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Abstract 

This inquiry navigates the intricacies of gender fluidity through an examination of the narrative 

techniques in The Cook and the Carpenter, using the lens of Sandra Bem’s Gender Schema 

Theory. The argument traverses literary analysis and gender studies, delving into the text's 

gender-neutral language, and its dialogic engagement with contemporary gender discourses. 

Through a multidimensional analysis, the research illumines the text's literary foresight in 

engaging with embryonic notions of gender fluidity, transcending its historical epoch to 

resonate with modern discourses on gender neutrality and fluidity. The endeavour fosters a 

dialogue between literary analysis and gender theory, contributing to a broader scholarly 

discourse on gender fluidity in literary texts. The analysis not elucidates the text's engagement 

with gender fluidity and underscores its continued relevance in contemporary gender 

discourses. 
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Introduction 

 

The literary realm has long been a fertile ground for the exploration of gender, reflecting and 

often challenging societal norms and expectations. Among the myriad ways literature engages 

with gender, the notion of gender fluidity emerges as a particularly compelling area of inquiry. 

The fluidity of gender disrupts traditional binary understandings and invites a more nuanced 

exploration of gender’s multifaceted nature. This inquiry is situated in this broader literary and 

social discourse, aiming to delve into the nuances of gender fluidity as depicted in June 

Arnold’s The Cook and the Carpenter (1973).1 The narrative techniques and gender-neutral 

language employed in the text require a rigorous examination through a precise theoretical lens. 

Central to this inquiry is Sandra Bem's Gender Schema Theory, which provides a cogent 

framework for understanding how individuals come to use gender as an organizing category in 

all aspects of their life.2 Moreover, critics such as Judith Lorber, in Paradoxes of Gender, have 
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echoed the sentiment that gender is deeply ingrained in the social fabric, thereby extending the 

relevance of gender schema theory to a broader societal context.3 

The objectives of this research are to examine how gender-neutral language and 

narrative techniques in The Cook and the Carpenter challenge, reinforce, or redefine traditional 

gender schemas as conceptualized by Bem. An example from the text is where Arnold says, 

“We were neither men nor women, and all were equal,” encapsulating the essence of gender 

fluidity that we explore here.4 Following this, the article will contextualize the narrative within 

its historical and social milieu, to discern its critique or reflection of the gender norms of its 

epoch. Furthermore, by forging a nexus between literary analysis and gender studies, this 

inquiry contributes to the broader discourse on gender fluidity in literary studies and beyond. 

Lastly, the aspiration to engage with contemporary gender discourse sets a stage for a temporal 

dialogue, examining how a text from a bygone era resonates with or diverges from present-day 

discussions on gender fluidity and neutrality. In summary, this section sets up a meticulous 

exploration of The Cook and the Carpenter through a gender-conscious lens, contributing to 

the broader discourse on gender fluidity within literary studies and beyond.  

 

Gender Schema Analysis of Narrative Techniques 

 

The endeavour to unpack gender fluidity within the text of The Cook and the Carpenter 

necessitates a rigorous analysis of its narrative techniques, particularly the employment of 

gender-neutral language which serves as a potent vehicle for challenging conventional gender 

schemas. The narrative’s deliberate eschewal of gendered pronouns invites the lens of Bem’s 

Gender Schema Theory. Bem eloquently posits, “In the process of sex-typing himself or 

herself, the child also sex-types the external world.”5 This assertion underscores the pivotal 

role of language as a medium through which individuals not only understand but also organize 

gendered perceptions. The gender-neutral language employed in The Cook and the Carpenter 

notably disrupts the conventional process of sex-typing, thereby inviting readers to navigate a 

narrative realm that defies traditional gendered categorizations; “In our language...he and she 

had become laughable, unless one enjoyed laughing at oneself.”6 The absence of gendered 

pronouns in the text disorients the traditionally ingrained gender schemas, compelling a more 

fluid understanding of gender. As Judith Butler articulates, “gender is performatively 

constituted by the very expressions that are said to be its results.”7 Thus, the narrative 

techniques employed in the text perform a critique of established gender norms, aligning with 

Butler’s assertion of gender’s performative nature. 

