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Introduction



Theoretical Frameworks
Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis (Lazar 2007)

- What do current usages of the word “pronoun” reveal about both 
gender and linguistic ideologies?

- What are the discourses in which shift is occurring? What does 
this reveal about the goals and effects of shift?

- What do these usages reveal about gendered power dynamics?

(Counter-)resistance (Talbot 2007)

- Attacks against efforts to resist oppression
- e.g. attacks on ‘political correctness,’ or more recently ‘wokeness’



Theoretical Frameworks
Semantic shift: Changes in meaning over time

- Amelioration vs. Pejoration
- e.g. ‘noble’ (of the nobility → virtuous) vs. ‘villain’ (serf → lowly 

person → evil person)

- Broadening vs. Narrowing
- e.g. ‘holiday’ (holy day → break from work) vs. ‘girl’ (young person 

→ young woman)



Quantitative methodology
Full Twitter archive search (04/2006 - 11/2022) with 
Academic API access

- Query: “pronoun(s)” in English → 9.3 million tweets
- Fields of interest: Tweet text & date, user description
- Total counts of English tweets for 1 random day per month
- Gathered lists of words co-occurring with “pronoun(s)” 

for future research



Quantitative methodology
Sentiment analysis with VADER (Valence 
Aware Dictionary and sentiment 
Reasoner) (Hutto & Gilbert 2014)

Users given “GOP probability” based on 
tweets & self-provided information, 
using machine learning (cf. Paialunga 
2021) and split into “low” and “high” 
categories

Relative usage for each month: 
“pronoun(s)” tweets/estimated total 
English tweets



(Random 25% 
sample)

Spikes in 
early 2017, 
summer 2020

Positive tweets 
outstripping 
negative for this 
group



Qualitative methodology
- Posts coded along 2 dimensions of semantic shift 

(amelioration/pejoration, broadening/narrowing)
- Lexical co-occurrences
- Other thematic motifs



Qualitative results
Semantic shift

- Interrater agreement on amelioration/pejoration
- Disagreement on broadening/narrowing

- Narrow sense seems to always co-occur with the broad sense (few 
online users are unaware of broader sense)

- Some speakers only have the broader sense



Qualitative results
Emergent themes

1. Possession of pronouns
2. Pronouns as an ideology
3. Pronouns as a threat to hegemonic masculinity
4. Moral panic
5. Absurdism



1. Possession of pronouns
a. pronoun havers (and those who ostensibly do not have them)
b. my/your/their/… pronouns
c. pronoun jewelry



2. Pronouns as an ideology
a. people ‘believe’ or ‘don’t believe’ things about them

i. for pro-pronoun folks, an ideology of respect
ii. for anti-pronoun folks, an ideology of control



3. Pronouns as a threat to hegemonic masculinity
a. threat to cis- and hetero-normativity
b. threat to cis male dominance



4. Moral panic
a. “Pronouns” = gender confusion for children
b. Indoctrination of “the youth”



5. Absurdism
Satirizing pronouns (and therefore 
progressivism) as excessive
- deliberate, mean-spirited poking fun
- commentary on the state of language and 

culture
- satirizing things that aren’t understood
- “my pronouns are try/me”

- reclaiming resistance through satire



Discussion and 
future directions
What do we do with this information?

- We can stop getting baited into amplifying transphobic 
and politically opportunistic messaging (cf. Conrod 2022)

- We keep resisting and sharing our joy &
positive experiences 

Future research

- Quantitative directions: Network analysis, 
more nuanced classification, co-occurrences

- Qualitative directions: Analyses beyond social media 
(e.g. legislation or policies against sharing pronouns)
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