.

In discussion, stvdents agreed that girls have more aptitude for high school

English than boys. While some assumed that math and science are for boys and humani-

ties for girls, most concluded thn:t their belief in the superiority of girls in

literary study derived primarily from the assumption that women are emotional and

that emotional sensitivity constitutes the chief requisite for literary understanding.

4hile no student could recall hearing a teacher make a statement to this effect,

most agreed that their English teachers--usually women--had convinced them that,

although men may write most of the grf:at literature) women alone can fully appreciate

it. Only women can react intensely to a sonnet, understand a poem about nature,or

respond to the nuances of sexual love. Men may be able to experience the thrillpf

terror in reading a Poe story or find a rational satilaction in science fiction.

If male chauvinism exists rampantly in elementary and secondary schools, most high

school students may be impressed by a subtle female chauvinism which insists that

if only men can write, only women can read.

In general, our freshmen do ncll recognize sexual bias in their previous educa-

tion. English departments need not fear demands-from such students that they imme-

diately revise all litPrature courses to rid them of possible anti-feminist aspects.

The most we can confidently expect is that at least one in every class will ask

why Nora slammed the door of the (Jails house.
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IV

While we should 'ley to define the nature enu sccp of sex-biased teaching

in the anelieh clessreom, I think that this issue is less im:_ortant tirai planning

froshran ceeeees in rh,.tcric or literature weich w51] enable the student to rece:-

nizc for sex bias in his previous education and to ward e:aenst

the acc taace of such rea-3,7-neee aatitudes and distortions in his college experience.

The individeal who le critical or sexual cenveations as they affect everyday
behavior will hiaself aee other iao:)le as individuals and will reject all the

patterns which Unit the developpant of human beings. in such a clie:alte of critical

awareness, etedents entering the university ought to be able to discover which of

their views are valid and which are not.

The teach(r might well begin a discussien of sex-bias in our culture (in

educat!on, in literature, in the ao,:ular media) with questions surveying the

student's arevicus caeerience. ihe discussions which weuld follow would allow

students to compare views on the roles of men and women in our scciety. 4hile most

students may not at '':rot recognize their (ll prejudices and their del)endence u)on
stereotypes, they may recognize irretionalities and blindness in the ccmments of

their peers. (hough they nay not at first question, as such, the chauvinism of
various kinds which dictated their early edecetion, none will have forgotten Dick
and Jane am! will rece,:nize as adults the peynicious assumptions of male superiority

in similar children's books.

Before long, students in a freshman rhetoric class can undertake impressively
serious research on this subject. They can survey, for instance, educational mater-
ials, literary prizes, stereotypes in advertising and in television prosramminc.
-bile they will airaely have realized t'eat women who endorse prcducts on televispon

are made to be slia:htiv sitler in order to seem "huria4) they:.may notice forethe

first time that at the eno of the commercial the authoritative male voice vouches
solemnly for the product's worth and instructs the viewer to buy it. Some students

may wish to follow news reports covering the NOW petition submitted in New York City

last spring, which attempted to get the license of an ABC station revoked because of
blatant instances of prejudice against women in programming, news coverage and

commercials. The oetf:ticn included such facts as: (1) Softique commercials tell
women: "Y.inute by minute eou become a woman again." But men are never told they

become nen by soaking in the bathtub. (2) Of 1200 commercials monitored, women were

depicted as household functionaries in 435, as persons totally dependent on a man in
314%, as only sex object in 17%, and as dumb comics in 17%. (3) On the day seven

of eight medals won by the U.S. in the Olympics were won by women, the sportscaster
led off with "Thank heaven for little girls" and forgot to name the winners.

Some students find it difficult to question the apparent sanction extended by

religion to the subordination of women. In a lesson concerned with semantics and
language changes, one can consider the influence upon our present attitudes of such
Biblical :)hrases and precepts as these: "As for me and my house te will serve the
Lord." "For a man indeed ought not to cover his head...as he is the image and glory
of God; but the woman is :,he glory of the ran." "Her children shall rise up and call
her bI ssed." "...one hundred forty four thousand men not defiled by women.""Whoso
findeth a wife findeth a good thing.""Frail vessels." "Possessing one's vessel."
"Helpieet." "quit you like men; be strong." "How can he be clean that is born of a

woman?" "'lives submit yourselves unto your husband." "Let the woman learn in silence

in all subjection."
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In such a con:idcratien of lam:-,uage, secular idioms which minimize the

importar -e of woen also help ccnvince the student that women haeitually are

seen Z.:3 inferior. ihey du not exi.,t in "man in the str et," "land where our fa alerts

died," and 113::,: teok it like a :an." ;.nen women are Lentio!,ed in farL,liar ;.eericanism:-

the.r are apt to ciao ified with children or property: "The hand that rozrks thc

cradle," "Women aos.z ";;:crils. work is rover done," and "-e:.an's

place in th-. in 4.15 Ca.:ey r.1aer and i :at.e Swift (:;;:w :;r:4

16, 127%), claim that we:1Ln in semantic dc.,;1,:n.:..tce; not

a 11,,,r.ar, of mane fo support this contention, they cite a

researeh co "the' develo7m,_nt of tse utr.rus in rats, ruinea pigs, and

men"; a social studies text whch states that the p3oneers crossed the plLins wIth

their wives, children, and cattle; and an amide in :ritannica Junior on Man wnich

begins, "ran is ._.n highest form of ".ife on earth" and nowhere mentions that manki:.I

involves two sexes.

