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Revolutionized Experiences of Gender in an Internet
Dominated World

Ashley Hansen, University of Central Arkansas

Abstract

The construct of gender has manifested itself throughout different cultures across time, and while these
manifestations are all complex in their own ways, the Internet has altered the way people perceive and display
gender in a fashion that could not have happened prior to its advent. This paper discusses the ways in which the
Internet has provided a unique environment for the transgender and non-binary community to thrive, explores
new ideas about gender that have emerged as a result of this thriving community, and considers the ways in
which these ideas are influencing the structures of our society.

Introduction

In the present-day United States, the masculine/feminine
gender binary is well established and influences many of
our social structures.We have clear-cut expectations of
how men and women should act, think, and feel. Because
these gendered expectations rely so heavily on the male/
female sex binary, the gender binary is often viewed as
being “natural” and is ingrained so deeply into our culture
that it is difficult for many people to imagine a world
where these rigid binary constructions of gender are not
so rigid and binary. Despite the fact that the majority of
the population has historically upheld this gender binary
in the post-colonial United States, there have always been
Americans who have felt more comfortable identifying as
something other than masculine or feminine, whether or
not they expressed this identity to those around them
(Beemyn 2014:1). Due to social constraints that include
a lack of language and fear of ridicule from outsiders, it
has been difficult, if not impossible, for many non-binary
people to publicly express their identities and connect
with others who identify similarly to them (Paechter
2021).

The Internet, as this paper will argue, has been
instrumental in changing the way non-binary people
understand themselves and connect with one another,
at least within the confines of gender within our culture.
Primarily due to its international reach and anonymous
nature, the Internet has provided the perfect space for
closeted transgender and non-binary people to discuss
their experiences and inner feelings with each other. In
the early days of the Internet,anonymous forums became
places where queer people could come together to ask
questions, offer support, build interpersonal relationships
with one another, and engage in discourse about the
complex issues within their community (Barrett-
Ibarria 2018). Many more young adults today identify as
transgender and non-binary than ever before (Meerwijk
and Sevelius 2017), and it is easy to point to education
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and support systems created by the Internet as primary
contributors to this phenomenon of self-discovery.
Included in this self-discovery is the disassembly and
reconstruction of traditional notions of gender. As a
result of this disassembly and reconstruction in online
spaces, gender as a concept has evolved to become
something much different than it was before the advent
of the Internet.

What Is Gender? An Historical Perspective

Gender has been in development for millennia, and
because of this, it is difficult to trace exactly where and
when our modern, Western notions of gender were
formed. Despite this,many scholars agree that our current
understanding of the masculine/feminine dichotomy and
the expectations of men and women based on that
dichotomy took shape in the mid-twentieth century
(Brienes 1986:69). During this time, many sociologists
subscribed to structural functionalist theories about
gender, which strongly enforced patriarchal gender roles
(Wienclaw 201 1:112). Talcott Parsons was one of these
sociologists. Parsons was frustrated by the rising divorce
rate and decreasing birth rate in America and sought to
explain why these phenomena were occurring.In his 1955
publication Family: Socialization and Interaction Process, he
explains that families are structured in such a way that
each member of the family is intended to perform a
different function. Only when all members of the family
are fully committed to their functions can a family thrive
as an economic unit. The specific functions Parsons
outlined are likely ones with which most Americans are
familiar, with fathers being expected to work and provide
monetary support for their families, and mothers being
expected to take care of domestic responsibilities, most
importantly nurturing their children. Despite his belief in
rigid gender roles, Parsons did not explicitly claim that
one gender was superior to the other, saying that there
was “no question of the symmetry between the sexes”
(Parsons 1955:14). By having differing roles, Parsons



argued that men and women could avoid competition
with each other and instead work cohesively as a unit
(Breines 1986:77; Parsons 1955). Parsons observed a
decline in the rigid enforcement of these gender roles,
which he pointed to as the root cause of the problems
he was observing in the mid-twentieth century.To him,
families in which men and women did not closely adhere
to gender roles were the ones that contributed to the
declining birthrate and heightening divorce rate (Parsons
1942:612).

Interestingly, Parsons admitted that while gender
roles were necessary for the nuclear family to function
in Western society, they were “by no means wholly or
even mainly a reflection of its biological composition”
(Parsons 1955:8). He also later stated, “..the human
personality is not ‘born, but must be ‘made, through the
socialization process that in the first instance families are
necessary” (Parsons 1955:16). These quotes reflect the
idea that gender is not innate, but instead learned and
practiced within the context of society.

