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Abstract  

This paper examines the use of the personal pronouns, she, he (gendered) and it (neuter) when 

referring to animals. The animals chosen for this paper are categorized into two groups 

Domestic and Non-Domestic. By using the web interface supplied by Brigham Young 

University data were gathered from three different corpora, the BNC (British National 

Corpus, 1980-1993) the COCA (Corpus of Contemporary American English, 1990-2012) and 

the COHA (Corpus of Historical American English, 1810-2009). The results are divided by 

corpora and a comparison between the three is given. The results suggest that the occurrence 

of the gendered pronouns, he and she are more frequent in the Domestic category than in the 

Non-Domestic category where the pronoun it is dominant. The results also indicate that the 

use of the pronoun he drops in favor of the pronoun it in time. 

Keywords: personal pronouns, animals, corpus-study, grammatical gender, gendered 

and neuter pronouns, animal-pronoun relationship 
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Introduction  

Humans excel at categorizing and labelling objects, this is especially evident in the way we 

use language, and it can particularly be seen in our use of pronouns. For example, gendered 

pronouns, such as she and he, can signal affection while neuter pronouns, such as it, may 

signal distance (Morris 2000). Various conclusions can be drawn by examining and counting 

how the use of pronouns differs when they are combined with animal referents. For example, 

if one specific animal is referred to by gendered pronouns and another animal by neuter 

pronouns; then the animal that is referred to by gendered pronouns could be deemed to be 

more important to humans because the use of gendered pronouns indicates affection towards 

the referent.  

Previous studies report that the use of gendered pronouns, he, she, and it, varies depending 

on different factors, for example the speaker’s relationship to the referent, where he and she are 

more often used by people who have a relationship with animals (Brinton 2000, Hernández 

2011, Morris 2000, Wales 1996). Therefore the masculine (he) and feminine (she) pronouns 

will occur more often than neuter (it) when referring to Domestic animals than when referring 

to Non-Domestic animals. Since other studies on this topic generally take a dialectical approach, 

a broader, cross-regional picture regarding this phenomenon may be lacking. This study aids 

that process by taking on a somewhat broader perspective where the only regional distinction 

examined is between American and British English. In addition, by examining nouns, in this 

case animals, and establishing what their most common anaphoric pronoun is these results can 

be used to track noun-pronoun relations. These relationships, in turn, may identify the preferred 

gender for nouns and can be proven useful for language translations purposes, which otherwise 

can be troubling between languages with distinct gender systems (Hardmeier, C., & Federico, 

M. 2010). 

The aim of this essay is to determine how the use of gendered pronouns vary when 

referring to two categories of animals, namely Domestic and Non-Domestic. This essay is based 

on data gathered from three corpora, the BNC (British National Corpus) the COCA (Corpus of 

Contemporary American English) and the COHA (Corpus of Historical American English), and 

the results of the different corpora are compared. The animals included in the Domestic category 

are: Dog, Horse, Sheep, Cat, and Cow and the animals in the Non-Domestic category include: 

Bear, Wolf, Mouse, Fox, and Deer.  

Grammatical Gender 

Gender is a term that refers to the social construction of the sexes. However, the term gender 

can also be applied to other areas as well, such as linguistic gender. In Indo-European languages 
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linguistic gender can be sorted into three categories, masculine, feminine, and neuter (Curzan 

2003). In addition, gender in language can be further categorised in two more ways, ‘natural’ 

and ‘grammatical’, where the first refers to the language used when referring to biological sex. 

This means that, in English, biologically male referents take the pronoun he, females take the 

pronoun she and genderless referents take the pronoun it (Hernández 2011). The second one, 

‘grammatical’ gender generally does not concern biological sex, but rather can be defined as a 

system of agreement, where the gender of the noun decides the gender of the rest of the words 

in a sentence or a phrase (Curzan 2003). In Old English and, for example in present day 

Romance languages, such as Spanish, Italian and French this grammatical phenomenon exists. 

Two examples from Spanish will demonstrate this:  

  El sol es bonito (The sun is beautiful) 

  La luna es bonita (The moon is beautiful) 

As shown by these two examples the only word that changes in PDE (Present Day 

English) is the noun, however in Spanish the definitive article El and La and the adjectives 

bonito and bonita also adjust accordingly. This is because the word sol is masculine and 

therefore the rest of the sentence must agree with this noun, and likewise for the word luna, 

which is feminine.  

Moreover, the gender of the same word in different languages is arbitrary and the variety 

of gender may differ between languages. In a study by Boroditsky, Schmidt & Phillips (2003) 

the perception of gendered inanimate nouns was examined; the noun was masculine in one of 

the languages and feminine in the other. The individuals chosen for this experiment were 

bilingual speakers; their native language matched either the language of the feminine noun or 

the masculine noun, but the experiment was conducted in English. Boroditsky et al. (2003) 

asked the speakers of the two languages to assign adjectives to these inanimate nouns and the 

adjectives were later classified as either feminine or masculine. The conclusions drawn from 

this experiment were that speakers of the language with feminine nouns were more prone to use 

feminine classified adjectives when referring to the feminine noun than the masculine, and the 

opposite for the masculine nouns. This would mean that there is more to grammatical gender 

than grammatical rules; gendered language also has effects on how we perceive things even 

cross-language. 

