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The Gender-Neutral Language Controversy

by Michael D. Marlowe, 2001

“This is the book of the generations of Adam. In the day when God created man, he made him in the likeness of God. He created them male and female, and he blessed them and he named them Man in the day when they were created.” (Genesis 5:1,2)

One of the most controversial features of several recent versions of the Bible has been the use of gender-neutral language. Many articles and at least three books have appeared dealing with this issue in the past five years. In this article I will do no more than offer a brief history of the controversy.

The Feminist Origin of Gender-Neutral Language

Gender-neutral language is a style of writing that adheres to certain rules that were first proposed by feminist language reformers in universities during the 1970's, and which have been accepted as normative in many schools since about 1980. The rules prohibit various common usages which are deemed to be "sexist," as for example the use of the word "man," and the generic use of masculine pronouns, in referring to persons of unspecified gender. A number of new words were also recommended, as for example "chairperson," "spokesperson," etc., as substitutes for the "sexist" words in common use. Feminists hoped that by means of such reforms in the universities the language of the whole society might gradually be reformed, and that by means of such a reform in the language, the consciousness of people would be rendered more favorable to feminist ideas. (1)
There is some disagreement as to what to call this new style of writing. Its advocates have called it by various names and descriptions: "inclusive language," "gender-inclusive language," "gender generic language," "non-discriminatory language," etc. In translations, it has even been called "gender accurate." Conservatives have of course objected to the term, "gender accurate." They have also objected to the word "inclusive" as a description for the new style, because this word implies that the ordinary English usage (e.g. the generic "he") is not inclusive. Therefore they prefer to call the new style "gender-neutral."

Feminism in the Seminaries

During the late 1970's the liberal mainline seminaries generally adopted these new rules of usage. The feminists in these seminaries where not satisfied, however, with the gender-neutral language as applied only to persons, and insisted upon gender-neutral language with respect to God also; and so during the 1980's gender-neutral language in reference to God became normal and even prescribed by codes of speech. Today it is not permissible for students in many schools to use the pronoun "he" in reference to God, and even such usages as "God Godself" (instead of "God himself") have gained currency in these places. The feminists have insisted upon the use of such language as a very important moral duty.

The Patriarchal Bible Problem

After this change in language was brought about in seminaries, the next effort was to promote its use in the churches at large, by means of denominational publications. But a great hindrance to this campaign was the fact that the Bible itself did not abide by their new rules.

The Hebrew and Greek texts of the Bible often use generic masculine nouns (adam and anthropos, both meaning "man") and generic masculine pronouns in a gender-inclusive sense, in reference to persons of unspecified gender. In the Epistles, believers in general are addressed as adelphoi, "brethren." Such usages are not merely figments of "sexist" English translations; they are a normal feature of the original languages, just as they are normal in English and many other languages. In most cases the inclusive intent of the writer is obvious from the context, and when the intent is not inclusive, this is also obvious enough from the context. The interpreter must not proceed mechanically with the idea that every occurance of adam and anthropos is to be understood in a gender-inclusive sense. As Steven Schlissel (2) has observed, a number of passages reveal that the Bible is primarily addressed to men:

