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Abstract. The emergence of gender-inclusive pronouns in Chinese reveals how
globalised technological infrastructure for writing can create institutional bar-
riers to orthographic innovation. Written Chinese has only distinguished gen-
der in third-person pronouns for about a century, with 他 ‘he’, 她 ‘she’ and 它
‘it’ all pronounced as tā in Mandarin. Recently, several new Chinese gender-
inclusive pronouns have emerged. The emerging pronouns include a romanised
form based on pinyin (‘TA’), as well as Chinese character forms (Sinographs) en-
coding nonbinary gender (e.g.,「⿰无也」). In this study, I analyse data from two
large Chinese-language corpora to investigate the frequency and use of these
emerging gender-inclusive pronouns alongside binary pronouns 他 ‘he’ and 她
‘she’. Results of the corpus analysis highlight how institutional technical require-
ments—particularly Unicode encoding standards and input method compatibil-
ity—shape which linguistic innovations can succeed. Proposed Sinograph pro-
nouns remain virtually absent from mainstream discourse, as they cannot be
typed using standard input systems. Meanwhile, ‘TA’ is increasingly accepted in
mainstream discourse, with its utility as a gender-neutral pronoun facilitating its
emergence as a gender-inclusive form. These findings reveal how the parameters
of digital writing can constrain language change through requirements for global
standardisation that neither local solutions nor social acceptance alone can over-
come. While the introduction of the feminine pronoun 她 ‘she’ in the 1920s re-
quired navigation of social and practical linguistic constraints in China, con-
temporary Chinese pronoun innovation must also work within the parameters
of global technological infrastructure governing Sinograph creation. This study
thus illuminates broader questions about how globalised contemporary writing
technologies shape the possibilities for script reform and innovation.

1. Introduction

In recent years, growing recognition of gender diversity has prompted
greater attention to using gender-inclusive language, and in particular,
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gender-neutral or gender-inclusive pronouns (Bradley, 2020; Robert-
son and Thompson, 2022; Troncoso, Schudson, and Gelman, 2023).1
While much attention has focused on English singular ‘they’ and novel
pronouns (‘neopronouns’) like ‘ze/zir’ (Arnold, Mayo, and Dong, 2021;
Bjorkman, 2017; Sheydaei, 2021), the development of gender-inclusive
pronouns in Chinese illuminates a distinct challenge: the relationship
between linguistic innovation and digital writing infrastructure. In Chi-
nese, the creation of new Sinographs now requires multiple layers of
centralised institutional approval and technical implementation before
widespread use becomes possible. This globally standardised constraint
has major implications for how gender-inclusive language evolves in
Chinese.

The Chinese third-person pronoun system has only distinguished
gender in writing for about a century, with 他 ‘he’, 她 ‘she’, and 它 ‘it’
all pronounced tā in Mandarin (Ling, 1989).2 In the past decade, sev-
eral new gender-inclusive pronouns have emerged to cater to nonbinary
and other gender-diverse Chinese language users. These innovative pro-
nouns take various forms: some are standalone Sinographs (e.g., 「⿰
无也」), some combine Sinographic components with letters (e.g., 𲎿),
while others like ‘TA’ draw on the existing tā pronunciation (Lu, 2021).
However, the practical constraints of digital Chinese writing signifi-
cantly impact which of these new pronouns can achieve widespread use.

In this paper, I analyse how emerging gender-inclusive pronouns
are used in contemporary Chinese texts compared to established bi-
nary pronouns 他 ‘he’ and 她 ‘she’. Through corpus analysis of pro-
noun frequency and usage patterns, I demonstrate that practical
considerations—particularly those driven by technological constraints—
are shaping which emerging gender-inclusive pronouns can succeed.
While Sinograph neopronouns remain virtually absent, the pinyin-
inspired pronoun ‘TA’ is becoming established in mainstream discourse.
The technical requirements of typing and displaying new Sinographs
thus appear to be creating significant barriers to Chinese pronoun in-
novation. These findings, reinforced by a recent survey of pronoun use
among queerChinese speakers (Davey, 2024), suggest that technological

1. Throughout the paper, I use ‘gender-neutral’ to refer to pronouns or otherwords
that do not differentiate binary gender and/or are used for both men and women;
‘gender-inclusive’ to refer to words that either explicitly denote or implicitly encom-
pass nonbinary genders; and ‘ungendered’ forwords that do not contain or imply gen-
der information. In some cases, the same pronoun can be gender-neutral or gender-
inclusive. For example, English singular they can be used to refer to someone who is
nonbinary, or someone whose gender is unknown (but is assumed to be a man or a
woman).

