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[00:02] Justin: Hello and welcome to English AF,
[00:05] the English Learning Podcast for queer English learners.
[00:09] My name's Justin and you're listening to season one.
[00:15] As this is season one of my first ever podcast. I don't have any official sponsors, yet at least. Until those big brands come knocking, I'll just use this as an excuse to plug my own business,
[00:28] a translation company I set up in 2004,
[00:31] Justification.
[00:33] I provide translations, subtitling and other language services to businesses and organisations including the International Tennis Federation,
[00:41] Popsa and Iconic London cosmetics.
[00:45] Check out my website,
[00:46] www.justification.uk.com. I'd also like to give a special shout out to Maxine Brady, a dear friend here in Brighton who's given me invaluable advice and encouragement as I start my podcasting journey.
[01:03] Maxine is an amazing interiors editor with tonnes of experience styling for magazines,
[01:09] TV shows and brands in the UK,
[01:11] US, Middle East and Australia.
[01:14] Her podcast, which she co-hosts, How to Home, has just wrapped its fifth series and it's jam-packed with tips and advice on styling your own home.
[01:24] Check out her Instagram account, which I've put in the show notes.
[01:33] This is the very first episode of the very first series. Exciting.
[01:38] Thank you for joining me. Before we jump into the episode, I wanted to talk a little bit about how this podcast came about,
[01:45] what you can expect and tell you more about me.
[01:48] This intro will be longer than usual, but I think it's important to provide some background and context.
[01:55] I'll be speaking in natural British English, so everything included in this episode is still a learning opportunity.
[02:04] This podcast is for anyone who identifies as queer and wants to learn English through a queer lens.
[02:12] By queer I mean LGBTQ+.
[02:16] I'll be using queer as an umbrella term, a catch all to include everyone in our community because I want this podcast to be as inclusive as possible.
[02:27] So if you are lesbian, gay,
[02:29] bisexual, pansexual,
[02:32] trans,
[02:33] non-binary,
[02:34] questioning or anywhere else on our big and beautiful LGBTQ+ spectrum, then this is a safe learning space for you.
[02:44] Each episode I'll cover a different queer-themed topic, ranging from famous queer figures in history to aspects of queer culture. And I'll be linking these up to grammar points, vocabulary and exercises,
[02:58] so you are learning English through content you won't have been taught in class.
[03:03] I'll introduce you to a bunch of characters will pop up in my examples and activities,
[03:09] the English AF chosen family, if you will.
[03:13] Why is this important?
[03:14] Well, because in a sentence like ‘Jack and Jill went up the hill’, to quote the classic English nursery rhyme,
[03:21] I don't want us to assume that these characters are cisgendered and heterosexual, as you'd find in most textbooks. I'll introduce this family of characters in the learning pack that accompanies this episode.
[03:36] Now for a little bit about me.
[03:37] My name is Justin and I live in Brighton, one of the most queer-friendly cities in the UK, certainly, if not the world.
[03:45] I'm a gay cisgendered male and my pronouns are he/him.
[03:51] Full disclosure, I am not a qualified English teacher. So what are my credentials? I hear you ask.
[03:58] Well, I was bitten by the language bug when I was given a French phrasebook from my cousin when I was around 9 or 10 years old.
[04:06] I studied French, German and Latin at school, which I loved. I went on to university to study French along with Italian and linguistics,
[04:14] and that's helped me to become the translator that I am today. That's my day job.
[04:18] And I'm even learning British Sign Language at the moment.
[04:22] It struck me quite recently that language learning in general is hugely heteronormative.
[04:29] In all my years of studying languages, I've never come across a textbook where a gay couple, Didier and Luca in France trying to find the nearest campsite, or Cristina and Raffaella were asking for directions to the nearest lesbian bar in Rome.
[04:43] And when I started thinking about it, it made me feel quite sad.