   The Scriptures themselves are, in the main, addressed to men. Every thoughtful Christian - man, woman and child - knows quite well that in addressing men, God addresses all. For the male functions as the head in the various covenant spheres, and in addressing them God makes plain His idea of "inclusive language."
   For example, in the Ten Words (Exodus 20), God commands, "You shall not covet your neighbor's wife." He does not need to repeat the respective command, customized for women, and that not because women are believed by Him to be beyond such temptations, but rather because, having addressed the male, the command applies to all, each in accordance with his ("his," being Biblical inclusive language) position. 
   In Deuteronomy 16:16, the males were required to appear thrice annually before the Lord (though women and children were permitted to, and often did, make the pilgrimage: 1 Samuel 1; Luke 2:39ff). In Deuteronomy 29, the covenant is explicitly entered into with Israel's males: "You stand today, all of you, before Jehovah your God: your chiefs, your tribes, your elders and officers, even all the males of Israel, your little ones, your wives, etc." 
   In the New Testament, Matthew (14:21) records the number of men at the "feeding of the 5,000" (which was probably closer to 20,000), and restricts the numbering to males again at the feeding of the "4,000" (15:38). 
   On the Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, Peter is quite explicit (as the Greek reveals) in addressing men devout (v.5), men Jews (v.14), men Israelites (v.22), men brothers (vv.29, 37). Stephen directs his remarks to men brothers and fathers (7:2), as does Paul (22:1). In fact, Paul, in Romans 11:4, significantly adds the word "men" to his quotation of 1 Kings 19:18: "I have reserved for Myself seven thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal." 
   And when the Apostle John writes to the churches (1 John 2:12-14) he specifies young men and fathers in his audience. Once again, this is all Biblical inclusive language. 

It is true that in some places women are specifically addressed, but in such cases the message is usually very embarrassing to the feminist agenda:

Wives, be subject to your husbands, as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, and is himself its savior. As the church is subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everything to their husbands. (Ephesians 5:22-24)

Obviously this presented problems for the whole concept of "inclusive" language and the feminist ideology in general. What was to be done? 

The remedy proposed was twofold: (1) a revision of the Bible, in which the new "dynamic equivalence" method of translating would be employed so as to conform the text to the same stylistic guidelines which had lately been imposed on the seminary, and to otherwise obscure the "patriarchalism" of the Bible by the adoption of feminist interpretations; and (2) an elimination of the intractable "problem" passages (e.g. Ephesians 5:22-24) by means of a revised lectionary (schedule of readings) which was to omit all passages in which the subordination of women is so plainly taught that it could not be obscured by false interpretations. By this means the Bible might be exhibited as an example of political correctness to all who heard it read in the churches.

The earliest example of such an effort was the Inclusive Language Lectionary published by the National Council of Churches in 1983. This lectionary presented gender-neutral adaptations of Scripture for the readings prescribed in the Common Lectionary (1983, revised 1992), which excluded 1 Corinthians 11:3-16, 1 Corinthians 14:34-35, Ephesians 5:22-24, Colosians 3:18, 1 Timothy 2:11-15, and 1 Peter 3:1-6. The adaptations were thoroughgoing, and included gender-neutral language in reference to God. Soon after this, complete versions of the Bible which featured a moderate use of gender-neutral language began to appear. In 1985 the New Jerusalem Bible, a Roman Catholic version, became the first such version. But the first version to use gender-neutral language in a really thorough and systematic way was the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), which appeared in 1990. This version was created under a mandate from the copyright holder, the National Council of Churches, to eliminate "sexist" language. It did not however substitute gender-neutral language in reference to God, and it did not incorporate many of the misinterpretations proposed by feminists, and so it did not satisfy many liberals.

In 1991 a version of the New Testament much more to their liking appeared: the Contemporary English Version, published by the American Bible Society (the complete Bible appeared in 1995). This version did not use gender-neutral language for God, but it did incorporate many feminist interpretations that went beyond the mere use of gender-neutral language. In Genesis 2:18, Eve is called not a "helper" but a "partner" of Adam; in 1 Peter 3:1, Colossians 3:18 and Ephesians 5:22 women are advised to "put their husbands first" rather than "submit" to them; in 1 Corinthians 11:10 the CEV says a woman should wear a head covering not merely as a "sign of authority" (usually interpreted to mean her husband's authority) but "as a sign of her authority." In 1 Timothy 3:3 and 3:12 gender-neutered officers of the church are required to be "faithful in marriage" rather than "the husband of one wife." The CEV also featured some renderings designed to combat anti-semitism: The word "Jews" is changed to "religious leaders" wherever this group comes under sharp criticism in the New Testament.

Going still further, in 1994 a group of liberal Roman Catholics published the Inclusive New Testament, in which full advantage was taken of the principle of "dynamic equivalence." Typical of this version is the following rendering of Colossians 3:18-19.

