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Antecedents of a novel gender-neutral pronoun. A corpus-based approach to 

pronoun reference in Swedish 

 

Abstract 

The current paper provides a corpus-based perspective on the issues of pronominal systems and 

pronoun reference. Specifically, the paper examines the antecedents of Swedish third person 

singular animate pronouns, with a particular focus on the recently introduced gender-neutral 

pronoun HEN. Using Swedish Twitter corpora from 2015–2017 (ca. 1.6 B words), the study 

provides a comparison of the general antecedent types as well as of the specific antecedent lemmas 

used with each pronoun. The results show that, while there are considerable similarities between 

the use of HEN and the more established gender-equal expression HAN ELLER HON (‘he or she’), 

HEN is used substantially more often with nouns that refer to close personal relationships. In this 

regard, HEN also bears closer resemblance to the feminine pronoun than to the masculine pronoun. 

Generally, the analysis demonstrates that language users are assigning a distinct set of functional 

properties to HEN, making it a complement to the “old” gender-specific and gender-equal pronouns, 

not a replacement.  

 

  



 

 

1 Introduction 

HEN is a new Swedish pronoun for third person singular (in active use since 2012), complementing 

the “old” pronoun lemmas HAN (’he’), HON (’she’) and DEN/DET (’it’).1 Like HAN and HON, HEN is 

an animate pronoun, but gender-neutral. While the possibility of coining a gender-neutral (or non-

binary) third person pronoun has been discussed in several languages (e.g. the forms zie and hir in 

English; see Baron, 2020), the Swedish HEN is unique in that it is, relatively speaking, a success 

story. In other words, HEN is being used by a considerable portion of actual language users (Bäck 

et al., 2017). Thus, HEN constitutes a remarkable instance of language change where a new closed-

class word has been adopted by (a substantial part of) a language population. 

 Until now, HEN has received a fair amount of attention within the fields of sociolinguistics, 

psychology and gender studies (e.g. Milles, 2013; Tavits and Pérez, 2019; Vergoossen et al., 

2020b). However, given how rare changes to pronominal systems are (see Howe (1996) regarding 

Germanic languages), HEN certainly deserves the interest of grammarians and corpus linguists as 

well. The current paper provides a corpus-based approach to the use of HEN by examining Swedish 

Twitter corpora from 2015–2017 comprising ca. 1.6 Billion words. Twitter corpora contain, for 

the most part, relatively informal language by a large number of authors, and are, therefore, well 

suited for analyses of novel linguistic phenomena in large populations. Moreover, while Twitter is 

by no means representative of the entire language population, Twitter is very popular among young 

adults in Sweden (52% of men and 45% of women aged 16–24 used Twitter at least sporadically; 

Davidsson and Thoresson, 2017). This makes Twitter an interesting data source for those who 

                                                           
1 I use small capitals when referring to lemmas, and italics when referring to individual word forms. 



 

 

study linguistic phenomena that are primarily driven by the younger generations (such as gender-

neutral language; Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015; Bäck et al., 2017).  

 The focus of the paper lies at the issue of pronoun reference (also commonly referred to as 

anaphoric reference). Pronouns are typically used to refer to entities that have been introduced 

earlier in the discourse by means of a full noun phrase. The aim of the current paper is to examine 

what words constitute antecedents of HEN, and to compare these with the antecedents of the 

masculine HAN, the feminine HON, and the gender-equal expressions HAN ELLER HON (‘he or she’) 

and HON ELLER HAN (‘she or he’). Importantly, then, the current paper examines the use of HEN in 

relation to the other members of the same grammatical class, i.e. third person singular animate 

pronouns. After all, in order to evaluate what is special about HEN, we have to know how it differs 

from the rest of the comparable expressions in the language system. This is the first investigation 

that systematically documents the distribution of antecedents for any of the Swedish pronouns. 

 Specifically, the paper examines the following questions concerning third person singular 

animate pronouns in Swedish:  

(i) What general antecedent types do the different pronouns commonly refer to? 

(ii) What specific antecedent lemmas do the different pronouns commonly refer to?  

(iii) In what ways are the antecedents of HEN similar or dissimilar to those of the other 

pronouns?  