[04:48] For many of us who grew up questioning our identities or feeling unsure about our sexuality or gender,
[04:54] language classes were another kick in the teeth.
[04:57] Identity doesn't matter all that much in subjects like chemistry or geography. But in language class, you're expected to talk about yourself.
[05:06] Your likes, your interests, what you want to be when you grow up, or who you want to be.
[05:11] I don't remember anyone being brave enough, having the guts to say they were gay or bisexual or non-binary when I was at school.
[05:20] Of course, this was back in the 80s and early 90s.
[05:24] I'm sure now, in 2026, some kids in some schools have the courage and freedom to express themselves,
[05:31] but this may not be the case in the country from where you're listening to this podcast,
[05:36] I'd really love to know how things are where you are, what's your personal experience?
[05:42] Please leave me a comment.
[05:48] To kick off the first series of English AF,
[05:51] I've chosen the topic of pronouns.
[05:53] Pronouns felt like exactly the right place to start inclusive, intersectional, and increasingly relevant.
[06:01] In recent years, pronouns have become a way for people to assert personal identity as well as a subject of fierce public debate.
[06:10] But before we explore what pronouns mean today, let's look at what a pronoun actually is.
[06:16] What is a pronoun?
[06:18] Well, the dictionary definition of a pronoun is a word or group of words that can be substituted for a noun or noun phrase.
[06:27] We use it all the time to make language more interesting and less repetitive.
[06:32] They've been around for thousands of years.
[06:35] The ancient Greeks even wrote about them in their grammar books.
[06:39] The word pronoun itself has its roots in Latin.
[06:43] There are different groups of personal and possessive pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, relative pronouns, and so on.
[06:51] In this episode, we're going to focus on the personal and possessive.
[06:57] So subject pronouns,
[06:59] ‘I,
[07:00] you,
[07:01] he, she, it,
[07:03] they’ are all singular forms,
[07:06] while ‘we you,
[07:08] they’ are plural forms.
[07:11] In English, object pronouns are ‘me,
[07:14] him,
[07:15] her,
[07:16] its, them’, singular, and ‘us, you and them’, plural.
[07:23] For example:
[07:25] ‘This podcast is aimed at queer folk.’
[07:28] Once the subject and object are established, we can say: ‘It
[07:32] [the podcast] is aimed at them [queer folk].’
[07:36] I'll go through this in more detail in the Grammar Spotlight coming up shortly.
[07:41] Now let's dive into some pronoun history.
[07:45] So the original English, ‘you’ was plural.
[07:50] In Old English,
[07:51] ‘thou’ was singular,
[07:54] used to express familiarity but also contempt when speaking to strangers or social inferiors.
[08:00] Charming times.
[08:02] Over time, ‘you’ took over both functions, which is why English has no standard singular/plural distinction today.
[08:10] Hence, you'll hear ‘y’all’ in American English,
[08:13] or ‘youse’ in parts of Northern England, Scotland, Ireland and Australia.
[08:20] This is very informal.
[08:22] As a native English speaker, not being able to easily distinguish between one person and several can be genuinely frustrating,
[08:30] especially compared to French, which neatly has ‘tu’ and ‘vous’.
[08:36] So the singular ‘they’ is not new,
[08:40] not even remotely.
[08:43] Some people,
[08:44] often those who fancy themselves as the grammar police, claim that using ‘they’ as a gender-neutral pronoun is a modern, ‘woke’, in inverted commas, invention.
[08:55] Well, we have receipts.
[08:57] The singular ‘they’ dates back to at least the 14th century.
[09:01] Chaucer used it,
[09:03] Shakespeare used it. Two of the greatest writers in the history of the English language. It's in the King James Bible.
[09:11] The idea that it's a grammatical error is an absolute falsehood, and anyone who tells you otherwise is confusing their personal discomfort as a grammatical fact.
[09:22] Now we come to the ‘generic he’ problem.
[09:26] Until relatively recently,
[09:27] he was the default pronoun for any unknown person in formal English.