2. Two additional third-person pronouns are used inTaiwan, tā牠 for animals and
tā 祂 for gods and deities (Cheng, 2016).
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constraints may be steering Chinese gender-inclusive pronoun develop-
ment toward solutions that work within existing digital parameters.

2. Background

Chinese characters, or Sinographs, are composed of distinct components
that combine in rule-governed ways to convey both semantic and pho-
netic information (Myers, 2019;Wu, 2022). These semantic components
play a crucial role in encoding meaning distinctions in writing that may
not be reflected in speech. For instance, in modern Chinese pronouns,
while all third-person singular forms are pronounced as tā in Mandarin,
their written forms use different semantic components to distinguish
gender. The masculine pronoun 他 ‘he’ features the component 亻 ‘hu-
man’ on the left side, reflecting its historical use as an ungendered pro-
noun. The feminine pronoun她 ‘she’ instead uses女 ‘woman’ on the left
side to explicitly mark feminine gender (Liu, 1995). Both pronouns have
也 on the right side, which indicates the tā pronunciation in Mandarin.

This gender-distinguished pronoun system is relatively new—written
Chinese has onlymarked gender in pronouns for a hundred years (Hong,
2020). However, the introduction of她 ‘she’ in the 1920s has created an
asymmetric system where the ‘human’ component of他 permits its con-
tinued use as a default or generic pronoun, while 她 is exclusively used
for women. Many scholars (e.g., Cheng, 2016; Farris, 1988; Hodge and
Louie, 1998; Jung-Palandri, 1991; Moser, 1997) argue the specificity of
她 perpetuates default male subjectivity in written Chinese. This argu-
ment is supported by psycholinguistic research showing that the seman-
tic components of Sinographs play a crucial role in gender processing
during pronoun resolution, with 他 functioning as a default form that
can apply to all genders while 她 is processed as specifically feminine
(Su et al., 2012). This asymmetric gender marking in written but not
spoken Chinese pronouns has sparked efforts to develop more inclusive
alternatives for contemporary language users (Koon, 2022).

Several solutions have emerged to create more inclusive pronouns in
contemporary Chinese. One approach advocates returning to the his-
torical usage of 他 as a truly ungendered pronoun, arguing that its ‘hu-
man’ component better reflects this purpose (Cheng, 2016). Others sug-
gest adopting pronouns from Chinese languages that lack written gen-
der distinction, such as佢 from Cantonese or伊 fromWu, Southern Min
andTaiwanese (Lu, 2021). More recently, two innovative proposed Sino-
graphs have emerged specifically to represent nonbinary gender iden-
tity. The Sinograph neopronoun 𲎿, created in 2015 by intersex commu-
nity group ‘雙性人The Missing Gender 0.972’, preserves the tā pronun-
ciation through 也 and uses 㐅 as its left semantic component to reflect
growing use of ‘X’ as a gender or sex maker (Quinan and Hunt, 2023;
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Tang, Yi, and Bedin, 2022).3 𲎿 was formally encoded in Unicode 17.0 in
September 2025 at codepoint U+323BF in the CJK Unified Ideographs
Extension J block. Likewise preserving the tā pronunciation, another
Sinograph neopronoun「⿰无也」, whichwas proposed byZiping Zhu in
2021, featureswú无 ‘none’ as its left-side semantic component, explicitly
rejecting binary gender categorisation (Papadopoulos and Zhu, 2022).
Alongside these Sinograph neopronouns, the pinyin-inspired form ‘TA’
has gained traction in digital spaces (Ferrari, 2022). ‘TA’ follows a prece-
dent of romanised loanwords being adopted inmodern Chinese (e.g., PK
‘player kill—to take on, go head to head, showdown’; APP ‘smartphone
app’; COS ‘cosplay’; Q ‘cute; pleasantly chewy’) while avoiding gender
specification entirely.

