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Semantic gender agreement:  
French versus Germanic languages
Thom Westveer*

Abstract
It is quite commonly known that personal pronouns referring to animate nouns 
may show semantic instead of grammatical gender agreement. While ex‑
tensively studied for Germanic languages (e.g., Dutch, German), pronominal 
agreement did not receive much attention for French. Yet, French grammars 
indicate that semantic agreement on pronouns is an option, and studies on 
partitive constructions show that speakers of French may accept semantic 
agreement in these constructions. Therefore, the goal of the present study is to 
explore whether speakers of French use semantic agreement on personal pro‑
nouns and, in a next step, compare this to what previous studies showed about 
pronominal agreement in the Germanic languages, and Dutch and German in 
particular. The results of a sentence completion task with 32 native speakers 
show that semantic agreement is indeed the preferred option, although seman‑
tic agreement seems to be mediated by topicality and individuation.
Keywords: Gender agreement; pronouns; semantic gender; French; Germanic.

Introduction

It is quite commonly known that personal pronouns referring to animate 
nouns may show semantic instead of grammatical agreement (cf. Corbett, 
1991). This is for instance the case in Dutch, as the example in (1) illustrates:130

*  University of Amsterdam.
130  Following the Leipzig Glossing Rules, inherent grammatical gender values are indicated 

through brackets (e.g., victim(n) when the noun ‘victim’ bears neuter grammatical gender, as is the 
case for Dutch slachtoffer). Gender values received through agreement are marked by a period 
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(1)  a.	 Peter	 is	 het	 jong-ste	 slachtoffer.
	 Peter	 is	 det.n	 young-sup	 victim(n)
(1)  b.	 Hij/?Het	 is	 mijn	 oom.
	 3sg.m/3sg.n	 is	 my	 uncle
	 ‘Peter is the youngest victim. He is my uncle.’

Sentence (1a) contains the neuter animate noun het slachtoffer ‘the victim’. 
The pronoun referring to this noun in (1b) could either take the neuter form het, 
agreeing with the neuter grammatical gender of slachtoffer, or the masculine 
form hij, in accordance with the biological sex of its referent, a male. Speakers 
of Dutch often prefer the pronoun to match the biological sex of its referent, 
that is, semantic agreement, as noted for instance by Audring (2009).

In French, a similar competition between grammatical and semantic agree‑
ment arises with the feminine noun victime ‘victim’ when referring to a male, 
as in (2): 

(2)  a.	 Pierre	 est	 la	 plus	 jeune	 victime.
	 Peter	 is	 det.f	 sup	 young	 victim(f)
(2)  b.	 ?Il/?Elle	 est	 en	 réanimation.
	 3sg.m/3sg.f	 is	 in	 reanimation
	 ‘Peter is the youngest victim. He is being reanimated.’

Theoretically, the pronoun in (2b) could either grammatically agree with the 
feminine gender of the noun victime, thus displaying the form elle, or take the 
masculine form il, in accordance with the biological sex of its referent, a male. 
Traditionally, prescriptive and didactive pedagogic grammars of French dictate 
the use of grammatical agreement. Thus, in example (3), the feminine pronoun 
elle should be used to refer to the feminine noun victime ‘victim’, even though 
this noun may refer to a male (example taken from Vlugter et al., 2008: 189):

(3)  Il	 y	 avait	 une	 victime.	 Elle	 était	 gravement	 blessé-e.
(3)  3sg	 there	 was	 one.f	 victim(f)	 She	 was	 severely	 wounded.f
(3)  ‘There was one victim. She was severely wounded.’

(e.g., det.n for a neuter determiner).



Language and Gender

256

However, the 1976 volume Tolérances grammaticales (Haby, 1976) already 
allows semantic agreement on personal pronouns, as shown by the example 
in (4) (taken from the official Arrêté, cf. Haby, 1976):

(4)  a.	 Le	 français	  nous	 est	 enseigné	 par	 une	 dame.
	 det.m	 French	 to.us	 is	 taught	 by	 indf.f	 lady(f)
(4)  b.	 Nous	 aimons	 beaucoup	 ce	 professeur.
	 we	 love	 much	 dem.m	 teacher(m)
(4)  c.	 Mais	 il (elle)	 va	 nous	 quitter.
	 but 	 3sg.m (3sg.f)	 will	 us	 leave
	 �‘French is taught to us by a lady. We really love this teacher. But she will leave 

us.’ 

Although the antecedent of the pronoun il in (4c) is the masculine noun 
professeur (4b), it is an option to use the feminine form elle, according to the 
Tolérances, as the real-world referent is a female (4a). The recent Grande 
Grammaire du Français (Abeillé & Godard, 2021) also indicates that if a noun’s 
gender does not correspond to its referent’s sex, semantic agreement on the 
pronoun is possible, as shown in (5) with the feminine noun majesté ‘majesty’ 
referring to a male (example taken from Abeillé & Godard, 2021):

(5)  Sa 	 Majesté 	 dit 	 qu’	 il 	 vous 	 recevra.
	 poss.f	 majesty(f)	 says	 that	 he	 you.pl	 will.receive
	 ‘His majesty says that he will receive you.’

A similar remark is made by the famous – and usually considered prescrip‑
tive – grammar Le Bon Usage (Grevisse & Goosse, 2001). Nevertheless, it 
remains unclear whether native speakers of French would actually adopt se‑
mantic agreement or stick to grammatical agreement on personal pronouns, 
since, to the best of my knowledge, there have not been any studies on this 
specific topic yet.

By contrast, several studies investigated pronominal agreement in Ger‑
manic, mainly focussing on Dutch and German (e.g., Audring, 2009; Braun & 
Haig, 2010; de Vos, 2014; Kraaikamp, 2017; de Vogelaer et al., 2020). These 
studies show that the likelihood of semantic agreement depends on several 
factors. For French, semantic gender agreement has only been investigated 
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for partitive constructions (e.g., the youngest of these students) (cf. Sleeman 
& Ihsane, 2016; Westveer, 2021; Westveer et al., 2021). These studies show 
that speakers of French sometimes accept semantic agreement in partitives. 