As mentioned above, Old English also made use of this system of agreement but during 

the transition towards Middle English it disappeared and was replaced by ‘natural’ or ‘semantic’ 

gender (Stenroos 2008), which is still used in PDE. Instead, PDE makes use of pronouns that 

should agree with the biological sex of the referent. A distinguishing factor considering pronoun 



IS IT CALLED SHE OR HE?  6 

 

use is the difference between animate and inanimate nouns (Wagner 2005). These can be 

categorized as follows: inanimate referents would take the pronoun it, since they do not have a 

biological gender, and animate would take the pronouns she/he since animals have a biological 

gender. Accordingly, this would mean that all things without a biological sex should be called 

it, which is not the case. Instead pronoun use varies, non-gender defined referents such as the 

word/inanimate object ship may be referred to as she, this is a process of personification 

(Brinton 2000, Curzan 2003). The same goes for animate referents; not all animals are called 

she or he, but rather may be called it as well. Furthermore, Brinton (2000) distinguishes between 

‘higher’ and ‘lower’ animals where ‘higher’ animals usually take the gendered pronouns she/he 

while ‘lower’ animals together with inanimate referents take the neuter pronoun it.  

Previous studies 

Studies on the topic of gendered pronouns often take on a variationistic approach and research 

usually points to regional differences. By drawing on data from the Freiburg English Dialect 

Corpus (FRED) Hernández (2011) conducted research on the subject of pronouns. Hernández 

(2011) separated the data into four different zones, or dialect areas, Southeast, Southwest, 

Midlands and North. The data mainly consisted of speech from so-called NORMS (non-

mobile rural male speakers) born between the 1890s-1910s. The study demonstrated that 

when pronouns are used in relation to non-human animate referents the Northern zone uses 

the masculine and feminine forms the least, while the Southwestern zone showed the most. 

By comparing the data gathered for the use of the pronoun it, the difference becomes evident; 

in the North it was used in 93.7% of the cases in the data examined while the Southwest area 

only showed 57.6%. Hernández acknowledged a “South-North continuum” (2011, p. 91), 

where gendered forms are much more frequent in the South than in the North. In all four 

zones the occurrence of the masculine pronoun was also more frequent than the feminine 

form. On the more frequent occurrence of masculine than feminine use when referring to non-

human animate referents Hernández (2011) simply gave the explanation that there are more 

types of animals that are referred to by masculine pronouns. Hernández (2011) listed 22 

animals as being referred to by masculine pronouns and only three animals (Cows, Dogs and 

Horses) as being referred to by feminine pronouns.  

Similarly but with a cross-Atlantic perspective, Wagner (2005) examined data from 

different sources from southwest England, which was compared to data from Newfoundland. 
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The motivation for comparing the two areas to one another has to with colonial lag1. 

According to Wagner (2005) the southwest system of gender assignment was exported to 

Newfoundland during cross-Atlantic migration. The Newfoundland data were gathered via the 

Memorial University of Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive (MUNFLA), which 

contain interviews and folktales. The data from southwest England were based on two 

sources: interviews made by Survey of the English Dialects (SED) workers and material from 

local sources in Cornwall, Somerset, Wiltshire and Devon. The SED source data were 

gathered during the 1950s-1960s and the interviewees were also NORMs (Wagner 2005). 

Wagner (2005) identified a West-East continuum, where Cornwall displayed the most use of 

non-standard pronouns, with he as the most dominant one. This supports the findings of 

Hernández (2011), listed above, where the southwestern zone displays the most gendered 

pronouns. By suggesting that the ‘Standard’ version of the English language is spoken in 

London, Wagner (2005) recognizes that “one can clearly observe the gravitational pull of 

[Standard English] or London” (p. 336-337), meaning that dialectal influence could be 

explained by geographical distance; the further away from London, the speaker resides the 

stronger the non-standard variant is. However, when comparing the Newfoundland data to the 

data from southwest England, Wagner (2005) found that gendered pronouns and especially 

the feminine forms are used more frequently in Newfoundland. Based on these differences 

Wagner (2005) came to the conclusion that: 

British speakers seem to be shifting (or have already shifted) from the traditional dialect 

system (masculine forms) towards the (written) standard system (neuter forms), 

Newfoundland speakers seem to prefer the spoken standard system (feminine forms) 

rather than the [Standard English] (neuter) system. (p. 341) 

Wagner (2005) acknowledges that this system of a spoken standard system is slowly 

diminishing and the more formal form of written standard is gaining grounds, as noticed in 

southwest England. However, as mentioned above, the spoken language in the Newfoundland 

area has on its way to becoming more standardized, which seems to be inevitable, stopped on 

the step spoken standard system and therefore requires more time than southwest England to 

reach the written standard system.  