However, these proposals face major technological hurdles.While the
introduction of 她 ‘she’ in the early twentieth century met significant
social resistance and required technical effort to implement through
printedworks, these challenges could at least be addressed through local
solutions in individual print shops and publishing houses (Brokaw and
Reed, 2010; Huang, 2009). The shift to digital writing has fundamen-
tally altered hownewSinographs can be introduced. Unlike many alpha-
betic writing systems where pressing a sequence of keys on a keyboard
immediately produces those exact symbols on screen—what Mullaney
(2017, p. 317) calls a ‘what-you-type-is-what-you-get’ system—Chinese
input requires converting user actions to encoded graphs in computer
memory. This process relies on Input Method Editors (IMEs), “mid-
dleware” programs that mediate between user input and graph output
(Mullaney, 2024, p. 5). To type in Chinese, users either enter phonetic
‘spelling’ using systems like Sogou pinyin, or build Sinographs by se-
lecting character components or drawing strokes on a screen. The IME
intercepts these inputs and continuously searches its database, present-
ing users with candidate graphs that match their keystrokes or gestures
in a manner akin to predictive text (for a detailed discussion, see Mul-
laney, 2024). However, this means users can only type graphs that are
already encoded in the system’s database—a constraint that has trans-
formed localised technical barriers into requirements for global institu-
tional approval.

Chinese input databases operate within the encoding frameworks of
Unicode and ISO/IEC 10646. The Ideographic Research Group (IRG)
reviews and coordinates the inclusion of proposed new graphs into the
CJK (Chinese, Japanese, Korean) Unified Ideographs set and the Uni-

3. In Chinese, the term xìngbié 性别 encompasses both ‘sex’ and ‘gender’ as un-
derstood in English. While the United Nations gender-inclusive language guidelines
promote shèhuì xìngbié 社会性别 ‘social gender’ and shēnglǐ xìngbié 生理性别 ‘sex’ to dis-
tinguish these concepts (United Nations, 2012), these terms are not widely used in
everyday discourse.
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versal Multiple-Octet Coded Character Set (USC, ISO/IEC 10646; Tsu,
2022). These centralised technological requirements create fundamen-
tal constraints on Chinese orthographic innovation. Since「⿰无也」 has
no Unicode encoding, it cannot be rendered as a unified graph, andmust
be represented here via its component parts, with⿰ indicating the left-
right arrangement. By contrast, 𲎿 has now completed this stage. Fol-
lowing an IRG submission from the UK in 2021 (UK-20538; UK, 2021),
𲎿was formally encoded in Unicode 17.0 in September 2025 as U+323BF.
As Figure 1 shows, 𲎿 is now able to be rendered as a single graph with
the same visual unity as established Sinographs like她.

Fig. 1. The Sinograph 𲎿 neopronoun, encoded as U+323BF in Unicode 17.0

Yet Unicode encoding alone does not guarantee adoption. Before a
newly encoded Sinograph can be typed or displayed, it must be incor-
porated into IMEs, predictive input algorithms, and handwriting recog-
nition systems, each of which requires independent institutional action
at a global scale (Mullaney, 2024). As of mid-2026, 𲎿 remains absent
from mainstream IMEs and the font sets bundled with major operating
systems, meaning it still cannot be typed or reliably displayed by most
users. These technological hurdles fundamentally shape how gender-
inclusive language can develop in contemporary Chinese.

3. Methodology

To examine how emerging gender-inclusive pronouns are used in con-
temporary Chinese, I analysed data from two large-scale Chinese lan-
guage corpora: Sketch Engine’s ChineseWeb Corpus 2017 (zhTenTen17;
Sketch Engine, 2020) and WuDaoCorpora (Yuan et al., 2021). zhTen-
Ten17 provided the primary dataset, containing 16.6 billion tokens (13.5
billion words) of internet texts collected in 2016. To verify these find-
ings against more recent language use, I also examined a 15 GB subset
(91+ million tokens) ofWuDaoCorpora, which consists of internet texts
collected in 2022 by the Beijing Academy of Artificial Intelligence for AI
model training.