Other scholars of the time agreed that families
were beginning to lose the function they once had, in
large part due to changing gender roles. In Crestwood
Heights:A Study of the Culture of Suburban Life (1956), John
R. Seeley and colleagues wrote, “...there appears to be a
growing convergence between types of social behavior
once... distinguished as male and female” (Seeley et
al. 1956:103), and noted that men were expected to
contribute more to child rearing, while women were
beginning to find more visibility in intellectual spaces.
Additionally, men were beginning to be expected to
show more traditionally feminine characteristics while
in white collar spaces, such as showing higher amounts
of empathy to coworkers and avoiding conflict (Breines
1986:74).

In her paper The |950s: Gender and Some Social
Science (1986), Wini Breines argued against the notion
of “convergence” as Seeley et al. (1956) and Parsons
(1942) had described. She claimed that while it is true
that the roles of men and women were beginning to
overlap, there was still very much a divide between
the sexes, and while this “had enormous consequences
for women, the male authors, less effected and less
sensitive to the impact, did not worry about it” (Breines
1986:78). Her analysis exposed the flawed nature of
gender theory in the 1950s, highlighting the fact that it
centered entirely around the perspective of white men.
Breines acknowledged that because men and women
had different experiences under patriarchy, they will
both come away from their experiences with different
takeaways. For this reason, gender theory going forward
took on a different approach, typically centering on the
thoughts and experiences of women, non-binary, and
transgender people.

Gender in the Late Twentieth Century

Until the late twentieth century, gender theory within
American sociology was still primarily focused on the
male/female sex binary and the implications of gender
roles as a result of that binary. Toward the end of the
twentieth century, gender theorists began directing
their focus to gender identity rather than just gender
roles (in other words, how one feels about their gender
rather than how they are expected to act based on that
gender). With that focus came a discussion of genders
other than men and woman, that is, non-binary genders.
It is important to acknowledge that various cultures
throughout history have acknowledged the existence of
non-binary genders within their own societies, and that
while theories emerging from gender theorists in the late
twentieth century were revolutionary within the context
of post-colonial American culture, the exploration of
genders beyond those that were strictly masculine
or feminine was not new in a wider historical context
(Hollimon 2017:54).

In the 1990 publication, Gender Trouble: Feminism
and the Subversion of Identity, queer gender theorist
Judith Butler introduced a new theoretical framework
surrounding the nature of gender identity, establishing the
work as a staple in the realm of queer theory.Contrary to
the early ideas of Parsons and others, Butler argued that
sex does not determine gender. In order to assert this
fundamental difference between sex and gender, Butler
called upon society to reject the notion that gender is
something one can “have.” Rather, it is argued that gender
is something one “does,” and it is something developed
over time.This doing of gender is not just a passive doing,
Butler argues, but rather, an active “performance” (Butler
1990:139).

Because of the deeply ingrained roles and
expectations assigned to each gender, particularly
within the confines of the modern Western masculine/
feminine dichotomy, people must perform their gender
so fully that it becomes part of their identity. Because
our society has historically equated sex with gender, it
is expected that one’s gender performance will equate
with the gender associated with their sex.Thus, a gender
is assigned to them based on their sex (Valdes 1996:169).
These assignments are often challenged by transgender
people. For example, someone who was assigned female
at birth as a result of their external biological sex
characteristics may in actuality identify as a man, and
someone who was assigned male at birth may actually
identify as a woman. While it is important to understand
the experiences of binary transgender people as gender
performances in their own right, Butler (1990) focuses on
gender performances that exist outside of the masculine/
feminine binary.
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In the book, Undoing Gender (2004), Butler
breaks down some of the implications of identifying
outside of the gender binary. For most non-binary people,
gender performance and identity still exist in relation
to the masculine/feminine binary. A non-binary person
might identify as partially feminine and partially masculine,
mostly masculine and somewhat feminine, mostly
feminine and somewhat masculine, masculine or feminine
depending on the day, and a host of other combinations.
Even those non-binary people who identify as neither
feminine nor masculine still focus their identities in
relation to the notions of masculinity and femininity. The
term non-binary attests to this, as it affirms what the
person is not (man or woman) as opposed to what they
are. As Butler wrote, “To be not quite masculine or not
quite feminine is still to be understood exclusively in
terms of one’s relationship to the ‘quite masculine’ and
the ‘quite feminine’” (Butler 2004:42). In a society bound
by the rigid gender binary of masculine and feminine, it is
only logical that those who identify outside of this binary
would still be confined to describing their identities
through the lens of masculinity and femininity. After all,
what is gender if not the combination of or rejection
of the masculine and the feminine? This is not an easy
question to answer, and it is one that non-binary people
still grapple with today.