With respect to antecedent types, this study focuses on the basic semantic distinction between 

proper names (referring to a single entity) and common nouns (referring to a class of entities). By 

examining the general antecedent types as well as the specific antecedent lemmas, this paper 

contributes to our understanding of the appropriate, and preferred, use of each of the third person 



 

 

pronouns. Consequently, the paper illuminates the relationships between the gender-specific 

pronouns (HAN and HON), the gender-equal expressions (HAN ELLER HON and HON ELLER HAN), and 

the new gender-neutral pronoun HEN. 

 

2 Background 

2.1 Pronoun reference 

In present-day Swedish, as in English, third person animate pronouns are typically used to refer to 

persons that have been introduced at an earlier point in the discourse. According to the ‘stage 

metaphor’ by Chafe (1974), which has been highly influential in theoretical accounts of pronoun 

reference, the first time a person is introduced in discourse can be likened to the moment when a 

character on a stage is highlighted for the first time. In turn, the subsequent reference to the person 

with a third person pronoun can be likened to maintaining the metaphorical spotlight on that 

person. Importantly, a third person singular pronoun can be used to highlight only one person at a 

time, even if multiple individuals have been introduced in the discourse earlier. Therefore, Brown 

and Yule (1983) make a distinction between a ‘current (given) entity’ and a previously highlighted 

‘displaced (given) entity’. In theory, then, languages with two third person singular animate 

pronouns like English2—and Swedish before the introduction of HEN—allow for the existence of 

two current animate entities in discourse at a time: a male and a female, corresponding to the male 

and the female third person pronoun, respectively.  

The manner in which a person is first highlighted in a discourse can vary. In what is considered 

the most prototypical case of pronoun use, an entity is first introduced by means of a full noun 

                                                           
2 Recently, however, there has been an increase in the use of THEY as a generic third person singular pronoun in 

English (see e.g. Bodine, 1975; LaScotte, 2016). 



 

 

phrase (e.g. my friend Jane), and is later referred to anaphorically with a pronoun (in this case, 

SHE).3 However, corpus studies have shown that a significant percentage of pronouns refer to 

entities that are not introduced linguistically in the discourse at all (Gundel et al., 2005; Hitzeman 

and Poesio, 1998). In accordance with e.g. Greene et al. (1994), I use the term unheralded 

pronouns to refer to such cases. Reference resolution of unheralded pronouns is dependent on 

shared knowledge between the interlocutors (Eckert and Strube, 2000; Gerrig et al., 2011; Jucker 

and Smith, 1996). For example, if two interlocutors share the same physical space, they can use a 

pronoun exophorically to refer to an entity that is visible to them both (Cornish, 1999; Halliday 

and Hasan, 1976; Thavenius, 1982). In other instances, the interlocutors may refer to entities that 

they have discussed together in an earlier conversation (this is termed episodic anaphora by Gerrig 

et al., 2011, and long-distance pronominalisation by Hitzeman and Poesio, 1998). Yet another 

possibility is to refer to entities that are prominent in the interlocutors’ shared cultural environment. 

In some form or another, most theoretical accounts of pronoun reference adhere to the view that 

pronouns refer to a mental representation of an entity (or entities), rather than to the entity per se 

(e.g. Cornish, 2009; Ehlich, 1982; Emmott, 1997; Lyons, 1979; c.f. Tanaka, 2000). However, these 

mental representations are difficult to study in an objective manner. Given that an external 

observer, e.g. a linguist, cannot access the mental representations of other people, all one can do 

is to rely on linguistic evidence. Therefore, the current paper applies a strictly textual perspective 

on pronoun reference: the antecedent of a pronoun is the word (or words) in the text that designates 

the intended representation (or intentional correlate, as Lyons (1979) puts it). If a pronoun lacks a 

textual antecedent in the data (in the current case, in the Twitter thread in question), it is considered 

unheralded. Similarly, given that an external observer cannot access all prior conversations 

                                                           
3 Less frequently, pronouns appear before their co-referential full noun phrase in the discourse, i.e. cataphorically. 



 

 

between interlocutors nor be aware of the extent to which they share the same experiences, a 

corpus-based analysis cannot make a distinction between the different types of unheralded 

pronouns (see previous paragraph).  

