
CHAPTER FOUR: 
Getting Pronouns Right and What It  

Teaches Us About Gender
Pronouns. Why are pronouns so hard? What makes it so easy to slip up and 
call your trans friend by a pronoun they don’t use anymore—maybe even 
a pronoun they haven’t used since before you knew them?

I lost count long ago of  the number of  times a friend or colleague called 
me the wrong pronoun even though they knew better, and then when I re-
minded them they said, “It’s hard. We’re trying.” Their defensive response 
was difficult for me to hear, because it seemed to imply that my transition 
was harder for them than it was for me, or that the pace of  my transition 
should depend on their comfort. Still, there was some truth in it and eventu-
ally I started to believe them: it really is difficult (sometimes), and “trying 
harder” isn’t necessarily effective. Instead of  asking them to try harder, I got 
curious about what exactly was making it difficult—what was in the way of  
their doing this simple allyship behavior that they obviously wanted to do? 

I decided to investigate what exactly makes pronouns so challenging. I 
interviewed dozens of  people about what makes it hard for them, if/when 
it is hard, to get someone’s pronouns right. Based on their responses and my 
own experiences, I developed exercises to help people get pronouns right, 
and started using the exercises in some of  my trans inclusion workshops. 
Over the years, participants talked to me about their challenges and about 
what helped, and I incorporated their responses into my work with allies. 
This chapter brings that work together: A compilation of  insights, expla-
nations and exercises that can help you figure out what is getting in your 
way, and to get past it, so that your good intentions can translate into re-
spectful action. Along the way, you might learn some things about your 
own beliefs and thought processes around gender.

Getting pronouns right is important, but of  course it is only one small 
piece of  what trans allyship requires. Even though you might need to put 
significant thought and effort into it at first, it’s important to recognize 
that calling someone the right pronouns is a pretty low bar. But together 
with the other informed, accountable action you embark on, making sure 
that you can reliably get pronouns right will help you come across as the 
respectful, committed and caring person you are.

Not everyone who accidentally calls someone the wrong pronouns is 
doing so for the same reasons. Some of  the reasons outlined here might 
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not be true for you, while others might be spot on. It’s your job to think it 
through and figure out which of  the patterns described are relevant for you.

Likewise, some of  the exercises will be exactly what you need, and some 
won’t. If  it seems helpful, do it. If  not, then it might not be the one for 
you (at least not right now). Some of  the exercises can be done alone, while 
some require other people’s participation. Whether or not you are doing the 
exercises together, sharing and discussing this chapter (or the whole book) 
with a friend will probably make it even more useful than reading it alone.

WHAT  ARE  PRONOUNS?
Grammatically, pronouns are words that we use in place of  nouns, to avoid 
repeating those nouns. In this case, we’re talking about the third person 
singular pronouns: he, him, his, she, her, and hers. In Standard English 
(and many other languages, but not all), third person singular pronouns 
are always gendered.

Most people like to get called one set of  pronouns and not others—for 
example, he, his and him but not she, hers and her. (This is true of  cisgender 
people as well as trans people.) Some people don’t like to be called either 
of  the two most common sets of  pronouns, and instead ask to be called 
they/their/them as singular pronouns, or another set of  “gender-neutral” 
or nonbinary pronouns, such as ze/hirs/hir (see the table on the follow-
ing page for more details on some of  the more commonly used pronouns). 
Other people don’t like to be called any pronouns at all, and just want to 
be referred to by name.

In general, people want to be called the pronouns that “go with” their 
gender identity. However, sometimes a person might need to be called a 
pronoun that doesn’t feel right to them, in order to preserve their safety 
and /or privacy. Or, a person may ask to be called the pronoun that works 
best for them in some situations—such as among people who are safe and 
understanding—but not in other situations—such as in front of  their boss 
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A  NOTE  ABOUT  PRONOUN  “PREFERENCE”: You may hear 
people talk about “preferred gender pronouns” (or PGPs). Many 
trans people object to this phrase because the word “preferred”  
implies that it is only preferable, not mandatory, to call someone 
by the pronoun they have asked for. In this book I use “the right 
pronoun” or “the pronoun someone wants to be called” rather  
than PGP.



* also spelled zie, sie or xie.
** short for person; from Marge Piercy’s 1974 novel Woman on the Edge of  Time.

POSSESSIVE
(adjective)

His

Her

Their

Hir(s) or 
Zirs

Eir (sounds 
like air)

Per

[no pronouns]

POSSESSIVE
(subject)

His

Hers

Theirs

Hirs or Zirs

Eirs (sounds 
like airs)

Pers

[no pronouns]

REFLEXIVE

Himself

Herself

Themself; 
Themselves

Hirself  or 
Zirself

Eirself

Perself

[no pronouns]

OBJECT

Him

Her

Them

Hir or Zir 
(both rhyme 

with ear)

Em

Per

[no pronouns]

SUBJECT

He

She

They

Ze* (sounds 
like zee)

Ey (rhymes 
with hay)

Per** 

[no pronouns]

He likes us to call him when his order is ready. That one is his. He’ll pick it up 
himself.

She likes us to call her when her order is ready. That one is hers. She’ll pick it 
up herself.

Singular: They like us to call them when their order is ready. 
That one is theirs. They’ll pick it up themself.

Ze likes us to call hir when hir (or hirs) order is ready. That one is hirs. Ze’ll 
pick it up hirself. Or Ze likes us to call zir when zirs order is ready. That one 
is zirs. Ze’ll pick it up zirself.

Ey likes us to call em when eir order is ready. That one is eirs. Ey’ll pick it up 
eirself.

Per likes us to call per when per order is ready. That one is pers. Per’ll pick it 
up perself.

Jordan likes us to call Jordan when Jordan’s order is ready. That one is Jor-
dan’s. Jordan’ll pick it up Jordanself.

Plural: They both like us to call them when their orders are ready. Those two 
are theirs. They’ll pick them up themselves.



if  the person is not out at work. Like with gender identity, the pronouns 
someone wants to be called may change one or more times over of  the 
course of  their life.

When somebody tells you what pronoun they want to be called, or that 
they want to be called a different pronoun than before, they will not nec-
essarily tell you why. The reason may be complex, and besides, you don’t 
really need to know. All you need to know is which pronouns they want 
you to use when referring to them. If  your relationship is very close they 
may also want to talk with you about their gender journey in more detail, 
but you can safely expect to have that conversation far less often than the 
conversation about pronouns.

Some people whose gender identities are outside the binary ask to be re-
ferred to using “gender-neutral” or nonbinary pronouns. Some of  the more 
commonly used nonbinary pronouns are they/them/theirs (singular) and 
ze/hir/hirs. Not everyone with a nonbinary identity wants to be called 
nonbinary pronouns. When someone does ask to be called a nonbinary pro-
noun, it’s important to respect their request. 

