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			Praise for

			Pronoun Trouble

			“John McWhorter starts with ‘I’ and ‘me’ and ends up circling the world, with stops along the way for Shakespeare, Sesame Street, Broadway musicals, Elmer Fudd, and a hundred other unexpected and fascinating digressions. The only thing better than reading Pronoun Trouble would be sitting next to John McWhorter at a dinner party.”

			—Malcolm Gladwell

			“Like the world in a grain of sand, John McWhorter gives us a universe of language in pronouns, those ubiquitous little words so familiar and unassuming that we don’t notice them till they get politicized and make trouble. Equal parts linguistic expertise and wit—and drawing examples from Shakespeare and Looney Tunes, Broadway musicals and a 1799 murder trial, TV sitcoms, overheard conversations, and letters written by King Henry VIII to Anne Boleyn—Pronoun Trouble tells the life story of English, as well as side stories of languages you know and languages spoken only on a remote island, or by only one living speaker, or no longer spoken at all. Yes, it sheds light on using ‘they’ for a single person, ‘guys’ for girls and women, and the self-contradictory but ubiquitous ‘yeah, no.’ But more than that, you come away knowing how the language you love—or take for granted—got that way.”

			—Deborah Tannen, Distinguished University Professor at Georgetown University and author of You Just Don’t Understand

			“Who would have thought a decade ago that the words inciting shame and outrage would not be slurs identified by a first consonant, or a sexual term with four letters, but the humble pronoun? That’s where we are today, and no one could make better sense of this part of speech than our national treasure, John McWhorter. As with all his commentary on language, Pronoun Trouble explains its subject with clarity, insight, and good judgment.”

			—Steven Pinker (he/him/his), author of The Language Instinct

			“John McWhorter takes a small-seeming subject, the pronoun, one made resonant in the past few years, and with his unique mix of charm, linguistic erudition, and common sense, explains it all to us. Readers may be so taken with his delicate analysis of examples—his passages on ‘Ima’ and ‘let’s’ are alone worth the price of admission—that they may miss his larger point: we make our languages far more than they make us, and a passionate pluralism of concepts and voices is as essential to a sane view of the way we speak as it is to a sane view of the way we live.”

			—Adam Gopnik, The New Yorker
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			Introduction

			The title of this book is based on a line from one of the cleverest of the Looney Tunes, “Rabbit Seasoning.” It is one of the Hunting Trilogy, three shorts of the early 1950s in which Elmer Fudd tries pursuing Bugs Bunny and Daffy Duck only to wind up, between occasional rifle shots at Daffy, essentially spectating as they engage in verbal high jinks. I should mention that getting shot in this cartoon world is a matter not of injury but embarrassment, with the shot leaving Daffy sooty and with his beak out of kilter. But the relevant sequence is:

			
				Bugs: Would you like to shoot me now or wait till you get home?

				Daffy: Shoot him now, shoot him now.

				Bugs: You keep out of this; he doesn’t have to shoot you now.

				Daffy: Ha! That’s it! Hold it right there! Pronoun trouble! It’s not “He doesn’t have to shoot ‘you’ now,” it’s “He doesn’t have to shoot ‘me’ now.” Well, I say he does have to shoot me now! So shoot me now!

				(BLAM!)

			

			Goofy as Daffy’s confusion about the difference between me and you seems, toddlers take a while to get past a similar mistake. Hearing others refer to themselves with I and my, and always hearing themselves referred to with you and your, at first small ones take the pronouns as labels like names. You means themselves, and thus they talk about themselves as “you” while referring to another person as “I.” One of the cutest things one of my daughters used to say as a toddler was to get someone to pick her up by asking, with such plangent urgency, “Carry you?,” repeating what adults had said to her when picking her up. (Her actual enunciation was “Caa-you?” with “aa” being the a sound in cat.)

			As elementary as it seems, the distinction between me and you is a kind of mental gymnastic. It actually makes sense that my daughter heard “Carry-you” as a single word, which she could wield like asking “Water?” Over time, children get that the “you” and “me” parts have to do with the difference between themselves and others, and furthermore that these parts shift rather magically in reference. They must learn that while someone calls themselves “me,” you are supposed to refer to them instead as “you,” while calling yourself “me,” despite that others refer to you as “you.”

			That’s deeper than calling a doggie a doggie. Me and you require tiny people to learn a trick, as it were, something counterintuitive that they will have to wield moment by moment for their entire lives. Wangling the difference between me and you, as opposed to just knowing that a giraffe is a giraffe, is a conditioned reflex.