Butler claims that although our society binds
us to the masculine/feminine binary, we do not have
to accept this binary, and genders that do not exist in
relation to masculinity or femininity do and should
exist, saying, “those permutations of gender which do
not fit the binary are as much a part of gender as its
most normative instance” (Butler 2004:42). Gender as
we know it is fundamentally about the masculine and
feminine dichotomy, but Butler calls upon society to
dismantle this notion by deconstructing and reshaping
that dichotomy. This is no easy task, as it requires one
to break down what gender really is and what it means
to have gender. It requires one to separate gender roles
from gender identity and the ways in which both of those
things manifest in everyday lives. For some, experiences
of gender are highly personalized and do not fit neatly
within greater societal expectations. While they may be
difficult for others to understand, they are precisely the
sort of experiences that Butler discusses. Today, nearly
two decades after the publication of Undoing Gender,
these sentiments are alive and well in online spaces as
people meticulously deconstruct and reshape their
innermost identities.

Queer Experiences in the Early Internet

While this paper focuses specifically on the evolution
of gender ideology as a result of the Internet, it is
important to first understand that the establishment of
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the Internet also served as a space for queer people to
build community with each other, regardless of gender
identities. As queer writer Rebecca Torrence writes,
“Everything | learned about being queer, | learned on
the Internet” (Torrence 2019), and this sentiment is
echoed by hosts of other queer people who grew up
using the Internet.The Internet provides a unique setting
for people from fringe social groups to connect in ways
that they could not prior to its advent. Because of the
anonymity allowed in most areas of the Internet, queer
people are offered the space to explore and discuss their
identities without fear of judgement or persecution from
others (Evans et al. 2017:131).

Many queer people today look to microblogging
website Tumblr as the platform with the most prevalent
queer community on the Internet.While the site may be
famous now for its queer presence, queer people have
been engaging with each other on a plethora of platforms
both before and after the advent of Tumblr in 2007. In
Remembering the Golden Age of the Queer Internet (2018),
author Sofia Barrett-lbarria recounts pre-2007 stories
of queer community, most of which occurred in “smaller
niche communities, forums, and message boards”
(Barrett-lbarria 2018), most of which occurred in lesser-
known online communities, many of which are now no
longer in existence.

One such community is Open Diary, one of
the first social networking sites. Founded in 1998, Open
Diary is still an open space for users to compose diary
entries. Users can create diaries or individual entries that
are public, private, or only visible to friends. This feature
allows users to share their most personal stories and
emotions to as large or small of an audience as they
choose. Additionally, users can allow their diaries to
be open to comments by other users. The anonymous
structure of Open Diary, combined with the deeply
personal nature of diary keeping, provided the perfect
space for queer people struggling with their identities
to reach out to others in their community. By writing
about their most intimate thoughts and feelings on an
anonymous platform, queer people were able to grapple
with their identities without outing themselves to people
they knew in real life--an opportunity unique to the age
of the Internet.

Barrett-lbarria’s (2018) article features an
interview with an Open Diary user named B, who recalls
receiving advice from Open Diary users during a time in
which she was writing about questioning her sexuality. B
formed a friend-group of queer people on Open Diary
who provided her with support, eventually even helping
her to come out. Overall, B says that her experiences
connecting with queer people in an online format taught
her that her queerness was a possibility worth pursuing.



The queer community has also thrived outside of
traditional message boards, forums,and social networking
sites. Queer writer Teresa Navarro (2017) detailed their
own experiences using Neopets, a popular site in the
early 2000s that is still in existence today. Neopets is
a game in which the user collects virtual “pets,” which
they then care for and play with.The game avoids tasking
users with any particular objective, encouraging them
to explore the virtual world of Neopia while tending
to the needs of their virtual pets as they come and go.
Because of Neopets free-range format, users have many
liberties within the game, meaning that they can set their
own objectives and make gameplay whatever they want
it to be. While it is entirely possible for users to stick
to exclusively single-player gameplay, they do have the
option to engage in multiplayer games with other users.
It is within these multiplayer games that young Navarro
found an online support system of queer people.