The goal of the present paper is to investigate whether native speakers of 
French opt for grammatical or semantic agreement on pronouns, and, in a next 
step, compare this to what we know about pronominal agreement in the Ger‑
manic languages, Dutch and German in specific. To this end, I designed a sen‑
tence completion task, which was completed by 32 native speakers of French. 
In the next section, I start off by discussing what we know about pronominal 
agreement in Germanic, before turning to the situation in French. Section 2 
elaborates on the methodological details of the sentence completion task, of 
which the results are presented in section 3. In section 4, I further discuss 
these results, compare them to the data reported in studies on Dutch and Ger‑
man, and show how they contribute to our existing knowledge of pronominal 
agreement.

1. Pronominal gender agreement

Pronominal gender agreement has received considerable attention for Ger‑
manic languages, with Dutch and German in particular (e.g., Audring, 2009; 
Braun & Haig, 2010; Audring, 2013; de Vos, 2014; Kraaikamp, 2017; de Vo‑
gelaer et al., 2020; Redl, 2021). These studies show that several factors play 
a role in determining the possibility of semantic agreement on pronouns, of 
which the most important ones will be presented in what follows. In a next step, 
I discuss whether the same factors may be relevant for pronominal agreement 
in French.

1.1 Hybrid agreement in Germanic languages
As I mentioned in the introduction, pronouns may display either semantic 

or grammatical agreement, a phenomenon that occurs in many languages (cf. 
Corbett, 1991, 2006). Several studies have shown that the likelihood of se‑
mantic agreement depends on different factors. The most prominent one con‑
cerns the specific agreement context involved. In Dutch, for instance, semantic 
agreement is very frequent on personal pronouns, as exemplified in (6):
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(6)  Ik	 zie	 het	 meisje.	 ??Het/Zij	 leest	 een	 boek.
(6)  I	 see	 det.n	 girl.dim(n)	 3sg.n/3sg.f	 reads	 a	 book
	 ‘I see the girl. She reads a book.’

Although the pronoun in (6) refers to the neuter noun meisje, most speakers 
of Dutch would use the feminine pronoun zij, in accordance with its referent’s 
biological sex (cf. Haeseryn et al., 1997). The same is true for relative pronouns. 
Grammar rules state that the relative pronoun should agree with the neuter 
grammatical gender of the noun meisje in (7), but in practice many speakers 
unconsciously use the common-gender pronoun die, again a case of semantic 
agreement (cf. Audring, 2006, 2009; Kraaikamp, 2017):

(7)  het	 meisje	 dat/?die	 daar 	 loopt
	 det.n	 girl.dim(n)	 rel.n/rel.c	 there	 walks
	 ‘the girl who walks over there’

With different types of pronouns – being examples of agreement outside the 
nominal domain – semantic agreement is very common in Dutch, as these ex‑
amples illustrate. On modifiers within the nominal domain, however, semantic 
agreement is usually excluded, as illustrated by the examples in (8):

(8)  a.	 het/*de	 mooi-e	 meisje
	 det.n/det.c	 beautiful-def	 girl.dim(n)
(8)  b.	 een	 mooi/*mooi-e	 meisje
	 indf	 beautiful.n/beautiful-c	 girl.dim(n)

Both the definite determiner (8a) and the attributive adjective in (8b) take the 
neuter form, in accordance with the grammatical gender of the noun meisje. 
Semantic agreement is not accepted.

Research on several languages has shown that similar patterns arise cross-
linguistically. Based on such typological data, Corbett (1979, 1991) formulated 
the Agreement Hierarchy in (9) to formalise the behaviour of different agreement 
contexts regarding the likelihood of semantic agreement:

(9)  Agreement Hierarchy
(9)  Personal pronoun > relative pronoun > predicate > attributive
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The more to the left an agreement context is situated on the hierarchy in (9), 
the likelier it is to show semantic agreement. Besides, the hierarchy is implica‑
tional: a language that allows for semantic agreement on relative pronouns will 
also do so for personal pronouns.

Another factor that mediates the possibility of semantic agreement con‑
cerns individuation, that is, the referent’s degree of animacy or specificity (cf. 
Dahl, 2000). Agreement based on semantic information is more likely for ref‑
erents that are highly individuated. Based on evidence from Dutch, Audring 
(2009) proposes the Individuation Hierarchy in (10) (Audring, 2009: 124):

(10)  Individuation Hierarchy
(10)  �Human > animal > bound object/abstract > specific mass > unspecific mass/ 

/abstract

The more to the left, the likelier it is to use a masculine pronoun in Dutch, 
irrespective of a noun’s grammatical gender. Alternatively, a feminine pronoun 
is used with animate referents of female sex. The example in (11), involving the 
neuter noun boek ‘book’, illustrates the influence of individuation (example from 
Audring, 2006: 95):

(11)  a.	 Moet	 je 	 nog	 […]	 informatie	 over	 dat	 boek	 hebben?
	 need	 you	 still	 	 information	 about	 dem.n	 book.n	 have
	 ‘Do you still need to have information about that book?’
(11)  b.	 Dan	 moet	 ʼk	 ʼm	 nog	 niet	 gaan	 inleveren.
	 then	 need	 I	 3sg.m	 yet	 not	 go	 return
	 ‘In that case, I should not yet return it.’

Although the noun boek is grammatically neuter – which becomes clear 
from the demonstrative’s neuter form dat in (11a) – the pronoun ʼm in (11b) is 
masculine, since the referent of boek is highly individuated, a bound object, 
which makes the use of the masculine form more likely. This is also considered 
a case of semantic agreement, as the degree of individuation – a semantic 
property of the noun – determines agreement, not grammatical gender. 