In written communication, the writer and the reader are typically separated in both space and 

time. Because of this limited shared experience, the possibilities for other than anaphoric 

pronominal reference are also limited. Twitter, however, is not an exclusively text-based platform, 

as it is also possible to include pictures, gifs, and videos in tweets. These can construct a part of 

the common ground between the interlocutors in a Twitter thread. Moreover, like other social 

media platforms, Twitter combines features of a predominantly written medium with that of face-

to-face communication in that it is often both interactive and informal (Ferrara et al., 1991; Scott, 

2015; Seargeant and Tagg, 2014). This has important implications for the use of pronouns and, 

consequently, for the search for their antecedents. For example, in a study of pronoun reference in 

English spoken dialogues, Rocha (2000) shows that the frequency of cross-sentence anaphora is 

higher than that of within-sentence anaphora. It is, therefore, reasonable to expect that cross-

sentence—and cross-tweet—anaphora is a common occurrence on Twitter as well. Accordingly, 

the search for a pronoun’s antecedent needs to be expanded outside of the tweet in which the 

pronoun occurs to other tweets in the same conversation thread (see section 3 on methods). 

 

2.2 Third person pronouns in Swedish 

In order to interpret the use of the new gender-neutral pronoun HEN (as well as of the other third 

person pronouns), it is important to give a short summary of the established pronominal system in 

Swedish. According to Svenska Akademiens grammatik (Teleman et al., 1999)—the authoritative 



 

 

descriptive grammar of modern Swedish—third person pronouns include the 13 forms presented 

in Table 1. The correct form of a third person pronoun is dependent on four grammatical features: 

(1) number, (2) animacy, (3) biological/grammatical gender, and (4) case.  

 

[PLACE TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 

The current study focuses on third person pronouns referring to singular animate antecedents. 

Here, then, the choice has traditionally been between the masculine HAN and the feminine HON. 

According to Teleman et al. (1999: Vol. 2, Pronomen, § 37), speakers make this choice based on 

‘the factual or the conventionally perceived gender of the antecedent’ (my translation). Also, 

according to Teleman et al., when an animate pronoun is used in the generic sense, people typically 

choose the masculine lemma, i.e. HAN, as in (1). An exception to this tendency, however, concerns 

contexts where the antecedent is the noun MÄNNISKA (‘human’/‘person’/‘humankind’) or NÄSTA 

(‘neighbor’). In such cases, the feminine pronoun HON is used in the generic function instead4, as 

in (2). Teleman et al. (1999) mention in a footnote that some people prefer using the expression 

HAN ELLER HON (‘he or she’)5 in contexts with a generic meaning to avoid the risk of an 

unintentionally gender-specific interpretation of sentences such as (3).  

 

                                                           
4 This has a historical explanation. These nouns used to represent the feminine grammatical gender in Old Swedish, 

before the distinction between the feminine and the masculine gender dissolved. The use of the feminine pronoun with 

certain nouns can be considered the last remnant of the three-gender system in present-day standard Swedish. 
5 The case inflection of HAN ELLER HON follows that of HAN and HON, respectively, i.e. the accusative form is honom 

eller henne and the genitive form is hans eller hennes. 



 

 

(1)  Om någon vill röka får han göra det i korridoren.6  

 ‘If someone wants to smoke, he may do so in the hallway.’  

(2)  Människan måste bestämma sig för vilken värld hon vill leva i.  

 ‘Humankind must decide what kind of world she wants to live in.’  

(3)  Kunden måste bestämma sig för vilket betalningssätt han eller hon föredrar. 

 ‘The client must decide which payment method he or she prefers.’  

 

It is more than 20 years since the publication of Teleman et al. (1999), and, with respect to several 

points, their account of third person singular animate pronouns in Swedish can no longer be 

considered up-to-date. First, the use of the generic HAN (or HON) is no longer customary. In fact, 

the Swedish Language Council (ISOF) now discourages such use based on the observation that it 

‘is rarely perceived as gender-neutral by language users’ (ISOF, n.d.). In other words, most people 

interpret HAN as an exclusively male pronoun in the same way as they interpret HON as female. 

Therefore, one should not expect to find sentences like (1) and (2) in the current data. Second, over 

the last 15 years, the gender-equal expression HAN ELLER HON has been complemented by the 

alternative expression HON ELLER HAN (‘she or he’).7 Third, Teleman et al. (1999) make no mention 

of HEN, the new gender-neutral third person animate pronoun that is used by a significant portion 

of Swedish speakers today (Bäck et al., 2017). Unlike the gender-specific pronouns and the gender-

equal expressions, the form HEN makes no reference to the binary gender categories.8 

                                                           
6 Examples (1)–(3) are from Teleman et al. (1999: Vol. 2, Pronomen, § 37) with my translations. The translations 

reflect the use of the third person pronoun in question, marked by italics. 
7 The first token of HON ELLER HAN in the blog corpora of the Swedish Language Bank is from 2005. It has been used 

consistently since then, albeit less frequently than HAN ELLER HON (by approximately a 1:4 ratio). 
8 I use the umbrella term ‘gender-ambiguous’ of the three expressions that do not single out one gender or another (i.e. 