Another storage arsenal students can explore for expressions that belittle

women is folk humor, including vaudevil2e and old movies. The woman driver, the

mother-in-law apear over and over. the classic "Have you stopped beating your

wife yet?" and "Wno was 1,1,Y., woman I saw you with last right ?" may make us think

again about why we laugh. -ne shrew, the dumb blond, the Aunt Jemima, the ha-ghty

woman, the old :aid Le,.a to be seen by the student along with the tight-fisted Jew

and the squalid Injuu who grunts.

Students will observe how little language has reflected the incresed education

22 women. A coed logically should be any student at a coeducational institution.
The fact that jt desigiates only women reminds us that the male school is thought

Of as the norm.:. Where woman is a modifier it notes an exception to the rule,as in
woman doctor, wop.do writer, woman a:y-or. The same generalization may be made in

noting the usages: male nurse, male prostitute, and male secretary.

Students can focus unon the prejudice implied in simple Lane-calling. Advertise-
ments for Gloria Steincm's new magazine, Ms. , suggest that use I': this term may

wipe out some of the more common designations for women: femme, dame, bitch, broad,
chattel, biddy, little woman, frail, filly, skirt, chick, vixen, tomato, a rag of
bone/ a hank of hair, bimbo, moll, squaw, babe, baby doll, bag, doll, wench, weaker

sex, and lesser vessel. One could add:nnphcmaLlac, cold dish, groovy chick, real
bring-down, neurotic, frigid wife, prostitute, whore, harlot, woman of the streets,
member of the oldest profession, had woman, occupant of house of ill fame, call girl,
old maid, spinster, maiden lady, gay divorcee, grass widow, cat, kitten, pussy,
bird, duck, old hen, cluck, gal, little old lady, sister, doments Libber, bra
burner, red het mama, bluestockin:;1 ADC mother, den mother, PTA room mother, block

mother, housewife, homemaker, and faculty wife.

The question of the relative im,,ortance of education for men and for women is

still an important issue. We must confront freshmen with the fact that sophisticated
men, today as in the past, have viewed the education of woman as not only unnecessary

but dangerous. Views like those collected by Robin I:organ (Sisterhood Is Fowerfull
1270, .:2.1:5)startle most students: wacn a ;:cmen inclines to learlI2n,1:,

there must be something Jrcng with her sexual apparatus. (Nietzsche) "A man in
general is better pleased when he has a ::ood dinner than when his wife talks
Greek." (Samuel Johnson) "The whole education of women ought to be relative to
man. To please them, to be useful to them...to make life sweet and agreeable to
them." (Rousseau) "A woman who is guided by 'the head and not the heart is a social
pestilence." (Balzer) "Women...belong to us, just as a tree that bears fruit

belongs to a gardener. What a mad idea to demand equality fcr women." (Napoleon)
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"Women thoeld rc.::eive a higher education, not in order to become doctors, lawyers:

or prole ;ore, eit. to rear their offspring." (Alexis Carrel) "It would be pre!eeetereuz-

ly naive to sue,,est that a B.A. can be made as attractive to girls ae a rarriaee

licenee." (Crayeen :Ark) ""Jomen are usually more patient in working at unexciti1:1

repetitive tes:es...whon women are encouraged to become competitive too many of them

becoae dice:Teeaele." 1.:enjmin 62ock)

Norman ':aaerle Priconnr of Sex might be worth reading to illustrate

the effectve ee of eteerectyee in saeire eeeinst women and to raise the question

of whether att :.oks c,:ln be anti-freriniet with)et being anti-vomano i.ailer ad:/i.te

being frihtened oy an "honor guard of revolutionary vaginas," by "thin ladies with

eye:lessee, nn-nonsenee features, mouths ttiin as bologna slicers, a babe in one arm,

a hatchet in the other, gray eyes brirht with beie-fire," and cannot understana

Gloria ,Leinee's anger when he modifice nis " bmen at their worst are low sloppy

beaets" with ".:o-:en at their beet are zoddesses." host impressive of his stereo-

types may 1)11 that dencribing the "battic-ax," Eella azug
Eellal the future eongresewoman with oosoms which spoke of buttermilk,

carnal abundance, and the firepower of hard-prowed ,Tunboats....She had

a voice which could have boiled the fat off a taxicab driver's neck. It

was as full of vibrations of power as those machines which rout out the

grooves in wood.

