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Pronouns are a core subsystem of natural language morphology, as well as a site 

of significant metalinguistic reflection and identity formation. We describe a 

preference for anti-economy under conditions of politeness and gender affirmation 

in three West Germanic languages: German, Dutch, and English. Specifically, we 

compare the anti-syncretic behaviour of Sie in Central Bavarian; the unique 

agreement patterns of U and the mixing of die and hen in Dutch; and 

microvariation in the use of they as a gender-affirming form and as a 

morphological default form in English. What emerges from this juxtaposition is the 

observation that social work—that is, the expression of marked social and 

pragmatic meaning—is consistently correlated with phonological, inflectional, 

paradigmatic, and/or orthographic complexity, and that this correlation is 

functionally motivated, as the effort to maintain and produce this complexity is 

iconic of the respectful meaning. 

1. Introduction 

Pronouns occupy a unique position: although they are typically positioned as 

function words that belong to a closed lexical category, in the contemporary 

context, they constitute a fluid and sociopolitically charged pocket of 

morphosyntax in many Indo-European languages. The increased visibility of 

transgender, nonbinary, and gender-nonconforming identities, and the ways in 

which such identities are expressed, respected, and invalidated via linguistic 

means has greatly magnified the social salience of the pronominal domain, a 

social change that has been called the great pronoun shift (Krauthamer 2021). 

Critics of gender self-determination often assess the changes in this domain as 
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introducing complexity, contradiction, and encumbrance to a language subsystem 

that is meant to operate at a high level of automaticity. We, however, argue that 

this is entirely by design: marked social meanings (e.g., gender affirmation, 

politeness) are necessarily paired with forms that are phonologically, 

inflectionally, paradigmatically, and/or orthographically marked. In short, social 

work (i.e., the expression of pragmatic meaning) comes at a cost. Indeed, the 

effort associated with learning and correctly deploying socially marked forms 

itself contributes to the expression of respect. 

 The organisation of this paper is as follows. Section 2 presents data from 

German varieties that exemplify the connection between politeness and anti-

syncretism. Section 3 present data from Dutch varieties, in which plural pronouns 

control a uniquely expensive pattern of agreement, and in which two nonbinary-

affirming pronouns with unique syntactic distributions coexist. Section 3 argues 

that singular they in English is ambiguous between a nonbinary-affirming form 

and a gender-minimising default form, and that individual speakers can choose 

amongst various strategies to differentiate the two and increase the cost of social 

work. Descriptive and analytical connections are drawn across the three languages 

throughout. Section 4 concludes. 

2. German Sie in multidialectal perspective 

We introduce Simon (2006)’s account of the polite plural in German varieties as 

a comparison case. In Middle High German, the T-V distinction was expressed 

by means of duSG vs. irPL, instantiating Listen’s (1999) SIZE (as expressed by 

grammatical number) IS SOCIOPOLITICAL POWER metaphor. In the late 1500s, so 

many people were being addressed by ir that it came to be viewed as insufficiently 

polite, leading to a rise in the use of addressee-referential nominal forms that 

trigger 3SG agreement, as in (1): 

 

(1) Der Herr    mus     von uns in ungut nicht auffnemen… 

the  gentleman must:3SG  of  us  in ill   not   think 

‘The gentleman should not think ill of us…’ (von Braunschweig 1595, as 

cited in Simon 2006: 95) 

 

This ideology, that it should be effortful to be polite, exemplifies our main claim: 

social work should be expensive. 2PL is ‘more expensive’ than 2SG because it 

creates a number mismatch that honours the referent. 3SG, for at least part of the 

history of the German language, is ‘more expensive’ than 2PL both in its featural 

mismatches and its relative indirectness and novelty. The higher social status of 

the addressee therefore corresponds to some level of increased formal complexity. 
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 Later, Sie appears, first in the context of an anaphor to abstract nominals 

used metonymically as styles of address, such as Euer Majestät ‘your:PL majesty’. 

By the 18th century, it had stabilised as the polite pronoun. Note that this strategy 

is maximally contrastive with respect to 2SG: whereas 2PL ir only misrepresents 

the number of the referent, and 3SG nominals only misrepresent the person, 3PL 

Sie misrepresents both. Crucially, however, there are two senses in which Sie is 

‘cheap’: it is partially syncretic with the non-polite 3SG.F sie, and it is (at first 

glance) fully syncretic with the non-polite 3PL sie. 
 