Multiplayer games on Neopets allow users to
message one another, although the messaging functions
are fairly limited and many words are censored. Navarro
recalled their experiences attempting to contact people
outside of the game, detailing the various methods
people used to communicate their usernames on
other platforms without flagging Neopets censoring
system. Interestingly, Navarro says that once they began
speaking with her friends from Neopets in a more free
environment, the first thing she learned about them was
that they identified as queer. They discuss the implications
of this idea, suggesting that it is often easier to interact
with others behind a fake persona constructed in a
virtual environment rather than to show one’s true self
up front. Navarro also expresses that they take solace
in the fact that Internet friends can be as close or as
distant as is needed. All it takes to remove oneself from
an emotional or sensitive conversation is to walk away
from the screen, making conversations about queerness
more palatable (Navarro 2017).

Gendered Experiences on Tumblr

Today, whether famously or infamously, microblogging
website Tumblr is known for its prominent and discursive
queer community (Oakley 2016:2). Composed mostly
of young adults, the Tumblr community has been
instrumental in redefining what it means to be non-binary
and what it means to have gender at all. Tumblr users
have adopted well-established gender labels as well as
creating new labels that define and express more niche
gender identities (Oakley 2016:4). These developments
in the queer lexicon have given way to discourse within
the community, as users question the validity of certain
identities, the inclusion of specific identities under the
queer umbrella, the definitions of particular identities,
and much more. Before exploring the varying discussions

around gender on the site, it is important to develop an
understanding of how Tumblr is structured and how it
functions.

Tumblr was created in 2007 by CEO David
Karp, who was interested in tumblelogs, also known
as microblogs. Instead of constructing longer, article
length text posts that would be found in a traditional
blog, microblog users write shorter posts, usually ones
which can be consumed in a minute or less. Facebook is
another example of a popular microblogging site, and it
shares quite a few similarities with Tumblr. Both platforms
allow users to customize their own profile and create
posts in the form of images, text, and hyperlinks, all of
which are then displayed on their user profile and shown
to followers of the user. There are some functional
differences between the two sites. For example, Facebook
allows users to post to the profiles of other users, and
Tumblr allows for more personalized customizing on
individual profiles. While both Facebook and Tumblr are
microblogging platforms with similar basic features, the
two sites have grown into very different platforms with
very different user demographics.

Whether or not this was the intention of
the respective founders, each site has taken on a very
different role while maintaining its original functionality
as a microblogging social networking site. On Facebook,
users primarily use their real names and share real
photos of themselves and their friends, and the people
they connect with on the site are typically people they
already know. The same cannot be said for Tumblr, in
which users are primarily anonymous. Tumblr users
create usernames related to their personal interests
rather than their given names and connect with other
anonymous users. While users do sometimes make posts
about events happening in their personal lives, they often
post about interests they share with their followers, and
when they do share personal stories, they do it knowing
that the people reading them are not intimately involved
in their everyday life. This anonymity allows users to
share information they may otherwise be afraid to share,
such as their queer gender identities. Both Tumblr’s
microblogging format and its anonymous nature resulted
in the site quickly becoming the premier space on the
Internet for young queer people to explore themselves
and their community, although these are not the only
features that facilitate the fostering of this community.

Unlike Facebook, which allows users to
construct profiles by filling in boxes about their sex, age,
hometown, interests, and other characteristics, Tumblr
affords users only an About Me text box, from which they
can share any information about themselves they deem
pertinent.This provides users a way to share their unique
identities in as much detail as they require, and it also
allows them to communicate any themes or purposes
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they hope their blog will convey as well as laying out any
ground rules for users who wish to interact with their
blog. Tumblr’s About Me box allows for far more nuance
and meaning than could be found in the Bio section of a
Facebook or Twitter account, which in turn allows users
to be intentional about who they choose to interact with
on the site, as well as giving them the freedom to convey
their identities in a fashion that is highly specific to their
own experiences.