[09:33] This wasn't just convention, it was actually codified in law.
[09:37] The UK's Interpretation act of 1850 stipulated that masculine pronouns included the feminine. Rude.
[09:47] ‘It’ was once used for children.
[09:50] In Middle English, ‘it’ could refer to a child.
[09:54] And gender in Old English was grammatical, not biological.
[09:59] ‘Wif’,
[10:00] meaning woman or wife was grammatically neuter and was therefore referred to as ‘it’.
[10:06] Other languages handle this very differently.
[10:10] Swedish, for example, officially introduced the gender-neutral pronounced ‘hen’ in 2015.
[10:16] ‘Hon’ is she and ‘han’ is he for reference.
[10:20] Finnish,
[10:21] meanwhile, has never had gendered pronouns at all.
[10:25] ‘Hen’ covers everyone, regardless of gender.
[10:29] Even in informal spoken Finnish, people often use ‘se’, which literally translates as ‘it’.
[10:35] It's a useful reminder that the English way is not the only way.
[10:41] Neopronouns aren't new either. Neopronouns are new or relatively new. Third person pronouns used as an alternative to he, she or they.
[10:53] They're intended to be a better reflection of someone's gender identity. Common sets include ‘xe, xem, xyr’ and ‘ze zir zirs’, but the impulse to create them goes back centuries.
[11:05] One of the oldest proposed gender-neutral pronouns is ‘thon’,
[11:09] which was put forward in 1858 and even made it into some dictionaries.
[11:14] According to a 2025 gender census,
[11:18] a significant proportion of non-binary people use neopronouns.
[11:23] Some individuals even create their own unique sets. And why not? Language belongs to all of us.
[11:32] There is a political dimension to all of this, of course.
[11:35] The pronoun debate is rarely really about grammar. It's about recognition,
[11:41] respect and the simple human need to be seen.
[11:45] Pronouns are the words other people use to refer to you.
[11:49] Getting them right is one of the most straightforward acts of respect you can offer someone.
[11:54] Pronouns have, of course, been in the public eye.
[11:58] Many public figures have shared their pronouns in recent years, helping to normalise the conversation.
[12:03] We have the singer Sam Smith, who uses they/them,
[12:09] singer Demi Lovato uses they/she,
[12:14] actor Elliot Page uses he/they,
[12:18] actor Emma Corrin uses she/they and Jonathan Van Ness, hairstylist and TV personality, accepts all pronouns she,
[12:28] they and he.
[12:35] Now for the grammar spotlight, we are focusing on personal pronouns and question tags.
[12:40] We'll get into the grammar of all this. Don't worry. I promise it won't feel like school.
[12:46] So, personal pronouns.
[12:48] We've just heard a lot about pronouns in the main section, so let's just make sure you're comfortable using them.
[12:55] A personal pronoun replaces a noun, a person,
[12:59] place or thing so we don't have to keep repeating it.
[13:04] Subject pronouns are the ones doing the action: I, you,
[13:09] he, she, they,
[13:11] it, we. Object pronouns receive the action:
[13:17] me, you, him, her, them,
[13:19] it, us.
[13:22] Let's bring in some of the English AF family to illustrate this.
[13:26] You'll meet them properly in the episode materials,
[13:29] but here's a quick introduction.
[13:32] Andy is gay and uses he/him pronouns, he's going to Pride this weekend. Are you coming with him?
[13:40] Aisha is non-binary and uses they/them pronouns.
[13:44] They are learning English.
[13:46] This podcast is perfect for them.
[13:50] Remy is genderfluid and uses they/she pronouns.
[13:55] They gave a brilliant speech at the rally. Did you hear her?
[13:59] Notice how with Remy, both they and her/she are correct.
[14:05] Remy uses multiple pronouns so you can vary between them, naturally.
[14:10] This is increasingly common and worth getting comfortable with.