By continuing on the same theme but by moving from southwest England further north, 

another study of regional variation is found; Ljosland (2012) examined the dialects of Orkney 

and Shetland. The study drew on data gathered from fiction and prose written in the two 

                                                 
1 Colonial lag is a theory which discuss the conservative use of language by emigrant communities. (Görlach 

1991) 
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dialects. The earliest samples in Orkney dialect were published in 1880 and the latest in 1976, 

and the publishing of the Shetland data spanned from 1877 to 1987. Just like English dialects, 

as shown by Hernández (2011) and Wagner (2005) above, Ljosland (2012) explained that the 

examined dialects contain gendered pronouns. The aim of the study was to examine whether 

the dialects and the grammatical gender system can be traced back to Old Norse, and to 

compare the pronoun use with present day English. Not surprisingly, Ljosland (2012) reached 

the conclusion that Shetland and Orkney dialects differ from spoken standard English, just 

like in Wagner’s (2005) data. An interesting finding was that the Shetland use of the pronoun 

he matched Wagner’s (2005) findings from southwest England. However, in the Orkney 

dialect the occurrence of the pronoun she was more frequent. Another interesting discovery 

was made here: Ljosland (2012) observed that weather phenomena were often referred to as 

he. In other Scandinavian languages, such as Icelandic, weather phenomena are also often 

referred to as he, thus supporting the idea that Orkney dialect kept on to the gendered pronoun 

from Old Norse. When referring to animals, Ljosland (2012) drew similar conclusions as 

Wagner (2005), since the traditional and rural lifestyle is ever present in Shetland and Orkney 

the gendered pronoun use still exists. Animals are referred to as she or he, thus supporting the 

claim that more gendered pronouns will be seen further away from formal centers, such as the 

capital. 

By investigating data from the Helsinki Corpus, which contains language from Old 

English, Middle English and early Modern English from pre-850-1710, Curzan (2003) took 

an historical approach and presented examples of animals and their different grammatical 

genders. Curzan (2003) demonstrated that grammatical gender for animals are arbitrary. In 

many cases there were no logical ideas behind assigning an animal to a specific gender and in 

those cases logic existed it was mostly when referring to female animals. Curzan (2003) gives 

two examples from Old English Byren ‘she-bear’ and henn ‘hen’; however, animals belonging 

to the feminine category were part of a minority. Most animals were part of the masculine 

grammatical gender; hence, hinting at the generic use of the masculine pronoun.  

Just like Brinton (2000), Wales (1996) also identifies the classification of ‘higher’ and 

‘lower’ animals; animals that live closer to humans are more likely to be referred to by 

gendered pronouns than neuter pronouns. However, Wales (1996) argues that the line is not 

definite: animals such as tigers and monkeys may also receive the status of ‘higher’ animals 

even though they do not live with humans, it is rather “…a particular human interest in these 

animals…” (p. 142) that allows them to be classified as ‘higher’ animals. ‘Lower’ animals on 

the other hand, those animals whose sex are visually unknown, are more inclined to be seen as 



IS IT CALLED SHE OR HE?  9 

 

superfluous and are “…usually least liked by humans…” (p. 143), examples of these are fish, 

insects, snakes etc. Moreover, it is interesting that a shift between pronouns may occur in the 

same sentence by the same speaker when referring to the same referent. These situations may 

occur when the speaker first takes on an emotional approach towards the referent, by using a 

gendered pronoun, and then the mood of the speaker may shift, which is signaled by changing 

to the neuter pronoun; thus the speaker shows distance toward the referent (Wales 1996). On 

the other hand, Wales (1996) acknowledges that there are situations where any type of animal 

can be categorized as a ‘higher’ animal and be called she or he. Fiction and children’s stories 

in particular often use personification and thereby allows the ‘lower’ animals to become 

‘higher’ animals. 

By keeping on to the classification of ‘higher’ and ‘lower’ animals Wales (1996) also 

refers to the dominating use of generic he. She argues that men may be seen as belonging to 

the ‘higher’ classification of animals whereas women may be seen to belong to the ‘lower’ 

animals. On the subject of generic he Wales (1996) gives an explanation that he could be 

referred to both male and female referents. Moreover, as Wales (1996) continues to discuss 

that ‘generic he’ is rooted in history; Stanley (1978) and Wales (1996) suggest that the reason 

why he is the pronoun of choice is because it is men who have been those who have written 

grammar books, and the male sex has historically been seen as the superior. 

Material and method  

In order to conduct this study data from corpora was gathered, the reasons for choosing a 

corpora-based study has to do with the high variety and amount of speakers that corpora can 

supply, which in turn yield more general than individual specific results.  This study is based 

on data gathered from three corpora. Data from the BNC (British National Corpus), the COCA 

(Corpus of Contemporary American English) and COHA (Corpus of Historical American 

English) were collected by using the web interface supplied by Brigham Young University. 

These three corpora were chosen because of the substantial amount of words they supply and 

because the data sources supplied by the corpora vary, thus enabling cross-corpora 

comparisons. The data were narrowed down to ten different animals, which were divided into 

two groups: Domestic (Dog, Horse, Sheep, Cat and Cow) and Non-Domestic (Bear, Wolf, 

Mouse, Fox and Deer). These animals were selected because they can be considered to be 

common animals and are thereby predicted to yield a high amount of data. The two gendered 

pronouns in subject form, she and he, and the neuter, it, both in object and subject position when 
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referring to animals were counted. Tokens of when one of the analysed pronouns refers to one 

of the investigated animals were counted and compared. 