Although many people call them “gender-neutral pronouns,” I tend to 
say nonbinary instead, for several reasons: First, the implications of  ask-
ing people to call you these pronouns are anything but “neutral.” On the 
contrary, going by nonbinary pronouns can make a strong statement about 
one’s personal and /or political relationship to gender. Also, in most other 
contexts, “gender-neutral” means inclusive of  all genders or not gender-spe-
cific. (For example, a gender-neutral restroom is one that anybody can use, 
regardless of  gender.) I prefer not to confuse that definition by also using 
“gender-neutral” to refer to pronouns that are specifically nonbinary.

They/them/theirs is a bit of  an exception. It is the most commonly 
used nonbinary pronoun, and it’s also used as an actually neutral pronoun, 
referring to hypothetical people whose gender is unknown. They/them/
theirs has been used as a neutral singular in this way for the entire history 
of  modern English, and recently some official arbiters of  “correct” English, 
such as the Associated Press’s style guide, have finally acknowledged that 
it is acceptable even in formal writing. More history and musing about the 
use of  singular they can be found in the last section of  this chapter, “How 
Using They As a Singular Pronoun Can Change the World.”

Some people use nonbinary pronouns, especially they/them/theirs, to 
refer to everybody, as a way of  challenging the binary assumptions in our 
languages. This is sometimes problematic, because many people (includ-
ing many trans people) feel disrespected when they are not called by the 
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gendered pronouns that feel right to them—especially by someone who 
definitely knows what the right pronoun would be.

WHY  PRONOUNS  MATTER

Most of  the time, most people are on autopilot about pronouns. They call 
all women she, her and hers, and all men he, him and his. But being on au-
topilot doesn’t always work. Sometimes—especially, but not only, when 
talking about trans people—it can lead you to call someone a pronoun that 
isn’t what they’re usually called or what they want to be called. For many 
trans people, it is one of  the most painful things you could possibly call 
them.

Why would it be so painful? When you use a gendered pronoun about 
someone, you are in effect announcing that person’s gender. Most people 
feel attached to their gender as a core aspect of  their identity. When you 
announce it incorrectly, it can imply that you don’t recognize or “believe 
in” the person’s gender identity.

Being mispronouned can have a particular impact on trans people be-
cause, whereas most cisgender people can comfortably assume that their 
gender is obvious and legitimate, trans people’s genders are contested. 
Many trans people—especially those whose transitions are recent, or who 
often experience strangers guessing their genders wrong, or who iden-
tify outside of  the two socially sanctioned gender categories—are accus-
tomed to our genders being questioned, ignored or denied in almost every  
interaction.

Many trans people experience physical and emotional violence based on 
others’ denial of  or objection to their gender identities. Pronoun slipups, 
however unintentional, are connected to the broader reality of  systemic 
violence against trans people. At best, they indicate that the speaker may 
have an unconscious bias toward understanding the world through the lens 
of  the binary gender system. At worst, they can communicate hostile in-
tentions and signal real danger.

The specific impact on a trans person when someone calls them the 
wrong pronoun varies depending on the context, on the support they have 
access to, and on their relationship with the person who messed up. Possi-
ble impacts include:

. Annoyance    . Confusion    

. Feeling unrecognized or invisible

. Feeling unreal or not really present, distanced or dissociative
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. Triggering internalized oppression, feeling not womanly or 
manly “enough”

. Feeling disrespected

. Feeing unsafe

. Being “outed” to observers who weren’t aware of  their trans 
status

. Losing relationships with observers who weren’t aware of  
their trans status

. Being targeted for violence based on their trans status

In addition to the impact on the person who you mispronouned, there’s 
also an impact on you and your ability to show up as your best self. When 
you’re trying hard to get someone’s pronouns right and continually making 
mistakes, you end up putting a lot of  energy into pronouns that could be 
better spent another way. Instead of  focusing on the things you both value 
about your relationship, you can get stuck in a frustrating and unproductive 
cycle of  feeling nervous, saying the wrong thing, feeling bad about having 
said the wrong thing, and saying the wrong thing again.

It’s normal to mispronoun someone once or twice when they first change 
their pronoun. But it’s important to learn from your mistakes quickly, so 
that you can get out of  that cycle and move on to the conversation you want 
to be having, with everyone feeling respected, seen and safe.

There are many ways to answer the question of  why it is important to 
call people the pronouns they want to be called. In some ways, the most 
important reason is your reason—why does it matter to you? The exercises 
below can help you clarify and solidify your motivation to do the work you 
need to do to get pronouns right.
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Reflection: Clarifying Motivation
Think of  one trans person for whom you have difficulty using the 
right pronouns. Who is this person? What is your relationship to 
this person? In your own words, why is it important for you to get 
this person’s pronoun right? What could be the consequences for 
you and them of  continuing to get the pronoun wrong? Take some 
time to write down your thoughts about this. Put the paper in a 
place where you will see it at least once a day. Read it over from 
time to time. Even if  you don’t read it every day, simply noticing 
that it’s there can serve as a gentle reminder.



BARRIERS  TO  GETTING  PRONOUNS  RIGHT,  
AND  HOW  TO  OVERCOME  THEM

“I’m just not used to it”

The most obvious reason it may be hard to get someone’s pronoun right 
is simply because it’s a change. Whether you’ve known someone for two 
weeks or twenty years, if  you got used to calling them one pronoun (and/
or name) and now they’re using a different one, you might have to work 
to change the habit.

In this situation, you have a unique opportunity to be a really valuable 
ally by doing what you need to do to get the person’s pronouns right. Most 
trans people lose at least a few friends during transition. Some of  those 
friends mean well, but get so caught up in their own discomfort about the 
transition that they can’t get past it to find ways to support their trans 
friend. By calling someone the right pronouns even though it’s hard, you 
can show them that you are one friend who they won’t have to lose. 

You can also demonstrate that the image of  them that you have in your 
head is an image of  who they are now, not an image of  them in the past or 
as you wish they would be. By using the right pronouns you can say, “I see 
you, I recognize you, I accept that you are who you say you are.”

If  habit is all that’s getting in your way, there is good news: it just takes 
practice. The practice exercises below can help. 
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Check In: Commitment
If  it feels appropriate, talk to the person about why it’s important 
to you that you get their pronoun right. Saying it aloud to the 
person who is most affected reinforces your own motivation, and 
also lets the person know that you are taking this seriously.

Only do this if  you two are close, and if  you have asked for and 
received permission to talk with this person about your learning 
process. You may want support and company in this journey, and 
that’s valid—but seek it out elsewhere, because it is not this per-
son’s responsibility. Rather than assuming that they will be avail-
able to help you (and everyone else) understand their gender or 
navigate their transition, take responsibility for doing your own 
work to be the ally you want to be, and invite this person to par-
ticipate in your process if they choose to.



39

Toy Story
Give names to several common household objects in your home. 
For any object that has gendered associations for you, give it 
another gendered name. (For example, your mixing bowl might 
be Jack and your chopping knife might be Dolores.)