"You who are in committed relationships, be submissive to each other. This is your duty in Christ Jesus. Partners joined by God, love each other. Avoid any bitterness between you."

In 1995, liberal Protestants published a similar version in the New Testament and Psalms, An Inclusive Version. Both of these versions featured gender-neutral language for God along with many other politicaly correct alterations designed to combat "racism," "homophobia," "ageism," etc. The liberties taken with the text of Scripture in these versions were however so flagrant that they were met with ridicule in the popular press. For the time being at least, the most reputable liberal scholars have not ventured to publicly defend them as legitimate translations, although it remains to be seen how much headway such avant garde versions will make in the next generation.

"Evangelical" Feminism

None of the versions mentioned above were produced by organizations which professed to be evangelical, and they were intended for an audience which did not consider itself to be evangelical. Their use has been limited to the shrinking "mainline" churches controlled by liberals. But by 1990 feminism had made some inroads into evangelical circles also, and its influence was evident in several seminaries and Bible agencies which were considered to be evangelical. (3) Academics in these seminaries and agencies were involved in the production of five gender-neutral versions that were published between 1986 and 1996, and which were intended for the evangelical market. The first of these, the New Century Version, was a version intended for young children. It was brought out by a small publisher and attracted little notice. Next was God's Word, another little-known version that made a very cautious use of gender-neutral language. The third was the New International Reader's Version (NIrV), and the fourth version was The New International Version Inclusive Language Edition (NIVI). These last two were revisions of the popular New International Version (NIV). The NIrV was a simplification of the NIV intended for children, and its gender-neutral renderings were not noticed until later. The NIVI, which very much resembled the NRSV, was first published in England, where the people who consider themselves to be evangelical are much more liberal than in America, and for a year or two it went unnoticed in America. Then in 1996 the New Living Translation (NLT), which also made consistent use of gender-neutral language, appeared on the market with much fanfare; but, like the NIrV, this version made such heavy use of the "dynamic equivalence" method that the gender-neutral language was scarcely to be noticed in the general looseness of translation.

In 1997 the issue of gender-neutral "dynamic equivalence" came dramatically to the forefront after World magazine (4) revealed that the International Bible Society (IBS), which owns the copyright of the NIV and had apparently come under the influence of "evangelical feminists," (5) was planning to publish its little-known NIVI soon in America, as a new edition of the NIV. Because the NIV was widely used as a trustworthy version in evangelical circles, a great uproar ensued, in which several conservative Christian organizations brought pressure against the IBS to abandon these plans. In May of 1997 James Dobson, the influential head of the Focus on the Family ministry, convened several prominent evangelical leaders for a special meeting on the issue at Colorado Springs. The participants issued a declaration of recommended guidelines which would discourage the artificial use of gender-neutral language in Bible translations. The IBS reluctantly yielded to this pressure, and at that time promised that it would not publish this new edition of the New International Version in America. It also issued a revision (1998) of its NIrV in which the gender-neutral language was replaced with more accurate renderings. The controversy was not settled by this however, because various scholars came forward with arguments for gender-neutral language, provoking counter-arguments, and then the IBS announced that it would publish its gender-neutral revision of the NIV, under another name. (6) Advance review copies of this revision, under the name Today's New International Version, were distributed in January 2002. The reaction to it has been overwhelmingly negative.

The NIV "inclusive language" controversy has widened into criticism and defense of the "dynamic equivalence" method which had made such an objectionable revision possible in the first place. Many evangelicals who had been using the NIV began to doubt the trustworthiness of the version in its original form.