HEN, HAN ELLER HON, and HON ELLER HAN) as opposed to the gender-specific pronouns (HAN and HON). 



 

 

 

2.3 HEN - the gender-neutral third person pronoun 

While the form hen was coined more than 50 years ago (Dunås, 1966), its true rise to public 

awareness did not come until 2012. In newspaper corpora, hen occurs for the first time in 2005, 

but with only a handful of attestations until 2012, when its relative frequency suddenly rises from 

0.7 to 8.9 tokens per 1 Million words (Ledin and Lyngfelt, 2013). Similarly, in blog corpora, the 

relative frequency of hen rises from 4 tokens per 1 Million words in 2008–2011 to 21 tokens in 

2012 (ibid.). Ledin and Lyngfelt note that over 50 percent of the tokens from 2005 to 2012 

represent meta-use, i.e. instances where hen is not used as a referential pronoun, but, rather, where 

the word itself is being discussed. The high number of meta-tokens indicates that HEN was not yet 

well-established as a pronoun in 2012. After initially discouraging from the use of the pronoun, 

the Swedish Language Council changed its recommendations in 2013, and in 2015, HEN was 

included in Svenska Akademiens ordlista (SAOL, 2015), a generally acknowledged normative 

glossary of Swedish. While many Swedish speakers would still object to the use of the new 

pronoun, almost all speakers knew the word by 2015 (Bäck et al., 2017; Gustafsson Sendén et al., 

2015). Put differently, HEN became part of most Swedish speakers’ vocabulary, at least in the 

passive domain.  

 Previous research on HEN has dealt primarily with social and psychological aspects of 

introducing the gender-neutral pronoun in Swedish. Attitudes to the new pronoun have been shown 

to correlate with age, gender, political orientation and education. The most positive attitudes 

toward HEN are found among young, urban, university-educated, female voters of the Feminist 

Initiative or the Green Party (Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015; Bäck et al., 2017). Studies in 

psychology have shown that using the gender-neutral pronoun may contribute to advancing gender 



 

 

equality in society. In particular, using HEN has been shown to reduce implicit gender-bias in some 

evaluation tasks (Lindqvist et al., 2019), and to increase tolerance toward LGBT communities 

(Tavits and Pérez, 2019). 

 The linguistic use of HEN has been previously examined by Ledin and Lyngfelt (2013) and 

Milles (2013). Ledin and Lyngfelt (2013) study the functions of HEN by examining blog and 

newspaper corpora. They identify five main functions of the pronoun: (i) non-binary (the 

writer/speaker refers to a person with a non-binary gender identity), (ii) anonymizing (the 

writer/speaker protects the privacy of a person by not disclosing the person’s gender), (iii) gender-

ambiguous (the writer/speaker does not know the gender of the person), (iv) indefinite (the 

writer/speaker refers to an abstract/hypothetical person), and (v) generic (the writer refers to a 

person of any gender). As the functions are defined by the inner motive of the writer/speaker to 

use HEN, it is not always apparent what category any given token represents (this is especially true 

of the distinction between the anonymizing and the gender-ambiguous function). Based on a rough 

analysis, Ledin and Lyngfelt observe that the generic function is very frequent in both blogs and 

newspaper texts (30% and 47%, respectively), while the anonymizing/gender-ambiguous function 

is much more frequent in blogs than in newspapers (41% and 9%, respectively), and the non-binary 

function is more frequent in newspapers than in blogs (30% and 15%, respectively).  

 Milles (2013) discusses HEN in the context of feminist language planning and investigates the 

use of the pronoun in the public domain in 2012–2013. She notes that most of the instances of HEN 

in public documents, especially in parliamentary motions and texts by government agencies, 

represent the generic function. She also addresses the issue of case inflection, since there is some 

variation regarding how people choose to inflect HEN in the object function. Whereas the 

nominative form hen and the genitive form hens are widely agreed upon, the choice of the 



 

 

accusative form is not so straightforward. Some prefer the form henom (where the inflectional 

ending resembles that of the masculine pronoun) and some prefer hen (i.e. an identical form to the 

nominative). In the current paper, I include both variants in the analyses. 

