
He, she… they, ze, xe? Is English ready for new pronouns? 

In recent years, with the growing awareness of a wider spectrum of gender than just ‘men and 

women’, a new question has arisen – what pronouns are to be used when referring to someone who 

does not identify as a he or a she? 

This ‘gap’ in language has been filled with so-called ‘nonbinary pronouns’ –  pronouns that can be 

used to refer to someone who does not (exclusively) identify as female or male, and does not wish 

to be called a he or a she. These pronouns include the use of singular they and several neologisms, 

‘neo-pronouns’ such as ze and xe. 

Nonbinary pronouns are a relatively new phenomenon, and research has yet to address them from a 

sociolinguistic perspective. This study concerns two main aspects regarding nonbinary pronouns: 

their ‘acceptability’ and attitudes towards nonbinary pronouns.  

These aspects are explored with online survey data consisting of responses from 1128 participants, 

including 79 nonbinary participants. The participants were asked to assess the acceptability of the 

nonbinary pronouns they, ze, and xe in example sentences, and their views on nonbinary pronouns 

were elicited with open answer questions.  

A mixed methods approach is employed to analyze the data. A thematic analysis accompanied by 

corpus methods is used to reveal reoccurring themes in the participants’ views on nonbinary 

pronouns (open answers), while statistical methods are used to explore relationships between 

different variables, and to help explain variation in the participants’ answers. For this purpose, 

demographic information of the participants was gathered, and other potentially mediating factors 

such as attitudes towards transgender individuals were measured.  

Preliminary results indicate that the participants reacted differently to nonbinary they and neo-

pronouns: nearly 70% of the participants found the use of nonbinary they acceptable, while only 

about 30% found the use of ze and xe acceptable. The open answers showed differences as well, for 

example many participants were concerned about the number agreement with nonbinary they; 

plural ranked the fifth most common adjective among the open answer reactions (27 per 10 000 

words), followed by similar implications with confusing (20 per 10 000 words) and incorrect (18 

per 10 000 words). Neo-pronouns on the other hand were described by many as weird (12 per 

10 000 words), unnatural (9 per 10 000 words), and even ridiculous (9 per 10 000 words). The 

thematic analysis of the open answers supported these interpretations, and brought into light many 

other aspects, for example some participants implied that whichever pronoun a person wished to use 



was acceptable, while others objected to ze and xe specifically since the consonants were perceived 

as foreign to English. 

It remains to be seen which nonbinary pronoun(s) will thrive, if any. Studying these pronouns and 

especially attitudes towards them can help us understand which factors might affect this potential 

change in English, perhaps even help answer the big question – is English ready for new pronouns? 