(2) a. ihre Gnaden ‘her grace’ 

b. Ihre Gnaden ‘Your Grace; their graces’ 

 

One way of making SieHON more expensive is to differentiate it further from its sie-

ster forms. Simon identifies multiple contexts in which SieHON acts as a true 

participant pronoun (i.e., a first or second person form), distinct from third-person 

sie, including in adnominal person constructions (cf. Höhn 2024): 

 

(3) a. wir Berliner       ‘we Berliners’ 

 b. ihr Finne         ‘you:PL Finns’ 

 c. Sie Amerikanerinnen ‘you:PL.HON Americans:F’ 

 d. *sie Idioten       Intended: ‘they idiots’ (Simon 2006: 101) 

 

On the basis of the grammaticality contrast exhibited by (3c, d), in addition to 

parallel evidence from relative clause formation and reflexive binding, Simon 

argues that SieHON is not merely an orthographic variant of sie3PL associated with 

pragmatic consequences, but a true 2SG.HON pronoun that occupies its own cell in 

the paradigm of German pronouns.  

 Outside of Modern Mainstream German, Simon notes that the use of 

expensive agreement mismatches to convey politeness is common in some 

registers of Austrian German, in which a singular address term Dame ‘lady’ can 

co-occur with a plural verb as shown in (4): 

 

(4) Werden   die  Dame    schon  bedient? 

PASS.3PL  the  lady.3SG  already served 

‘Are you being served, Madam?’ (lit. ‘Are the lady served already?’) 

(Simon 2006: 102) 

 

In Central Bavarian, 2SG.HON and 3PL exhibit even greater levels of 

morphosyntactic differentiation. First, they have separate tonic forms: 
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(5) San Síe/sé           des auf  dem Foto? 

 are 2SG.HON.FOC/3PL.FOC  that on  the  photograph 

‘Is that you/them in the photograph [as opposed to some other 

person/people]?’ (Simon 2006: 106–7) 

 

Second, they participate in separate case alternations: all non-nominative forms 

of SieHON surface as Eana, as can be seen below in the accusative forms in (6), in 

which sie3PL surfaces as an -s enclitic: 
 

(6) a.  Aber i kenn  Eana      ned.   b. Aber i kenn -s     ned. 

  but   I know 2SG.HON.ACC not      but   I know-3PL.ACC not 

‘But I don’t know you.’           ‘But I don’t know them.’  

(Simon 2006: 106) 
 

The contrast between (6a, b) is common enough in non-mainstream varieties of 

German to be made into an object of metalinguistic commentary as far back as 

the 18th century (translation ours): 
 

Zu merken ist, daß ein Frauenzimmer von etwas gutem Stande es übel 

deuten würde, wenn man im Discurse mit ihr im Accusativ das Sie von ihrer 

Person gebrauchen wollte. Man darf nicht sagen: Mamsell, ich habe Sie 

gestern gesehen, sondern: ich habe Ihnen gestern gesehen (Zaupser 1789, 

as cited in Simon 2006: 107). 

[It should be noted that a woman of some standing would take it badly if 

one tried to use Sie in the accusative case when speaking to her. One should 

not say, Mamsell, ich habe Sie gestern gesehen ‘Mamsell, I saw 

you:3PL.ACC yesterday’, but rather, Ich habe Ihnen gestern gesehen ‘I saw 

you:3PL.DAT yesterday’.] 
 

Simon explains the reluctance to use accusative 2SG.HON Sie in terms of its 

homophony with 3SG.F sie. This leaves open the possibility that one has been less 

polite than intended, creating the drive for a more expensive form, either the 

dative Ihnen in Zaupser’s 18th-century Bavarian, or the accusative honorific Eana 

in modern-day Central Bavarian. We propose that socially motivated meanings 

should be associated with anti-syncretism. 
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3. Two forms of social work in Dutch 

3.1. Anti-syncretism in Dutch U 

The polite pronoun U is quantifiably sensitive to the cheapness of its verbal 

agreement. Modal verbs in Dutch are fully syncretic in the singular, with a variant 

form specific to the second person (e.g., Ik/jij·je/hij/zij/het wil ‘I/you:SG/he/she/it 

want(s)’; jij·je wilt ‘you:SG want’). In general, the verbal -t forms associated with 

the second person are viewed as more formal than the form that is syncretic with 

the stem, and corpus data show that U is more likely to co-occur with these forms. 