 

3 Methods 

The current dataset consists of 7,626 concordance lines from tweets published between 2015 and 

2017. I extracted the sentences from the available Twitter corpora in the Swedish Language Bank9: 

Svensk Twitter 2015, Svensk Twitter 2016, and Svensk Twitter 2017. Each of the three corpora 

comprise a random sample of tweets written in Swedish containing ca. 500 Million tokens. In total, 

the corpora comprise ca. 1.61 Billion tokens. Using the Korp search engine (Borin et al., 2012), I 

first conducted a concordance search for the lemma HEN (i.e. forms automatically tagged in the 

corpora as representing this lemma10), which resulted in 2,682 matches in the corpora. However, 

an inspection of the search results revealed that 77 percent of the matches represented the genitive 

form hens, while only a minority represented the nominative or the accusative forms11. Therefore, 

I expanded the initial search to include concordances of the specific word forms hen and henom. 

The final dataset includes all the concordances from the initial search, all concordances of the form 

henom in the corpora, and random samples of 500 concordances from each of the three years for 

the form hen. In addition, the dataset includes random samples of 1,000 concordances of the 

lemmas HAN (‘he’) and HON (‘she’), respectively. Finally, the dataset includes all concordances of 

the expressions HAN ELLER HON (’he or she’) and HON ELLER HAN (‘she or he’) in the corpora.  

                                                           
9 spraakbanken.gu.se 
10 In the Korp-interface, this is called a lemgram.  
11 For the lemmas HON and HAN, 73 and 78 percent of the tokens, respectively, represent the nominative form, while 

just 11–12 percent represent the genitive form. 



 

 

 I determined and annotated manually the antecedent lemma to each of the matches (pronouns) 

in the dataset by following the link to the respective original tweets provided in the Korp online 

search view. I only included the headword of the antecedent phrase in the annotations. In some 

instances, finding the antecedent required going back to previous tweets in the same Twitter thread. 

In such cases, I did not restrict the size of the search window for the antecedent as long as the 

tweets were part of the same thread. Twitter threads that had been deleted after the corpus was 

completed and tweets published on accounts that had since been disabled or made private could 

not be examined. Hence, the antecedents of pronouns in such tweets are unknown. 

 In addition to determining the (head of the) antecedent of each of the pronouns, I categorized 

the antecedents according to type using the following four categories: (i) common noun or 

pronoun12, (ii) name of a person, (iii) Twitter user or hashtag (e.g. @knusslig, #hockeymålvakt), 

and (iv) unknown. The first two categories reflect the basic semantic distinction between common 

nouns (referring to a class of entities) and proper names (identifying a single entity; for a discussion 

of this distinction in Swedish, see e.g. Teleman et al., 1999). It is reasonable to expect a difference 

in the use of the different third person singular pronouns with respect to these categories of 

antecedents. Specifically, given that HAN ELLER HON and HON ELLER HAN are explicitly gender-

ambiguous whilst still referring to the binary gender categories, it is reasonable to expect that these 

expressions occur relatively infrequently with proper name antecedents (i.e. referring to specific 

individuals), whereas HAN and HON are likely to occur with proper names more often. What this 

study aims to determine, however, are the specific frequencies with which the different pronouns—

including the new gender-neutral pronoun HEN—occur with each antecedent type. In addition to 

                                                           
12 I include pronouns in the same category as common nouns based on the fact that there are only a few different 

pronoun lemmas that occur as antecedents to the third person singular pronouns in the data, and that these pronouns, 

like common nouns, refer to different entities depending on the context. 



 

 

the two main categories of antecedent types, I treat Twitter users and hashtags as a separate 

category in the analyses as such elements constitute a special feature of Twitter discourse 

(Zappavigna, 2017). Finally, I use the unknown-category to encompass both cases of seemingly 

unheralded pronouns and cases where the tweet was no longer available.13 For those occurrences 

of HEN where the antecedent was an identifiable individual, I also annotated the gender of that 

individual. I based these annotations on the evidence from the Twitter data as well as on the general 

context (with respect to e.g. public figures). I used the category ‘non-binary’ to refer to individuals 

that either in their Twitter profile or in the Twitter thread are identified as non-binary. In instances 

where the gender of the individual could not be unequivocally determined from the textual and/or 

general context, I annotated the gender as ‘undetermined’. 

