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Abstract
The article deals with the gender-neutral pronouns, their origin, development over time and functioning in the modern English language. It also discusses pragmatic motivations for pronoun choice and notes that despite the predominant use of masculine terminology, gender-neutral pronominal units continue to overcome English androcentrism.
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The study of gender and language is one of the priority areas for researches by a lot of linguists (Robin Lakoff, Deborah Tannen, Penelope Eckert, Janet Holmes, Mary Bucholtz, Kira Hall, Deborah Cameron, and others). These researches are intended not only to analyze the status of a language in society, but also to prove that a language is both the product of community activities and the tool for formation of cultural and gender identity.

In the English language, gender is the most contradictory of the grammatical categories; moreover, it has been the focus of two distinct debates. Mid twentieth century academics raised questions about whether English can be rightly said to possess grammatical gender. Second-wave feminism promoted minimization of gender reference in language generally. In some contexts, the two debates interacted in various ways, and are still relevant nowadays.
There are interesting aspects of the study of gender in each of the core areas of linguistics, and the pronominal system of the English language is one of them. So gender-specific pronouns, which are basically those that indicate gender, are he, she, him, her, hers, his, hisself or himself, herself, and derivative forms like she’d or he’d. All others, like it, one, etc., are gender-neutral (pronouns that neither reveal nor imply the gender or the sex of a person); other terms used might be “GNPs”, “gender-free pronouns”, “GFPs”, “epicene pronouns”, “natural-gender pronouns” “genderless pronouns”, “ungendered pronouns”, or a variety of other terms [9].

The two most common gender-neutral systems of pronoun usage have specific disadvantages. First, to avoid the generic masculine writers tend to use he or she, him or her, his or her(s), and sometimes slashed forms instead, he/she, him/her, his/her(s), despite long-standing objections that such constructions are perceived as cumbersome and awkward, especially when they are repeated several times [3].
In view of the difficulties associated with generic he in English, speakers often replace it by they (e.g., “Everyone loves their mother” instead of “Everyone loves his mother”). This is more pronounceable, but can be ambiguous. It is also awkward to use plural verb forms for a singular person. 
Corbett [5, p. 267] terms this and similar forms ‘evasive’ forms. While, say, the use of masculine for masculine or feminine represents a choice between possible appropriate forms, the forms termed ‘evasive’ are those with a different role in the system. Thus they is primarily for plural reference: when it is drafted in to replace the singular pronouns (because it does not mark gender), thus avoiding the gender choice, this is its ‘evasive’ role.
Historically, there were two gender neutral pronouns native to English dialects, ou and a, but they have long since died out according to Dennis Baron’s Grammar and Gender [2, p. 142].

In 1789, William H. Marshall records the existence of a dialectal English epicene pronoun, singular ou: “Ou will expresses either he will, she will, or it will.” Marshall traces ou to Middle English epicene a, used by the 14th century English writer John of Trevisa, and both the OED and Wright’s English Dialect Dictionary confirm the use of a for he, she, it, they, and even I. This a is a reduced form of the Anglo-Saxon he = he and heo = she. By the 12th and 13th centuries, these had often weakened to a point where, according to the OED, they were “almost or wholly indistinguishable in pronunciation.” The modern feminine pronoun she, which first appears in the mid twelfth century, seems to have been drafted at least partly to reduce the increasing ambiguity of the pronoun system.

Artificial epicene pronouns for English have been proposed at least since the mid-19th century. Nineteenth-century coinages like en and ip had nothing to do with gender-bending. They were invented because the lack of a third-person singular common-gender personal pronoun leads English speakers to violate the usage rule that pronouns are supposed to agree with their referents – the words they stand for – in gender as well as number. As early as 1851, a writer in Lowell, Massachusetts, called on “some of our grammar makers [to] fish us up” a new pronoun, and the grammar makers dutifully fished up ir, ons, E, hie, ha, se, and hesh [3].
Thon was coined by the Philadelphia lawyer and hymn writer Charles C. Converse in 1884, and unlike most epicene pronouns, it enjoyed some recognition over the next century, accepted by two major dictionaries (Funk and Wagnall’s Standard Dictionary and Merriam-Webster’s Second Unabridged (1934)) and adopted by a few writers. Thon blends that and one and is pronounced with the initial sound of “they.” In describing his motivation, Converse insists that his goal is to restore the “beautiful symmetry” of English, to avoid “hideous solecisms” (presumably, singular they), and to save writers – and lawyers like himself –precious time [4].
In contrast, today’s proponents of gender-neutral pronouns are not out to correct our grammar, they are looking for linguistic options that do not specify gender at all, or that go beyond the traditional categories of male and female to refer to people who just do not see themselves that way.
Today on the Internet, there are between three and five active groups of epicene pronouns that are in relatively active use by many people. The two most popular seem to be sie, hir, hir, hirs, hirself, (especially hir), and zie, zir, zir, zirs, zirself. The latter apparently came into being after a German-speaking netizen objected to sie and Sie, which in many contexts means she in German. Third and fourth, differing only in the first and maybe last word, are e or ey, em, eir, eirs, eirself or emself. Fifth, some people use per, from person, which obviously has the set per, per, pers, pers, persself. They can be found in email, web pages, newsgroups, FAQs, and IRC channels. Many others also appear in fiction and non-fiction [9].
The most famous proposed set of gender-neutral pronouns in English is Spivak pronouns. They are not in widespread use, but have been employed in gender-neutral language by some people who dislike the more common alternatives he/she or singular they. The pronoun set was popularized as neologisms by Michael Spivak, a mathematician-educator who used it in a number of books [6].