My analysis proceeded in two stages. First, I examined KeyWord In
Context (KWIC) results to determine how frequently each pronoun ap-
peared in the corpora. KWIC analysis displays the target word with its
surrounding context, allowing examination of how words are used in
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natural language data. Using Sketch Engine’s online interface, I con-
ducted case-insensitive searches for each pronoun (including variants
like ‘ta’ and ‘Ta’ for ‘TA’). For comparative analysis of each pronoun, I
extracted randomly-sampled datasets of 10,000 concordance lines each
for他 ‘he’ and她 ‘she’, and all 9,366 concordance lines for ‘TA’. Since the
frequency results showed no instances of「⿰无也」 or 𲎿 functioning as
pronouns, I excluded these from further analysis.

Second, I conducted collocation analysis to understand how ‘TA’
is being used in online discourse relative to binary pronouns 他 ‘he’
and 她 ‘she’. Collocation analysis reveals which words (‘collocates’) fre-
quently appear near a target word (the ‘node’). However, simple fre-
quency counts can be misleading since some words are inherently more
common in a language. I therefore used two complementary statistical
measures to identify meaningful collocates within three words of each
pronoun:
– Log-likelihood scores: identify typical collocates by measuring how
significant the co-occurrence is, accounting for overall word frequen-
cies in the corpus

– Mutual information (MI) scores: measure strength of association by
calculating how much more likely words are to appear together than
separately
Using both measures allowed me to consider not just which words

typically appear near pronouns, but also which word combinations were
distinctive (Desagulier, 2017). Since both statistical measures are af-
fected by corpus size, using equivalent-sized concordance datasets was
crucial for valid comparison (Pojanapunya and Todd, 2016). For this
analysis, I used AntConc (Anthony, 2022a) and RStudio (Posit Team,
2023) with R v.4.2.1 (R Core Team, 2022). Because Chinese text lacks
marked word boundaries, all data was first processed using TagAnt (An-
thony, 2022b) for word segmentation, allowing me to identify meaning-
ful word collocates rather than just adjacent Sinographs or punctuation
marks. The processed data was then analysed in two complementary
stages: I first examined overall frequency patterns to identifywhich pro-
nouns appear in contemporary online discourse, then conducted a de-
tailed collocation analysis to understand how technological constraints
can influence Chinese language users’ pronoun choices.

4. Corpus Results

The corpus analysis revealed three key patterns that illuminate how
digital writing infrastructure shapes contemporary Chinese pronoun
use. First, stark frequency differences between established and emerg-
ing pronouns highlight immediate barriers to adopting Chinese gender-
inclusive pronouns. Second, collocation patterns reveal both similarities
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and differences between ‘TA’ and binary pronouns—while shared pat-
terns demonstrate ‘TA’ functioning as a standard pronoun, distinct pat-
terns show its broader utility beyond binary alternatives. Third, specific
discourse contexts favouring ‘TA’ over binary pronouns suggest practi-
cal considerations can outweigh concerns about maintaining traditional
orthographic standards—a tension that echoes centuries of debate about
Chinese language reforms (Tsu, 2022; Zhou, 2003).

4.1. Pronoun Frequency

The KWIC analysis revealed pronounced differences in the frequency of
third-person pronouns in zhTenTen17. As shown in Table 1, 他 ‘he’ oc-
curred over 34 million times (0.21% of corpus), more than twice as fre-
quently as她 ‘she’ (15+ million hits, 0.093%). The disparity between the
corpus frequency of他 compared to她 reflects several factors:他 appears
in compound words (e.g., qítā 其他 ‘other’), transliterations (e.g., jítā 吉
他 ‘guitar’), and crucially, in the default plural pronoun tāmen他们 ‘they’.
The higher frequency of他 in news content, particularly in coverage of
political figures, also contributes to this disparity.