 Prior to analysis, I excluded false hits from the data set, e.g. cases where the match was not a 

pronoun (e.g. Hans can also be a male name) or where the language of the tweet was not Swedish. 

Furthermore, I excluded all duplicate tweets, including re-tweets. In order to ensure that the results 

are not affected by potentially idiosyncratic language use of any one individual, I included only 

one tweet per user per pronoun in the analyses. Lastly, for the purpose of comparing the different 

pronoun lemmas, I did not include all the extracted concordances of the form hens in the data (as 

they were clearly over-represented in the initial search results; see first paragraph in this section); 

instead, I included a randomly selected sample of 300 of its concordances. Table 2 summarizes the 

number of occurrences per pronoun (lemma and word forms) in the data which the analyses in this 

                                                           
13 Pronouns which lack an antecedent in a Twitter thread may still refer to words in threads of other users, linked 

articles, websites etc. More often than not, determining whether a pronoun is truly unheralded is impossible in Twitter 

data. Therefore, I treat such tokens of pronouns as uncategorizable, similar to pronouns for which the context is 

unavailable. 



 

 

paper are based on. I conducted all the quantitative analyses in R (R Core Team, 2020). The 

annotated data and the R scripts are available in the supplementary materials to this paper.  

 

[PLACE TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Naturally, when interpreting the results of this study, one should keep in mind that the current 

dataset has some limitations. First, Twitter is not representative of the entire language population: 

ca. 14% of Swedes used Twitter regularly between 2015 and 2017 (Davidsson and Thoresson, 

2017). However, Twitter is very popular among young adults in Sweden (52% of men and 45% of 

women aged 16–24 used Twitter at least sporadically; ibid.). Second, the current Twitter corpora 

do not contain information about social variables pertaining to the authors of the tweets, such as 

age, gender, or education. Ideally, one would like to be able to control for such variables in order 

to provide a more detailed account of how the different pronouns are used in Swedish (given that 

these variables have been found to correlate with people’s attitudes towards using gender-neutral 

pronouns; see section 2.3). Third, Twitter does not represent all genres or domains of language. 

Nevertheless, because Twitter allows anyone to post content, and because of Twitter’s rather 

informal character, Twitter corpora are especially well suited for studying novel linguistic 

phenomena that are gaining ground among the general population.    

 

4 Results 

4.1 Antecedent types 



 

 

I begin the analysis of pronoun reference by inspecting the antecedents at a relatively general 

degree of abstraction, i.e. by examining the antecedent types with which each pronoun is 

commonly used. The four categories of antecedent types used in this section are: (i) common noun 

or pronoun, (ii) proper name, (iii) Twitter user/hashtag, and (iv) unknown. After giving a 

comprehensive account of the pronouns’ preferred antecedent types, I move on to examine the 

specific antecedent lemmas in the next section. 

 

[PLACE TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE] 

 

Table 3 illustrates the frequency with which the third person singular animate pronouns occur with 

each antecedent type in the data (showing observed frequencies, percentages per occurrences of 

the pronoun, and standardized residuals). Table 3 demonstrates that HEN differs substantially from 

the gender-specific pronouns HAN and HON with respect to its typical antecedents. Most notably, 

the proportion of common noun antecedents is considerably higher for HEN (56%) than for HAN 

(19%) or HON (29%). Moreover, the proportion of tokens referring to a proper name is extremely 

low for HEN (4%), whereas this is the most frequent antecedent type for both HAN (47%) and HON 

(35%). A chi-square test of independence confirms that there are statistically significant 

differences between the five lemmas: χ2 = 1,164; df = 12; p < .0001; Cramer’s V = .30. 

Furthermore, the standardized residuals in Table 3 indicate that these differences can be mainly 

attributed to the different frequencies with which the pronouns occur with common noun and 

proper name antecedents, respectively. In order to compare the distributions of antecedent types 

between the five pronouns more rigorously, I carried out a post-hoc chi-square test for pairwise 



 

 

differences (for details, see e.g. MacDonald and Gardner, 2000). The test, Bonferroni-corrected 

for multiple comparisons, reveals that there are statistically significant differences between all the 

lemmas except between HEN and HAN ELLER HON.14  

In general, the results in Table 3 are in accordance with what we know about the motives for 

using HEN among speakers of Swedish, as well as with the theoretical accounts of the semantics of 

third person pronouns. Based on a survey by Ledin and Lyngfelt (2013), speakers consider a 

generic, gender-neutral pronoun most useful in contexts where they do not have knowledge about 

a person’s gender or where the gender of a person is irrelevant. Therefore, it is not surprising that 

a large percentage (56%) of the antecedents of HEN are common nouns, as in (4), rather than names 

of specific individuals. Analogously, given that HAN and HON are non-generic pronouns, it is 

logical that they are often used to refer to individuals that have been previously identified by name, 

as in (5). 