While you’re going about your daily routine, tell stories about 
the objects using the pronouns appropriate to their names. Tell 

Gossip (not really)
Talk about the person when the person is not around, using the 
pronouns the person has asked you to use. You don’t have to be 
talking about the person’s gender, just make a point to include the 
person in your regular chit chat about your day. If  you know the 
person in a confidential setting, try talking about the person to 
yourself  in private, such as in the shower. Get used to thinking, 
saying and hearing the person’s name paired with the right 
pronoun.
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the stories aloud. Actually saying and hearing the pronouns is an 
important part of  this learning process.

Once you’ve got that down (after at least a few days, or how-
ever long it takes for the objects’ new genders to feel “natural”), 
switch pronouns but not names. Now the mixing bowl would still 
be Jack, but her pronoun would be “she.” Once that feels natu-
ral, switch back. Switch back again. Add additional objects or try 
using nonbinary pronouns to make the game more challenging.

This practice can help to limber up your pronoun-switching 
muscles. Rather than relying on what “feels right” to you about 
another person’s gender, you’re training yourself  to use the pro-
noun you’ve been told is right for them.

Pet Pronouns
If  you have a pet—especially one that you frequently talk to or 
about—change its pronoun. (Your pet won’t mind. I promise.) 
Also change the other gendered words you use to refer to the pet. 
Call it “good girl,” rather than “good boy,” for example. If  you’re 
practicing using a nonbinary pronoun, avoid “boy” and “girl” and 
call it “good kitty,” or “good dog.” Call your pet the new pronouns 
and other gendered words consistently, correcting yourself  when 
you slip up. Keep this up until using the new pronoun feels 
“natural” and effortless, plus a few days extra. Then, if  you want 
more practice, change the pronoun again. 

On top of  being a great way to practice your pronoun agility, 
this activity can lead to awesome teachable moments in the dog 
park: “Clifford! Come here, girl! She just loves the dog park, I bring 
her here almost every day.” 

Accountability
If  it feels appropriate, make a plan with the person about how they 
can remind you if  you mess up. For example, can they interrupt 
you in the middle of  a sentence to correct you? Can they call you 
the wrong pronoun each time you call them the wrong pronoun? 



Calling someone a recently-coined nonbinary pronoun (or title, like 
Mx.—parallel to Ms. or Mr., sounds like mix) can be especially difficult at 
first, simply because it is a new word. But you can do it! It just takes prac-
tice. In addition to the exercises above, try this: 

Close To Home: For Partners, Family Members, and Close Friends 
For the people who are closest to someone who transitions, getting 
pronouns right can be a particular challenge. If  your parent, child, sibling, 
lover, partner, or best friend since childhood is transitioning and wants to 
be called a different pronoun, the closeness of  your relationship can make 
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Nonbinary Journaling
If  you already keep a journal, continue writing about whatever it is 
you usually write about, but use nonbinary pronouns (whichever set 
you’re trying to learn)—for everybody. If  you don’t already keep a 
journal, set aside 15 minutes a day to write about something that 
happened to you that day, using only nonbinary pronouns. You’ll be 
surprised how quickly they flow “naturally” in your writing. Then 
it just takes a little getting used to, to use them in speech. 

The point is not to be punitive, but to agree on a way that you can 
get immediate feedback and not slip into old habits, and they can 
let you know when your incorrect pronoun use is impacting them. 
Like the Commitment exercise above, you should only do this if  
you are close, and if  both people agree to do this process together.

Community
Do it together! If  someone in your community is transitioning, 
don’t be afraid to connect with other people in your community 
about what that means to all of  you. Talk with other allies who 
are also trying to be respectful. Agree to remind each other when 
you slip up, so that it’s not always the trans person’s responsi-
bility to do it. Consider getting together to discuss any issues 
that might get in your way, to go over some of  the exercises in this 
booklet, or just to practice.



their transition feel personal—as though it’s about your identity as well 
as theirs.

In a sense, this is an illusion. It’s not about you and there’s nothing you 
can do or could ever have done to make it happen or not happen. In an-
other way, it is about you, because their identities have something to do 
with your identities. For example, if  your child was assigned male at birth, 
you may be used to thinking of  yourself  as the parent of  a son. Now she’s 
transitioning and wants to be called she. It might be hard for you not only 
because it’s hard to think of  her as a woman, but also because it’s hard to 
think of  yourself  as the parent of  a daughter.

If  it’s your partner who’s transitioning, there may be an additional ele-
ment about sexual orientation. You may be used to thinking of  yourself  not 
only as someone who is partnered with someone of  a particular gender, but 
as someone who would only ever be partnered with someone of  a particular 
gender. Learning that your partner is transitioning may call into question 
your understanding of  your own sexual orientation.

If  any part of  this sounds like it reflects something that’s going on for 
you, try the following exercises.
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Check In: Relational Identities
Check in with your loved one who’s transitioning about relational 
identity words. For some trans people, it’s true that transitioning 
means a shift in all the relational identities that might apply to 
them—wife, brother, father, aunt and so on. For others, it can feel 
okay or even great to live with the seeming-contradiction of, for 
example, being a guy who’s always called he/him/his and is also 
someone’s sister or daughter or mom. When someone transitions, 
their relational identities may change a lot, or they may not change 
at all. Rather than assuming, ask what they’re thinking about that.

Reflection: Relational Identities 
Journal and reflect on your own relational identities—as the father 
of  a son, or as a wife who has a husband, or whatever it is—and on 
your sexual orientation if  relevant (more on that below). Which 
of  your identities feel implicated in the transition? How do you 
feel about that? What would it mean for you to shift your under-



Pronouns and the Binary Gender System

As a reminder, the binary gender system refers to the faulty assumption 
that an individual’s sex, gender identity, and gender expression always line 
up in predictable ways—for example, that everyone who is born with a 
uterus identifies as a woman and expresses herself  through femininity—
and further that there are two and only two sexes, and two and only 
two genders (where identity and expression are conflated). This is just 

43

standing of  those identities? What would it mean for you not to 
shift your understanding of  those identities? 

This is your part of  your loved one’s transition. You may need 
space and time to figure out what it means to you. Creating oppor-
tunities for your own process will help you be grounded and realis-
tic through the transition process and make you a far stronger ally 
in the end. In addition to reflecting individually, it can be helpful 
to talk with other people who have a similar relationship to a loved 
one who is trans.