Tumblr also popularized the indication of one’s
preferred pronouns in the About Me box, which is now
standard practice in the Bio sections on other social
networking sites. Instagram, for example, now provides
users with a specialized section within the Bio in which
they can specify their pronouns. The sharing of one’s
preferred pronouns is one of the easiest ways to ensure
that gender identity will be respected and affirmed by
strangers without requiring an in-depth explanation of
that gender identity. Because of the diverse and complex
gender identities claimed by Tumblr’s users, it makes
sense that it would become the site to popularize the
sharing of pronouns.

A study conducted by Abigail Oakley (2016)
looked at the demographics of a sample of 186 blogs
on Tumblr. Of that sample, the most common set of
pronouns included in user profiles was they/them, used
by 12.4 percent of users (Oakley 2016:5). Additionally, a
fairly high percentage of Tumblr users in the study used
they/them pronouns in conjunction with other pronouns.
For example, 4.9 percent of Oakley’s participants used
they/he pronouns, and another 3.8 percent used they/
she.

The use of they/them pronouns typically, but
not always, indicates that the user identifies outside of
the masculine/feminine gender binary. The 12.4 percent
on Tumblr is a high number, especially when compared
with the fact that only 0.3 percent of the United States
population identifies as non-binary (Meyer and Wilson
2021:2). Of course, Tumblr is not limited only to those in
the United States, but the differences in these percentages
attest to the fact that Tumblr is a queer-dominated space.

Gender labeling has also been central to the
queer community on Tumblr, with users seeking to find the
right words to convey their individualized experiences of
gender. Some terms used to describe non-binary gender
identities on the site include genderfluid, which describes
a person whose gender identity changes between two or
more genders at any given time, agender, which describes
a person who has no connection to gender; and demigirl,
which describes a person who partially, but not fully,
identifies with womanhood (Oakley 2016:5). While
labels such as these did not originate on Tumblr, the site
users popularized them, and they are now commonly
recognized even in offline spaces today.The popularization

Journal of Undergraduate Research in Anthropology 2022, Vol VI = 7

of these terms stands as another example of Internet
platforms facilitating the self-discovery of queer youth
and redefining what it means to have gender. By being
introduced to a vast array of specific gender labels on an
anonymous site like Tumblr, queer youth are allowed the
space for self-reflection and experimentation that might
not have been afforded them in an offline space.

Xenogender on Tumblr

As increasingly specific gender labeling became more
commonplace on Tumblr, some users began to recognize
that existing gender labels did not fully describe their
unique experiences with gender. As a result, users
began to develop their own terms, which they then
shared with other users. One example is aerogender,
which was coined by Tumblr user Tenderagender in
2014 (Tenderagender 2014). Aerogender is an umbrella
term that has been described as a gender that changes
depending on one’s environment (Oakley 2016:4).
Some might characterize this term as being a subset of
genderfluid, as it describes gender fluidity with an added
layer of context surrounding the cause of that fluidity.

Aerogender is just one example of a
xenogender, a term which was coined by Tumblr user
Baaphomett in 2014 (Mogai Archive 2015). Baaphomett
defines this term as a gender “that cannot be contained
by human understandings of gender; more concerned
with crafting other methods of gender categorization
and hierarchy such as those relating to animals, plants,
or other creatures/things” (Mogai Archive 2015). While
xenogenders are a subcategory of non-binary genders,
they stand out from mainstream non-binary gender
identities by separating themselves entirely from the
masculine/feminine binary, as they do not engage with
femininity or masculinity in any capacity. In a sense,
xenogenders are what Judith Butler was asking for when
criticizing non-binary identities for relying so heavily on
a relationship to femininity and masculinity. By rejecting
these concepts entirely, people who adopt xenogender
labels are quite literally redefining gender.

Tumblr is littered with posts which introduce
new xenogender labels. Sometimes these posts are
created by users who are sharing a label they have
adopted for themselves, and other times they are created
by users who have developed a label which they feel
their followers may relate. Typically, these posts include
an image of a pride flag created specifically for the new
xenogender label, an explanation of symbolism used in
the flag, a brief definition of xenogender; and a list of
pronouns that might be most suitable for someone who
chooses to adopt the xenogender term.