Finally, other referent-related factors may play a role in the likelihood of se‑
mantic agreement. For German, Braun & Haig (2010) show that the age of the 
referent of the neuter noun Mädchen ‘girl’ influences a speaker’s choice for 
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either grammatical or semantic pronominal agreement. In case Mädchen refers 
to an older girl, speakers prefer the feminine pronoun sie; if the girl is younger, 
the neuter form es is more frequent.

1.2 What about French?
If we now turn to French, the first aspect to notice is that 3rd person pronouns 

in French only have a feminine and a masculine form (elle and il, respectively); in 
the standard language, at any rate, there is no neuter form equivalent to Dutch 
het or German es.131 This means that the possibilities of semantic agreement 
are restricted in two ways. First, semantic agreement may only arise when a 
masculine noun refers to a female (such as ce professeur in the example from 
the Tolérances grammaticales in 2b), or a feminine noun to a male, as in (12):132

(12)  Je	 vois	 une	 sentinelle.	 Elle/Il	 a	 une	 longue	 barbe.
(12)  I	 see	 a.f	 guard(f)	 3sg.f/3sg.m	 has	 a.f	 long.f	 beard(f)
(12)  ‘I see a guard. He has a long beard.’

Second, due to the absence of neuter gender in French, the referent’s de‑
gree of individuation may only limitedly affect the possibility of semantic agree‑
ment, as even for mass nouns, either the masculine or the feminine pronoun 
should be used. Nevertheless, individuation could play a small role with respect 
to the difference between human and non-human referents, the latter – while 
less individuated – probably being less prone to semantic agreement. In a pa‑
per on the avoidance of gender ambiguous pronouns in French, Fukumura et 
al. (2022) indeed report an effect of individuation. In example (13), it is unclear 
whether the masculine pronoun il (13b) refers to Max or to Luc (13a), as both 
are males:

131  From a morphological point of view, French differs from German (and Dutch) with respect 
to the derivation of feminine forms from masculine ones. While German has one very productive 
feminisation strategy (i.e., -in suffixation, as in der Student – die Student-in ‘the student(m)’ – ‘the 
student-f’, the situation is more complex in French. See Elmiger (this volume: 111-126) for a dis‑
cussion.

132  In present-day French, the number of cases for which no feminine noun form exists is very 
limited. For most traditionally masculine nouns, a feminine variant has made its way into usage, 
following the ongoing debates on gender equal representation of females and males in language 
(cf. Cerquiglini, 2018; Westveer et al., 2018), but see Giraudo & Morel (this volume: 183-206), who 
discuss several factors that influence the use of feminine noun forms.
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(13)  a.	 Max	 et	 Luc	 ont	 le	 même	 âge.
	 Max	 and	 Luc	 have	 the	 same	 age
(13)  b.	 C’est	 lui	 le	 plus	 grand.
	 It.is	 him	 the	 most	 tall
	 ‘Max and Luc have the same age. He is the tallest.’

Fukumura et al. (2022) show that in such cases of ambiguity, native speak‑
ers of French often avoid the use of a pronoun because, for example, it is 
unclear to whom the pronoun il in (13b) refers. Yet, they observe that with 
inanimate referents, speakers are significantly less likely to avoid the use of 
an ambiguous pronoun, even though the same sort of unclarity arises, as il‑
lustrated in (14):

(14)  a.	 On	 achète	 du	 pain	 et	 du	 café.
	 we	 buys	 det.m	 bread(m)	 and	 det.m	 coffee(m)

(14)  b.	 Il	 est	 très	 cher.
	 He	 is	 very	 expensive.m
	 ‘We buy bread and coffee. It is very expensive.’

This difference between human (13) and inanimate (14) referents, as ob‑
served by Fukumura et al. (2022), can be considered an effect of individuation.

In terms of agreement contexts, only personal pronouns may give rise to se‑
mantic agreement, as French relative pronouns do not generally encode gen‑
der, at least when referring to humans.133 This is shown in (15) where the relative 
pronoun que is used, irrespective of the gender of its antecedent, masculine 
génie ‘genius’ in (15a) or feminine victime ‘victim’ in (15b):

(15)  a.	 le	 génie	 que	 je	 connais
	 def.m	 genius(m)	 rel.obj	 I	 know
	 ‘the genius that I know’

133  Gender is only encoded on the relative pronoun forms lequel/laquelle/lesquels/lesquelles, 
which combine with a preposition to replace prepositional phrases. However, the use of these pro‑
nouns is in many cases traditionally restricted to non-human referents (except for parmi ‘among’, 
cf. Vlugter et al., 2008); for human referents, the relative pronoun qui (preceded by a preposition) 
is used.
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(15)  b.	 la	 victime	 que	 je	 connais
	 def.f	 victim(F)	 rel.obj	 I	 know
	 ‘the victim that I know’

Despite the limited attention paid to semantic agreement in French, some 
studies investigated the acceptability of semantic agreement in partitive con‑
structions (cf. Sleeman & Ihsane, 2016; Westveer, 2021; Westveer et al., 2021), 
and so-called closest-conjunct agreement on determiners and attributive ad‑
jectives (cf. Abeillé et al., 2018). 

Partitive constructions, in which a subset Y is selected from a larger set X, 
may give rise to semantic agreement when the set refers to a mixed group of 
females and males. The example in (16), in which the subset is introduced by a 
superlative (a superlative partitive, here about a female student), illustrates this:

(16)  la/?le	 plus	 jeune	 des	 nouv-eau-x	 étudiant-s
(16)  def.f/def.m	 comp	 young	 of.def.pl	 new-m-pl	 student(m)-pl

(16)  ‘the youngest of the new students’

The set nominal nouveaux étudiants in (16) can refer to a mixed group of 
female and male students, but is grammatically masculine. If the superlative 
refers to a female student from this larger group, the superlative’s determiner 
could not only show grammatical agreement with the gender of étudiants, re‑
sulting in the masculine form le, but also semantic agreement with the biologi‑
cal sex of its referent, which leads to the feminine form la. Westveer et al. (2021) 
show that native speakers of French prefer semantic agreement of the superla‑
tive in (16) when referring to a female.