Table 1. KWIC results for Chinese pronouns in Chinese Web Corpus 2017 (zh-
TenTen17)

Pronoun Total hits Clean hits Hits per
million tokens

Percentage
of corpus

他 34,456,382 – 2,076.54 0.21%
她 15,355,986 – 925.44 0.093%
TA 17,071 15,969 1.03 0.000093%
它 9,558,920 – 576.08 0.058%
祂 16,918 – 1.02 0.00010%
牠 4,832 – 0.29 –
𲎿 35 0 – –
「⿰无也」 54 0 – –

The romanised form ‘TA’ appeared much less frequently than 他 ‘he’
and她 ‘she’, with 17,071 total occurrences in zhTenTen17. After removing
false hits (such as abbreviations for ‘teaching assistant’ or airline flight
numbers), 15,969 instances remained where ‘TA’ functioned as a pro-
noun. Most notably for this investigation of technological constraints,
the Sinograph neopronouns 「⿰无也」 and 𲎿 were entirely absent as
pronouns; while these graphs appeared 54 and 35 times respectively,
manual examination revealed these were all false hits in mathematical
or programming contexts. The WuDaoCorpora dataset showed similar
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patterns, suggesting these frequency differences persist in more recent
online Chinese discourse. More broadly, these frequency patterns pro-
vide initial evidence of how technological constraints—namely the abil-
ity to type and display characters—shape which pronouns can achieve
widespread use in contemporary Chinese discourse.

4.2. Collocation Patterns

Having established pronounced differences in pronoun frequency, I next
examined how the pronouns function in context through collocation
analysis. Analysing the collocation patterns revealed that the use of ‘TA’
shows both similarities and differences with binary pronouns他 ‘he’ and
她 ‘she’. The possessive marker de 的 appeared as the most frequent im-
mediate right collocate for all pronouns (‘TA’: 28%,她: 27%,他: 25%; i.e.,
TA的 ‘TA’s’,她的 ‘her’,他的 ‘his’). This suggests that ‘TA’ serves a standard
pronominal function in contemporary Chinese discourse. However, the
three pronouns showed distinct patterns in their other common collo-
cates. While他 ‘he’ was associated strongly with verbs of speech and au-
thority (e.g., shuō 说 ‘speak’, biǎoshì 表示 ‘express’, zhǐchū 指出 ‘point out’),
and 她 ‘she’ frequently appeared in passive constructions with ràng 让
and gěi 给, ‘TA’ demonstrated more versatile positioning. As shown in
Figure 2, the top collocates of ‘TA’ by log-likelihood included both ac-
tive and passive markers (gěi 给 #3, ràng 让 #4, duì 对 #8, gàosù 告诉 #9),
suggesting ‘TA’ functions flexibly in various syntactic positions and dis-
course roles.

Two collocation patterns proved particularly revealing about how
‘TA’ functions in contemporary Chinese discourse, patterns that par-
tially explain why this pinyin form has achieved greater success than
Sinograph alternatives. First, the plural marker men 们 ranked notably
higher for ‘TA’ (#2 in both log-likelihood and MI rankings) compared
to binary pronouns (tāmen他们 #19, tāmen她们 #124 for他 and她 respec-
tively). This suggests ‘TA’ frequently serves to de-gender plural refer-
ences, offering an alternative to tāmen 他们 ‘they’ for referring to mixed-
gender groups. Second, a cluster of ‘love’ and ‘relationship’ related col-
locates appeared among the top MI-ranked collocates for ‘TA’. As shown
in Figure 3, this cluster includes xīnài 心爱 ‘beloved’ (#4), xīnyí 心仪 ‘ad-
mire’ (#6), and ài 爱 ‘love’ (#17), along with xiàngmào 相貌 ‘appearance’
(#1), yuǎnlí 远离 ‘be far away from’ (#3) and ānwèi 安慰 ‘comfort’ (#5).

To investigatewhether this apparent clustering of ‘love’ and ‘relation-
ship’ collocates was distinctive to ‘TA’, I conducted a keyword analysis
comparing the ‘TA’ concordance data against reference corpora of 他
‘he’ and 她 ‘she’. A keyword is a word that appears with a statistically
significant higher frequency in the target corpus compared to the ref-
erence corpus (Anthony, 2023; Pojanapunya and Todd, 2016). The key-
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Fig. 2. Top 20 collocates of each pronoun by log-likelihood score

word analysis returned similar results regardless of which binary pro-
noun served as the reference for ‘TA’. As shown in Table 2, relationship-
related words were much more likely to appear with ‘TA’ than either他
‘he’ or她 ‘she’.