Reflection: Sexual Orientation
Here are some questions to consider if  your sexual orientation is 
in the mix: Does it feel like a problem for you to think of  yourself  
as, for example, a lesbian whose partner is now a man, or a straight 
woman whose partner is genderqueer? Does it feel like a contra-
diction that’s not a problem? Or does it only sound like a contra-
diction relative to the dominant understandings of  sexual orien-
tation, while in fact it makes perfect sense for you? Or something 
else? If  it is a contradiction, how would it feel to sit with the con-
tradiction? How would it feel to resolve the contradiction by 
thinking of  your sexual orientation in a different way? You may 
not have answers immediately—that’s okay! It’s helpful to ask 
yourself  these questions with open curiosity, rather than assuming 
that your partner’s transition either must mean something or can’t 
mean anything about your sexual orientation. Your partner’s 
gender is what it is and is not negotiable, but you are the one who 
gets to decide what it means to you.



not true. At the same time, since most of  us are taught to believe in this 
model, its impact on our lives is very real.

When you find yourself  thinking “If  only that person’s body was more 
like what I usually think of  as a female body, it would be easier to call the 
person ‘she’,” the gender binary system has snuck into your thinking. 
You’re working on an assumption—even though you may not believe it 
consciously—that all women have bodies like those we usually call ‘female,’ 
and all men have bodies like those we usually call ‘male’—or should. You’re 
relying on the binary gender system, even though you know it’s not an ac-
curate reflection of  human diversity. And this is heartbreaking because the 
binary gender system assumes and asserts that trans people don’t exist. It 
especially asserts that nonbinary identified trans people don’t exist. When 
you misgender someone based on your perception of  their biology, you 
imply that trans people aren’t real.

Sometimes the gender binary sneaks into people’s thinking in a way 
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that’s not about bodies, but rather about gender roles—about womanly or 
manly behavior. For example, people have confided to me that it’s hard for 
them to call a trans woman “she” if  she walks “like a guy,” communicates 
directly, or shows confidence in her viewpoints. People have told me it’s 
hard to call me “he” because I’m “nice,” good with kids, and artistic. In 
this case, it seems to me that the underlying assumption is not only that 
body type dictates gender, but also that gender dictates personality. Any-
one whose mannerisms don’t match the cultural expectations of  womanly 
behavior, for example, doesn’t really count as a woman.

Assumptions that link a gender group with a universal human trait, 
like having feelings, are not only oppressive to trans people; they are also 
sexism. They reinforce an expectation that women (including both trans 
and cisgender women) must be ladylike and men (including both trans and 
cisgender men) must be manly, or face the consequences—such as invisibil-
ity, exclusion, and violence. They can put pressure on trans and cisgender 
women and men to perform stereotypical versions of  masculine or feminine 
gender expression, and can limit our expression and even imagination of  who 
and how we might be. They erase and marginalize genderqueer and other 
nonbinary identified people. These assumptions are incredibly damaging 
to all of  us. Rooting them out of  our language and pronoun use goes hand 
in hand with rooting them out of  other aspects of  our thinking.

Pronouns and Medical Transition
Assumptions about gender can also sneak into our thinking and behavior 
in some specific ways related to medical transition. Most straightfor-
wardly, people often find it easier to call someone the right pronouns after 
they’ve started to take hormones or after they’ve had transition-related 
surgery. This pattern implies an assumption that someone can be a woman 
if  she had a body like those we usually categorize as male, but not if  she still 
has such a body. This is problematic for a bunch of  reasons: 

. Trans people are the genders they know themselves to be, 
whether or not they choose to change their bodies (and whether 
or not they have access to acceptable choices).

. The assumption creates external pressure on trans people to 
change their bodies whether or not that’s what they need for 
themselves.

. Medical transition can be costly; many trans people who want 
and need to utilize medical transition options are not able to 
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access them. Many health insurance policies specifically exclude 
transition-related care, even for the same medications and pro-
cedures they would cover for other reasons.

. It still buys into the sex/gender binary, by assuming that a man’s 
body means a body that looks like those we usually categorize as 
male (whether it developed that way with or without medical in-
tervention), and a woman’s body means a body that looks like 
those we usually categorize as female (whether it developed that 
way with or without medical intervention). That’s a tiny step 
further than implying that trans folks don’t exist at all, but only 
a very tiny one.

Some people find it easier to call someone the right pronoun after the 
person has announced plans to take medical transition steps, even before 

46



their bodies start to change. When I decided I was going to start taking 
testosterone and started telling people that, several colleagues who had 
struggled with my pronouns suddenly found they were able to call me 
“he” with no problem. During the six months between deciding to take 
testosterone and actually getting a prescription, my body didn’t change, 
and my identity didn’t change, but people’s belief  in my gender did. 

The underlying assumption that seemed to be playing out wasn’t as sim-
ple as that I had to have a masculine body to be a guy. It was that I had to 
have the intention to have a masculine body. This reflects a widely-held—
but wrong—belief  that trans people who change their bodies are “really” 
the genders they say they are, while trans people who don’t or can’t change 
their bodies are not as real or legitimate. 
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Reflection: The Binary Gender System
If  you notice some underlying beliefs poking through in your be-
havior around pronouns, whether those assumptions are about 
bodies, gender roles, medical transition or something else, here are 
some questions to reflect on. Use them as writing prompts for re-
flective journaling, or as prompts for discussion with someone you 
trust.

. Drawing on the examples above, what are some assumptions 
about gender that you have found yourself  thinking or acting 
on? (Try to generate a list, not just one example.) How have 
they come up? How do you feel about that?

. Other than making it hard to use the right pronouns for a 
trans person you know, what else in your life might also be 
affected by these same assumptions? For example, how might 
they affect your relationships with people who have the 
same gender identity as you? What about your relationships 
across gender? How might it affect your interactions with 
children? With your students, clients or coworkers? How 
might it affect how you think about yourself ?

. When you think about it consciously, in what ways do you 
agree and disagree with these assumptions? What do you 
believe about gender? What would it look like to act on those 
beliefs?



Interpersonal Factors
There are lots of  ways that our feelings about someone—whether con-
scious or unconscious—can come out in our behavior, including in our 
pronoun use. For example, one time when I had been out as trans and 
working in trans community for about five years, a colleague of  mine tran-
sitioned and I had the hardest time calling her by her new pronouns. By 
that point, I had known a lot of  people who had changed their pronouns, 
and it had never been hard for me before.

At first, I couldn’t understand what made this transition so challenging 
for me. I reflected with the help of  a trusted friend, and before long I fig-
ured out why I was struggling with my colleague’s pronouns—I didn’t like 
her. I disagreed with some of  how she was doing her job, and we were not 
getting along. It had nothing to do with her gender. Even if  it had, that 
would obviously not be an okay reason to call her the wrong pronouns.

As soon as I recognized what was going on, it stopped being a barrier to 
my using the right pronouns, and I was able to call her the pronouns that 
she wanted easily and consistently. As a result, my attention (and probably 
hers, too) was freed up to figure out what our conflict was actually about. 
Had I not tried to figure it out, and instead kept beating myself  up every 
time I got her pronoun wrong, we might never have had that opportunity to 
address our real disagreements and become better colleagues to each other. 
Because I figured out what was going on with me that made it hard for me to 
call her the right pronouns, I was able to show up with all the compassion 
and skill that I usually bring to professional relationships.