 

(4): Det är oftast så att personen vill att du håller hens hand. (#3386)15 

 ’It is usually the case that the person wants you to hold hens hand.’ 

(5): Priset är döpt efter Strindberg och han uttalat sitt namn med ' å '. (#639) 

 ‘The prize is named after Strindberg, and he pronounced his name with an 'å'.’  

 

While the direction of the difference (regarding the proportions of common noun and proper name 

antecedents) between HEN and the gender-specific pronouns is not unexpected, it is important to 

                                                           
14 pHAN : HON < .0001, pHAN : HEN < .0001, pHAN : HAN ELLER HON < .0001, pHAN : HON ELLER HAN < .0001, pHON : HEN < .0001, pHON : HAN ELLER HON 

< .0001, pHON : HON ELLER HAN < .0001, pHEN : HAN ELLER HON = .175, pHEN : HON ELLER HAN = .013, pHAN ELLER HON : HON ELLER HAN = 0.002 
15 The number in brackets indicates the unique identification number of the concordance line in the data file. 



 

 

emphasize the magnitude of that difference. After all, this is the first time that the distribution and 

frequency of antecedent types has been documented for any of the pronouns, so these statistics 

deserve a detailed examination. The results show that HEN refers to common noun antecedents 

approximately three times as often as HAN and approximately twice as often as HON. Interestingly, 

then, the results indicate that there is not only a substantial difference between HEN and the gender-

specific pronouns, but also between the use of the masculine HAN and the feminine HON. 

Specifically, HAN is used relatively less frequently with common nouns and relatively more 

frequently with proper names than HON. This is a fairly curious result given that both gender-

specific pronouns have, in theory, the same potential regarding what antecedents they may refer 

to. An analysis into the causes of this difference between HAN and HON lies beyond the scope of 

this paper but should be conducted by future research. Nevertheless, it may be concluded that, at 

least with respect to antecedent types, the use of HEN is somewhat more similar to that of the 

feminine pronoun than to that of the masculine pronoun. 

 According to the results, there is no statistically significant difference between the gender-

neutral HEN and the gender-equal HAN ELLER HON in terms of antecedent types. The majority of 

tokens of both HEN and HAN ELLER HON refer to common nouns (55% and 60%, respectively) and 

both are used only sporadically with proper names and hashtags or usernames. Semantically, HEN 

and HAN ELLER HON have many similar attributes: they are both gender-ambiguous expressions 

that can have generic or indefinite reference; therefore, it seems logical that they tend to occur with 

similar types of antecedents. It may be noted, however, that the third of the studied expressions 

with similar semantic attributes, HON ELLER HAN, differs from the other two, as shown in Table 3. 

This is due to the substantially higher percentage of unknown antecedents for HON ELLER HAN 

(55%, as opposed to 38–39% for HEN and HAN ELLER HON). As these antecedents are unidentifiable 



 

 

in the data, it is impossible to determine whether the unknown antecedents of HON ELLER HAN are 

qualitatively different from the antecedents of the other pronouns. With respect to the other 

antecedent categories, however, HON ELLER HAN displays similar use as the other two gender-

ambiguous pronouns (i.e. rare use with proper names and usernames or hashtags). 

Despite the obvious semantic correspondence between HEN and HAN ELLER HON, it is still 

surprising that there is no significant difference between them in terms of the favoured antecedent 

types. In theory, one of the central functions of HEN is to refer to persons with a non-binary gender 

identity (Ledin and Lyngfelt, 2013). HAN ELLER HON, on the other hand, does not possess this 

function; after all, the expression ‘he or she’ presupposes the existence of binary gender categories. 