Instead, if the subset of the partitive is introduced by a quantifier (a quanti‑
fied partitive), semantic agreement is judged considerably less acceptable, as 
shown in (17) (cf. Westveer et al., 2021):

(17)  ?une/un	 des	 nouv-eau-x	 étudiant-s
(17)  one.f/one.m	 of.def.pl	 new-m-pl	 student(m)-pl

(17)  ‘one of the new students’

Westveer (2021), building on Sleeman & Ihsane (2016), argues that this 
contrast in the acceptability of semantic agreement depends on a difference 
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in syntactic structure between quantified and superlative partitives, whereby 
in the former construction presents a more local agreement environment, that 
is, a shorter relative distance between the agreement target and its controller, 
leaving less space for the insertion of semantic information. 

Furthermore, studies on partitives show that the specific type of human 
noun used also influences the acceptance of semantic agreement: semantic 
agreement is judged more acceptable with nouns that have both a masculine 
and a feminine form (e.g., un étudiant – une étudiante ‘a.m student(m) – a.f 
student(f)’) than with the nouns that only have a masculine or feminine form 
(e.g., la victime ‘the.f victim(f)’) (cf. Sleeman & Ihsane, 2016; Westveer, 2021; 
Westveer et al., 2021).134

Other studies investigated closest-conjunct agreement (accord de prox-
imité) in French, which may also be considered a case of variability in gender 
agreement. In French, predicative or attributive adjectives which modify two 
coordinated nouns that differ in gender should show masculine agreement 
according to normative French grammars (e.g., Le Bon Usage, Grevisse & 
Goosse, 2001). This state of affairs is traditionally referred to by the expression 
le masculin l’emporte sur le féminin ‘masculine overrules feminine’ (cf. Michel, 
2016; Viennot, 2017). An example is presented in (18a):

(18)  a.	 le	 chanteur	 et	 la	 chanteuse	 présent-s
	 def.m	 singer(m)	 and	 def.f	 singer(f)	 present.m-pl

(18)  b.	 le	 chanteur	 et	 la	 chanteuse	 présent-e-s
	 def.m	 singer(m)	 and	 def.f	 singer(f)	 present-f-pl

	 ‘the (male) singer and the (female) singer present’

Based on a corpus study of a large sample of – both formal and less for‑
mal – written texts, Abeillé et al. (2018) show that closest-conjunct agreement 
is nevertheless used relatively often in present-day French. Thus, the adjective 
may also show feminine agreement, if the feminine noun is linearly closer to the 
adjective, as illustrated in (18b). 

134  Westveer (2021) also investigates the acceptability of semantic agreement in partitive con‑
structions for German. The results of his study show that the same factors as in French appear to 
influence the acceptability of semantic agreement, although speakers of German seem to be more 
acceptant towards semantic agreement in general.
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The present paper aims at exploring gender agreement on French personal 
pronouns to find out whether native speakers choose semantic or grammatical 
agreement. This is reflected in the first research question:

RQ1  Do native speakers of French opt for grammatical or semantic gender 
agreement on personal pronouns?

Following on what we know from the studies on agreement in partitive con‑
structions cited above, I expect that most speakers will use semantic agree‑
ment on pronouns, as predicted by the Agreement Hierarchy, since pronouns 
present a less local agreement environment than partitive constructions, the 
latter usually considered to be complex nominal constructions (cf. Westveer, 
2021, and references therein).

In addition, I check for two additional factors whether they may have an 
impact on the choice for semantic agreement. First, I investigate the effect of 
topicality / subjecthood, illustrated by the examples in (19-20):

(19)  a.	 Cette	 vedette	 très	 connue	 était	 instituteur. 
	 dem.f	 star(f)	 very	 known.f	 was	 teacher(m)
(19)  b.	 Il/Elle	 était	 très	 populaire.
	 He/She	 was	 very	 popular
	 ‘This well-known star was a teacher. He/She was very popular.’

(20)  a.	 Max	 était	 une	 vedette	 très	 connue.
	 Max	 was	 a.f	 star(f)	 very	 known.f
(20)  b.	 Il/Elle	 était	 très	 populaire.
	 He/She	 was	 very	 popular
	 ‘Max was a well-known star. He/She was very popular.’

In (19a), the feminine epicene noun vedette is in subject position, while the 
masculine bare noun instituteur – indicating the referent’s sex – is the nomi‑
nal predicate. Instead, in (20a), vedette is the nominal predicate, whereas the 
proper noun Max – indicating the referent’s sex – is now the subject. There‑
fore, in terms of information structure, there is a difference between (19a) and 
(20a): in (19a), feminine vedette is the topic of the sentence, whereas in (20a), 
the topic is the proper noun Max (referring to a male). As is commonly known, 
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pronominal agreement is influenced by topicality, in that a pronoun usually 
takes the topic of the preceding sentence as its antecedent (cf. van Kampen 
& Pinto, 2008; Kaiser, 2011). In terms of agreement, this means that in (19b), 
agreement with the feminine grammatical gender of vedette is considerably 
more likely than in (20b). 

Second, I look at possible differences between human and animal referents, 
partly following up on the observed influence of the factor of individuation (cf. 
Audring, 2009). These two aspects – human vs. non-human referents, and 
topicality – translate to the second research question:

RQ2  Do the factors topicality and individuation – specifically the difference be‑
tween humans and animals – influence a speaker’s choice for either grammatical 
or semantic agreement?

Based on the evidence from Germanic languages, I expect that speak‑
ers of French will be more likely to opt for semantic agreement with human 
than with animal referents. Furthermore, I expect a stronger preference for 
semantic agreement when the noun indicating the referent’s sex is in topic 
position. In the next section, I present the methodology I adopt to answer 
these questions.

2. Methodology

The goal of this study is to explore whether native speakers of French 
choose grammatical or semantic agreement on personal pronouns, and to 
compare this to what we know from previous work on Dutch and German. 
To this end, I conducted an online sentence completion task via Qualtrics, in 
which the participants were asked to complete sentences by selecting a per‑
sonal pronoun they judged to be the most appropriate. Besides the sentence 
completion task, the questionnaire contained one additional background ques‑
tion on the participant’s native language(s), to ensure that all participants were 
native speakers of French.