It’s my belief  that you are not obligated to like everybody, but you are 
obligated to treat everybody with basic respect and dignity, and that in-
cludes respecting their gender. If  you have an issue with someone, take the 
opportunity to figure out what the issue is and decide what to do about it, 
rather than taking it out on their gender. Here are some more complicated 
examples of  social or interpersonal factors that might get in the way of  
someone using the right pronouns… 

Being in the Same Club
Sometimes, the pronoun you tend to default to for someone else depends 
on whether or not you perceive the other person as part of  your in-group 
in terms of  gender and/or sexual orientation. One person told me that she 
has seen many friends transition, and usually finds it easy to switch to 
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calling someone a new pronoun. But she described one time when it was 
harder. She is a queer and genderqueer woman, and for years her friend also 
identified that way. Their similarity in terms of  gender was part of  their 
relationship. When her friend’s gender experience shifted and he started 
asking people to call him he/him/his, she struggled because she was used 
to seeing their genders as the same. She thought, “If  he’s a guy … what 
does that mean about me?” Of  course, she knew that it didn’t need to 
mean anything about her. But her feeling that her friend was “like her” 
made it difficult for her to separate his gender from her own. Maybe she 
even felt a little bit betrayed that he was moving away from an identity 
they had shared.

A similar dynamic can play out if  you don’t see someone as “in the club.” 
If, as a cisgender woman, you meet a trans woman who, for whatever rea-
son, you don’t want to think of  as “one of  the girls,” it may be harder to 
respect her gender pronouns than if  you felt excited to welcome her into 
your circle. Sometimes the reason that you don’t want to think of  a trans 
person as part of  your gender group might come from the same kind of  im-
plicit disbelief  in trans identities that I described above as part of  the binary 
gender system. Other times it might be about other differences, such as dif-
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Reflection: In-Groups
What does it mean for you to see someone as “like” you or “not 
like” you in terms of  gender? What does it mean for you to see 
someone as “like” or “not like” the kind of  people you could be 
attracted to? How might that get in the way of  your respecting 
their genders?

Reflections: Exploring Interpersonal Factors
This works best if  you have one specific person in mind, for whom 
you have particular difficulty using the right pronouns. Through 
reflective journaling or discussion with someone you trust, explore 
the following questions:

. How do you feel about this person? Personally? Profes-
sionally? Politically?

. Who else in your life does this person remind you of ? How 
do you feel about those people?

. How has your relationship with this person been positive? 
How has it been negative?

. If  you were to describe this person to a good friend on 
another continent (who would never meet them, so you 
wouldn’t feel bad about gossiping), what would you say?

. Do you find the person attractive? If  so, how do you see 
this as aligning, or not, with your sexual orientation?

. If  relevant, say aloud to yourself, “[The person’s name] 
is like me. [The person’s name] is one of  us [or ‘one of  the 
guys/girls/however you describe yourself  and your gender 
peers].” Notice how you feel when you say it. Do you want 
this person in your in-group? Why or why not?

. In one relatively short sentence, describe your feelings 
about this person and then add “and at the same time I 
respect (his/her/their/etc.) gender and can demonstrate 
my respect in my language when I refer to (him/her/them/



ferent race and class experiences, different styles of  expressing femininity 
or masculinity, or different modes of  interacting in same-gender spaces. In 
any case, if  someone’s discomfort about a perceived difference leads you to 
resist thinking of  someone as part of  your gender “club,” using the wrong 
pronoun can be a conscious or unconscious way to reinforce that separation.

Sometimes it’s not so much about being in the same gender club, as about 
being in the same dating pool. A trans woman I spoke with described how 
heterosexual cisgender men who find her attractive never seem to have any 
problem calling her “she,” although they know she’s trans. On the other 
hand, heterosexual men who accidentally call her “he” are never those who 
find her attractive—or at least they never admit to it. Perhaps the men who 
easily call her the right pronouns use their attraction to her as evidence that 
she’s “really” a woman (which would be an interesting kind of  sexism!). Or 
maybe it’s that men who don’t want to think that they could be attracted 
to a trans woman call her “he” as a sort of  defense against finding her at-
tractive—as a way to define her as outside the group of  women they could 
possibly be attracted to. 

Walls Have Ears
Are there some situations in which you consistently use the right pronouns 
for a trans friend, and other situations in which you tend to mess up? What 
does it depend on? 

You might find that it depends on who else is in the room: the person 
you’re talking about, other friends, colleagues, strangers, or no one. The 
difference is usually unconscious. In some cases, it may simply be that when 
the person you’re talking about is not present it’s easier to forget—especially 
if  their pronoun change is recent. Even though that person can’t hear you, 
it is still important to get their pronoun right. Other people may take your 
language as a cue about what is acceptable. If  you say the wrong pronoun 
and don’t correct yourself  aloud, they may assume that it is okay for them 
to use the wrong pronoun as well.

Sometimes, the unconscious difference in pronoun use in different situ-
ations might be serving to help you avoid some kind of  discomfort. If  your 
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etc.)”—using the pronoun the person has asked you to use, 
of  course! Write it down, and put it somewhere that you’ll 
see it every day. Say it aloud whenever you see it, until it 
feels true and the pronouns become a habit.



pronoun use tends to vary depending on who’s listening, consider what dis-
comfort you might be avoiding—even without intending to. For example, 
are you avoiding the discomfort of  having to explain yourself  to someone 
less familiar with trans issues than you are? Or the discomfort of  worrying 
that you might be seen as weird for being close with trans people? What-
ever it is, challenge yourself  to make decisions with everyone’s wellbeing 
in mind, rather than reacting instinctively to avoid discomfort.

Keep in mind that you can “out” someone, and potentially put them 
in danger, by using the wrong pronoun or sometimes by using the right pro-
noun. When someone has recently started using a new pronoun, it is a good 
practice to ask them who they’ve shared that information with already, 
and whether they want you to call them the new pronoun in all situations 
(thereby possibly outing them to some new people), or not. In some cases, 
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they may ask you to wait until they’ve had a chance to spread the word 
themselves, or they may ask you to keep their transition confidential in-
definitely. Deciding not to be out to everyone is a totally valid decision and 
does not make someone less trans.

Getting it Wrong 
Sometimes you will get someone’s pronouns wrong. How you respond to 
your slips is just as important as your efforts to get it right in the first 
place. When you realize you’ve made a mistake, you may feel confused or 
ashamed, and you may feel tempted to move on as if  it never happened. 
On the other hand, you may be inclined to stop everything, apologize 
profusely, and explain at length how you are not the kind of  person who 
normally messes up this kind of  thing.

