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“Now leaden slumber with life's strength doth fight;
And every one to rest themselves betake,
Save thieves, and cares, and troubled minds, that wake.”
Shakespeare: The Rape of Lucrece (1594)

Introduction
Fill in the blank: “Each student should work on ______ own paper.”  English lacks an elegant solution to situations where the gender of a singular, but unknown person, is not revealed by the preceding context.  Many grammar texts still state that it is traditional to use the masculine to include both female and male genders, and Deborah Tannen (1993) observes that “The unmarked forms of most English words…convey ‘male’” and that “being male is the unmarked case.” However, this unilateral use of all-inclusive masculine pronouns goes against the grain of more modern, egalitarian ways of thinking, leading many speakers to look for an option that is truly inclusive of both genders.
Methods

In an attempt to gain insight on how English users are addressing this difficulty, I collected 40 examples of epicene pronoun use in both oral and written communication, over the course of approximately three weeks.  18 oral tokens were collected from directly observed speech, videotaped interviews (and one presidential speech) selected at random from Youtube, and three unscripted podcasts.  22 written tokens were collected from blog entries, Facebook statuses, and the comments on both.  For each token, the age, gender, origin, and ethnicity were recorded, where available.  (In some cases, bloggers did not include this information in their profiles.)
Variants

The choice of epicene pronouns broke down into five basic variants.  Most language users chose a third person plural pronoun (they, them, their), even though this requires an “ungrammatical” singular verb form, as in, “Everyone does what they want,” or a non-parallel structure, as in, “You owe it to a child  to be all there for them.  Other variants included using some combination of both masculine and feminine pronouns, such as “he or she” and “s/he” (this latter could only practically be used in the nominative case, as there is no way to form a hybrid of him and her), and non-traditional coinages such as “ze” or “zie” for the nominative case, and “zir” or “hir” for the genitive.  Similarly, two tokens consisted of blends of the possessives his and her, resulting in “hisser” and “hiser.”  (There was some uncertainty as to whether to categorize these two as coinages or as combination forms, but I chose the coinage category since they are clearly nonstandard.)  

Only one token featured the all-inclusive masculine pronoun, and in one case, a speaker began her sentence in the first person singular and reverted to second person when the pronoun became necessary: “When you find somebody who is obsessing about the wedding day, obse--literally, literally obsessing about it, that that really keeps you away from your true emotions.”  (Note that the first “you” here addresses the interlocutor; the second one refers to the “someone who is obsessing about the wedding day.”)  Table 1 shows the breakdown of the token types collected:
	Table 1: Token Types

	2nd Person (you)
	1
	2.5%

	Blend/Coinage (zie, hiser)
	9
	22.5%

	Both Genders (he or she)
	7
	17.5%

	Masculine (he)
	2
	5.0%

	Plural (they)
	21
	52.5%

	Total
	40
	


In addition to categorizing the types of tokens collected, I also chose to categorize the types of antecedents the pronouns referred to.  Interestingly, the antecedents were almost evenly split between a generic person (someone, anyone, nobody, etc.) and a specific kind of person, even though the identity, and therefore the gender, of that person was unknown (an accountant, a child, a doctor).  Table 2 shows the breakdown of the antecedent types:

	Table 2: Antecedent Types

	Generic Person
	21
	52.5%

	Specific Person
	19
	47.5%

	Total
	40
	


Data Analysis
The most prominent patterns centered around two factors: the register (spoken or written) and the situation, or type of communication from which the token was collected: blogs/social networking, speech/interviews, podcasts, or conversations.  There was also some patterning to be found according to gender and age of the language user.  It was difficult to find patterning according to origin or ethnicity of the language user, because the majority of them were Caucasian, and more than a quarter lacked information on place of origin.  
Register

In terms of token type, oral tokens showed a strong preference for plural pronouns (72%), while the written tokens showed more variety, with the greatest concentrations on plural pronouns and coinages.  In fact, the coinages were only evident in written communication, and completely absent in spoken exchanges.  This is most likely because these words are unusual enough to require a conscious decision to use; thus, unless one is passionately devoted to the cause of gender-neutrality in language, one is unlikely to think of using such neologisms in the course of a casual conversation.  

In terms of antecedent type, oral tokens showed a small preference for the generic antecedent over the specific, while written tokens were almost evenly split.  This may not be indicative of anything in particular, and is probably merely an artifact of the individual utterances collected.  
	Table 3a: Token Types by Register