Table 2. Keyword analysis of Chinese pronouns in Chinese Web Corpus 2017
(zhTenTen17)

Rank TA vs.他 TA vs.她

1 ta ‘they’ ta ‘they’
2 你 ‘you’ 你 ‘you’
3 会 ‘can/will’ 会 ‘can/will’
4 爱 ‘love’ 爱 ‘love’
5 不 ‘not’ 宝宝 ‘baby’
6 人 ‘person’ 对方 ‘other party; significant

other’
7 宝宝 ‘baby’ 可以 ‘can/may’
8 爱情 ‘love/romance’ 如果 ‘if’
9 喜欢 ‘like’ 人 ‘person’
10 对方 ‘other party; significant

other’
爱情 ‘love/romance’

11 如果 ‘if’ 用户 ‘user’
12 可以 ‘can/may’ 浪漫 ‘romantic’
13 吧 (particle) app ‘app’
14 就 ‘then’ 情人节 ‘Valentine’s Day’
15 时候 ‘time/moment’ 或者 ‘or’
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Table 2 (continued)

Rank TA vs.他 TA vs.她

16 让 ‘let/make’ 可能 ‘possible’
17 浪漫 ‘romantic’ 最 ‘most’
18 朋友 ‘friend’ 款 ‘sum; section’
19 想 ‘think/want’ 有 ‘have’
20 是 ‘is/are’ 们 (plural suffix)
21 那么 ‘so/then’ 分手 ‘break up’
22 有 ‘have’ 喜欢 ‘like’
23 孩子 ‘child’ 软件 ‘software’
24 你们 ‘you (plural)’ 的 ‘of’
25 分手 ‘break up’ 伴侣 ‘partner’

Relationship-relatedwordswith high keyness scores for ‘TA’ included
bǎobǎo 宝宝 ‘baby’ (#5/7), duìfāng 对方 ‘other party; significant other’
(#8/10), àiqíng 爱情 ‘romantic love’ (#11/10) and làngmàn 浪漫 ‘romance’
(#13/17). Thesewords all had a normed frequency in the ‘TA’ corpus that
was significantly greater than their normed frequency in the binary pro-
noun reference corpora, providing evidence to suggest that this cluster
of ‘love’/‘relationship’ collocates distinctly appear with ‘TA’.

4.3. Discourse Contexts For ‘TA’

To better understand the contexts in which ‘TA’ appears in contempo-
raryChinese discourse, I conducted detailed analysis of the concordance
data. This examination revealed two main contexts where ‘TA’ is fre-
quently chosen over binary pronouns他 ‘he’,她 ‘she’ or the construction
他/她 ‘he/she’ in contemporary online discourse. First, ‘TA’ is used as a
convenient gender-neutral way for social media and e-commerce plat-
forms to communicate with or represent their users. For example, the
social media platform Renren could generate this message to users: “TA
们还在人人网等着你” (“they [TA] are waiting for you on Renren.com”).

Second, ‘TA’ often appears in online discussions of love or relation-
ships where the referent’s gender is deliberately unspecified. In many
cases, this appears to facilitate more open discussion of romantic senti-
ments towards another person by representing them as an abstract, ideal
person (e.g., my ‘Miss/Mr. Right’)

(1) 第二步：选择你喜欢的QQ个性红包吧，有很多个性红包供你选择。第三步：把
你满满的祝福和爱意发给心爱的TA吧。

Step two: Choose a QQ personalised red envelope that you like. There
are many personalised red envelopes to choose from. Step three: Send your
heartfelt wishes and love to your beloved [TA].
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Fig. 3. Top 20 collocates of each pronoun by mutual information (MI) score

(2) 不管是男人还是女人，爱上一个人时，可以图TA的相貌，图TA的内在，甚至是
TA的物质，但千万别掏心掏肺的去爱上TA，得想办法让TA爱上你。

No matter if it’s a man or a woman, when you fall in love with someone,
youmay be attracted to their [TA’s] appearance, their [TA’s] inner qualities or
even their [TA’s] material possessions. But never ever pour your whole heart
and soul into loving that person [TA]. You must find a way to make them [TA]
fall in love with you.