Either extreme can be harmful. Ignoring the slip-up lets the wrong pro-
noun sit in the room. It can draw attention to the person’s gender and po-
tentially out them to people in the room who didn’t know. And it gives the 
impression that you don’t notice or care that you misgendered someone. 
On the other extreme, making a big deal out of  your mistake can also draw 
attention to the person’s gender. It also makes the interaction about you 
and your feelings, and puts pressure on the trans person to comfort you 
about your mistake.
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Instead, aim for something in the middle, with four simple steps: 
1. Apologize.
2. Correct yourself  (repeat what you said, but with the right 

pronoun).
3. Move on—continue the conversation where you left off.
4. Later, figure out what you need to do to avoid making the 

same mistake in the future.

For example, this might sound like, “Well he was saying earlier…” 
“It’s she.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry. She was saying earlier that a student in her morning class 

asked a really good question.” 
Another way to think of  it is, when someone corrects you about their 

pronoun, consider it as if  they have just told you that your fly is down. 
You wouldn’t just keep talking as if  they hadn’t said anything, and you 
wouldn’t go on and on about how you usually never make mistakes like 
that, or that the zipper is a little broken and just slips down sometimes, 
or that you didn’t mean to offend. You’d acknowledge it. You’d fix it. And 
then you’d move on.

COMMUNITY  NORMS  ABOUT  PRONOUNS

Some trans people (and most cisgender people) want their pronouns to 
be obvious. They assume that by expressing their gender in an obviously 
feminine way, for example, they are sending a clear signal that people 
should call them she/her/hers pronouns. And it’s true that more often 
than not, an ally can make a good guess at someone’s pronouns based on 
their gender expression.

Nevertheless, assuming that everyone’s gender will be obvious is prob-
lematic, because not everyone’s is. A feminine person does not necessarily 
identify as a woman and want to be called she/her/hers. A masculine person 
does not necessarily identify as a man and want to be called he/him/his. 
An androgynous-looking person, like anyone else, may identify as a man, 
woman, both, neither, and/or something else, and some people don’t par-
ticularly identify with any of  these categories. And masculine, feminine, 
and androgynous (along with other gender expression categories) are cul-
turally-specific, time-bound, basically made up categories that mean differ-
ent things to different people. The only sure way to know someone’s gender 
identity (which you don’t really need to know) and pronoun (which you 
often do need to know) is to ask them.
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When we assume that people’s genders are necessarily so obvious that 
we can guess, rather than ask, we put a great burden on people whose 
gender and/or culture varies from the dominant expectation. It becomes 
trans people’s responsibility to present our genders convincingly. To be 
convincingly womanly, for example, means conforming to stereotyped and 
stylized versions of  what it means to be a woman, which are unrealistic and 
restrictive to all women, trans and cisgender alike. Instead, we can make 
it everybody’s responsibility to pay attention to how each person wants to 
be talked about. The practice of  suspending assumptions and creating op-
portunities for people to describe their genders on their own terms—or to 
decline to describe them—resists sexism and cissexism and opens up the 
possibilities for everybody.

Different communities, schools and organizations have developed a vari-
ety of  practices around pronouns aimed at taking the pressure off individual 
trans people and creating a gender-inclusive space for everyone. These prac-
tices also offer learning tools and support for folks who are new to learning 
about trans communities or are practicing being able to use everyone’s pro-
nouns correctly. None of  these practices are perfect, and different options 
work best for different groups. Here are a few examples:
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Toolbox: Community Pronoun Practices

NAME  TAGS  & JEWELRY
At some conferences and events, people are invited to print their 
pronouns on their name tags, or to use interchangeable pronoun 
ribbons that attach to the provided name badges. Similarly, some 
trans artists have begun producing pronoun buttons, pendants and 
other jewelry with pronouns on them that can be worn any time.

Pros: They set a norm that pronouns are not obvious (you can’t 
“tell by looking” what someone wants to be called). They take the 
pressure off of  people to share their pronouns and to ask other peo-
ple about their pronouns. You don’t have to worry about forgetting, 
because it’s always right in front of  you. And if  someone gets your 
pronoun wrong, you can point to the name tag when you remind/
correct them.

Cons: If  it feels mandatory, it can put some trans people in awk-
ward situations. People who use different pronouns in different con-
texts, who are not “out” in every area of  their life, and/or who are 
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in a process of  exploring their gender and not sure what they want 
to be called, have no subtle way to opt out of  sharing. It only works 
if  everyone is committed to checking the name tags and then calling 
people what they want to be called. And of  course, it doesn’t work 
for people who have limited vision or literacy (including young 
children who don’t read yet).

Even better: This practice works much better if  supported by some 
community education, such as signs, handouts or announcements 
explaining why it’s happening and how people should use it. In par-
ticular, make sure to explain that it is optional, and specify what 
should happen if  someone chooses not to put a pronoun on their 
name tag (that is, no one should call that person any pronouns). 

EMAIL  SIGNATURES 
In some workplaces, all staff put their pronouns in their email sig-
natures as a default. For example: 

Davey Shlasko
Think Again Training
I use he/him/his and they/them/theirs pronouns (either or mixed) 

Pros: Similar to name tags, but it only works if  you first meet 
the person by email rather than by phone or in person.

Cons: Similar to name tags, with some added awkwardness be-
cause of  the power dynamics inherent in most work places. For 
example, if  your boss wants to make pronouns in the email signa-
ture mandatory, you might feel too intimidated to question that 
plan even if  it’s going to cause difficulties for you. Also, it can be 
unnecessarily outing, especially for staff members who use nonbi-
nary pronouns.

Even better: The greatest benefit to this practice is that it signals 
that the organization is thinking about trans inclusion, and that the 
particular staff member understands that pronouns are not always 
obvious. As an alternative, or as an option for staff members who 
don’t want to disclose their pronoun in their email signature, you 
could insert a line in the signature that says something like, “Our 
organization is committed to respecting gender diversity. Feel free 
to ask our pronouns and tell us yours!”



57

ALWAYS  ASK
In some communities and spaces there is a strong social norm of  
asking the name and pronoun of  every new person you meet, indi-
vidually, as soon as you meet them.

Pros: Establishes a norm that pronouns are not obvious. Puts the 
onus on everyone to ask and learn people’s pronouns.

Cons: It’s pretty awkward, especially for people unfamiliar with 
the practice who may have no idea what they’re being asked. And 
it sometimes seems to imply that someone’s gender, vis-à-vis their 
pronoun, is the most important thing you could know about them. 
Why not first ask something more relevant, like “What brings you 
here?”

Even better: Practice asking everyone their pronouns individu-
ally, but not as soon as you meet them. Instead, wait until you are 
going to have to use a pronoun about them. Then ask, and tell them 
why you’re asking. For example, “I’d like to introduce you to my 
friend Anthony, because you’re both passionate about fostering 
shelter cats. I want to make sure to introduce you correctly, so what  
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pronouns do you like to be called—he, she, they, or something else? 
And, am I pronouncing your name right?”

GO-ROUNDS
In formal environments such as meetings and classes, the facil-
itator or teacher can start by asking everyone to introduce them-
selves by sharing their name and pronoun. 