	 
	Oral
	Written

	2nd Person
	1
	5.6%
	0
	0.0%

	Coinage
	0
	0.0%
	9
	50.0%

	Both
	3
	16.7%
	4
	22.2%

	Masculine
	1
	5.6%
	1
	5.6%

	Plural
	13
	72.2%
	8
	44.4%

	Totals
	18
	
	22
	


	Table 3b: Antecedent Types by Register

	
	Oral
	Written

	Generic
	11
	61.1%
	10
	45.5%

	Specific
	7
	38.9%
	12
	54.5%

	Totals
	18
	
	22
	


Situation
Since all of the written tokens fell under one situation category (blogs/social networking), we will now look at the patterns revealed in the different oral situations: speech/ interviews, conversations, and podcasts.  
All of the oral situations showed a preference for plural pronouns, and in fact all of the podcast tokens were plural.  As stated above, no neologisms were used in the oral situations.  The only other significant usage was the “both genders” option of “he or she,” but even that showed relatively low frequency, with only one use in the speech/interview category, and only two in conversation.  It is interesting to note that in these latter two cases, the speakers clearly started to use the masculine pronoun, “caught” themselves, and corrected by adding the “or she.”  In the case of President Obama’s speech
, he began his utterance with the masculine pronoun, but switched to “his or her” in the second half, as if he, too, had “caught” himself, even though he was using a pre-written speech.  This might indicate that speakers are aware that using the masculine pronoun in these cases is inappropriate.
In terms of antecedents, the results were somewhat startling: all of the speech/interview tokens, and four out of the five podcast tokens, used a generic antecedent (someone, anyone), whereas all of the conversational tokens used a specific one.  It is tempting to think that this result indicates some kind of broad rule, where, perhaps, people who know they are being recorded are more  likely to generalize their speech; however, it seems unlikely that  specificity and generality in this particular case would have any reflection on larger language use, as even the specific antecedents are only specific types, with their actual identity unknown (hence the need for the gender-neutral pronoun in the first place).

	Table 4a: Token Types by Situation

	
	Speech/Int
	Conv
	Podcasts

	2nd Person
	1
	14.3%
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Coinage
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Both
	1
	14.3%
	2
	33.3%
	0
	0.0%

	Masculine
	1
	14.3%
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%

	Plural
	4
	57.1%
	4
	66.7%
	5
	100.0%

	Totals
	7
	
	6
	
	5
	


	Table 4b: Antecedent Types by Situation

	
	Speech/Int
	Conv
	Podcasts

	Generic
	7
	100.0%
	0
	0.0%
	4
	80.0%

	Specific
	0
	
	6
	100.0%
	1
	20.0%

	Totals
	7
	
	6
	
	5
	


Gender 
Both males and females preferred plural pronouns, with a slightly stronger preference for females.  What was surprising was that a larger percentage of males than females used blends or coinages such as “hiser” and “ze.”  It would seem likely that women would naturally be more aware of the male bias in language, and thus more interested in redressing it with neutral terms.  Perhaps that is the reason for the heavier use of the plural pronouns among women, but it does not seem to hold true for the neologisms.
Both women and men were almost equally split on the use of generic and specific antecedents, with a slightly stronger preference for the generic on the part of men.  

	Table 5a: Token Types by Gender

	
	Male
	Female
	No Data

	2nd Person
	0
	0.0%
	1
	4.8%
	0
	0.0%

	Coinage
	5
	33.3%
	3
	14.3%
	1
	25.0%

	Both
	2
	13.3%
	4
	19.0%
	1
	25.0%

	Masculine
	1
	6.7%
	0
	0.0%
	1
	25.0%

	Plural
	7
	46.7%
	13
	61.9%
	1
	25.0%

	Totals
	15
	
	21
	
	4
	


	Table 5b: Antecedent Types by Gender

	
	Male
	Female
	No Data

	Generic
	9
	60.0%
	10
	47.6%
	2
	50.0%

	Specific
	6
	40.0%
	11
	52.4%
	2
	50.0%

	Totals
	15
	
	21
	
	4
	


Age

Language users in their 20s were evenly split among plural pronouns, coinages, and combinations of both (e.g., he or she, s/he).  Language users in their 30s overwhelmingly chose plural pronouns, and those in their 40s also showed a strong preference for the plural.  It seems evident that younger people are more likely to break with custom to use neologisms such as “ze” and “zir.”   What is interesting is that the younger language users showed a small preference for the combination forms, when the older ones don’t give it much use.  While the all-inclusive masculine form is clearly on its way out the door, we could perhaps conclude from this that the combination forms are on their way (back?) in, at least as an alternative to the much-preferred plural forms.
An interesting pattern appears in the antecedents: younger language users seem to prefer the specific to the general, whereas the opposite holds true for the oldest, and those in the middle, the 30-somethings, are evenly divided. As with the situation patterns above, it is tempting to state something along the lines of “older people prefer to generalize their language use,” or possibly that language use is changing to become more specific—but again, this would be an unreasonably strong conclusion to make based on this particular language feature.