Potential participants were reached through personal contacts via e-mail. In 
total, 33 speakers filled in the questionnaire; one participant had to be excluded 
for not having French as mother tongue. The remaining 32 participants were 
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all native speakers of French, with two participants reporting to be bilingual. All 
participants consented to take part in the experiment.135 

The test sentences involved five different nouns, which are listed in Table 1. 
Three of these nouns were human nouns, while the remaining two referred to 
animals, to check for differences between human an animal nouns.

Table 1 – nouns used in the experiment.

Human nouns Animal nouns

la personne ‘the.f person(f)’
la vedette ‘the.f star(f)’
la victime ‘the.f victim(f)’

la souris ‘the.f mouse(f)’
le léopard ‘the.m leopard(m)’

All human nouns were taken from the set of human nouns that only have a 
feminine form, but can refer to both females and males, often called ‘epicenes’, 
as the number of human nouns that only have a masculine form has become 
very limited in today’s French (cf. footnote 132), whereas a similar tendency has 
not been observed yet for the feminine-only nouns.

In total, the sentence completion task consisted of 21 sentences, includ‑
ing ten filler items that involved the same nouns, but a distinct syntactic con‑
struction in the form of partitives. There were nine test sentences in which the 
participants had to choose the appropriate form of a personal pronoun, as 
exemplified in (21):

(21) � La personne la plus âgée que je connais était instituteur pendant une grande 
partie de sa vie.____ (Il / Elle) habite tout près de chez moi.

(21) � ‘The oldest person I know was a teacher for the majority of his life. He/She lives 
very close to me.’

In order to check the possible influence of topicality, the test included three 
sentences in which the epicene noun was in topic position, as in (21) with per-
sonne, and five sentences where the topic position was filled by a proper noun, 
for instance Vianney in (22):  

135  The experiment received approval from the Faculty of Humanities’ Ethics Committee of the 
University of Amsterdam (file 2021-FGW_OTHR-14080).
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(22) � Vianney est une vedette peu connue aux Pays-Bas. Pourtant, ___ (Il / Elle) est très 
populaire en France.

(22)  �‘Vianney is a relatively unknown star in the Netherlands. Yet, he/she is very popu‑
lar in France.’

One test sentence, involving the animal noun léopard ‘leopard’, had a slight‑
ly different structure, in which neither the epicene noun léopard, nor a proper 
noun were in topic position. Instead, the referent’s intended sex – female – was 
pointed at by including the verb allaiter ‘to lactate’, as shown in (23):

(23) � Quand j’ai visité le zoo hier, j’ai vu un léopard. ___ (Il / Elle) était en train d’allaiter 
ses petits.

(23) � ‘When I visited the zoo yesterday, I saw a leopard. He/She was feeding her cubs.’

Finally, there were two control sentences that did not present a mismatch 
between the noun’s grammatical gender and its referent’s biological sex, as 
shown in (24):

(24) � Jeannette est la personne la plus âgée que je connais. ___ (Il / Elle) habite tout 
près de chez moi.

(24) � ‘Jeannette is the oldest person I know. He/She lives very close to me.’

Appendix A lists the full set of test sentences and fillers.
All data were collected in a spreadsheet and then statistically analysed in 

R (R Development Core Team, 2018). I ran a mixed-effects model using the 
glmer-function from the lmerTest package (Kuznetsova et al., 2017). The de‑
pendent variable was agreement type, that is, the participant’s choice for either 
grammatical (coded as 0) or semantic agreement (coded as 1). The model 
included random slopes per participant. Due to the limited number of test sen‑
tences, I could not carry out statistical analyses to determine the influence of 
the other factors taken into account, that is, the difference between human and 
animal referents, and the influence of topicality. Instead, I performed a qualita‑
tive analysis of the results. 
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3. Results 

Table 2 reports for each individual test sentence the participants’ choice for 
either grammatical or semantic agreement. Except for sentences (H-I), which 
involve the masculine noun léopard ‘leopard’, the pronoun elle represents se‑
mantic agreement.

Table 2 – pronoun choice per test item136.

Sentence Human 
/ animal

Topic Pronoun 
choice

A La seule victime de l’accident d’avion 
d’hier était chanteur pendant une 
grande partie de sa vie. ___ visitait 
souvent le restaurant où je travaille.

human epicene il (94%)
elle (6%)

B La personne la plus âgée que je 
connais était instituteur pendant une 
grande partie de sa vie. ___ habite tout 
près de chez moi.

human epicene il (76%)
elle (24%)

C Cette vedette très connue était 
instituteur avant son début de carrière. 
___ est très populaire en France.

human epicene il (73%)
elle (27%)

D Vianney est une vedette peu connue 
aux Pays-Bas. Pourtant, ___ est très 
populaire en France.

human proper 
noun

il (91%)
elle (9%)

E Jean est la personne la plus âgée que 
je connais. ___ habite tout près de 
chez moi.

human proper 
noun

il (100%)
elle (0%)

F Monsieur Dupont était la seule victime 
de l’accident d’avion d’hier. ___ visitait 
souvent le restaurant où je travaille.

human proper 
noun

il (100%)
elle (0%)

G Grâce aux dessins animés, Mickey 
Mouse est une souris connue partout 
dans le monde. ___ a beaucoup de 
fans.137 

animal proper 
noun

il (82%)
elle (18%)

136  The epicene noun is marked in bold face in Table 2, while the noun/element that indicates 
the referent’s biological sex is underlined.

