CHAPTER 12

PRONOUNS AND GENDER

CAMERON DOMENICO KIRK-GIANNINI AND
MICHAEL GLANZBERG

1. INTRODUCTION

IN February 2022, social media app TikTok updated its community guidelines to in-
clude a provision prohibiting users from posting, uploading, streaming, or sharing
“content that targets transgender or non-binary individuals through misgendering
or deadnaming” In contrast—and just two months later—Tennessee’s House of
Representatives passed a bill specifying that teachers and other employees of public
schools are “not required to use a student’s preferred pronoun when referring to the stu-
dent if the preferred pronoun is not consistent with the student’s biological sex”;* and
Nicholas Meriwether, a professor at Shawnee State University in Ohio, won $400,000 in
a settlement with his employer after refusingto use the preferred pronouns of one of his
students.?

The present handbook appears during a period of historic controversy in the English-
speaking world regarding the nature of gender and the use of gendered pronouns. And
though the emergence of this controversy has been shaped by broader political and
cultural trends (best analyzed by historians and political scientists), the arguments to
which representatives of both sides appeal often turn on empirical questions about
the meanings of gendered pronouns in English (best analyzed by philosophers and
linguists).*

In keeping with the goals of a handbook of applied philosophy of language, our aim
is to introduce readers to the empirical questions at issue in debates over gendered
pronouns and to assess the plausibility of various possible answers to these questions.
This project is primarily descriptive rather than normative: we are interested in
describing the actual conventions governing the use of pronouns in languages, with a
focus on English. We are not arguing for any particular conception of what the ideal
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