In contrast, if a verb observes no syncretisms in the singular (e.g., Ik heb ‘I have’ 

jij·je hebt ‘you:SG have’; hij/zij/het heeft ‘he/she/it has’), then U preferentially co-

occurs with the third person form. Representative corpus data from Sketch Engine 

follow: 
 
Table 1: Forms of zullen ‘shall’, willen ‘want to’ & hebben ‘have’ selected by different 

second-person pronouns 

 zal zult Total wil wilt Total hebt heeft Total 

U 12,490  56,439 68,929 7,854 128,605 136,459 61,661 169,229 230,890 

 (18.1%) (81.9%)  (5.8%) (94.2%)  (26.7%) (73.3%)  

jij 3,044 3,008 6,052 8,359 21,583 29,942    

 (50.3%) (49.7%)  (28%) (72%)     

je 58,297 113,257 171,554 81,375 282,847 364,222    

 (30%) (70%)  (22.3%) (77.7%)     

Total 73,831 172,704 246,535 97,588 433,035 530623    

 (30%) (70%)  (18.4%) (81.6%)     

 
For the first-person-syncretic verbs zullen ‘shall’ and willen ‘want to’, U 

overwhelmingly prefers the more formally expensive -t forms (i.e., a form of 

greater phonological complexity). Note that the informal pronoun jij is evenly 

split between zal and zult. For the non-syncretic verb hebben ‘to have’, U strongly 

prefers the person-mismatched 3SG form (i.e., a construction of greater 

morphosyntactic complexity). This pattern is likely a retention of the historical 

3SG specification of U, which comes from an addressee-referential nominal uwe 

edelheid ‘your nobility’. In both cases, the polite pronouns conspire to select the 

more expensive, 2SG-anti-syncretic option.  

 It is worthwhile to note that Dutch and English form a natural class with 

respect to historical T-loss (Aalberse & Stoop 2015), yielding a cognitively 

disfavoured 2SG-2PL syncretism (so-called horizontal homophony, cf. De 
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Vogelaer & Coussé 2011). Synchronically, mainstream, non-mainstream and 

contact varieties of both languages have rebalanced the system with novel plural 

forms: e.g., Mainstream Dutch jullie ‘you people’ East Flemish gelle ‘you folks’, 

Brabantian gunder ‘you yonder’, UK English you lot, Hiberno-English (including 

Irish American English) yous(e) ‘you-PL’, Southern US English y all ‘you all’, 

Pittburghese yinz ‘you ones’, Midwestern US English you guys, Tok Pisin yupela 

‘you fellows’, inter multissima alia. Whereas German has replaced its 3SG 

nominal politeness strategy with SieHON, Dutch has grammaticalised its 3SG 

nominal politeness strategy into U. What emerges is an expensive pronominal 

system characterised by a high degree of functionally motivated anti-syncretism, 

in which the T-V distinction (i.e., jij·je vs. U), is distinguishable from the 2SG-2PL 

distinction (i.e., jij·je vs. jullie) and controls a unique agreement pattern (i.e., non-

syncretic 2SG forms or mismatched 3SG forms). 

3.2. Paradigm mixing of nonbinary pronouns 

Dutch uses at least two ways of expressing nonbinary identity: die/diens (< 3SG 

demonstrative) and hen/hun (possibly imported from Swedish or calqued from 

English). The latter is associated with a more formal and written register (Bennis 

& Hinskens 2014: 133), but there are signs that it may enter the informal and 

spoken domains (Hubers et al. 2020, De Hoop 2020). In a study on Flemish 

readers, Decock et al. (2024) find that die is much better comprehended and 

appreciated. 

 Self-reported production data from Vriesendorp (2024) show that speakers 

commonly combine forms from both paradigms to cover a range of grammatical 

functions: die predominantly as subjects, hen/hun predominantly as objects and 

after prepositions, and both diens and hun as possessives. Flexibility in use is 

mirrored by flexibility in identification: when nonbinary participants (n = 169) 

were asked to describe their own pronouns, a plurality of 41% indicated both a 

form of die and a form of hen. 