The BNC is a corpus that has a collection of around 100 million words from various 

British sources and the time interval is between 1980 and 1993. The corpus is divided into 

two main categories where 90 % of the material is categorised as written, containing articles 

from newspapers and journals, fictional works and various other sources, and the rest of the 

10 % are categorised as spoken material (Meyer 2002). The data drawn from the BNC are 

from the spoken section, containing interviews, informal conversations and other forms of 

spoken language in various contexts (Davies 2004-). The BNC supplied the least data of the 

three corpora and therefore the object forms him and her were added only to the BNC data. 

COCA contains more than 450 million words and ranges from the years 1990-2012. The 

data are from American sources and can also be divided into spoken and written sources. The 

written sources are divided into Fiction, Popular Magazines, Newspapers and Academic 

Journals. Similar to the BNC, the data were gathered from the Spoken section, which consist 

of conversations from more than 150 Radio and TV-shows. Many of the programs are 

unscripted talk shows, thus improving the likelihood of natural and authentic speech (Davies 

2008-). However, the data from the BNC should be viewed as more natural because these are, 

in contrast to the COCA data, recorded in a more authentic setting (Meyer 2002). 

COHA, which supplied the most data, consists of only written material from the time 

period 1810-2009, and contains more than 400 million words. Most of the data, slightly below 

50 %, consist of fictional works but also the categories Popular Magazines, Newspapers and 

Non-Fiction books are present (Davies 2010-). In order to track change over time the 

collected data were divided into four time periods, 1810-1859, 1860-1899, 1900-1949, 1950-

1999 and 2000-2007.  

Since the data are gathered from various sources, different variables must be considered: 

for example the level of authenticity, formality and naturalness. Ideally, since data gathered 

from spoken sources often are spontaneous and unedited, this type of data should be considered 

most vernacular and authentic. The present data also contain spoken language gathered from 

TV and Radio-shows, which present a particular setting. Because of the specific setting, the 

speakers were probably using more careful speech in this setting than in everyday situations, 

thus affecting the naturalness, formality and authenticity. Language from written sources is 

often more planned than data from spoken sources. The words and sentences of an author are 

often chosen with care and the texts are often edited to the author’s liking and choosing; 

therefore data from written sources should be deemed more formal and less authentic and 
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natural (Meyer 2002). By taking these points in consideration, one must accept that a 

comparison between the three does not yield a completely analogous result. However, by 

comparing and analysing the different results traces of patterns can be found, thus giving some 

basic ideas that can be analysed further. 

Results  

The results are presented below in figures and tables that have been divided into four sections: 

one section for the BNC data, one for the COCA, one for the COHA results and lastly a 

comparison between the three corpora is given. The results are discussed one by one, ending 

with a comparison between the three. All percentages in the figures and tables are rounded up 

to the nearest integer. The tables displaying the frequency of animals in relation to the 

different pronouns present two numbers. The number in brackets displays raw frequencies and 

the percentage presents the distribution between the different animals and pronouns. 

Results BNC 1980-1993 

The data from the BNC consist of interviews and recorded speech by various types of people, 

dating from 1980-1993, and thereby have the chance of being the closest to the vernacular 

form of the three data sources (Meyer 2002). Because of the scarce data, two other pronoun 

forms were added, him and her. However, the BNC still supplies the least data, making it hard 

to draw precise conclusions. No data for the animal Wolf were found. The results for the BNC 

are displayed in the tables and the figure below: 

Animal It He She Him Her 

Dog 38% (38) 46% (46) 8% (8) 4% (4) 3% (3) 

Horse 58% (14) 33% (8) 4% (1) 4% (1) 0% (0) 

Sheep 67% (2) 33% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 

Cat 51% (20) 21% (8) 26% (10) 3% (1) 0% (0) 

Cow 50% (2) 0% (0) 25% (1) 0% (0) 25% (1) 

Total 45% (76) 37% (63) 12% (20) 4% (6) 2% (4) 

Table 1. BNC pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic). Percentages show the distribution 

of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present raw 

frequency 

Interesting to note in Table 1 is the occurrence of the feminine form she combined with the 

animal Cat, which presents more feminine pronouns than masculine and also stands for 50 % 

of the pronouns in that same category. 
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Animal It He She Him Her 

Bear 80% (4) 20% (1) 0% (0) 0%(0) 0% (0) 

Mouse 0% (0) 100% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 

Fox 89% (8) 0%(0) 0% (0) 11% (1) 0% (0) 

Deer 100% (2) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 0% (0) 

Total 78% (14) 17% (3) 0% (0) 6% (1) 0% (0) 

Table 2. BNC pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic). Percentages show the 

distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The bracket presents 

raw frequency 

Table 2 reveals that it is the dominating pronoun in the Non-Domestic category with 78%. 

Table 2 also shows a complete absence of the feminine pronouns, even when the oblique form 

her is added.  

 

Figure 1. BNC pronoun occurrence by category. Percentages show the distribution of the 

pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

Figure 1 demonstrates that it is the preferred pronoun when referring to animals in general, 

thus supporting Wagner’s (2005) view on the shifting towards a neuter system, standard 

written system, in Britain. However, when adding the occurrence of all the gendered pronouns 

together the difference is less clear, and would instead shift to 49 % for it and 51 % for 

gendered pronouns, resulting in even numbers. Figure 1 also shows that the feminine forms 

are clearly underrepresented in both categories; the feminine forms are not present at all in the 

Non-Domestic category. The data also demonstrate a clear difference, depending on the 

category the animal is assigned to. As seen above in Figure 1, the neuter pronoun clearly 

dominates the Non-Domestic category, whereas the feminine pronouns are not present at all. 
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On the other hand, when observing the Domestic category the difference is clearly much more 

even between the neuter and the gendered pronouns: when adding the gendered pronouns 

together they form 55 % against the 45 % of the neuter form.  