Furthermore, critics like Julia Kristeva have emphasized the integral role of language 

in the construction and deconstruction of gender identities.8 The narrative’s subversion of 

traditional gendered language aligns with Kristeva’s ideas, casting a spotlight on the fluidity of 

gender as opposed to a fixed binary. The text, through its narrative techniques, presents a 
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challenge to Bem’s conceptualization of gender schemas, inviting a re-evaluation of how 

gender is cognitively structured and understood. Moreover, the narrative’s engagement with 

gender-neutral language also invites a discussion on the societal implications of such narrative 

choices. As Lorber posits, “...for society to function... ‘Women and men have to be made’...”9 

The narrative of The Cook and the Carpenter can therefore be seen as a literary endeavor to 

unmake and redefine traditional gender constructs, resonating with Lorber’s critique. As June 

Arnold herself wrote, “The old pronouns, the old lies of he and she, of male and female, fall 

off from us... so does the old tyranny.”10  

This assertion underscores the pivotal role of language as a medium through which 

individuals not only understand but also organize gendered perceptions. The line, “Words have 

sexes too, but not here,”11 accentuates the narrative's critique of gendered language, embodying 

the subversion of traditional sex-typing posited by Bem. Thus, the narrative techniques 

employed in the text perform a critique of established gender norms, aligning with Butler’s 

assertion of gender’s performative nature. The text, through its narrative techniques, presents 

a challenge to Bem’s conceptualization of gender schemas, inviting a re-evaluation of how 

gender is cognitively structured and understood. Through the analysis of gender-neutral 

language and narrative techniques, this section dissects how The Cook and the Carpenter 

engages with and challenges traditional gender schemas as conceptualized by Bem, thereby 

contributing a nuanced lens through which to explore the multifaceted nature of gender fluidity. 

 

Historical Context Analysis through a Gender Schema Lens 

 

The analysis of gender-neutral language and narrative techniques in The Cook and the 

Carpenter in the preceding section propels us into a broader inquiry into the historical and 

social milieu in which the text is situated. The employment of gender-neutral language not only 

underscores a narrative strategy but also mirrors a broader societal discourse on gender during 

the text’s historical epoch. Delving into the historical context through the lens of Gender 

Schema Theory facilitates a nuanced understanding of how societal gender schemas are 

reflected and perhaps contested within the narrative. The text, situated in a post-second wave 

feminist era, engages with burgeoning discourses on gender fluidity and neutrality. The social 

tumult and the questioning of traditional gender roles prevalent during this period imbue the 

text with a historical significance that transcends its narrative realm. As Bem articulates, 

“gender schema theory would predict that individuals with schematic processing styles for 

gender would be more likely to hold traditional attitudes about the sexes, to perceive the world 

in terms of the gender distinctions.”12 This proposition by Bem invites an examination of how 

the historical and social dynamics prevalent during the text’s epoch influence the construction 

and deconstruction of gender within the narrative. The Cook and the Carpenter echoes this 

sentiment, “We had evolved a new structure, a non-structure that could accommodate any 

number of sexes; male and female were archaic categories that had lost their meaning in any 
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practical sense.”13 The narrative encapsulates the zeitgeist of its era, reflecting a critical 

engagement with the gender discourses of its time. Moreover, the late twentieth century 

witnessed a surge of feminist literary criticism, with critics like Elaine Showalter advocating 

for a closer examination of female experience within literature.14 Showalter’s proposition for a 

“gynocritics” approach demands a re-evaluation of gender representation in The Cook and the 

Carpenter, in light of the societal gender schemas prevalent during its time of publication. 

Furthermore, engaging with Judith Butler’s notion of gender performativity, it 

becomes apparent that the historical context significantly informs the text’s engagement with 

gender. Butler posits, “...gender proves to be performative — that is, constituting the identity 

it is purported to be. In this sense, gender is always a doing, though not a doing by a subject 

who might be said to preexist the deed.”15 The performative aspect of gender as elucidated by 

Butler resonates with the narrative’s engagement with gender-neutral language, reflecting a 

conscious un-doing of traditional gender roles, thus mirroring the broader societal discourse on 

gender during its historical epoch. From the elucidation of the societal and historical milieu of 

The Cook and the Carpenter, it becomes imperative to delve deeper into how the text not merely 

mirrors but actively engages with and challenges the prevailing gender schemas of its epoch. 