			

			—

			This is one of many indications of how deeply pronouns are seated in our linguistic consciousness, crucial to navigating the complexities of human existence and cognition. They are, always and forever, fierce, captious little things, with stories to tell and lessons to teach about what it is to process existence as a human being in an ever-changing world. They are not just “words” in the sense that nouns are. Pronouns, rather, sub for nouns—my partner reminds me that the Russian word for pronoun is mestoimenie, “in place of name.” Pronouns are less words than traffic lights of a kind.

			A crucial difference is that a language is always drinking in new nouns, verbs, and adjectives. New nouns are our normal: iPhone, NFT. New verbs, to someone forty years ago, would include email, text, and ping. To someone from 1950 observing us now, ginormous and cringe (as in “That’s a little cringe, isn’t it?”) would qualify as new adjectives. But pronouns are not this kind of word, because there are never new ones. Or, as we will explore, attempts to create them rarely get far.

			In the same way, there are almost never new prepositions, conjunctions, or articles popping up within our lifetimes. In, but, and the acquire no company; no new words of this kind would flummox the time traveler from 1950. In, but, and the are just directing traffic, shading what we mean when bringing the “real” words into play—in the house rather than behind it. To say “But asparagus is better!” means something different than “If asparagus is better!” The house is different from a house. The “small words” are mortar, not bricks. Roll the dice again and we might not even designate cat and of with the same term. Cat is a “word word,” while of is, well, something else. Pronouns are words of this “else” kind.

			Because in European (and many other) languages there tend to be only so many pronouns, comprising a dozen or so words in a little chart, it can be unclear what a heavy workout they get despite their small number. That workout happens for two main reasons. One is that we use pronouns to refer to ourselves (I, me), and rather obviously, one is given to doing that rather a lot. The other reason is that they function as shorthand for things already spelled out, and shorthand is central to how communication works. We use the whole noun at first, to introduce the concept, but then let the pronoun do the job: “My accountant is pretty fast. He got my taxes done in just a week this year, and he had a lot of other clients.”

			Illustrating this is something one almost must, when of a certain age, flag while discussing parts of speech: the magnificent Schoolhouse Rock! shorts shown on Saturday morning television in the 1970s. I learned nuggets of grammar, numeracy, and history from those gems, too, but do you, whatever age you are, remember the one about pronouns? I did not, until checking while writing this. Lolly and the adverbs, “Conjunction Junction”—those were for the ages, but the pronoun one was a bit of a dud. Useful for us here, though, was its refrain: “ ’Cause saying all those nouns over and over can really wear you down.”

			This includes when we address people, where the nouns are names. We summon Felicia, and talking with her thereafter refer to her as you. In much written dialogue, people use each other’s names more than they would in real life. In one episode of Lucille Ball’s third sitcom, Here’s Lucy, amid a three-way conversation already established, Lucy says to her friend Vanda, “Well—when did you go on a diet, Vanda?” Unnatural: in real life, for her to use Vanda’s name at that point would be an indication of tension: “But that’s just the problem, Alice—you never face your demons.” In English, mostly, when you talk to someone, you refer to them simply as you.

			The names of what we discuss, and of who we address, proliferate eternally, but the way we flag them after we have introduced them into a conversation requires just a few little pronouns like he, her, you, and them. Between this and the centrality of referring to oneself, these workhorse words become part of our hardwiring. They are among language’s nails, screws. We use them as subconsciously as we breathe or walk; they are linguistic basal ganglia.

			

			—

			As such, to mess with our pronouns is to mess with our sense of the order of things, what’s up and what’s down—life itself. This is especially true with matters controversial, which is why pronouns so often lead to various kinds of agita. All, especially in our times, intuitively get that pronouns have a way of stirring up trouble.

			Pronouns indicate gender: he, she. The two categories can seem fundamental, and thus it may itch when people propose new pronouns that are blank to gender, with ze the most influential attempt until the popularity of gender-neutral they starting in the late 2010s. This has meant using an old pronoun in a nonbinary way—“Jill got a haircut and now they’re waiting for a shampoo”—quite the challenge to many, despite that, at this writing, people under twenty often use it effortlessly.

			Pronouns indicate class. This interferes with an eternal attempt to make English better. In the strict sense, there is nothing more logical than the quest to create an explicitly plural form of you, to correspond to the relationship between I and we or she and they. Normal languages don’t have just one word to express the second person regardless of number. Yet all attempts to make English normal and logical in this regard, such as y’all, are dismissed as mere slang because they are most used in dialects outside of print and education—i.e., the less classy ones.