137  One may argue that Mickey Mouse may be subject of personification and, therefore, not 
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Sentence Human 
/ animal

Topic Pronoun 
choice

H Antoinette était le léopard le plus connu 
du zoo de Paris. Malheureusement, ___ 
vient de mourir.

animal proper 
noun

il (18%)
elle (82%)

I Quand j’ai visité le zoo hier, j’ai vu un 
léopard. ___ était en train d’allaiter ses 
petits.

animal n/a il (58%)
elle (42%)

First, let us look at the participants’ general preferences: Do they opt for 
grammatical or semantic agreement on personal pronouns? Figure 1 presents 
an overview of the results:

Figure 1 – General overview.

As Figure 1 shows, the results show a strong preference for semantic over 
grammatical agreement. The statistical analysis corroborates this effect (t-value 
= 23.585), which indicates that our participants usually opt for semantic agree‑
ment on personal pronouns, even if that results in a clash between the form of 
the pronoun and the grammatical gender of the noun it refers to.

Next, Figure 2 illustrates the potential influence of topicality – that is, is the 
topic position filled by one of the test nouns (e.g., vedette ‘star’) or by a proper 
noun (e.g., Vianney): 

considered a real animal. The results for sentence G seem to confirm this, as they pattern with 
those of the human nouns.
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Figure 2 – Influence of topicality.

Figure 2 shows that there is an influence of topicality on the choice between 
either grammatical or semantic agreement. When the test noun occurs in topic 
position, the participants are more likely to use grammatical agreement on the 
pronoun than when a proper noun is used in topic position.

The percentages on the individual sentences reported in Table 2 partly 
confirm the effect of topicality: in general, the percentages for semantic agree‑
ment are lower for sentences A-C – where the epicene noun is in topic posi‑
tion – than for sentences D-F – where the topic position is filled by a proper 
noun – except for sentence A, which shows a strong preference for semantic 
agreement too. When we turn to the sentences involving animal nouns (G-I), 
we see a clear difference between the sentences containing a proper noun 
in topic position (G-H), and the sentence displaying a different composition, 
involving the use of the verb allaiter (I). This difference again confirms the influ‑
ence of topicality.

Finally, we turn to the question whether there is a difference between human 
and animal denoting nouns, as well as an influence of topicality. The partici‑
pants’ choices for either grammatical or semantic agreement with both human 
and non-human referents are summarised in Figure 3: 
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Figure 3 – Human nouns versus animal nouns.

As Figure 3 suggests, indeed, there appears to be a difference between hu‑
man and non-human denoting nouns with respect to the preference for either 
grammatical or semantic agreement. The participants selected grammatical 
agreement more often with non-human than with human nouns.

Considering the distinction between human and animal nouns, Table 2 
shows that when looking at the individual cases, the differences between these 
two noun types are more nuanced. While semantic agreement is strongly pre‑
ferred with the human noun victime (A + F), as well as with the nouns personne 
and vedette when combined with a proper noun in topic position (D-E), this 
also holds for the animal noun souris (G). 

In sum, the results show that semantic agreement is generally preferred 
on personal pronouns in French. In the next section, I discuss how these re‑
sults interact with what we know from existing work on semantic agreement in 
French, Dutch, and German.

4. Discussion

In order to be able to compare French to Dutch and German with respect to 
semantic agreement on pronouns, this paper addressed the following research 
questions:

RQ1  Do native speakers of French opt for grammatical or semantic gender 
agreement on personal pronouns?
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RQ2  Do the factors topicality and individuation – specifically the difference be‑
tween humans and animals – influence a speaker’s choice for either grammatical 
or semantic agreement?

The results suggest that speakers of French predominantly choose seman‑
tic agreement on pronouns referring to animate nouns. As such, the situation 
for French seems to correspond to what earlier studies reported for several 
Germanic languages, where semantic agreement on pronouns is very common 
(e.g., Audring, 2009; Kraaikamp, 2017, on Dutch, Braun & Haig, 2010, on Ger‑
man, or de Vogelaer et al., 2020, on Dutch and German). Furthermore, the two 
additional factors taken into account, topicality and individuation, also seem to 
influence pronominal agreement, as I discuss in what follows.

4.1 Factors influencing pronominal agreement
That speakers of French often choose semantic agreement on pronouns is 

both expected and unexpected. On the one hand, given the traditional con‑
ception of French as a grammatical gender language, it might seem surprising 
that speakers nevertheless opt for semantic agreement. On the other hand, the 
massive choice for semantic agreement may be seen as exemplary of existing 
language variation, since the 1976’s Tolérances grammaticales (cf. example 
4) already accepted semantic agreement on pronouns as an alternative. This 
tendency is also witnessed by Abeillé et al. (2018), who report a relatively fre‑
quent use of closest conjunct agreement (accord de proximité) in both formal 
and less formal written texts. As such, it contradicts the supposed supremacy 
of the masculine gender in French that is captured by the traditional grammar 
expression le masculin l’emporte sur le féminin and shows that gender agree‑
ment in French may display variation in several respects. 

From a comparative perspective, it is also rather unsurprising to observe 
a preference for semantic agreement on pronouns, not only considering the 
studies on semantic agreement in Dutch and German (e.g., Audring, 2009; 
Kraaikamp, 2017; de Vogelaer et al., 2020), but also from a typological point 
of view, as shown by the work of Corbett (1979, 1991, 2006) and his Agree‑
ment Hierarchy based on typological data (recall example 9), which states that 
semantic agreement is very likely with pronouns.

If we compare the present findings to existing work on agreement in parti‑
tives (cf. Sleeman & Ihsane, 2016; Westveer, 2021; Westveer et al., 2021), 
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we can observe both differences and similarities. As discussed in Section 1.2, 
speakers of French appear to be rather acceptant towards semantic agree‑
ment, particularly for superlative partitives. Overall, however, semantic agree‑
ment seems to be less acceptable for partitives than for personal pronouns, 
but this difference may be explained considering the fact that we deal here 
with two different syntactic constellations: partitive constructions – which are 
complex nominal constructions – versus pronominal agreement – which is less 
local. This pattern is also confirmed by the reported differences between quan‑
tified and superlative partitives. 