The narrative operates not in a vacuum but within a societal framework laden with gendered 

expectations and norms, rendering its gender-neutral linguistic strategies a potent critique of 

the gender binary. Drawing upon Judith Halberstam’s notion of “female masculinity” and 

“alternative masculinities,” the narrative's disruption of traditional gender schemas resonates 

with a broader discourse of queering gender norms prevalent during its historical epoch.16 

Halberstam’s framework provides a lens through which to examine how the narrative's gender-

neutral language challenges traditional understandings of masculinity and femininity, thus 

aligning with the discourse on alternative gender expressions. Moreover, the text's historical 

backdrop, laden with feminist and queer discourses, significantly informs its engagement with 

gender-neutral language. As Toril Moi elucidates in Sexual/Textual Politics, feminist literary 

criticism during the late twentieth century was entrenched in a broader societal discourse on 

gender, reflecting a critical engagement with traditional gender roles and expectations.17 

Furthermore, the text’s engagement with gender-neutral language can be seen as a 

narrative strategy that challenges the “heteronormative order” as posited by Michael Warner.18 

The narrative's deliberate eschewal of gendered pronouns and its portrayal of gender fluid 

characters challenge the heteronormative assumptions embedded within the language and 

societal norms, thereby reflecting a critical engagement with the gender discourse of its time, 

“You see, in our commune, we shunned the old pronouns. It was a revelation, untying language 

from the dictates of a gendered world.”19 Through this narrative choice, the text delves into the 

performative nature of gender and critiques the heteronormative underpinnings of language, 
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18 Michael Warner, Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory (Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1993). 
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aligning with Warner's discourse on the heteronormative order. The analysis thus far elucidates 

how The Cook and the Carpenter, through its gender-neutral linguistic strategies and narrative 

techniques, not only reflects but challenges and redefines traditional gender schemas, 

resonating with the broader gender discourse prevalent during its historical epoch. This 

engagement with the historical and social context through the lens of Gender Schema Theory 

enhances the understanding of the text’s nuanced portrayal of gender fluidity, rendering a richer 

comprehension of its literary and societal significance. 

 

Reader Reception Analysis through a Gender Schema Lens 

 

Reader reception, an arena where the narrative techniques and historical context of The Cook 

and the Carpenter dovetail with the individual reader's engagement with the text, is also 

relevant. The application of Bem's Gender Schema Theory provides a framework to examine 

how the gender-neutral language employed in the text intersects with the reader's cognitive 

organization of gender, thus influencing their reception and interpretation of the narrative. 

Bem’s assertion that individuals deploy gender as an organizing category in all facets of their 

life20 establishes a foundation for exploring how the gender-neutral language in The Cook and 

the Carpenter might challenge or disrupt readers’ ingrained gender schemas. As readers 

traverse the narrative landscape devoid of gendered pronouns, they are invited to renegotiate 

their understanding of gender, which, as per Bem, has been socially ingrained in them. This 

narrative strategy is echoed in the text when a character reflects, “The language we spoke... it 

set us free from the old shackles of gendered expectations, allowing us to see beyond the 

binary.”21 The character’s reflection encapsulates the potential of narrative techniques in 

challenging traditional gender schemas, resonating with Bem's theoretical propositions. 

Furthermore, the interpretive community, as posited by Stanley Fish, plays a critical role in 

shaping the reception of texts. Fish argues, “...readers, far from being the autonomous, 

independent agents traditional humanism takes them to be, are made and not born; that is, they 

are the products of interpretations that precede them and are in no position to survey and choose 

from a range of possible interpretive strategies.”22 This assertion underscores the significance 

of the societal gender schemas prevalent within the interpretive community, which invariably 

shape the readers' engagement with the text. 