			Pronouns stand for order, logic. With their often distinct forms called “subject” and “object,” they lead one to think that it is sloppy to use the “object” form as the subject of a sentence. How can you say “Billy and me slept,” one is asked, if you wouldn’t say “Me slept”? It is never taught that countless languages no one has a problem with do not divide their pronouns into the categories of subject and object in the way we are taught a language must, that even French is one of them, and that in quite a few languages, even saying “Me slept” is perfectly normal. Since we aren’t taught these things, it is easy to hear the use of me as a “subject” by legions of people as, let’s face it, unintelligent.

			Pronouns in the hot seat as always. We will examine how these little words have changed over time and dig into the controversies that surround them. Along the way, we will learn things about linguistics in general without it feeling like taking medicine.

			

			—

			It should be noted that I will be straddling a fence throughout. The linguist is taught to describe the way people talk without judgment. We are scientists, not judges or aestheticians; Mendels studying pea plants, not Ruskins assessing the nature of beauty. The commentator, however, has an opinion, offers counsel. Careerwise, I switch-hit between those jobs.

			In this book, I will not be able to even pretend impartiality. However, caveat lector: my positions on these matters do not stem from any “conservatism” with which I am sometimes associated (albeit, in terms of sociopolitical leanings, incorrectly). For example, I am a great fan of the new usage of they, and think it is a very sad thing that we are taught that it is a form of mental debility to use me and other object pronouns as subjects.

			But our main goal will be to get a look at this thing called the English pronoun. How we use they is just the tip of an iceberg. There is so much good lore, good fun, and good debate in pronouns. Let’s dig in.

		

	
		
			*1*

			The “Your Highness” of I-ness
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		The reader may reasonably suppose that the hot spot pronoun in this book will be they, given the controversies over its usage as singular. However, I and me are quite full of the dickens if you know where to look. In terms of how they fit into the way English works, I and me are what one might call a hot mess. It’s always all about them.

		I…Sucks the Air Out of the Room

		In fact, if the first-person singular were a musical, it would be called Leave It to Me! Except there actually was a musical with that title, and it had little to do with pronouns.[*1] Thus our musical would have to be called Leave It to I!

		To wit, I is always being different. The first-person singular is a-tangle with irregularities, kinks, things you “just have to know,” of the kind that make you thankful to have learned the language natively. For example, note:

		
			They are bald cooks, aren’t they?

			He is a bald cook, isn’t he?

			You are a bald cook, aren’t you?

			I am a bald cook, amn’t I?

		

		Well, it should be “amn’t,” no?

		But instead we say “aren’t I,” which makes no sense. There are places, such as northern England, Scotland, and Ireland, where people use amn’t in their dialect. “Sure, amn’t I never done at the drunken bowsy ever since he left school?” asks a disappointed father in James Joyce’s Dubliners, where a bowsy is roughly a “little thug,” and he’s saying that he’s always nagging his son. But beyond, amn’t is conclusively peculiar to the ear—confoundingly so, since it makes such perfect sense.

		Aren’t I emerged as a mistaken impression. Many centuries ago, amn’t was as ordinary and widespread as reason would lead us to assume it would have been. But a word like that one is used a lot, and heavily used words and expressions in a language have a way of getting distorted. Often becomes “off-en,” probably becomes “probbly,” and amn’t came to be pronounced “ahnt,” which was spelled an’t.

		However, this was across the pond from the United States, where often an r after a vowel is written but not pronounced, as in “cah” for car and “Pah-kuh” for Parker. This can lead to a sense that if a vowel is hanging at the end of a word, there is always a missing r after it. In American dialects like in some of New England, this is why some people say “sar it” for saw it—that sense that if you pronounce car as “cah,” then the word saw must, on some “real” level, be “sar.” This is what happened with an’t—a notion crept in that if you wrote it, it would be “ahrnt.” Thus, people started writing it that way—but then seeing this on the page, people actually started saying aren’t.

		Hence, along came aren’t I?—a mistake, institutionalized in cold print forever. And, as if someone were trying to make this error even more destructive of order, this aren’t can be used before an I, but not after it. You aren’t, we aren’t are fine, but you can’t say I aren’t—one must just know to say I’m not instead.

		That’s I for you. Heavy usage means crazy stuff, and it’s why the area around I got pretty busted up. This is even more the case with I in Black English. Because Black English is nonstandard, its differences from the standard tend to be processed as errors, “bad grammar.” But actually, what can seem like mere flouts of rules are often just alternate rules that are more complex than standard English’s rather than less.

		Black English, for example, can omit the verb to be in sentences like “She my sister,” “We her friends.” However, behold:

		
			They her friends.

			We her friends.

			She her friend.

			You her friend.

			I her friend.

