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• The link between abstraction and feminine may 
relate to broader trends in the Indo-European 
language family explored in Luraghi (2011).

• Contextual analysis was not strong enough to 
support Jones’  (1988) assertions about semantic 
import of gender in context, likely due to our study’s 
small sample size.

• More research should be done in other semantic 
categories, for example “generic” vs. “specific,” 
“countable” vs. “non-countable,” and others 
proposed in Vezzosi (2006), especially relating to 
inanimates.

Discussion
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Methods
• Phase 1: Numerical analysis of gender frequency for words of fixed gender assignment 
• Ælfric’s Glossary (written c. 1000 CE), provided about 923 terms worthy of study

• Words demonstrating unchanging gender assignment assigned values according to 7 
dichotomies: sexed vs. unsexed, concrete vs. abstract, animate vs. inanimate, collective vs. 
singular, human vs. non-human, mature vs. young, and natural vs. manmade (for inanimates)
• Example: the word ‘hen’ would be assigned [Concrete] [Animate] [Sexed] [Non-collective] 

[Non-human] [Mature]
• Phase 2: Contextual analysis of selected heterogenous items (words assigned multiple genders)

• Lyft (“air/wind/sky”), cwyld (“pestilence/plague”), hwiþa (“weather/air/breeze”), hræw (“corpse”), 
duru (“door”), hord (“treasure/hoard”), & blostm (“flower”) explored in the Dictionary of OE

• M, F, and N usages analyzed to understand gender-based semantic differences

Gender assignment in the Old English (OE) grammar system 
has often been studied in relation to morphological criteria––
that is, a noun’s status as masculine, feminine, or neuter was 
examined in relation to its shape, or the shape of its suffix. In 
contrast, this study explores the role of semantic criteria––i.e. 
the impact of a word’s meaning on its gender assignment. In 
this study, gender assignment has been analyzed in relation 
to specific semantic qualities for over 900 OE terms. 
Differences in meaning reflected by gender were also 
explored for terms within original texts. Several associations 
were tentatively predicted: some were supported, while 
others proved inconclusive. Overall, this study may aid in the 
construction of a hierarchy in gender assignment for OE 
animates, based on sex, humanity, maturity, and collectivity. 
Results of this study also indicate the need for further 
research on the bases for assignment in words denoting non-
abstract inanimates.

Abstract
STRONG GENDER-RELATED TRENDS PRESENT IN ANIMATE NOUNS; FURTHER INQUIRY REQUIRED FOR INANIMATES
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Results

• Of the words studied, several produced inconclusive results. For some, like hræw, masculine and neuter 
forms looked so similar it was virtually impossible to differentiate between them. In others, the ratio of one 
gender to the other was so lopsided (e.g. “duru” had around 400 feminine occurrences to 1 masculine) 
that extrapolating gender-based differences in meaning would have been irresponsible. 

• However, translations of others varied promisingly with gender. For example, lyft in the feminine was 
often translated “sky”, while in neuter it more reliably meant “air” or “wind.”

• Old English, a.k.a. Anglo-Saxon, was the Germanic 
language spoken in Britain from the 5th to 11th centuries. It 
is the ancestor of Modern English.

• Modern English has a gender system based on biology, 
where we use “he” for male animates, “she” for female 
animates, and “it” for inanimate objects or ideas.

• Old English had a system of gender more in line with 
modern German, where nouns and adjectives were 
“declined” according to specific genders. 

Introduction
Phase 1 Results: Visual Representation & Summary

Phase 2 Results: Summary

• The criteria for which 
nouns were assigned to 
certain genders in OE 
have been dismissed by 
many as arbitrary or 
meaningless. This study 
was undertaken to 
demonstrate that OE 
gender assignment does, 
in fact, depend on nouns’ 
semantic qualities.

Broad trends are apparent in gender assignment for sexed animates: 
• Males tend to be masculine and females tend to be feminine. 

• Humans of unspecified sex tend to be assigned masculine, while animals of unspecified sex have a more even 
ratio of masculine to feminine assignment. 

• By a slim margin, abstract nouns tend to be feminine, and there is no apparent difference in gender between 
natural and manmade inanimates.

Ælfric of Eynsham, author of 
the Glossary in this study

Apparent randomness of gender assignment: 
OE word for ’calf’ is masculine, word for ‘knee’ is 

neuter, and word for ‘back of the knee’ is feminine

• The demonstrated trend 
toward masculine 
assignment for animates of 
unknown sex relates to the 
“generic ‘he’” discussed at 
length in Curzan (2003). 
The practice of referencing 
both sexes with a 
masculine term (e.g. ‘man’ 
or mankind’) remains 
embedded in English today.
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