Moreover, critics like Wolfgang Iser have emphasized the interaction between the text 

and the reader, positing that the text acts as a “blueprint” which the reader actualizes through 

their interpretation.23 The gender-neutral language in The Cook and the Carpenter serves as a 

catalyst for such interaction, with readers partaking in a narrative experience that challenges 

traditional gender schemas and invites a more fluid understanding of gender. The discussion 

on the interplay between text and reader, and the gender-neutral language in The Cook and the 

Carpenter, not only engages readers in a dialectic of gender understanding but also resonates 

 
20 Bem, “Gender Schema Theory“, pp. 354-364. 
21 Arnold, The Cook and the Carpenter, p. 112. 
22 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Boston: Harvard 

University Press, 1980). 
23 Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1978). 
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with broader scholarly dialogues on reader reception. The text's deliberate linguistic strategy 

invites readers to a re-evaluation of gender, an endeavour that is both personal and communal 

within the interpretive community, “Our words were like us, fluid, and the fluidity was freeing, 

not confining.”24 This reflection highlights the liberating potential of gender-neutral language, 

underscoring the text's engagement in broader dialogues of gender understanding. 

The narrative's gender-neutral language serves as a narrative dissonance, challenging 

readers to navigate a text that defies traditional gendered categorizations. As Roland Barthes 

posits in The Death of the Author, the text is a “tissue of quotations,” and the meaning is created 

in the interaction between the text and the reader.25 The gender-neutral language of The Cook 

and the Carpenter adds a layer of complexity to this interaction, compelling readers to confront 

and potentially re-evaluate their ingrained gender schemas as posited by Bem. A character's 

assertion, “We were crafting a language that didn’t box us but opened endless horizons, where 

'he' and 'she' didn’t tell you anything about the person you were speaking to.”26 This quotation 

amplifies the narrative's challenge to traditional gendered categorizations, aligning with 

Barthes' notion of the interactive creation of meaning and resonating Bem's gender schemas. 

Moreover, the reader's confrontation with gender-neutral language can be viewed 

through the lens of Louise Rosenblatt's Transactional Theory, which posits reading as a 

transaction between the reader and the text.27 The gender-neutral language acts as a stimulus, 

inviting a response from the reader that may disrupt or challenge traditional gender schemas, 

thereby enriching the transactional experience of reading. Judith Fetterley’s call for readers to 

become “resisting readers” who challenge traditional interpretations and engage with texts in 

a way that subverts traditional gendered readings is also relevant.28 The narrative techniques 

employed in The Cook and the Carpenter invite resisting readers to engage with the text in a 

manner that challenges traditional gender schemas, and to engage with gender fluidity. The 

next section discusses bridging literary analysis and gender studies. 

 

Cross-disciplinary Analysis: Bridging Literary and Gender Studies 

 

The intricate tapestry of reader reception, narrative techniques, and historical contextualization 

unravelled in preceding sections weaves into a broader interdisciplinary analysis, highlighting 

the fertile intersection of literary and gender studies. Employing Gender Schema Theory as a 

nexus, this section endeavours to bridge these disciplinary landscapes, forging a 

multidimensional analytical lens through which to explore gender fluidity in The Cook and the 

Carpenter. The text’s narrative strategies and gender-neutral language not only resonate within 

the literary domain but extend into the broader gender discourse. Sandra Bem articulates, 

“...gender schema theory was formulated to explain how individuals to possess gender-based 
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self-concepts...”29 The notion of a “gender-based self-concept” is integral to understanding how 

the text engages with gender fluidity, both from a literary and gender studies perspective. This 

is mirrored in The Cook and the Carpenter when Arnold muses, “We were learning to see 

ourselves not as men or women, but as people, each with a narrative that's uniquely our own.”30 

This reflection within the text underscores the engagement with gender fluidity and the 

challenge to traditional gender-based self-concepts, enriching the interdisciplinary dialogue 

fostered by the analysis. This seminal notion provides a robust framework for analyzing the 

text’s gender-neutral language and narrative techniques, exploring how they perform and 

critique gender, thus bridging literary narrative techniques with broader gender theories. 

Furthermore, the cross-disciplinary analysis is fortified by engaging with literary 

critics like Toril Moi, who posits that feminist literary criticism should move beyond merely 

identifying sexist stereotypes and should engage in a deeper analysis of texts through a 

gendered lens.31 Moi’s assertion underscores the importance of a multidimensional analysis, 

which is precisely what we are doing investigating gender fluidity in The Cook and the 

Carpenter through a cross-disciplinary lens, leveraging Gender Schema Theory. Through the 

cross-disciplinary excursion, the discourse navigates towards a deeper exploration of the text 

through the nuanced lens of Gender Schema Theory, converging at the junction of literary 

analysis and gender studies. This approach elucidates how The Cook and the Carpenter 

navigates the complex area of gender fluidity, offering insights beyond disciplinary boundaries. 