 Coornstra (2023) conducted an experiment in which n = 15 participants 

heard a story about a character named Robin who studies biology. (In the wider 

cultural context in which the experimented was conducted, Robin is a unisex 

name with a 50/50 male:female distribution, and biology is likewise a field with 

a 50/50 male:female distribution.) In the first condition, gender is not specified, 

and 2/15 participants selected gender-neutral die when asked to retell the story. In 

the second condition, Robin is specified as nonbinary, and 6/15 participants 

selected die in subject positions and hun in object positions in their retelling. 

 Synchronically, Dutch nonbinary pronouns exhibit morphological 

overabundance (Thornton 2019). Speakers who maintain a clear division of 

labour between d-forms and h-forms may have undergone suppletogenesis (Juge 

2000): they have a single nonbinary pronominal paradigm that contains both 
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etymologically and phonologically unrelated d- and h-initial forms (cf. French 

aller ‘to go’, whose paradigms contain v- forms from Latin vadere ‘to go with 

purpose’, all- forms from ambulare ‘to walk’, and ir- forms from ire ‘to go’). 

Both overabundance (one-to-many mapping) and suppletion (phonologically 

unpredictable mapping) suffice to qualify the system as expensive. 

4. Ambiguity between gender-neutral they and nonbinary-affirming they 

in English 

This section begins with two usages that have all but disappeared from 

contemporary spoken English, especially amongst younger generations: 

 

(7) Generic he or she 

 a. Particularly in American constitutional adjudication, a judge has 

sometimes to assert her view of what is right over the view taken by a 

legislature or electorate. (Waldron 1999) 

b. Everyone will be able to decide for himself whether or not to have an 

abortion. (Albert Blumenthal, member of New York State Assembly 1963–

75) 

 

(8) Gender-neutral sie/hir1 

 a. If the child is about the intellectual equal of the parent, sie will eventually 

start holding hir own in discussions. (1993 Usenet post, referent gender is 

non-specific, non-salient, or unknown.) 

b. Sie brought hir dog. (Referent’s genderqueer identity is being respected.) 

 

For the vast majority of Mainstream English speakers, singular they would be 

used to express the meanings in (7, 8). Although English is notably rich in its 

inventory of neopronouns (the publicly available online resource Pronoun Island 

(Astra n.d.) collects 36 paradigms, but Baron (2020) claims that there are over 

200), they is by far the most commonly used. Impressionistically, this looks 

cheap: the use of the same form used to express 3PL, generics, gender-

nonspecificity, and nonbinary gender identity. It is even possible for normatively-

gendered people to use or to be open to the use of they, in solidarity with the 

broader project of gender self-determination. Concomitant with—and likely 

spurred by—these dynamics, they is undergoing a morphological change in which 

it functions as a default form, denuded of any number or gender specifications. In 

 
1 Author JWL coined sie/hir in 1864, and it saw a marked increase in use in the 1990s–00s 

within online feminist communities. The allograph ze/hir, a spelling pronunciation of this 

coinage, was innovated later on this model.  
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the most advanced stages of this change, forms of they can even antecede binary-

gendered referents (Konnelly & Cowper 2020): 

 

(9) a. We asked [the first girl in line]i to introduce themself/themselvesi. 

b. [Your brother]i called to say theyi would be late. 

 

We propose that the varieties that allow (9) exhibit excessive inflectional 

economy. Specifically, they is now ambiguous between its social work usage (i.e., 

to reflect or respect a nonbinary identity) and its usage as elsewhere form (i.e., as 

a morphological default that is underspecified for gender). Elsewhere they can 

also camouflage the invalidation of a binary transgender individual 

(nonconsensual third-gendering in the terminology of Serano 2007): 

 

(10) Did you hear what they said in class? (Referent is a trans woman who uses 

she pronouns.) 