There are two variants of the Spivak pronouns in use. Compared with other gender-neutral pronouns, the (new) Spivak pronouns are easier to learn since the system stems directly from the well-known forms of they (by dropping the th). Supporters also feel that this derivation makes them more natural than the sie/ze/zie/xe forms.

As examples of further epicene pronoun sets, concerned readers have sent their own pronoun proposals to the editors of The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language [7]. Among these are che, chim, chis (1985); per, pers, pem (1992); ne, nes, nem (1995); and wun (1995). Wun, whose plural would be wuns or wen, would also function as a substitute for generic man, and be used in compounds as well, as in gentlewuns and wunkind.

George T. Anagnos, a lawyer in Hackensack, N.J., offers lu, lus, and lun, as the three new words to signify, respectively, the singular nominative she or he, possessive his or her or hers, and objective her or him. “Aside from the impartiality in both the consonants and vowel that lu, lus, and lun represent, they are also all three absent from the general English dictionaries as well as from the set of commonly known foreign terms. Even if it turns out that they have some rare scientific or other esoteric definitions, such obscure usage will not detract from a new universal application as gender-neutral people pronouns.” [1, p. 52]
The gender-neutral pronoun co is used in contemporary everyday language by the 100 people who live at Twin Oaks Community in Virginia, USA. It is used to mean s/he in the case in which the gender is not known or is irrelevant [8].
Other proposals of gender-neutral pronouns have included the genderless pronoun “ta” (borrowed from Mandarin), le, lis, lim (from French), ne, nis, nir (the singular pronouns, but with n to start), ey, em, eir (the plurals, minus “th”), and the mocking “h’orsh’it” (“he or she or it”), proposed in a 1975 Forbes article.

There are also reports by Dr. Elaine Stotko, from the School of Education at Johns Hopkins University, and her student, Margaret Troyer, who have discovered that school children in Baltimore are using the slang word yo as a gender-neutral singular pronoun [8, p. 262]. The researchers found that it was most common for the children to use yo in the subject position; for example, Yo wearin’ a new coat, (to point out someone wearing a new coat). But they also used yo in the object position, as in I saw yo at school, and Look at yo. In addition, the children use yo as a generic pronoun to refer to someone even when they know it is a boy or a girl. Yo is also frequently used as an attention-getter (as in Yo, Adrienne), and as a shortened version of your (as in Yo momma), but the researchers were careful to show that the use as a pronoun was distinct from these other uses.
In 2015, some colleges offered students a new pronoun as well. Harvard is suggesting the gender-neutral ze, hir, and hirs, though it will accept traditional he and she if students prefer them, and the University of Tennessee adds xe, xem, and xyr. In autumn 2015, students at American University’s orientation were asked to break into small groups and introduce themselves with name, major, and preferred pronoun. That year’s Vanderbilt student handbook adopted singular they as an inclusive and welcoming pronoun. And the University of Vermont has been letting students name their own gender and pick their own pronoun for a few years [3].
However, it is not clear that ze or xe will succeed, taking into account all previous efforts to introduce non-standard pronouns into the English language. Pronoun systems in language are conservative, slow to change. The last new pronoun to enter English was its, the possessive form of it, which appeared about 400 years ago. Its evolved out of the familiar it, making its meaning easy to deduce. But invented pronouns like ey do not arise naturally, the way its did, and they seem strange and foreign, which clouds their meaning and makes their success less likely. Even if some college students adopt them, the new pronouns will have to spread beyond their current nucleus of users into the wider campus community, and they will have to continue to be used after graduation.

And while some linguists like Dennis Baron [3] call epicene pronouns as the words that failed, others like Sally McConnell-Ginet [5] believe that because of democratization processes in society speech will become more inclusive. In the end, language does not respond well to the demands of lawmakers, grammarians, or social activists. Instead, its direction is charted by ordinary speakers who choose words, not from some moral imperative, but just because they find them useful or effective, or sometimes for no discernible reason at all.
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Аннотация. В статье рассматриваются гендерно нейтральные местоимения, их возникновение и развитие во времени и функционирование в современном английском языке, обсуждаются прагматические причины выбора местоимений, а также отмечается, что, несмотря на преимущественное использование мужской терминологии, гендерно нейтральные местоименные формы продолжают преодолевать андроцентризм английского языка. 
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