These usage patterns suggest that, in mainstream contemporary
discourse, ‘TA’ functions primarily as a gender-neutral pronoun—one
that avoids specifying gender while still operating within the binary
framework—and only infrequently as an explicitly gender-inclusive pro-
noun. In Example (2), the phrase “不管是男人还是女人” (“no matter if it’s
a man or woman”) frames ‘TA’ as operating within, rather than chal-
lenging, the gender binary. The broader utility of ‘TA’ as a gender-
neutral pronoun—particularly in relationship discourse and platform
user communication—appears to be key to its growing mainstream ac-
ceptance. Meanwhile, the technical barriers to typing and displaying
Sinograph neopronouns appear to be severely limiting their adoption
beyond specialised queer spaces.This contrast highlights howboth prac-
tical utility and technical accessibility shape which new pronouns can
gain widespread use in contemporary Chinese.
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5. Discussion

The corpus analysis reveals how globalised technological infrastruc-
ture actively shapes, rather than simply enables or constrains, the emer-
gence of gender-inclusive pronouns in contemporary Chinese. The data
demonstrates three interconnected patterns: the complete absence of
Sinograph neopronouns despite their creation predatingmany instances
of ‘TA’; the emergence of ‘TA’ as a functionally flexible alternative serv-
ing both standard pronominal and distinctive discourse roles; and the
adoption of ‘TA’ primarily for its practical utility in avoiding gen-
der specification rather than explicitly for gender inclusivity. Together,
these patterns illuminate how technical constraints actively shape the
possibilities for Chinese pronoun innovation.

First, the absence of Sinograph neopronouns from a 13.5 billion word
corpus is striking. This cannot be attributed solely to their recent cre-
ation; 𲎿 was created in 2015, predating many instances of ‘TA’ in the
data. Rather, the corpus evidence suggests that technical barriers to typ-
ing and displaying new Sinographs effectively prevent linguistic inno-
vations from entering general usage, regardless of their potential social
acceptance. This mirrors historical tensions in Chinese writing reform,
where practical implementation requirements have long shaped which
innovations succeed (Huang, 2009; Tsu, 2022).

Second, the collocation patterns provide further evidence of how
technological constraints influence contemporary pronoun develop-
ment. ‘TA’ demonstrates both standard pronominal functions—with
high frequencies of possessive and plural constructions and both ac-
tive and passive markers—and distinctive usage patterns centred around
relationship-focused discourse. These patterns suggest that ‘TA’ has
achievedwider adoption not just as a substitute for binary pronouns, but
as a practical solution to situations where gender specification is unnec-
essary or undesirable. Like English singular ‘they’, ‘TA’ can thus serve
either as a gender-neutral pronoun for unspecified binary gender or as
a gender-inclusive pronoun for nonbinary referents (Bjorkman, 2017).

Third, the specific discourse contexts revealed by the corpus data
further illuminate how practical utility drives pronoun innovation. ‘TA’
appears frequently in platform communication and relationship discus-
sions, contexts where gender neutrality serves communicative purposes
beyond deliberate gender inclusivity. Survey data reinforces this find-
ing, with queer Chinese language users noting that ‘TA’ “suits people’s
everyday pronunciation habits” and “doesn’t create issues with having
to specify someone’s gender” (Davey, 2024). This parallels the historical
introduction of她 ‘she’ in the 1920s,where successful adoption depended
not just on social acceptance but onmatching existing language conven-
tions (for a detailed discussion, see Davey, 2024). However, while the
technical hurdles for writing 她 could be addressed through local inno-
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vation (Huang, 2009), contemporary Chinese pronoun innovation faces
globalised technological constraints.