	Table 6a: Token Types by Age 

	 
	20s
	30s
	40s
	No Data

	2nd Person
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%
	1
	14.3%
	0
	0.0%

	Coinage
	4
	36.4%
	2
	14.3%
	0
	0.0%
	3
	42.9%

	Both
	4
	36.4%
	1
	7.1%
	1
	14.3%
	1
	14.3%

	Masculine
	0
	0.0%
	0
	0.0%
	1
	14.3%
	1
	14.3%

	Plural
	3
	27.3%
	11
	78.6%
	4
	57.1%
	2
	28.6%

	Totals
	11
	 
	14
	 
	7
	 
	7
	 


	Table 6b: Antecedent Types by Age

	 
	20s
	30s
	40s
	No Data

	Generic
	3
	27.3%
	7
	0.5
	6
	85.7%
	4
	57.1%

	Specific
	8
	72.7%
	7
	0.5
	1
	14.3%
	3
	42.9%

	Totals
	11
	
	14
	
	7
	
	7
	 


Epicene Pronouns in ESL Textbooks

I looked at two ESL text/workbooks: Focus on Grammar: A Basic Course for reference and Practice by Irene Schoenberg, and Essential Grammar in Use: A reference and practice book for elementary students of English by Raymond Murphy.  Both of these are general grammar-based books intended for adult or young adult beginning language learners.  The sections on pronouns in both books present a straightforward grid of pronouns according to case and number, and note only that he/him/his are masculine, and that she/her/her(s) are feminine, with no mention of the possible need for a gender-neutral option.  These are intended as basic textbooks, and the complex clause structure that often accompanies epicene pronoun use may be considered too advanced for the students they address.  If students do encounter a situation where they are unsure of an antecedent’s gender, they can always ask the instructor, who can deal with the question on a case-by-case basis.  It is, of course, entirely possible that students might not notice the need to ask the question, especially if their L1s make no pronoun gender distinction, which might lead them to pick at random and make embarrassing errors.  However, there is clearly much variation in how the issue is addressed, thus it is not so much a question of error as it is of merely creating an awkward utterance.  (As in, “Was it your mother or your father who broke his leg?”)
I also examined two grammar reference books: A Communicative Grammar of English by Geoffrey Leech and Jan Svartik, and A Student’s Grammar of the English Language by Sidney Greenbaum and Randolph Quirk.  Both begin by describing epicene use of the all-inclusive masculine form as “traditional.”   They both then recommend the alternative combination forms, but describe them as “awkward” (Leech & Svartik) and “cumbersome” (Greenbaum & Quirk).  Leech & Svartik finally bring up singular they, but note that it is avoided by those with a “strict sense of grammar.”  All of this hedging seems likely to cause students to shy away from using either alternative, instead sticking with the safe, “traditional” masculine form, even though, as we see from the collected data, it is no longer the preferred option (and in the case of speakers “catching” themselves using it, perhaps not even an appropriate one).  Fortunately, Greenbaum & Quirk save us from the hedging with a clear verdict that singular they is in fact the “general preference.”   
I compared these grammar texts with the corpus-based Longman Student Grammar by Douglas Biber, Susan Conrad, and Geoffrey Leech.  The Longman also calls the masculine form “traditional,” but goes on to devote several paragraphs to “avoiding this gender bias.”  The first option presented is the combination forms, followed by singular they.  The authors note that singular they is “common in conversation,” but “often avoided” in “serious writing,” due to the lack of subject-verb agreement.  However, they then conclude that there is a “growing adoption” of singular they even in writing.  Unlike the two previously mentioned grammars, the Longman seems less likely to confuse students about the issue, since it clearly dismisses the all-inclusive masculine usage, and positively recommends alternatives, with emphasis on singular they as the preferred one.  Since the Longman is corpus-based, it is obvious that the authors’ approval of singular they stems from data gathered form real language use, rather than depending on what is “traditional” or strictly grammatical.  (It is curious to note that, despite their different treatments of the issue, both A Communicative Grammar of English and the Longman Student Grammar were published in the same year, and share an author.)
None of the books mention neologisms such as “ze” and “zir,” which is perhaps not surprising, given that they have such a limited usage (only in writing, and probably only among those specifically interested in gender issues in language).  It is possible that these coinages may eventually gain wider parlance, but the American Heritage Book of English Usage calls such language reform efforts “an ongoing exercise in futility.”
Pedagogical Implications

The results of this study indicate that there are several possible ways to address the necessity for epicene pronouns in speaking English.  However, some options are more commonly used than others, and some options may be considered more appropriate than others.  

While it seems reasonable to assume that epicene pronoun use is an advanced feature of language study, and thus inappropriate for explicit inclusion in introductory ESL classes, it is certainly possible for the question to arise.  A sidebar in the chapter on pronouns would probably be enough to introduce the idea, allowing the instructor to expand on it as they deem necessary.  It might well be an ideal feature to include in a more advanced course, especially in conjunction with the words that most often appear as antecedents to epicene pronouns: someone, anyone, everyone, nobody, etc.
Grammar references would be well advised to take the Longman approach, and avoid confusingly negative statements about the most common solution, singular they.  Since it is the most common, and as Biber, et al state, it is gaining acceptance even in written communication, there is no reason to hedge about it.  The other options should still be mentioned, but emphasis should be squarely placed on singular they.  
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