For example, Tumblr user Graverobbr created
a post with an image of a pride flag consisting of seven
horizontal stripes, each in varying shades of red, green,



and brown. They captioned the image, “ok so i have yet
to find a good term for my gender outside of nonbinary
trans guy, so i made one!! it is called vilegender and is
very much rooted in the mad scientist trope, human
anatomy, horror; and just being fucked up and evil in
the coolest way possible” (Graverobbr 2021). After
listing the symbolism behind the various colors on the
flag, Graverobbr invited others to adopt this label for
themselves, saying “if you want to use this term as well
go ahead!!"” (Graverobbr 2021). While Graverobbr’s
post is just one example of thousands of xenogender
introduction posts on Tumblr, it shares themes with most
other posts of its kind. Graverobbr expressed frustration
in the inability to find a label that accurately represented
their unique experiences of gender, so they chose to
create their own. This “creation” of a new gender based
on deeply personal identity is certainly a revolutionary
breakaway from the traditional masculine/feminine
binary that people have so long been bound to. While
there is still much discourse and confusion in online
queer communities regarding the validity of xenogenders
as “real” genders, people who identify with xenogenders
have done their best to explain to others the feelings
that go into this sort of self-identification. Tumblr user
Intersexfairy (2021) shares the following thoughts:

xenogenders are so cool like... they’re almost like
metaphors. like ‘i have a gender and the way it
makes me feel reminds me of a shining sun, so im
sungender’ is so? poetic! it’s beautiful? they’re also
like abstract art... with the way a painting can look
like one thing but actually be mentally connected
to something else. like a abstract painting in varying
shades of blue can represent the ocean. i honestly
think xenogenders are one of the most beautiful
displays of gender variance. it taps into the
emotions that gender draws from, and instead of
clunking into the box “male” or “female,” or even
man/woman, they create an entirely new, personal
experience.xenogenders are the essence of gender.

The description of xenogenders as metaphors
is of particular interest here, and it connects to a
bigger picture regarding the use of language to depict
our realities. In their publication Metaphors We Live By
(1980), George Lakoff and Mark Johnson discuss the
entrenchment of metaphors in everyday language and
how the use of these metaphors can shape the way we
understand reality and vice versa. In one example, Lakoff
and Johnson point to various phrases in our language that
metaphorically equate the concepts of time and money.
“Youre wasting my time,” “You need to budget your
time,” and “That flat tire cost me an hour;” are just a few
examples (Lakoff and Johnson 1980:2). In each example,
a money-related word is inserted into a context that is

not inherently about money, and through this insertion,
a new context is formed. While time and money are
not inherently interconnected, our capitalistic society
has developed a culture in which this has become the
case, where people are paid a given sum of money in
exchange for working for a given period of time. Our
language has adapted as a result of this structure, which
in turn reinforces the connection between these two
concepts. While “That flat tire cost me an hour,” may just
be a metaphorical figure of speech, it is representative of
the way we really feel about time in relation to money.

Intersexfairy’s description of xenogender as
metaphor functions in a similar manner. While it is likely
that Intersexfairy does not imagine a literal physical
embodiment of the sun, Intersexfairy identifies as
sungender because the way they feel about themselves
reminds them of the way they perceive the sun, similar to
how the way we feel about time might remind us of the
way we feel about money. Intersexfairy’s gender identity
is already an interesting variant from the traditional
masculine/feminine binary that informs mainstream
conceptions of gender, and as the term sungender
becomes more ingrained in their vocabulary and identity,
the metaphorical nature of the identity may come to
feel more like reality, separating it even further from
traditional notions of gender.

People who identify with xenogenders are
transforming the nature of gender identity. In the past,
people were given a limited number of boxes from which
they could check their identity. Traditionally, the options
were limited to only male and female, and eventually
a small array of non-binary options became more
mainstream. By identifying with xenogenders, people
choose to not confine themselves to the established
boxes and instead create their own boxes. This makes
gender identity a highly personalized experience that
is time consuming to develop. There also seems to be
an implication of liberation from gender roles with
xenogenders. If one is neither a man nor a woman, and
has constructed an entirely new gender for themselves,
there are no societal expectations of gender roles for
that person, at least in theory. Looking back at the
definition of gender referenced earlier as “the roles and
expectations attributed to men and women in a given
society” (Phillips 2005:1), we can conclude that the
widespread use of xenogenders will certainly contribute
to the development and change of the definition of
gender.