Pros: Similar to name tags and email signatures. 
Cons: Similar to name tags and email signatures, with some added 

pressure from sharing aloud, and the limitation that it requires 
everyone to listen well and remember everyone else’s pronoun—
which is actually a pretty high expectation for hearing, attention 
and memory. 

Even better: This practice works much better if  supported by 
some explanation of  why it is happening, and communicating an 
expectation that people call others the requested pronouns. In par-
ticular, explain that it is optional, and specify what should happen 
if  someone chooses not to share a pronoun (that is, no one should 
call that person any pronouns). In ongoing groups that may build 
high enough levels of  trust, you can also specify that people may 
use different pronouns in different spaces, and ask the group to 
commit to using the requested pronoun in this space, and asking 
before using any pronouns about each other in other spaces. You 
can make this practice more universally accessible by pairing with 
name tags, so that people have opportunities to both hear and see 
each other’s pronouns.

INTAKE  FORMS
In settings where one customer, client, or patient may interact 
with many staff members, an intake form can include a question 
about pronouns. Some teachers use a similar practice, asking each 
student to submit an index card on the first day of  class indicating 
their name on the roster, the name they want to be called, the 
pronouns they want to be called, and anything else they want the 
teacher to know.

Pros: Demonstrates a commitment to trans inclusion. Gives a 
low-pressure way for people to share their pronoun. 



All of  the group practices around pronouns are far more effective when 
paired with information and support to help everyone understand the pur-
pose and importance of  sharing pronouns. When they’re not contextualized 
with basic education, group pronoun disclosure can actually backfire, both 
by putting trans people on the spot and by provoking resistance or resent-
ment from cisgender people who don’t understand why they’re being asked 
to change the way they speak.

Before you leap to introducing a new pronoun practice in your group, 
consider what additional context and resources would help the group  
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Cons: Relies on all staff members to read, remember and use the 
right pronoun. In some cases, the intake form is too soon to ask, 
because the person hasn’t yet had a chance to assess the friendliness 
of  the organization/class and decide what pronoun to use there. In 
classrooms, the teacher is the only one who receives the information, 
so it isn’t very helpful for discussion-based classes where students 
will need to know each other’s pronouns.

Even better: This works best if  all the record-keeping systems are 
aligned so that once a person writes a pronoun on an intake form, 
everyone who interacts with that person’s records in any way will 
see the information. It’s also helpful to provide another opportunity 
to state a pronoun, later on in the person’s interaction with the or-
ganization (for example, in an intake conversation or in the second 
or third appointment).

SIGN-IN  SHEET
In some youth groups, schools, and trans support groups, people are 
invited to sign in every day with the name they want to be called 
that day, the name they were called last time, and the pronouns 
they want to be called that day. Everyone knows to check the sign 
in sheet to see if  anyone’s name and/or pronoun has changed.

Pros: Allows gender-fluid people and people who are exploring 
their identity to request different names and pronouns on different 
days. Puts the responsibility on everyone to keep track of  what 
people want to be called currently. 

Cons: This only works if  the group is committed to checking 
the sign-in sheet and using the names and pronouns everyone has 
requested. 



implement the practice well. You might want to share this book or a shorter 
article, schedule a workshop, or show a video. Or, you might start by making 
connections between existing norms or values of  the group and the prac-
tice of  sharing pronouns. Your goal should be to get people to want to learn 
and use everyone’s correct pronouns, rather than feeling forced to. It’s not 
just about using the right words because they’re right, it’s about using the 
right words as a way to express respect and support to people who are part 
of  the community and who we care about.

HOW  USING  THEY  AS  A  SINGULAR  PRONOUN  CAN  CHANGE 
THE  WORLD
A version of  this section was first published on feministing.com in February 2015.

Some people who are otherwise committed to respecting trans people (and 
everyone) by calling them the right pronouns still struggle to use they as a 
singular pronoun. By now you know that it’s both important and possible 
to call everyone the pronoun they want to be called, even if  it’s uncom-
fortable for you at first, as a way of  showing basic respect for each other’s 
identities. But there’s even more to singular they than respecting indi-
viduals who use it. Singular they has exciting potential to be part of  a 
radical shift in the dominant gender culture.

Changing the culture may seem like a mighty task for one little pronoun. 
But actually, it wouldn’t be the first time that a pronoun was near the cen-
ter of  a momentous cultural shift.
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Activity: Group Practices for Pronouns
Are you part of  a group that uses one of  the practices above, or 
another like them, to encourage people to respect each other’s 
pronouns? How is it going for the trans people in the group? How 
is it going for the cisgender people? If  there’s anything that’s not 
working well about the practice, how could you improve upon it?

Are you part of  a group that does not have any practices or norms 
in place to encourage people to respect each other’s pronouns? Think 
about which of  the above practices might work well for that group. 
If  you know of  trans people in the group, check in with them about 
how introducing one of  these practices would feel to them. Consider 
introducing a group pronoun practice to the group, beginning with 
educating the group about why it’s important.



One of  the main excuses that people 
give for not using singular they, even 
when someone has specifically asked 
to be referred to that way, is that it is 
“grammatically incorrect.” This belief  
comes less from a nuanced understand-
ing of  grammar than from a felt sense 
that you are doing something wrong by 
using singular they. As someone told me 
recently, “It sounds like nails on a chalk 
board.”

Singular they may sound “wrong” at 
first because many of  us were taught, 
corrected, and even disciplined in school 
to stop us from using they as a singular. 
Our teachers had to go to a lot of  trouble to teach us this because other-
wise, we would have used singular they all the time—because despite being 
frowned upon by so many middle school teachers, it is actually a totally 
normal thing to do in Standard English. 

Since long before it started being adopted by trans communities, people 
have used singular they to refer to a hypothetical person whose gender is 
unknown. It’s especially common in reference to a noun that is syntactically 
singular but logically plural, like “someone,” “anyone,” and “whoever.” 
We say things like, “Someone left their umbrella in the meeting room.” 
We could say, “Someone left his or her umbrella,” but using “their” is more 
common, easier to understand and not wrong. Published examples of  this 
usage abound, from as early as Chaucer through the present day.

The rule against using singular they is enforced neither because it pre-
serves some consistent, objective grammatical standard, nor because it 
serves our communication needs. It is enforced because enforcing language 
norms is a way of  enforcing power structures.

Practically everybody uses singular they in informal settings. I’ve even 
heard people use it unconsciously while explaining to me why they refuse 
to use it: “I don’t use singular they even if  someone asks me to, because I 
shouldn’t have to change my grammar just to make them comfortable.” Did 
you catch that? 

The skill of  avoiding singular they in formal settings is both a marker of  
privilege and provides access to further privilege. It’s a marker of  privilege 
because the grammar rule against singular they is part of  Standard English, 
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which is “Standard” only because it is the dialect of  the dominant, white, 
upper-middle/owning class culture, not because of  an inherent superior-
ity. People who grow up in the dominant community/culture learn to use 
Standard English, at least in formal settings, without even trying.