Results COCA 1990-2012 

The COCA data consist of material gathered from various TV and Radio-shows from the 

United States, dating from 1990-2012. These mainly contain unscripted interviews from talk 

shows and sports programs thus making these somewhat authentic and natural, but these 

should not be judged as vernacular speech.  Just like the BNC data, the data for the Domestic 

category are overrepresented when compared to the Non-Domestic data. Below are the results 

for the COCA data: 

Animal It He She 

Dog 39% (85) 45% (98) 16% (36) 

Horse 27% (12) 62% (28) 11% (5) 

Sheep 0% (0) 0% (0) 100% (4) 

Cat 26% (18) 26% (18) 28% (14) 

Cow 70% (7) 0% (0) 30 % (3) 

Total 37% (122) 44% (144) 19% (62) 

Table 3. COCA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic). Percentages show the distribution 

of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present raw 

frequency  

Some interesting findings were made by examining the data presented in Table 3. Firstly, the 

high number of feminine pronouns in combination with the animal Sheep has to do with 

“Dolly the cloned Sheep”. Secondly, just like the BNC results, the animal Cat triggers the 

occurrence of feminine pronouns. Thirdly, Horse referents were found mainly to be referred 

to as he and mostly occurred in horse race contexts; below is an example of this. It is an 

interview from NPR 2002, where Ms-Hillenbrand is being interviewed by Simon; they are 

discussing a racehorse:  

So he's going to have to learn how to calm down, how to be a mature horse and wait to 

make his move until later in the race. If he can do that, I think he'll win it. SIMON: 

When you say he,' I mean, explain to us. Surely, that's the jockey's responsibility, but 

you're imputing a lot of responsibility to the horse, too. Ms-HILLENBRAND: A jockey 

can't make a horse do something he doesn't want to do. This is an 1,100-pound animal, 

and they're very strong-willed creatures. What they're working on with War Emblem 
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now is getting him to relax and not be so on the bit that he's running right over horses 

early in races. And certainly, the jockey's going to have a say in that. But it's really up to 

the horse to learn that lesson in his training and come out and do it on the track. (Davies, 

2008-) 

Important to note is that the sex of the Horse is not known to us, but it could be known to the 

speakers. However, this is a recurring pattern; racehorses are being referred to as he in several 

instances. Also, as seen by Simon’s question above, he seems to be less prone to use the 

gendered pronoun than Ms. Hillenbrand, thus suggesting that emotional involvement triggers 

gendered pronoun use in favour of neuter pronouns. In addition this finding contrast the 

suggestion by Hernandez (2011) that Horse is an animal that triggers feminine pronouns. 

Animal It He She 

Bear 59% (20) 38% (13) 3% (1) 

Wolf 33% (3) 33% (3) 33% (3) 

Mouse 50% (2) 50% (2) 0% (0) 

Fox 67% (2) 33% (1) 0% (0) 

Deer 67% (4) 17% (1) 17% (1) 

Total 55% (31) 36% (20) 9% (5) 

Table 4. COCA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic). Percentages show the 

distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present 

raw frequency  

Similarly to the animals in the Non-Domestic category in the BNC data (see Table 2), the 

neuter form it demonstrates most tokens in Table 4. However, the distribution between the 

pronouns it and he is more even than in Table 2, and in contrast to Table 2 the feminine 

pronoun is present, but with a low frequency, in Table 4. 
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Figure 2. COCA pronoun occurrence by category. Percentages show the distribution of the 

pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

In contrast to the BNC data (see Figure 1), the COCA data show (see Figure 2) that gendered 

forms are dominant in total. Just like in the results for the BNC data the feminine pronoun is 

underrepresented in all areas in Figure 2, with a peak in the Domestic category. Moreover, 

when the Non-Domestic category is examined, similar patterns to the BNC emerge. Even if it 

is not as extreme, the neuter form still dominates this category. In addition, findings such as 

those of “Dolly the cloned Sheep” that refer to specific named animals (see Table 3) might 

skew the results. 

Results COHA 1810-2009 

The COHA corpus supplied most data of the three. It consists only of written material, dating 

from 1810-2009, most of which is categorised as fictional works but data from magazines, 

newspapers and non-fictional works are incorporated as well. Seeing that these data does not 

contain any spoken language, these must be deemed least vernacular. The data are categorized 

below into groups and separated into figures and tables; the first part contains tables that 

display the distribution of pronouns in relation to the specific animals by category and year 

interval. The second part consists of three diagrams that compare the two categories, one for 

the total, one for the Domestic category and lastly one for the Non-Domestic category. Again 

the Domestic data greatly outnumber the Non-Domestic data. The animal bear was excluded 

due to time limit. Below are the results from the COHA data: 
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Animal It He She 

Dog 17% (10) 81% (47) 2% (1) 

Horse 27% (17) 70% (44) 3% (2) 

Sheep 67% (2) 0% (0) 33% (1) 

Cat 70% (14) 5% (1) 25% (5) 

Cow 50% (3) 0% (0) 50% (3) 

Total 31% (46) 61% (92) 8% (12) 

Table 6. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic) 1810-1859. Percentages show the 

distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present 

raw frequency  

Table 6, displays a very high amount of gendered pronouns when referring to the animals 

Horse and Dog, while the results for the animal Cat show a relative low frequency of 

gendered pronouns. 