From this perspective, Corbett’s (1979) Agreement Hierarchy may explain 
the differences between partitives and personal pronouns. In their study on 
agreement in French partitive constructions, Sleeman & Ihsane (2016) propose 
an extended version of the Agreement Hierarchy, including both quantified and 
superlative partitives. This extended hierarchy, as shown in (25), is further sup‑
ported by other work on partitives (Westveer, 2021; Westveer et al., 2021):

(25)  Extended Agreement Hierarchy
(25) � Personal pronoun > relative pronoun > superlative partitive > quantified partitive 

> predicate > attributive

Thus, the specific agreement context appears to be a relevant factor in 
the likelihood of semantic agreement, which confirms the findings of previous 
studies investigating languages other than French (cf. Corbett, 1991; Audring, 
2009; Kraaikamp, 2017).

Another factor I have taken into account is topicality (cf. van Kampen & 
Pinto, 2008; Kaiser, 2011). As was already expected, semantic agreement is 
strongly preferred when the sentence preceding the one with the pronoun con‑
tains a proper noun in topic position, as in (26). Instead, if the topic position 
is filled by an epicene noun, such as personne ‘person’ in (27), the preference 
toward semantic agreement seems to be lower:

(26)  Jean	 est	 la	 personne	 la	 plus 	 âgée 	 que	 je	 connais.
(26)  Jean	 is	 the.f	 person(f)	 the.f	 comp	 old.f	 that	 I	 know
(26)  Il/Elle	 habite	 tout	 près	 de	 chez	 moi.
(26)  He/She	 lives	 very	 close	 of	 by	 me
(26)  ‘Jean is the oldest person I know. He/She lives very close to me.’
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(27)  La	 personne	 la	 plus 	 âgée	 que	 je	 connais	 était
(27)  the.f	 person(f)	 the.f	 comp	 old.f	 that	 I	 know	 was
(27)  instituteur	 pendant	 une 	 grande	 partie	 de	 sa	 vie.
(27)  teacher(m)	 during	 a	 large	 part	 of	 his	 life
(27)  Il/Elle	 habite	 tout	 près	 de	 chez	 moi.
(27)  He/She	 lives	 very	 close	 of	 by	 me
(27) � ‘The oldest person I know was a teacher for the majority of his life. He/She lives 

very close to me.’

It may be argued that the referent’s biological sex is more foregrounded 
when a non-ambiguous proper noun is used in topic position. In case a proper 
noun is absent and an epicene noun is used in topic position, instead, the refer‑
ence is less specific and, therefore, the referent’s sex may be less accentuated. 
In addition, when a common noun – e.g., a profession noun such as chanteur 
‘singer(m)’ – is used to indicate the referent’s sex, as in (27), the accent may be 
on the function a person holds, rather than on the person itself, which could 
also explain the greater acceptance of grammatical agreement in those cases. 
Yet, further research – specifically involving psycholinguistic experiments – is 
necessary to shed more light on these issues.

The results of the present study also point towards a difference between 
human and animal nouns, which may be considered an effect of individuation. 
Speakers of French show a stronger preference of semantic agreement for pro‑
nouns that refer to human nouns than for pronouns referring to animal nouns. 
Although these findings are only based on a very limited sample of nouns – 
three human nouns and two animal nouns – there seems to be an effect of 
individuation, as we would expect based on the existing studies on pronomi‑
nal agreement in Germanic languages. As I discussed in section 1.1, Audring 
(2009) shows that the choice for either semantic or grammatical agreement on 
pronouns in Dutch can be captured by the Individuation Hierarchy, repeated in 
(28) for convenience (Audring, 2009: 124):

(28)  Individuation Hierarchy
(28) � Human > animal > bound object/abstract > specific mass > unspecific mass/ 

/abstract
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Since humans are located further to the left of the Individuation Hierarchy 
than animals, semantic agreement is more likely for human than for animal 
referents, which is confirmed by the results from French. In addition, it corre‑
sponds to the observation of Fukumura et al. (2022), who report an effect of in‑
dividuation on the avoidance of gender ambiguous pronouns in French. Further 
research should reveal whether such an effect also holds for larger samples of 
nouns that involve individuation differences.

Although the results of the present study thus appear to show an effect 
of individuation, one should keep in mind the differences between the gender 
systems of French and languages such as Dutch or German. In German and 
Dutch, individuation particularly plays a role in discriminating between neuter 
pronouns, on the one hand, and masculine and feminine (common) pronouns, 
on the other hand – a distinction that is not relevant for French given the ab‑
sence of neuter gender. This difference also makes the alternation between 
semantic and grammatical agreement for pronouns less prominent for French 
and, therefore, an issue of more limited scope than in the Germanic languages. 
Besides, the phenomenon is limited to personal pronouns in French, whereas 
in Dutch and German, relative pronouns are involved too.

Obviously, further factors are known to influence gender agreement, spe‑
cifically for pronouns. For instance, Braun & Haig (2010) show that for speak‑
ers of German, the age of the referent is also a relevant factor in choosing for 
either grammatical or semantic agreement on pronouns. As their study shows, 
biological sex has a higher relevance – and thus leads to more semantic agree‑
ment – when the referents are older (e.g., children under the age of 12, versus 
near-adult teenagers). Including such additional factors would have exceeded 
the scope of the current study, which is still exploratory in nature given the lack 
of earlier work on French pronominal agreement. Nevertheless, the present 
study tells us that the choice between grammatical and semantic agreement 
also plays a role in pronominal agreement in French, which paves the way for 
further studies on this topic; follow-up work could then also take into account 
additional factors potentially influencing pronominal agreement, next to the fac‑
tors individuation and topicality touched upon in this study. Another issue that 
could be included in future work is the possible influence of participant related 
factors, such as a participant’s age or sex, which I did not take into account 
within the present study due to is rather exploratory nature.
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4.2 Gender agreement and inclusive language
The ongoing discussions on a more inclusive language may have an im‑

pact on the pronominal system, as well as, in the long run, on the agreement 
system. Especially the discussion around a more neutral language – also ad‑
dressing those that do not identify as male or female – already triggered the 
creation of novel pronoun forms and agreement strategies, such as the novel 
gender-neutral pronoun hen in Swedish (cf. Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015), 
singular use of they in English (cf. Bradley, 2020), or the new pronoun iel in 
French, which recently has been integrated into the online version of the Petit 
Robert dictionary too (cf. Bimbenet, 2021). 