In schools, children who grow up speaking other varieties of  English at 
home (as well as those who speak languages other than English at home) 
are disciplined to conform to Standard English norms. Depending on their 
relationship to schooling—how safe, welcoming and relevant they find it, 
for example—some kids learn to use Standard English in contexts where it’s 
demanded. Others don’t. The kids who don’t internalize the rules of  Stan-
dard English are not necessarily “failing” to do so. Sometimes, the “failure” 
to learn is actually successful resistance against an education system that 
is falsely telling them that they and their whole communities are bad and 
wrong for the way they speak. Even the kids who do learn to speak Stan-
dard English when needed usually continue speaking the way their families 
and communities do at home.

Following the rules of  Standard English, including avoiding singular 
they, provides access to further privilege because those who do so in formal 
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situations come across as proper and educated, and stand to benefit from 
being perceived that way. For example, they may have an easier time get-
ting hired for a job or approved to rent an apartment. The rule functions 
to differentiate those who follow the rule from those who don’t, those with 
greater privilege from those with less. In other words, it reproduces power 
differences. People who object to singular they on the basis of  its being 
“incorrect” are not only dropping the ball on an important trans allyship 
behavior; they’re also supporting a language/power system that harms 
millions of  people across and beyond trans communities. 

There’s also another, more specific sense in which our pronoun problem is 
actually a power problem. It’s not only the way the rule is enforced, but also 
how gendered pronouns work to begin with, that supports power structures. 

People with nonbinary gender identities continually face situations in 
which someone feels “forced,” by the Standard English norms they’ve in-
ternalized, to call us either he or she—even if  they’re not sure which one 
is right, and sometimes even if  they have been told that neither is right. 
These moments, which seem to be about grammar rules, highlight a gender 
rule that doesn’t work for us—the rule that everyone must be either a he 
or a she, a man or a woman—that there are no nonbinary genders. Avoid-
ing singular they when talking about someone who has asked to be called 
“they” contributes to the erasure of  nonbinary identities, and implicitly 
supports the physical, emotional and structural violence that faces too many 
of  us too much of  the time.

The good news is that singular they is not only coming into more com-
mon use, but also has the potential to help shift the harmful power struc-
ture of  binary gender and of  enforced, dominant culture language norms. 
To explain, it helps to go back to another time when what was considered 
standard usage for pronouns changed—and it had to do with power then,  
too. 

Today, “you” is both a plural and a singular. Originally it was plural 
(the singular form was “thou/thee/thine”). Beginning in the 16th Cen-
tury, “you” was also used for singular-formal address, when speaking to 
someone with high social status (royalty and nobility). Gradually, singu-
lar use of  “you” expanded, first to any time a speaker addressed someone 
of  higher status than themself, and then to any situation in which the 
speaker wanted to flatter or show respect for the person they were address-
ing. “Thou” gradually fell out of  use until it was heard mostly in intimate 
settings, such as among family members, and in situations of  obvious hi-
erarchy, such as a wealthy employer speaking to their servant. To call a 
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stranger “thou” became an insult, because it implied they were of  lower 
status than the speaker.

The difference between “you” and “thou” was one of  class status. The 
decision to say “you” or “thou” in a given situation had real consequences 
in terms of  status and power. It could highlight and reproduce a status dif-
ference and power-over relationship, or it could downplay a status difference 
and create a tone of  equality.

One driving force behind the drift from using “you” only for royal/
noble address to using “you” for any respectful address was the relatively 
stable and powerful middle class in England at the time. Merchants and 
professionals increasingly saw themselves as entitled to respect of  a kind 
that only the ruling class had previously been afforded. Using “you” with 
each other was a way to manifest that respect. Eventually, “you” became 
the only second person pronoun in general use.

As a result of  this shift, the expression of  class hierarchy in language 
became less mandatory. It became possible to construct a normal-sounding 
and easily understood sentence without knowing the status of  the person 
you were addressing. The shift in language both resulted from and contrib-
uted to the shifting class structure.

We can use pronouns to shift the gender structure, too. Using singular 
they means we can construct a normal-sounding and easily understood 
sentence without knowing or announcing the gender of  the person we’re 
speaking about. We can talk about gender diversity in all its nonbinary 
complexity, without constantly contradicting ourselves by using binary 
gendered pronouns.

So please, make the effort to get comfortable using singular they. At 
least you’ll be able to show respect to your nonbinary friends. At most, we 
might just change the world. 
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How Singular They Sounds
Chris brings their friend Tracy to a neighbor’s house party. 
They enjoy meeting new people, but she mostly enjoys 
meeting the cats. Still, they both have a great time. 

Chris always forgets something when they stay out late—
this time, they forget their umbrella. Tracy never forgets 
things. She grabs the umbrella and texts Chris to let them 
know that she’ll drop it off on their porch on her way to 
work tomorrow.
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As you can see, singular they is usually used with plural verb 
forms (like “they forget,” in contrast to “she forgets”). This means 
that you will use different verb forms about the same person, even 
in the same sentence, depending whether you’re using their name 
or a pronoun (such as “Chris forgets” and “they forget”). This 
may sound confusing, but it will probably start to feel natural 
pretty quickly because it works just like “you.” We say “you are” 
whether speaking to one person or many, not “you art” (as with 
the archaic singular, “thou art”). Likewise, we say “they are” 
whether talking about several people or one person, not “they 
is” (unless “they is” is part of  your dialect anyway). However, 
most people say “themself ” rather than “themselves” when re-
ferring to one person.

Just like with “you,” we can use names and numerical adjectives 
(like “both,” “all,” and “one”) to clarify whether we’re using they 
as singular or plural. In the sentence, “They enjoy meeting new 
people, but she mostly enjoys meeting the house cats,” the two 
pronouns—they and she—are both used singularly, and distin-
guish between the two people named earlier. Of  course, that only 
works if  the person you’re speaking to knows Chris and Tracy 
and knows which pronouns they each use.

People often ask me about the “correct” way to use singular 
they, but the truth is, shifts in language don’t happen all at once. 
You may hear people use singular they differently than outlined 
here, and only time will show which usage will become stan-
dardized as “correct.” Focus on communicating successfully and 
respecting the preferences of  the trans people and communities 
you are interacting with, and soon it will make as much sense as 
anything else about English grammar.

Administrator
From Trans Allyship Workbook: Building Skills to Support Trans People in Our Lives by Davey Shlasko. Copyright © 2017. Used with permission. 
DO NOT SHARE this link / PDF outside this Transforming Hearts Collective course. If you’d like to share this resource with others, please purchase the book (or encourage others to do so) at thinkagaintraining.com/shop.�

Administrator
Trans Allyship Workbook: Building Skills to Support Trans People in 

Administrator
Our Lives