Animal It He She 

Wolf 41% (7) 41% (7) 18% (3) 

Mouse 75% (3) 25% (1) 0% (0) 

Fox 14% (1) 86% (6) 0% (0) 

Deer 89% (8) 11% (1) 0% (0) 

Total 51% (19) 41% (15) 8% (3) 

Table 7. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic) 1810-1859 Percentages show 

the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

By looking at the total for the Non-Domestic category in Table 7, it presents a balanced result 

between neuter and gendered pronouns. However, the animal Fox demonstrated a high 

amount of gendered pronouns, 86% compared to the others. 
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Animal It He She 

Dog 30% (42) 67% (94) 4% (5) 

Horse 35% (44) 61% (77) 5% (6) 

Sheep 60% (3) 40% (2) 0% (0) 

Cat 32% (19) 10% (6) 58% (35) 

Cow 78% (14) 0% (0) 22% (4) 

Total 35% (122) 51% (179) 14% (50) 

Table 8. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic) 1860-1899 Percentages show the 

distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present 

raw frequency  

By continuing the trend, Table 8 displays that Cat is the animal that still triggers the most 

feminine pronouns. Moreover, for this interval it could be deemed high at 58%, counting for 

more than half of the feminine pronouns for the total in this category and interval. Table 9 

also suggests that Dog and Horse are more often being referred to as neuter than the 

masculine pronoun than the earlier interval.  

Animal It He She 

Wolf 25% (4) 63% (10) 13% (2) 

Mouse 80% (12) 20% (3) 0% (0) 

Fox 21% (4) 74% (14) 5% (1) 

Deer 75% (8) 25% (1) 0% (0) 

Total 45% (26) 50% (29) 5% (3) 

Table 9. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic) 1860-1899 Percentages show 

the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

Even with a considerably bigger amount of data, similar findings are found when referring to 

the animal Fox in Table 9 where the masculine pronoun is still dominant. The animal Wolf 

also demonstrates a high amount of masculine pronouns. 
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Animal It He She 

Dog 37% (97) 56% (148) 8% (20) 

Horse 47% (105) 48% (106) 5% (11) 

Sheep 80% (8) 10% (1) 10% (1) 

Cat 58% (55) 17% (16) 25% (24) 

Cow 19% (9) 13% (6) 68% (32) 

Total 43% (274) 43% (277) 14% (88) 

Table 10. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic) 1900-1949. Percentages show 

the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

In Table 10, the trend continues for the animals Dog and Horse. The masculine pronoun drops 

further in favor of the neuter pronoun. The frequency of the feminine pronoun in relation to 

the animal Cat also dropped in favor of the neuter. A high amount of feminine pronouns in 

relation to the animal Cow are noted as well. 

Animal It He She 

Wolf 29% (10) 71% (24) 0% (0) 

Mouse 69% (33) 29% (14) 2% (1) 

Fox 68% (15) 32% (7) 0% (0) 

Deer 94% (17) 6% (1) 0% (0) 

Total 61% (75) 38% (46) 1% (1) 

Table 11. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic) 1900-1949. Percentages 

show the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

Worth noting in Table 11 is the drop of masculine pronouns when referring to the animal Fox 

in favor of the neuter pronoun. However, the masculine pronoun is more frequent when 

referring to the animal Wolf. 
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Animal It He She 

Dog 39% (105) 49% (132) 12% (33) 

Horse 46% (80) 47% (82) 7% (13) 

Sheep 25% (1) 75% (3) 0% (0) 

Cat 53% (68) 27% (35) 20% (26) 

Cow 56% (15) 4% (1) 41% (11) 

Total 44% (269) 42% (253) 14% (83) 

Table 12. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic) 1950-1999. Percentages show 

the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

Table 12 shows a continuous drop in the occurrence of the masculine pronoun in relation to 

the animal Dog. Moreover, the feminine pronoun when referring to Dog displays a higher 

frequency. The pronoun use for the animal Horse stays similar as of the previous interval.  

Animal It He She 

Wolf 77% (24) 16% (5) 6% (2) 

Mouse 74% (17) 9% (2) 17% (4) 

Fox 73% (11) 27% (4) 0% (0) 

Deer 64% (14) 23% (5) 14% (3) 

Total 73% (66) 18% (16) 10% (9) 

Table 13. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic) 1950-1999 Percentages 

show the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

The high frequency of the masculine pronoun drops quite dramatically in Table 13, compared 

to Table 11, dropping from 71% to only 16% and thus having a big effect on the total result. 
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Animal It He She 

Dog 44% (52) 42% (50) 14% (16) 

Horse 33% (10) 57% (17) 10% (3) 

Sheep 100% (1) 0% (0) 0% (0) 

Cat 59% (20) 24% (8) 18% (6) 

Cow 57% (4) 0% (0) 43% (3) 

Total 46% (87) 39% (75) 15% (28) 

Table 14. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Domestic) 2000-2007 Percentages show the 

distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets present 

raw frequency  

In the last interval the most apparent change is the more frequent occurrence of the feminine 

pronoun in relation to the animal Dog. Even if the total percentage of the feminine pronoun 

reaches its highest point in this interval, the occurrence of feminine pronouns when referring 

to Cat reached its lowest point in the last interval (see Table 14). 