I would particu]arly recommend Flannery O'Connor's Everything That Rises

Nust Convere (Signet, Q4704, 95 ). Her stories not only reflect sex- related

stereotypes, ut reveal how the superficial categorizing of people in terms of

race, age, weight, or religion brings tragedy.

V

Members of tee profession should be willing to revise English courses which

too narrowly center upon male writers, male critics, male characters, and male

students from motives of intellectual integrity) not because women students or

collecvues dernd such a revision. Women's Studies courses and the hiring of more

female teachers provide no substitute for this re-thinking of the curriculum and

emphases in a whole department. In such revision, the first priority is to help

undergraduates recognize occasional bias in otherwise sound literary criticism.

For example, in a book frequently used by both undergraduates and graduates,

The 7.nlish Novel by 'alter Alien, Allen provides helpful introductions to many

fiction writers. However, in an otherwise perceptive discussion of George Eliot, he

assumes that she was hard on all pretty girls in her novels because she was herself

so homely. In :]ustifyine his reaction against what he sees as pretentiousness in

the novels of Virginia Woolf, he describes in exaegerated terms the momentary scenes

of revelation in her works as "a succession of short, sharp female gasps of ecstasy;

an impression intensified by Ers. Woolf's use of the semicolon where the comma is

ordinarily enough." In speaking of Ers. Gaskell, he subscribes too easily to ready-

made formulations about the role of a "woman in harmony with the society in which

she P.rds herself." (lie has just finished discussing Jane Austen who was less in

harmony, since she WZs not the mother of a large family and the wife of a minister.)

He also assumes that a woman writer cannot portray men and deals best with the

limited scope of provincial family life, "Most of the time she knew enough to confine

herself to domestic cunedy...content to do whet she can do well...The society delineated

is almost entirely feminine...exactly the kind of social comedy in which women novel-

ists traditionally excel....;;here Ya-s. Gaskell fails is where so many women novelists

have failed: in the convincing delineationof men."
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When our studPrAs arc informed that women writers cannot, successNlly portray
male char: et.:re, it is he:ed they wil] soon be able to react criticz.ny and ask
why the ort4es 7aiNtain that 7alc writers do not ::,:ccessfully portray
female char.cters. td mn-e i:%:.orta..t, the nojern stuuer:t must cadeaver to deter-
mine groin his cwii exeHr:tion of litereture wi:ether either statement is true.
They eust ai:o ce tle,t d.J.ta more often influences critiez1 judz,ments
about wonen wrjtcrs tls-n cLout men writers, perhaps Lecat.se women are thoucht to
write more narrowly fr-7, their imiediate backr,und and with less ina: native de-
tbchment fr(m

In the Ii-ht of ZlaicShowalter's findin:.f. (Dissertation, Davis, California,
1970) that Victorian ri rov,licts r3ceived favorable criticil-.n before
their fenal2 ident'ty :7as divuled fhan for time aften:ards, the er ticisn
of fPrale writ2rs by critics nast be regarded more cautiously, especially to
see if such DiLs nrevail6. Thc resui_ts of a current experiment in which
feral' manuseril:ta oJt first with their ,iven aces and then
with "n0e-soundinrj initials to v ix.us acadric juernals may indicate such bias
contirr.,.es since accer,taace of napers identified with only the initials was runLing
higher last :inter. de:len students mny be within their rights to ask that papers
be graded without names attached*

Sanuel Goodrich estimated that half of the cross sales of the bock industry
in America from le50 to 1r.55 were de.::estic revels by women writers. These years
also saw the less pep-alarly successful appearance of -,a3den, Leaves of (3rass,
Dick, six works by Hawthorne and sa,.e Lmersen and LonE;felicw. Haw'Ghorne angrily
wrote that the whole country was given over to this "damned mob of scribbling women"
and demanded that richnor exnlain to him "the mystary of these innumer'ble editions."
The r.:stry still needs exp]anLtions. writers were attacked as "bluestockinrs"
but_in their books they frowned on bluestockins and-rinfevael±-the id::a-that the
happy woman's place was ir the home. Granted that these works were inferior, perhaps
it is time that literat%)re courses amain raise the question of the role of the
woman writer in our general culture as well as in the history of great literature*

Other questions we can ask are: Can fiction written primarily to further
the feminist movement e great literature? .;hat is a pro-feminist book? Would it
necessarily ?resent ath.irable women? Does it need to present male characters? Should
it primarily portray the discrimination against women bysociety':

Does a work need to be criticized favorably by both male and female critics
in order to be hailed as a great work? Can a book be called a popular success if
it is read largely by members of only one sex?

To what extent can literture be said to reflect the culture and thinking
of any period in history when only men produced the literature of the period?

What is feminist criticism? Is tt sexist criticism or f. reaction against
sexist criticism?

* For analysis of the textbooks cited on page 2 I am indebted to Iowa City elementary
teachers, Corine Perkins and Ruth Graber.