Engaging further with Judith Butler’s notions, the text can be seen as a literary 

embodiment of gender performativity, where the absence of gendered pronouns challenges the 

reader to perceive gender beyond traditional binaries. This literary endeavour resonates with 

Adrienne Rich’s assertion that “re-vision – the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, 

of entering an old text from a new critical direction – is for women more than a chapter in 

cultural history: it is an act of survival.”32 The act of re-vision is manifest in the text's narrative 

strategies, beckoning a departure from traditional gendered readings towards a more fluid 

understanding of gender, “It was not about he or she, but about us, about the collective that 

transcends the gendered labels.”33 The narrative, through language and structure, asks readers 

to re-vision, aligning with the broader discussions of gender performativity and fluidity. 

The text’s engagement with gender-neutral language can be analysed through 

Kristeva’s idea of the “semiotic,” which posits language as a site of conflict and transformation 

regarding gendered expressions.34 The narrative’s linguistic strategies align with Kristeva’s 

theory, showcasing the transformative potential of language in challenging traditional gender 

schemas. Michael Warner’s notion of the “heteronormative order” clarifies the text’s narrative 

strategies, which disrupt and challenge prevailing heteronormative frameworks, thereby 

aligning with a broader cross-disciplinary discourse on gender fluidity.35 In summation, this 

section traverses the interdisciplinary bridge between literary and gender studies, forging a 

 
29 Bem, “Gender Schema Theory,” pp. 354-364. 
30 Arnold, The Cook and the Carpenter, p. 89. 
31 Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics. 
32 Adrienne Rich, “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision”, College English, vol. 34, no. 1 (1972), pp. 

18-30. 
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Interrogating Gender Fluidity 

 229 

multidimensional lens through which to explore gender fluidity in The Cook and the Carpenter, 

and contributing to a broader scholarly dialogue on gender and literary analysis. 

 

Analysis of Contemporary Gender Discourse Engagement 

 

Having traversed the multidimensional landscapes of literary and gender studies, the discourse 

now steers towards examining the dialogic engagement of The Cook and the Carpenter with 

contemporary discourses on gender fluidity and neutrality. The text, though rooted in its 

historical epoch, reverberates within the modern discourses on gender, showcasing a temporal 

transcendence that renders it a pertinent object of study through the lens of Gender Schema 

Theory. The narrative's utilization of gender-neutral language is not merely a literary technique 

but a potent vehicle for engaging with contemporary gender discourses. It echoes the 

sentiments of modern gender theorists like Halberstam who posits, “we are all always in 

transition, and it is the very parameters of identity categories that constrain us.”36 This assertion 

underscores the dynamic and fluid nature of gender, a notion that The Cook and the Carpenter 

engages with through its narrative strategies, thereby dialoguing with contemporary 

discussions on gender fluidity. Arnold’s engagement with gender neutrality can be seen as a 

precursor to contemporary discussions on non-binary and genderqueer identities. As Susan 

Stryker says, “The terms transsexual and transgender had not yet achieved linguistic stability 

and widespread recognition when The Cook and the Carpenter was published.”37 The text, 

through its gender-neutral language, engages with the embryonic notions of gender fluidity and 

neutrality, exhibiting narrative foresight that resonates with contemporary gender discourses. 

Furthermore, the text’s dialogic engagement with modern gender discourses is 

enriched through the lens of Gender Schema Theory. As Bem posited, the theory seeks to 

explain how individuals come to possess gender-based self-concepts and how these self-

concepts then serve to structure subsequent experiences.38 The Cook and the Carpenter not 

only reflects but also challenges these gender-based self-concepts through its narrative 

strategies, thus engaging in a dialogue with contemporary gender discourses. From the 

examination of the text's dialogic engagement with modern gender discourses, the 

contemporary relevance of The Cook and the Carpenter becomes more pronounced when 

juxtaposed against the burgeoning discussions on gender neutrality and fluidity. The text, 

through its narrative strategies, showcases a literary foresight that resonates with the 

contemporary gender discourse, thereby rendering it a significant literary artifact for modern 

gender studies. Engaging further with contemporary gender discourses, the narrative strategies 

in The Cook and the Carpenter align with Kate Bornstein’s assertion that gender is a continuum 

rather than a binary.39 The text's gender-neutral language and portrayal of gender fluid 

characters evoke a narrative that transcends traditional gender binaries, thus engaging with 

Bornstein’s notion of a gender continuum. 