[14:16] Possessive pronouns show belonging: my/mine, your/yours, his,
[14:23] her/hers, their/theirs, its, our/ours.
[14:29] Example: That rainbow flag.
[14:32] Oh, it's Rowan's. It's theirs.
[14:35] Reflexive pronouns refer back to the subject:
[14:39] myself, yourself, himself,
[14:41] herself,
[14:43] themselves,
[14:44] itself,
[14:45] ourselves.
[14:50] River introduced themselves at the start of the meeting.
[14:53] This is absolutely correct and a great example of inclusive language in a workplace setting.
[14:59] Now let's look at question tags.
[15:02] Question tags are those little additions at the end of a statement that turn it into a question or invite the listener to agree.
[15:10] They are incredibly common in spoken British English and will make you sound very natural if you use them well.
[15:16] The basic rule positive statement plus negative tag or the opposite negative statement and positive tag.
[15:27] It's a beautiful day, isn't it?
[15:31] You haven't been to Brighton, have you?
[15:34] The tag uses an auxiliary verb (is, have,
[15:39] do, will, can, etc.) and a pronoun. And crucially, that pronoun must match the subject of the sentence.
[15:50] Andy came out last year,
[15:52] didn't he?
[15:54] Aisha is coming to the meetup,
[15:56] aren't they?
[15:59] Jerome did an amazing job,
[16:01] didn't they?
[16:04] A common mistake for learners is defaulting to ‘isn't it?’ for everything,
[16:09] which is understandable.
[16:11] Plenty of languages have a catch all equivalent,
[16:14] n' est-ce pas? in French, oder in German. English, I'm afraid, is not that forgiving.
[16:21] One lovely exception worth knowing:
[16:24] I'm right,
[16:25] aren't I?
[16:27] Not ‘amn’t I?’ which would technically be more logical,
[16:31] but sounds deeply strange to most English ears.
[16:35] Language is full of these little quirks, isn't it?
[16:43] Now for the Vocabulary Spotlight.
[16:46] Here are some keywords and phrases from this episode,
[16:49] plus a quick guide to pronoun etiquette in real life. So some of the key terms that have come up in this episode: heteronormative.
[16:59] Heteronormative.
[17:01] That means assuming that heterosexuality is the default or normal –
[17:07] Yes, I'm doing the inverted comma sign! – way to be.
[17:11] Language textbooks and most television have historically been very heteronormative,
[17:18] which is frankly as boring as it is exclusionary. Umbrella term.
[17:24] This is a word that covers a range of more specific meanings.
[17:28] Queer is used as an umbrella term in this podcast to include the full LGBTQIA spectrum.
[17:38] Intersectional:
[17:40] recognising that people have multiple overlapping identities race,
[17:46] gender,
[17:47] sexuality, class and so on that affect their experiences in different ways.
[17:53] This is a concept developed by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw.
[17:59] Neopronouns.
[18:01] So these are newly coined pronouns outside the traditional,
[18:06] well in English,
[18:07] he, she,
[18:09] they. So we have ze/zir or xe/xem, which are spelled with x's at the front.
[18:16] They're not a new concept, but they are increasingly visible and used.
[18:23] Intensifier,
[18:24] a word that strengthens the meaning of another word. ‘Very’, ‘extremely’, and ‘absolutely’ are all intensifiers.
[18:35] So is AF if you're that way inclined.
[18:39] Coming out: the process of disclosing one's sexual orientation or gender identity to oneself or to others.
[18:49] It's rarely a single moment.
[18:52] Most queer people come out multiple times throughout their lives to different people and in different contexts.
[19:00] And last but not least,
[19:03] ally: allies are the people who are not LGBTQ themselves, but actively support and advocate for our community.
[19:13] Jamie, one of the English AF chosen family,
[19:17] is a brilliant example of an ally done right.
[19:22] So now for a little bit of pronoun etiquette.