These three interconnected patterns revealed by the corpus analysis
together highlight how contemporary Chinese pronoun innovation op-
erates within fundamentally different constraints than both alphabetic
systems and historical Chinese writing technologies. New English pro-
nouns like ‘ze/zir’ can be typed as soon as they are conceived, and other
writing technologies at least allowed for local creation and reproduc-
tion of newSinographs through handwriting, or elsewoodblock ormetal
type printing (BrokawandReed, 2010). Conversely,while contemporary
Chinese input systems are highly sophisticated—with typing speeds that
can match or exceed those achieved in alphabetic systems (Mullaney,
2024)—new Sinographs require centralised institutional approval and
global technical implementation. A newly encoded Sinograph must be
incorporated into IMEs before it can be typed, into predictive input al-
gorithms before it surfaces as a candidate, and into font sets before it
can be displayed, with each step requiring independent institutional ac-
tion at a global scale. The trajectory of 𲎿 illustrates this: formally en-
coded in Unicode 17.0 in September 2025—more than a decade after its
creation—it remains absent from mainstream IMEs and inaccessible to
most users. Unlike historical writing technologies where local solutions
allowed for Sinograph creation and reproduction, none of these steps can
be achieved by individual language users or communities acting alone.
The result is that orthographic innovation in digital Chinese writing re-
mains effectively beyond the reach of those it is meant to serve.

The corpus results therefore reveal how institutional technologi-
cal constraints are actively steering the emergence of Chinese gender-
inclusive pronouns.While the identical pronunciation of all third-person
pronouns as tā in Modern Standard Chinese might seem to facilitate
gender-inclusive language development, the technical requirements of
digital Sinograph creation have pushed development toward solutions
that work within existing digital parameters. In particular, the corpus
evidence shows that while ‘TA’ has found viable use cases that facili-
tate its adoption, Sinograph neopronouns remain effectively excluded
frommainstream discourse. This disparity cannot be explained by social
factors alone. Rather, the complete absence of Sinograph neopronouns
from the corpus data demonstrates how the technical requirements of
digital writing—particularly Unicode encoding and input method com-
patibility—create fundamental limitations on orthographic innovation
that differ markedly from both historical Chinese writing technologies
and contemporary alphabetic systems. Survey data from queer Chinese
speakers reinforces this interpretation (see Davey, 2024). While many
survey respondents expressed preference for a ‘real’ Chinese pronoun,
they consistently noted that Sinograph neopronounswere “hard to type”
and “cannot be displayed by many computer systems”. The emergence
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of ‘TA’ in the corpus data, coupled with the complete absence of Sino-
graph neopronouns, reveals how practical technological considerations
can outweigh traditional orthographic concerns.

More broadly, these findings underscore how globalised technologi-
cal infrastructure fundamentally reshapes the possibilities for linguis-
tic innovation in contemporary Chinese. While historical barriers to
Sinograph creation could be overcome through technological and social
change at a local level, creating new Sinographs in modern digital writ-
ing systems requires multiple layers of global institutional approval and
technical implementation that remain inaccessible to ordinary language
users. The case of gender-inclusive pronouns illustrates this transfor-
mation clearly: despite the identical tā pronunciation providing a seem-
ingly natural foundation for innovation, the technical parameters of dig-
ital writing have actively steered development toward solutions like ‘TA’
that work within existing systems. This highlights how global techno-
logical infrastructure plays a formative role in shaping contemporary
language change, moving beyond merely enabling or constraining lin-
guistic innovation to actively steering its development through institu-
tionalised technical requirements.

6. Conclusion

The development of gender-inclusive pronouns in Chinese offers a win-
dow into how technological infrastructure shapes linguistic possibili-
ties.While the introduction of gender-distinguished pronouns a century
ago also required navigation of social resistance and existing linguistic
conventions, these could at least be addressed within China. Contempo-
rary Chinese pronoun innovation faces an additional challenge: the cen-
tralised technological parameters and institutional approval processes
of digital Chinese writing. The corpus evidence presented in this paper
reveals how these constraints manifest in actual language use,with Sino-
graph neopronouns remaining absent from mainstream discourse while
‘TA’ gains acceptance through its broad utility as a dual gender-neutral
and gender-inclusive pronoun. These findings have implications beyond
the specific case of Chinese gender-inclusive pronouns. As written Chi-
nese continues to evolve in the digital age, the requirements of Unicode
encoding and input method compatibility create specific barriers to lin-
guistic innovation even as Chinese digitalwriting demonstrates remark-
able efficiency and adaptability in other respects. Yet the emergence of
‘TA’ suggests an alternative path—onewhere practical utility may some-
times outweigh adherence to traditional orthographic conventions. This
highlights how the technological infrastructure of modern writing sys-
tems does not simply enable or constrain linguistic innovation but ac-
tively shapes the direction of language change.
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