Neopronouns

Because language is largely influenced by culture (and
vice versa), as cultures and the structures within them
change, so must language (Boas 1942:180). Language
has influenced gender identity outside of simple
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identity labeling, extending to the gendered pronouns
people use to refer to each other. Traditionally, people
have used pronouns such as he, she, and they to
indicate gender in conversation, but the Internet has
popularized other, newer pronouns, often referred to
as neopronouns. While some neopronouns, such as ze
and hir, existed decades and even centuries before the
Internet (Baron 2018; McGaughy 2020:27), websites like
Tumblr brought them to the forefront. As neopronouns
increased in popularity on the site, an even newer form
of neopronouns referred to as noun-self pronouns began
to take form. These pronouns first began appearing on
Tumblr in 2013 and are typically entirely unique to one’s
own personal gender identity and expression, and are
often used in conjunction with xenogender identity
labels (Marcus 2021). Typical noun-self pronouns include
multiple conjugations of a simple, single-syllable noun.
For example, instead of using he/his/himself, a noun-self
pronoun user might use bee/bees/beeself, or star/stars/
starself (McGaughey 2020:27). For a sentence such as,
“He went to the florist to buy flowers for his wife,”
“bee/bees/beeself” pronouns would look like this: “Bee
went to the florist to buy flowers for bees wife.” Often,
people who use noun-self pronouns use multiple sets of
neopronouns in addition to traditional pronouns.This can
be due to a variety of reasons, sometimes because they
identify with multiple gender identities and therefore
multiple sets of pronouns, and sometimes because they
understand that neopronouns can be confusing and
wish to grant their peers multiple options to use when
addressing them.

People who use neopronouns typically do so
because they feel that their gender identities cannot be
accurately expressed through the use of more traditional
gendered pronouns. Sometimes, however, the use of
neopronouns serves a purpose seemingly unrelated
to gender. Because online spaces like Tumblr are often
used as gathering spaces for fans of movies, music, and
other media to discuss their shared interests, some
neopronoun users might choose to create neopronouns
that center around their area of interest (Marcus 2021).
Although personal interests and aesthetics might seem
irrelevant to the expression of one’s gender identity
through pronouns, writer Ezra Marcus asks, “But what’s
the difference between an aesthetic and an identity
anyway?” (Marcus 2021).

In any case, neopronoun users hope that
by changing the language used to refer to themselves,
their intimate and complex inner identities can be
expressed outwardly and better communicated to
those around them. Neopronoun users have formed a
tight-knit community in online spaces, particularly on
Tumblr. Users have crafted entire accounts dedicated
to creating neopronouns specific to unique experiences
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of gender. These accounts operate like a service, with
anonymous users submitting requests for pronouns that
convey a certain feeling and account owners sharing
the request alongside a list of suggested pronouns.
Tumblr account Neopronounsmybelovaed is one
such service, self-described as “A sideblog dedicated
to neopronouns (history, information, positivity,
etc.)” (Neopronounsmybelovaed 2021). In one post,
Neopronounsmybelovaed shared an anonymous request
in which they had received: “Do you have any futuristic,
retro,and extraterrestrial pronouns? All three if possible,”
to which they responded:

Let me know if you don’t find anything you like.
e ai/aiself

*  byte/byte

*  teltech

* sol/solar

e aelalien

e ali/alien

e star/stars

In other cases, Neopronounsmybelovaed’s
followers have anonymously requested pronoun checks,
in which they offer a set of neopronouns they are
considering adopting and ask for them to be used in
a sentence in reference to themselves. These pronoun
checks are designed for users to test out neopronouns
to gauge the level of gender affirmation they feel from
hearing them used in reference to themselves. After
testing them, users then decide whether or not they are
going to add the neopronouns to their list of preferred
pronouns. For example, in one post, an anonymous user
asked Neopronounsmybelovaed, “Hello you beautiful
person!! Can | get a pronoun validation with it/its, ze/zim,
they/them, and he/him pronouns?” to which they replied,
“Woah,is that Dylan? I've heard so many good things about
it! Ze is super cool, and they should be proud of himself
for all its accomplishments” (Neopronounsmybelovaed
2021).

The use of neopronouns indicates that our
understanding of gender is evolving, but the practice has
met some ridicule from both members and outsiders
to the transgender community. In Understanding
Neopronouns (2020), one transgender man states, “by
creating more useless words and pronouns it makes the
community look like