Although the liberal organizations that sponsored the earlier gender-neutral versions plainly avowed their ideological motives for such revisions, advocates of the revised NIV (writing for a conservative audience) produced some literature (7) that defended some of the changes on scholarly or linguistic grounds alone. The word anthropoi was mentioned as a word in the Greek text which is sometimes quite properly translated "people." Examples were given where a plural "they" put in place of the generic "he" does not appear to affect the meaning at all, and the change was defended on the ground that the gender-inclusive meaning of the sentence is better conveyed by such a "dynamically equivalent" rendering. But critics (8) drew attention to places where the systematic substitution of plurals did significantly interfere with the sense. For example, in Psalm 1, the one man whose delight is in the law of the Lord is set in opposition to the many ungodly ones around him. But when the man is made to disappear into a group of genderless people, then a part of the meaning of this passage is lost. It was also noticed that the Messianic interpretations of some Old Testament passages were eliminated in the pursuit of genderless language, as in Psalm 8:4, where the phrase "son of man" becomes "human beings" (compare to Hebrews 2:6). The revisers' motives were questioned concerning the revision of Acts 1:21. The passage relates Peter's suggestion that a new apostle be picked from the men who had been with them from the beginning. The word used here is not the debatable anthropos, but the undoubtedly masculine aner, which corresponds to our word "male." Yet the revised NIV (and the early printings of the New Living Translation) provided a genderless rendering at this point.

Another debated point was the extent to which the gender-neutral style adopted in the new versions could be justified on the basis of common English usage. Some claimed that the generic use of "he" was no longer commonly used or understood, and that a translation which aims to be understood must avoid this usage. In support of this idea they referred to the style of television and newspaper journalism as representative of the people at large, and as proof that the gender-neutral style had become normal and standard usage outside of the academic circles where it originated. Opponents responded with the observation that the current politically correct "journalese" was far from being representative of established English usage, or of English as it is commonly spoken.

More important in the long run were the arguments concerning the legitimacy of "dynamic equivalence" as a method of translating. This method, which was employed to a moderate degree in the original NIV, had for a long time been criticized by the more conservative evangelicals, who warned of its dangers. As the NIV controversy unfolded, these critics were in a strong position to argue that the NIV from the beginning embodied dangerous tendencies, and that it is time for evangelicals to turn away from it. This argument has been effective. Publishing industry trade journals have reported a significant loss of market share for the NIV since the beginning of the controversy. (9)
Conclusion

Gender-neutral Bible versions originated as an attempt by feminists to transform both the language and the beliefs of Christians. They were welcomed in liberal circles, but were met with strong resistance among evangelicals. Despite the efforts of "evangelical" feminists it appears that the attempt to introduce these versions in evangelical circles will fail. The creators and defenders of these versions have suffered a loss of reputation among evangelicals, and publishers are not likely to market them successfully among evangelicals in the near future.

For further study of this issue, see the books listed in the bibliography and the links in the Web Directory.

Chronology of Gender-Neutral Translations

· 1983. An Inclusive Language Lectionary 

· 1985. New Jerusalem Bible 

· 1986. New American Bible, revised New Testament 

· 1987. New Century Version 

· 1989. Revised English Bible 

· 1990. New Revised Standard Version 

· 1992. Good News Bible, 2nd ed. 

· 1993. The Message 

· 1993. The Five Gospels (Jesus Seminar). 

· 1994. The Inclusive New Testament 

· 1995. Contemporary English Version 

· 1995. God's Word 

· 1995. New International Reader's Version 

· 1995. New International Version, Inclusive Language Edition 

· 1995. New Testament and Psalms, An Inclusive Version 

· 1996. New Living Translation 

· 2002. Today's New International Version 



Notes

1. The importance of language reform to the feminist cause is indicated by the fact that an article on the subject appeared as the first article in the inaugural issue of the influential feminist magazine Ms.: Kate Miller and Casey Swift, "De-Sexing the English Language," Ms. 1 (Spring 1972), p. 7. Since that time the preoccupation with language reform has spawned a large number of books, articles, and style guides. One widely used handbook of gender-neutral writing for academic writers is Guidelines for Bias-Free Writing by Marilyn Schwartz and the Task Force on Bias-free Language of the Association of American University Presses (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1995). In a review of this book ("What Are Editors For?" Philosophy and Literature 20/2 [October 1996]), Denis Dutton notices the implications of its recommendations for translators:

Some of the advice ... is decidedly disturbing. Section 1.58, on translations, begins, "Translators must exercise careful judgment in rendering a text in English." Quite so, but the "careful judgments" turn out to be about more than simply precision: translators "need to consider the readership and purpose of the translation--whether it be simply to render the ideas or also to reflect stylistic or cultural nuances--before determining whether gender-biased characteristics of the original warrant replication in English." In other words, translators should consider expurgating gender bias from foreign writings where it is "unwarranted" to replicate them in English and distress readers with unhelpful and unnecessary stylistic or cultural nuances. It should not surprise anyone that what begins with overweening concern that language should never offend ends in a justification of expurgation. The Guidelines go on to say, "Translators should avoid recasting gender-neutral into sexist language, as in some biblical language." While no one would argue with that, the Bias Persons glaringly omit the converse recommendation that gender-biased foreign-language texts should be translated so that readers can see the gender bias of the original. So does the path from courtesy take us, however deviously, to censorship.

The use of such oppressive "politically correct" style guides is now common even among reputedly evangelical publishers. For example, the relevant section from the InterVarsity Press Style Guide (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2001) may be seen here.

2. Steven Schlissel, "Hopelessly Patriarchal," in Chalcedon Report, February 1998.

3. The June 16, 1997 issue of Christianity Today reported that Eugene Rubingh, who until 1999 was the IBS vice president for translations, says "publishers Zondervan and Hodder & Stoughton first suggested a more inclusive text to the CBT [the IBS Committee on Bible Translation] because they knew of seminary professors dropping the NIV in favor of the New Revised Standard Version." In particular, Bethel Theological Seminary and Denver Seminary appear to have become seedbeds of feminism in the evangelical churches.

4. Susan Olasky, "Femme Fatale," in WORLD, March 29, 1997. The article is online. Use the site's search utility to find subsequent articles published in WORLD as the NIV controversy developed.

5. For a history of the growing influence of feminism in American churches, see The Feminist Gospel: the Movement to Unite Feminism with the Church, by Mary A. Kassian (Crossway Books, 1992). The facts are truly disturbing and raise serious doubts about the "evangelical" feminists. For a book written from the "evangelical feminist" point of view, see Nancy A. Hardesty's Inclusive Language in the Church (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1987). Hardesty has now drifted into radical feminism, and is no longer called evangelical. For introductions to mainline church feminism, see Alice L. Laffey, An Introduction to the Old Testament: A Feminist Perspective (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988); Letty M Russell, ed., Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985); Luise Schotroff, Silvia Schroer and Marie-Theres Wacker, Feminist Interpretation: The Bible in Women's Perspective Trans. Martin and Barbara Rumscheidt. (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998).

6. WORLD (6/5/99, p.16) obtained a copy of a letter by Eugene Rubingh, IBS vice president for translations, written on March 19, 1999, which stated, "I, the CBT and practically everyone involved, thoroughly support gender-accurate language. The matter is one of timing, of finding the appropriate hour to move ahead."

7. The most important "evangelical" defenses of gender-neutral versions are D. A. Carson's The Inclusive-Language Debate: a Plea for Realism (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998) and Mark L. Strauss's Distorting Scripture? The Challenge of Bible Translation and Gender Accuracy (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1998). Of these two books, Strauss (Associate Professor of New Testament at Bethel Seminary San Diego) gives the more detailed treatment.

8. See Vern S. Poythress and Wayne A. Grudem, eds. The Gender-Neutral Bible Controversy: Muting the Masculinity of God's Words (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2000). Poythress and Grudem have been prominent in the evangelical opposition to gender-neutral language.

9. See David Bayly, "Decline of the NIV?" in WORLD, June 5, 1999 (Volume 14 Number 22). Bayley writes, "Since 1986, when it surpassed sales of the King James Version, the New International Version has been the biggest-selling Bible in the USA. But from 1993 to 1998 (the last year for which Spring Arbor, the largest distributor of Christian books, has statistics) the NIV's market share declined from 37 percent to below 30 percent."
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