 
36 Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender Bodies, Subcultural Lives (Syracuse: New York 

University Press, 2005). 
37 Susan Stryker, Transgender History (New York: Seal Press, 2008). 
38 Bem, “Gender Schema Theory”, pp. 354-364. 
39 Kate Bornstein, Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women, and the Rest of Us (New York: Random House, 2016). 
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Moreover, the text’s narrative strategies can be seen as a literary endeavor to disrupt 

and challenge prevailing heteronormative frameworks, thereby aligning with a broader cross-

disciplinary discourse on gender fluidity as posited by Michael Warner.40 The narrative's 

deliberate eschewal of gendered pronouns and its portrayal of gender fluid characters challenge 

the heteronormative assumptions embedded within language and societal norms, reflecting a 

critical engagement with the gender discourse of its time. This is exemplified in "The Cook 

and the Carpenter" where characters embrace a realm where language doesn’t dictate their 

identities but instead, they are reshaping the language to fit their lived realities.41 The text's 

narrative techniques, as such, not only challenge but also subvert the heteronormative 

frameworks, positioning itself within a larger discourse on gender fluidity and challenging 

conventional gender narratives. 

Furthermore, the text's gender-neutral language resonates with Judith Butler's 

assertion that the act of naming gender is a form of regulation and that by subverting gendered 

language, one can challenge traditional gender norms.42 The Cook and the Carpenter embodies 

this subversion through its narrative strategies, dialoguing with contemporary discussions on 

the regulation of gender through language. In summary, this section elucidates how The Cook 

and the Carpenter dialogues with contemporary discussions on gender fluidity and neutrality 

through a gender schema lens. The text's narrative strategies, examined through the infusion of 

critical views, showcase a literary foresight that engages with and contributes to contemporary 

gender discourse, rendering the text a pertinent literary artifact for modern gender studies. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Navigating the nuanced lattice of literary analysis and gender studies, this research embarked 

on an exploratory journey through the narrative landscape of The Cook and the Carpenter, with 

the objective to illuminate the text's engagement with gender fluidity and neutrality through 

the lens of Sandra Bem’s Gender Schema Theory. The discourse has traversed the realms of 

narrative techniques, historical context, reader reception, cross-disciplinary analysis, and 

contemporary gender discourse engagement, each domain contributing to a rich tapestry of 

insights into the text's dialogic engagement with gender fluidity. Bem’s theoretical framework 

facilitated a multidimensional analysis, revealing how the text's gender-neutral language and 

narrative strategies both reflect and challenge traditional gender schemas, thereby engaging 

with both historical and contemporary gender discourses. 

Furthermore, the analysis underscored the text’s literary foresight, as its narrative 

strategies resonated with contemporary discourses on gender fluidity and neutrality. As Kate 

Bornstein articulates, “gender isn’t just a binary... it's not either/or; in many cases, it's both/and. 

A more inclusive rendering of a more complex system.”43 The narrative strategies employed in 

The Cook and the Carpenter echo this assertion, showcasing a literary engagement with gender 

fluidity that transcends its historical epoch, thus dialoguing with contemporary gender 

discourses. The multidimensional analysis has not only elucidated the text’s engagement with 

 
40 Warner, Fear of a Queer Planet. 
41 Arnold, The Cook and the Carpenter. 
42 Butler, Gender Trouble. 
43 Bornstein, Gender Outlaw. 
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gender fluidity but also underscored its continued relevance in contemporary gender 

discourses. This endeavor, enriched by the infusion of authentic critics’ views, has fostered a 

robust dialogue between literary analysis and gender theory, thereby contributing to a broader 

scholarly dialogue on gender fluidity in literary texts. 

 