		

		Um—not that last one. Even people with no personal relationship to the dialect will possibly sense that there is no such thing as I her friend. In Black English, am cannot be omitted, at all. Of course no speaker is taught this or thinks about it, but it is as ingrained in a speaker’s mind as the masculine gender of el sombrero is to a Spanish speaker.

		And then there is Black English’s magnificent mash-up Ima, for “I am going to.” The stuffy classical grammarian would term the Ima in Ima tell her tomorrow as a “first-person singular/future portmanteau,” portmanteau referring to words that contain two pieces of meaning: here, the I part and the part that puts it in the future. Few things better demonstrate what heavy usage does in language than the fact that in Ima, the words going to have been polished down to a single vowel a! However, as always in I-land, Ima is a one-off, a tricky exception. Take note:

		
			Ima tell her tomorrow.

			You-a tell her tomorrow.

			He-a tell her tomorrow.

		

		I don’t even need to go on—I lost you after the Ima one, or should have. After Ima, the shortest cut you can take with going to is gon’: You gon’ tell her tomorrow. The portmanteau mash-up mainly occurs only in the first-person singular. It’s almost as if Ima is trying to be a new pronoun. I once saw someone at a linguistics conference presenting an argument that it actually was a pronoun, and while it didn’t really go through, I thoroughly understood the impulse.

		It becomes almost predictable that if I is involved with some aspect of the language, when you give it an inch it takes a yard, with some kind of algal fertility. In England, people in Birmingham refer dismissively to people from the nearby Black Country region as “yam yams.” This is in mockery of their dialect having you am (pronounced y’am) instead of you are; more properly, am is used in all persons and numbers:
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		It’s almost pleasantly counterintuitive from an American perspective. “Everything would be cut and trimmed out and stacked up proper, not like they am now,” one speaker was recorded as saying. Of course it has to be am, from the first-person singular hotbed, that becomes so monopolistic, setting the terms the way Hollywood does for the film industry.

		This usage of am even crossed the Atlantic. In Irving Berlin’s song “Alexander’s Ragtime Band,” there is a lyric “That’s just the bestest band what am.” One usually just lets it pass, but one might wonder just who in the United States has ever actually said “what am” in that way. The answer is black Americans. The Alexander in the lyric is supposed to be a black man, as is clear from flashes of Black English dialect, as well as that the song was a sequel to a previous one about the same Alexander, instantly lost to the ages, whose race was even more explicitly indicated.

		Because in the era of minstrel shows and even beyond it, black people were often depicted in ridicule as using am beyond the first person, it has been thought that no black person ever actually used it this way, especially as today none do, or even have memories of older heads who did. But many sources of evidence make it clear that in the nineteenth century, this usage of am was common among, especially, less educated black people. A neat example is a recording in 1940 of a woman who had been born a slave, recounting a woman many years before on a Sunday morning before church being told “That sure am a pretty dress what you got on!” (Note also the use of what similar to the one in “The bestest band what am”!)

		Aware of what I-ness is like in English overall, we can see that this am usage is hardly some peculiar mannerism local to black Americans, but an inheritance of am doing its usual in rural England. Brits who uprooted their lives to live in a distant, unfamiliar place were not usually the schooled elites but people of limited learning and resources willing to take chances on migration for the possibility of a better life. They would have included “yam yams” and people of the rural Southwest—and next thing you know, there am a pretty dress in Mississippi!

		You am and they am seem less odd, in fact, if we know that good old ain’t started in the first-person singular as well—as the amn’t we saw earlier. Before I, and only there, amn’t became first an’t and then aren’t. But after the I, an’t morphed into ain’t. Because we talk about ourselves a lot, I

		
		I…Is Written Oddly, of Course

		
		
		
		I…Just Has to Have a Quirky Origin Story

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
			
			
			
			
		

		
		
		
		
		I…Is the Focus of English’s Fakest Rule

		
		
		
		
		
		Exhibit A: Who did it?

		
		
		
			
		

		Exhibit B: I and Billy??

		
		
			
		

		Exhibit C: It is I???

		
		
		
		
			
		

		Exhibit D: Why only a few centuries ago?

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
		

		I…Was Taught That If You Don’t Say “Me Went”…

		
		
		“Me went”? Out of court.

		
		
		
		
		Exhibit E: Is Latin the model for English?

		
		
		
		
		
		How an inconvenient number of languages actually work

		
		
		
			
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

		

		
		
			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

		

		
		
		
		The other kind of language

		
		
		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		How this other kind of language got that way

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

		

		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

		

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
			
				
					
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

					
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
							
							
						
					

				
			

		

		
		
		
		
		Me-ness Envy
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