Animal It He She 

Wolf 20% (2) 80% (8) 0% (0) 

Mouse 63% (5) 13% (1) 25% (2) 

Fox 50% (4) 25% (2) 25% (2) 

Deer 80% (4) 0% (0) 20% (1) 

Total 48% (15) 35% (11) 16% (5) 

Table 15. COHA pronoun occurrence by animal (Non-Domestic) 2000-2007 Percentages 

show the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer. The brackets 

present raw frequency  

Interestingly, the occurrence of the masculine pronoun when referring to the animal Wolf 

reaches its highest point in the last interval (see Table 15). 
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Figure 3. COHA Domestic and Non-Domestic combined pronoun occurrence. Percentages 

show the distribution of the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

Similar to the results of the BNC and COCA data are the low frequency of the feminine 

pronoun in all the intervals examined. When comparing the different intervals in Figure 3 one 

can trace a pattern towards less use of the masculine pronoun in favor of feminine and neuter 

forms. This change is most obvious when looking at the intervals 1860-1899 and 1900-1949 

where the occurrence of he dropped in favor to it. There is also a hint of a pattern that 

feminine pronoun use becomes more frequent in time. In Figure 3 the intervals 1810-1859 and 

1860-1899 display a dislocation of the occurrence of the pronouns he and she, favoring the 

latter. The occurrence of she stabilizes throughout the 20th century only to occur slightly more 

frequently in the data from the 21st century. Figure 3 shows that by comparing the lowest 

frequency of she, 8 % from the 1810-1859 data to the 15 % of the 2000-2009 data one can see 

that the occurrence of she has almost doubled from the earliest time period to the latest. 
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Figure 4. COHA Domestic pronoun occurrence. Percentages show the distribution of the 

pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

Just like the results for the Domestic and Non-Domestic categories combined (see Figure 3), 

similar patterns are displayed when looking at the Domestic category alone in Figure 4. The 

overtaking of he by she and it is even more apparent here (see Figure 4), starting at 61 % for 

he in the 1810-1859 interval ending at 39 % in the 2000-2009 interval. Again, the most 

dramatic change occurs between the intervals 1860-1899 and 1900-1949; where he starts with 

51 % and it at 35 % ending at 43 % for both. Moreover, even if it is not as dramatic, the 

change continues throughout the 20th century and follows similar patterns in the data from the 

early 21st century; the occurrence of he drops in favour of it.  
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Figure 5. COHA Non-Domestic pronoun occurrence. Percentages show the distribution of the 

pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

No apparent pattern can be found, when looking at Figure 5. But by comparing these data to 

the Domestic category one can conclude that the neuter pronoun is more frequent when 

referring to Non-Domestic than Domestic animals. The results for the last interval, 2000-2007, 

in both categories are quite similar. However, this would come as a surprise since the interval 

earlier 1950-1999 shows dramatic differences, the occurrence of it for the Domestic category 

lies at 43 % while the Non-Domestic lies at 73 %, which leads to a difference of 30 % units. 

Moreover, by comparing the raw numbers the differences in data differ greatly between the 

two categories and it is therefore hard to draw reliable conclusions.  

Results BNC 1980-1993, COCA 1990-2012 and COHA (1950-2009) compared 

The results of the three corpora are presented in a figure below, giving an overview and a 

comparison of the data supplied by the three corpora. In order to present a fair comparison, 

the COHA results presented below only supply data from the intervals 1950-1999 and 2000-

2009 because those time periods are in closest proximity to the year intervals provided by the 

BNC and COCA.  
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Figure 6. BNC, COCA and COHA pronoun occurrence. Percentages show the distribution of 

the pronouns and are rounded up to the nearest integer 

Figure 6, presents an overview of the three corpora and clearly demonstrates that there are 

both differences and similarities between the corpora. For example, Figure 6 shows that the 

BNC and the COHA present similar results when comparing the use of the neuter pronoun it, 

in the Domestic category, both presenting results at 45%. In addition, by adding the oblique 

pronouns for the BNC together with the subject forms identical results with the COHA are 

displayed, ending at 41% for the masculine pronouns and 14% for the feminine pronouns in 

both corpora. COCA on the other hand display more gendered pronouns in the Domestic 

category than the other two corpora. Figure 6 also demonstrates a contrast, the results for the 

Non-Domestic category only display similarities in the hierarchical order, where the neuter 

form is clearly the dominate pronoun in all corpora. However, the distribution is not equal and 

ranges from 78% in the BNC to 55% in COCA for the pronoun it.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

Firstly, one must consider that the distribution of data; the two categories, Domestic and Non-

Domestic yielded very different numbers. The Domestic category greatly outnumbered the 

Non-Domestic in all three data sources and in the intervals measured. The amount of data 

between the intervals were also quite irregular. In addition, the different animals generated 

various amounts of pronouns and so the distribution of pronouns between animals is uneven. 