 

Note that this problem is highly similar to the possibility of mistaking accusative 

SieHON for less polite accusative sie3SG.F in Mainstream German. Speakers who wish 

to avoid this conundrum in English can pursue two repairs. First, if they is no 

longer a strong signal of nonbinary identity, and the use of they is no longer a 

strong signal of respect for gender self-determination, then some individuals may 

use pronouns that are associated with higher phono-orthographic costs (e.g., 

xey/xem/xyr/xyrs, zhe/zhim/zher/zhers, ve/vem/vir/virs, etc.). In the Pronoun 

Island sample of neopronouns, we find an overrepresentation of z-, x-, and v-initial 

forms, which are typically low-frequency letters in English texts. (We note that 

some Dutch speakers use nonbinary-affirming xij, which also contains a low-

frequency x.) The use of these costly forms function as a less ambiguous signal of 

gender nonconformity for those who use them to self-identify and of respect for 

gender diversity for those who use them to refer to others. 

 Speakers may also opt to increase the morphological costs of the system by 

anti-syncretizing nonbinary they from elsewhere they. Below are three fragments 

that exemplify possible grammatical systems. This section limits itself to varieties 

in which affirmation is possible. 

 

(11) Innovative English 

 a. Everyone is entitled to their own opinion. 

b. Aidyn must watch out for themselves. 

 

System (11) is the most common system, in which the syncretism between 

nonbinary-affirmative they and default they are tolerated. 
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(12) Conservative English 

 a. Everyone is entitled to his or her own opinion; people are entitled to their 

 own opinions. 

b. Aidyn must watch out for themselves. 

 

In system (12), default they is not possible. Therefore, any use of they that co-

refers with a singular referent is necessarily nonbinary-affirming. The 

expensiveness of this system actually manifests in terms of the absence of the 

default they, driving the speaker to use coordinations such as he or she or to use 

plural generics. This system combines conservative perspectives on the number 

specification of they with progressive perspectives on gender self-determination. 

  

(13) Hyperinnovative English 

 a. Everyone is entitled to their own opinion. 

b. Aidyn must watch out for themselves. 

c. Aidyn must watch out for themself. 

 

In system (13), nonbinary-affirmative they and default they are associated with 

distinct reflexive forms. Aidyn in (13b) may have any gender identity, as 

themselves is the default reflexive. Aidyn in (13c) is nonbinary, as themself is the 

nonbinary-affirmative reflexive. This anti-syncretic repair patterns with the use 

of Eana for non-nominative forms of SieHON in Central Bavarian, and raises the 

costs of social work by creating a second paradigm with a unique reflexive for 

nonbinary-affirmative they. It is also possible that there could be subphonemic, 

prosodic, or paralinguistic differences between nonbinary they and default they 

for these speakers, but we leave the investigation of such a possibility to future 

work. 

4.1. *ABA dispreference in neopronouns 

It is clear that neopronouns are more marked than they, and it is possible that some 

neopronominal paradigms are more marked than others. English pronouns 

exemplify a morphological contiguity domain, also known as a *ABA 

environment (cf. Bobaljik 2012). In these pockets of grammar, once an irregular 

form has emerged in a paradigm, it must persist in contiguous cells. More 

concretely, you exemplifies AAAA patterning (you-you-your-yours, y- formant 

maintained throughout the paradigm), whereas I exemplifies ABBB patterning (I-

me-my-mine, I formant in the nominative, m- formant maintained for the rest of 

the paradigm). We do not expect varieties in which patterns such as *I-me-my-ine 

(ABBA) or *she-her-sher-shers (ABAA) appear. 

 Within the Pronoun Island dataset, 35 out of 36 paradigms are consistent 

with the *ABA dispreference, whereas one counterexemplifies it: ze/mer/zer/zers 
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(ABAA). We hypothesise that such a paradigm may increase the morphological 

costs of social work too much, leading to non-adoption or restructuring. 

4. Conclusions 

We have uncovered numerous similarities across German, Dutch, and English 

with respect to the ways in which their speakers exhibit a preference to amplify 

the phonological, inflectional, paradigmatic, or orthographic costs of a 

pragmatically rich form. That is, the desire to perform recognisable social work 

can drive innovation, homophony avoidance, and morphological restructuring. 

We do not expect these dynamics to be restricted to West Germanic, and future 

work expects to take a typologically and genealogically wider empirical scope. In 

the 2024 US presidential election, Donald Trump ran an attack advert against 

Kamala Harris that ends with the following words: “Kamala Harris is for 

they/them, President Trump is for you.”2 We submit that the pronominal 

component of natural language morphosyntax will remain a site of change and 

commentary for the years to come, especially as attacks on gender self-

determination continue to intensify. 
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