[19:26] How do you ask someone their pronouns?
[19:29] Well, you normalise it by sharing yours first.
[19:34] Hi, I'm Justin. I use he/him.
[19:38] What about you?
[19:39] This is simple. It's low pressure, it's respectful,
[19:44] it takes two seconds and means a great deal.
[19:47] What if you get it wrong?
[19:49] Correct yourself quickly,
[19:51] move on and don't make a big performance of apologising. Over-apologising puts the other person in the uncomfortable position of having to comfort you,
[20:01] which is really the wrong way round, right?
[20:04] What if you're not sure of someone's pronouns? Default to they/them until you know it's always respectful and increasingly understood by English speakers everywhere.
[20:17] What about at work?
[20:19] Many workplaces now include pronouns and email signatures and meeting instructions. If yours doesn't yet, perhaps you could be the person who starts that conversation.
[20:30] We have introduced a policy in my choir. I belong to the Rainbow Chorus, which is a huge LGBTQ choir in Brighton,
[20:39] and we wear name badges,
[20:42] which specifies the pronoun you wish to use for yourself.
[20:48] If you don't want to use a pronoun, you just put your name and that is what you will expect everyone to refer to you as. We think that is the fairest and most inclusive way of ensuring that everyone's pronouns are respected.
[21:07] To wrap up this episode, I just wanted to tell you a little bit about why I chose the name English AF.
[21:14] I toyed with the idea of including the word queer,
[21:17] but I wanted something less obvious,
[21:20] just in case you, the listener, wanted to be more discreet.
[21:24] And yes, discretion is still something we need to think and worry about, even in 2026 and people wonder why we still want pride events!
[21:34] Maybe you're listening to this in a country where being gay or trans is unacceptable or even illegal.
[21:41] Maybe you're still questioning where you sit on the LGBTQIA spectrum and want to listen away from prying eyes or ears.
[21:50] Maybe you're an ally keen to learn English from a different perspective.
[21:55] The name needed to work for all of you.
[21:58] Inspiration struck when I was thinking about the word ‘folk’.
[22:02] Folk has become a wonderfully non gendered way to refer to a group of people.
[22:08] Compare it to ‘guys’,
[22:09] widespread in English,
[22:11] but using a male collective noun to refer to people of all genders,
[22:15] not very inclusive, right?
[22:18] There's an old English expression, there's ‘nowt so queer as folk’.
[22:22] First recorded in the 17th century,
[22:25] nowt is a Northern English dialect word meaning ‘no one’ or ‘nothing’.
[22:31] In this context,
[22:33] queer means odd or strange,
[22:35] which is of course part of why the word has historically been used as a slur.
[22:41] Of course it was used in the TV series Queer as Folk.
[22:46] There was the British version and American version,
[22:49] but we'll explore the full history of the word queer in another episode.
[22:54] Now for the AF part, which is an acronym from African American English meaning, expletive coming up, ‘As Fuck’.
[23:04] It's an intensifier used when ‘as hell’ just won't cut it.
[23:10] It's been popularised through social media and using the acronym lets you get the message across without actually swearing.
[23:18] I'm using it here a little differently, of course, twisting it to mean ‘as folk’.
[23:24] See what I did there?
[23:26] That's what I love about English. We play around with words so much. We love to bend them, borrow them, reinvent them. It's one of the most flexible languages there is.
[23:35] So there you have it. English AF,
[23:38] a podcast for all folk. A way to make English learning less heteronormative and to help you absorb the language through topics,
[23:47] exercises and scenarios you can actually relate to.
[23:52] Please let me know what subjects you'd like to hear about and how I can make this podcast even more inclusive and useful for you. Please subscribe to receive the free materials accompanying this episode.
[24:04] They include a full transcript,
[24:06] key vocab definitions,
[24:08] and exercises to practise what you've learned.
[24:12] Until next time, stay queer,
[24:14] stay curious and keep learning.
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