When comparing the results between corpora, the variety of sources that the three corpora are 

composed of should also be considered.  

Because of the emotional human involvement, there are certainly some individuals who 

would disagree about the classification that some animals are seen as ‘higher’ and some as 
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‘lower’. For example, people who keep a snake as a pet are likely to have their snake named 

and calling it she/he, thus making their pet part of the ‘higher class’. This speaker-animal 

relationship, however, has not been established in this study, and has only examined the 

general pronoun-animal relationship. Nonetheless, by looking at the racehorse example (see 

page 13) and by adapting these findings to the idea of ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ animals, one can 

also draw similar conclusions as Wales (1996), that there is an existing mobility between 

‘higher’ and ‘lower’ animals. Distinctive speakers may view the same animals as different 

categories, thus ‘lower’ animals can become higher animals depending on the speaker’s 

relation to the animal. 

When taking a look at the raw results one can see that the data for the BNC supports the 

idea that gendered pronouns are more frequent when referring to Domestic animals than when 

referring to Non-Domestic animals, as predicted by the ‘lower’ and ‘higher’ animal hierarchy. 

However, since the Non-Domestic data are underrepresented, the total would probably yield a 

different result if more findings of Non-Domestic data were gathered. Following the tendency 

in the present data, the occurrence of neuter forms would be more frequent with more data. 

Moreover, when comparing the Domestic category in COCA to the same category in the 

BNC, some differences are shown. Even though the COCA data should represent less 

vernacular speech than the BNC, signs of vernacular use of gendered pronouns are more 

apparent. These findings may suggest that Americans are more prone to use gendered 

pronouns than British people, and that Americans still hold on to the spoken standard system, 

used in Newfoundland, in contrast to the written standard system as suggested by Wagner 

(2005).  

By looking at the use of feminine pronouns and by comparing the COHA results to 

those of the COCA, similar results can be seen. The frequency of feminine pronouns was 17 

% in the COCA data and 15 % in the COHA data for the last interval. The timeframe is 

somewhat broader in the COCA data and ranges from 1990-2012, while the compared 

interval in the COHA is 2000-2007. However, the BNC data displayed a lower frequency of 

feminine pronouns at only 11 %, which contrasts the idea that vernacular speech triggers most 

of the feminine pronouns (Wagner 2005). The data suggest that pronoun occurrence stagnated 

and stabilized during the 20th century, which also supports the view that the standard written 

system, neuter, is becoming the dominating system. The data also support the view of ‘generic 

he’ (Stanley 1978, Wales 1996), suggesting that he is the go-to pronoun when referring to 

animals in general. This study also stands in contrast to the results of Hernandez (2011), 

whom suggests that the animals Dog and Horse are seen to belong to the feminine category. 
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However all the tables suggests the opposite, that he and in to some extent it are the pronouns 

of choice when referring to these animals.  

By speculating and by drawing on the data while referring back to the ‘higher’ and 

‘lower’ animal hierarchy, one can imagine that Domesticated animals are becoming less 

important and valued less. This would not be not surprising since animals are not being 

utilized in the same way as in an agrarian society; the aspect of urbanization and 

mechanization must be considered. Instead, mechanized vehicles are much more likely to be 

referred to by gendered pronouns (Wales 1996), such as car and ship. Moreover, by looking at 

the results one can also hypothesize that the first stage of pronoun change occurs between the 

masculine and feminine pronouns where the feminine forms are being utilized instead of 

masculine forms. In addition and not surprisingly, the COHA data from the Non-Domestic 

category present a very different picture than the data for the Domestic category. By 

comparing the results for the interval 2000-2009 of the Non-Domestic category to the 

Domestic category for the same interval, some very similar results are displayed, thus 

suggesting that Domestic and Non-Domestic animals are being viewed equal.  

The results of this study clearly support the claim that gendered pronouns do occur more 

often when referring to Domestic animals than Non-Domestic; the three corpora supply 

evidence for this. The results also show that the frequencies varied between the corpora. 

Interestingly, the data that should be deemed most vernacular, the BNC data, presented fewer 

gendered pronouns than the COCA data. However, different factors may have had an impact 

on this. Firstly the amounts of data differ greatly between the two categories; also, the type of 

sources supplied by the corpora must be taken in consideration. When comparing the BNC 

and the COCA data specifically for the animal Horse, great differences are seen; in the BNC 

the percentages for the pronoun he is 33% while the COCA presents 62%. As seen above, 

many instances of data having to do with racehorses were noted in the COCA, which yielded 

tokens of the gendered pronoun he.  

Lastly, when comparing the results from COHA with the results from the other corpora, 

similarities appear. For example, the data for the interval that match the years range from 

COHA and BNC display close to similar results. Secondly, when looking at the results for the 

category Domestic in COHA, which contains data that can be traced over time, one can 

clearly trace a trend, from a very high frequency of gendered pronouns towards more 

occurrence of neuter pronouns, thus suggesting that ‘generic he’ is dropping in favor of 

‘generic it’ when referring to animals. This change seems to be most dramatic in the early 

1900s. A suggestion for further research on this topic would be to examine these specific 
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years more closely, and to delve into how the speaker-animal relationship affects the choice of 

pronouns. 
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