The integration of the new pronoun forms challenge the existing agreement 
systems, as illustrated by French iel in (29):

(29)  a.	 Iel	 est	 fatigué / intelligent.
	 they	 is	 tired.m / intelligent.m
(29)  b.	 Iel	 est	 fatiguée / intelligente.
	 they	 is	 tired.f / intelligent.f
(29)  c.	 Iel	 est	 faitgué·e / intelligent·e.
	 they	 is	 tired.m.f / intelligent.m.f
(29)  d.	 Iel	 est	 fatiguæ / intelligenx.
	 they	 is	 tired.neut / intelligent.neut

	 ‘They is tired / intelligent.’

Since the French gender agreement system does only distinguish between 
masculine and feminine forms, it is unclear how agreement with a neo-pronoun 
such as iel, which is neither masculine nor feminine, should operate. One op‑
tion would be to use either the traditional masculine or feminine forms, as in 
(29a-b), whereby the masculine is often argued to also express genericity.138 An 
alternative would be so-called ‘inclusive writing’, for instance by using the point 
médian as in (29c), which allows for including both the masculine and the femi‑
nine forms. Finally, novel morphological agreement forms have been proposed, 
such as the -æ or -x suffixes in (29d) (cf. Alpheratz, 2018). However, the latter 

138  The supposed genericity is a vividly debated topic and several psycholinguistic studies 
question the generic status of the masculine, reporting a male bias with masculine-gendered items 
that are intended do function as generics (cf. Braun et al., 1998; Ulrich et al., 2004; Brauer & Lan‑
dry, 2008; Gygax et al., 2012; Misersky et al., 2013).
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two strategies are more easily applied in written languages, as it is not clear 
how such forms should be pronounced. Yet, in spoken language, the actual 
ending of at least adjectives is less relevant, since in most cases there is no 
audible difference between the masculine and the feminine forms, for instance 
with populaire [pɔpylɛʁ] ‘popular’, but also with joli [ʒɔli] ‘beautiful’. At present, it 
cannot be said whether the novel pronouns will widely spread within the French 
language, nor what agreement strategy speakers will use with these forms. 
Future studies may be able to further take on these questions, but Delaborde 
et al. (this volume: 229-253) already show that the acceptability of forms varies 
between speakers, as well as between specific forms. For instance, the novel 
pronoun iel turns out to be less accepted than forms using the point médian.139

Conclusion

This paper aimed at investigating the likelihood of semantic agreement on 
personal pronouns in French in comparison to the Germanic languages Dutch 
and German, for which there exists a vast body of literature on the topic. The 
results of a sentence completion task, filled in by 32 native speakers of French, 
showed that semantic agreement is often preferred on personal pronouns, 
which corresponds to what earlier studies reported for Germanic languages. 
As such, personal pronouns appeared to partly differ from other types of agree‑
ment contexts, such as partitives, for which other studies reported acceptabil‑
ity of semantic agreement to a lesser degree. These findings are in line with the 
Agreement Hierarchy that is based on cross-linguistic observations. Apart from 
the influence of topicality, which was already expected, semantic agreement 
seemed to be more preferable with human than with animal referents, thus 
pointing towards an influence of individuation, which had also been observed 
in studies on Dutch. Further research on this topic is necessary to confirm the 
results, but the present study presents a first step in the investigation of pro‑
nominal agreement in French.

139  See Diewald (this volume: 89-110) and Abrantes (this volume: 147-156) for a discussion of 
gender-fair language in German.
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Appendix A: sentences experiment

Test sentences
La seule victime de l’accident d’avion d’hier était chanteur pendant une grande 
partie de sa vie. ___ visitait souvent le restaurant où je travaille.

La personne la plus âgée que je connais était instituteur pendant une grande partie 
de sa vie. ___ habite tout près de chez moi.

Cette vedette très connue était instituteur avant son début de carrière. ___ est très 
populaire en France.

Quand j’ai visité le zoo hier, j’ai vu un léopard. ___ était en train d’allaiter ses petits.

Antoinette était le léopard le plus connu du zoo de Paris. Malheureusement, ___ 
vient de mourir.

Grâce aux dessins animés, Mickey Mouse est une souris connue partout dans le 
monde. ___ a beaucoup de fans.

Vianney est une vedette peu connue aux Pays-Bas. Pourtant, ___ est très populaire 
en France.

Jean est la personne la plus âgée que je connais. ___ habite tout près de chez moi.

Monsieur Dupont était la seule victime de l’accident d’avion d’hier. ___ visitait 
souvent le restaurant où je travaille.
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Control sentences
Jeannette est la personne la plus âgée que je connais. Il/Elle habite tout près de 
chez moi.

Grâce aux dessins animés, Minnie Mouse est une souris connue partout dans le 
monde. Il/Elle a beaucoup de fans.

Fillers
Monsieur Dupont était un/une des nombreuses victimes de l’accident d’avion 
d’avant-hier.

Madame Dupont était un/une des nombreuses victimes de l’accident d’avion 
d’avant-hier.

Le plus âgé / La plus âgée des personnes que je connais s’appelle Jean.

Le plus âgé / La plus âgée des personnes que je connais s’appelle Jeannette.

Un/Une des vedettes les plus connues en France est Vianney.

Un/Une des vedettes les plus connues en France est Zazie.

Le plus connu / La plus connue de tous les léopards du zoo de Paris est Antoinette.

Le plus connu / La plus connue de tous les léopards du zoo de Paris est Rémy.

Un / Une des souris les plus connues est Mickey Mouse.

Un / Une des souris les plus connues est Minnie Mouse.