Therefore, one would expect that a non-negligible portion of the antecedents of HEN be composed 

of names of non-binary individuals. In practice, however, only 4 percent of the tokens of HEN refer 

to a proper name. Furthermore, instances where these names refer to a non-binary individual seem 

to be rare. Of the 56 occurrences of HEN with a proper name antecedent, 16 names refer to an 

objectively male individual (e.g. a public figure, as in (6)), 7 refer to an objectively female 

individual, and 12 refer to ‘God’ (as in (7)).16 In contrast, there are only 4 tokens of HEN where the 

proper name antecedent refers to a demonstrably non-binary person, i.e. a person who either in 

their Twitter profile or in the Twitter thread is identified as non-binary (see (8)). Although the true 

number of non-binary antecedents may be slightly higher (the gender could not be unequivocally 

determined for 21 of the 56 proper name antecedents), the overall low percentage of proper name 

antecedents of HEN suggests that the non-binary function is infrequent in comparison with the other 

functions of the pronoun.  

                                                           
16 The seeming discrepancy between the number of objectively or (in the case of ‘God’) culturally/traditionally male 

and female antecedents of HEN is an interesting finding that should be investigated further in future studies. In the 

current data, such occurrences are too rare to warrant an empirically-based discussion of the difference. 



 

 

 

(6):  Löfven vet inte vad hen pratar om. (#5398) 

 ‘[Prime minister Stefan] Löfven doesn’t know what hen is talking about.  

(7):  Gud och hens änglar ligger under ett täcke och gråter för att MFF vann [...] (#5734) 

 ‘God and hens angels are crying under a blanket because MFF won […]’  

(8): Freja Lindberg ger mig hopp om mänskligheten [...] Det är sånna som henom som får 

jämställdheten i samhället att gå framåt. (#5613) 

 ’[Photographer] Freja Lindberg gives me hope in humanity [...] It’s people like henom 

that contribute to a growing equality in society.’ 

 

4.2 Antecedent lemmas 

 

[PLACE TABLES 4a-d ABOUT HERE] 

 

In the previous section, I demonstrated that the studied pronouns vary in terms of what antecedent 

types they tend to be used with. In the present section, I examine the antecedents at a more detailed 

level; namely, I investigate what specific lemmas constitute the most frequent antecedents of each 

pronoun. Tables 4a–d illustrate the most frequent antecedent lemmas of HAN, HON, HEN and HAN 

ELLER HON, respectively. In order to enable comparisons between the pronouns despite their 

different frequencies in the data, the Tokens-column in the tables indicates the average number of 

times a lemma occurs as an antecedent of the pronoun in question per 500 concordances of that 

pronoun in the data. The averages are based on 10 randomly selected samples of 500 concordances 



 

 

(with replacement) of the respective pronouns.17 HON ELLER HAN is not included in the analyses in 

this section due to its low number of tokens (150, most of which have unknown antecedents) in 

the data.  

I begin the inspection of the pronouns’ antecedents by focusing on their frequency distribution. 

A comparison of the Tokens-columns in the four tables reveals that there are considerable 

differences between the pronouns with respect to the frequency of their most frequent antecedents. 

The most frequent antecedent of HAN, the lemma PAPPA (‘dad’), occurs approximately nine times 

per 500 tokens of the pronoun. In comparison, the most frequent antecedent of both HEN and HAN 

ELLER HON, the indefinite pronoun NÅGON (‘someone’), occurs 29 and 37 times per 500 tokens, 

respectively. Perhaps even more strikingly, HAN ELLER HON has four antecedents with more than 

10 occurrences per 500 tokens of the pronoun, HEN has three, HON has two and HAN has none. Put 

differently, the frequencies of the antecedents are clearly less evenly distributed for HAN ELLER 

HON and HEN than for HON or HAN. This observation can be confirmed statistically by calculating 

the entropy index H (i.e. the average amount of uncertainty) for the frequency distributions based 

on the average frequencies of the antecedents per 500 concordances (for details on the entropy 

index, see Gries, 2014): HHAN = 8.66, HHON = 8.09, HHEN = 7.04, HHAN ELLER HON = 6.31.18 

 The differences in the frequency distributions and their entropies may be explained, at least 

partly, by what the most common antecedent types are for the respective pronouns (see previous 

section). HAN has the largest proportion of proper name antecedents, while HEN and HAN ELLER 

HON have the largest proportions of common noun antecedents. Given that proper names refer to 

                                                           
17 Basing the results on multiple randomly drawn samples reduces the risk of a potential selection bias (i.e. an 

over/under-representation of certain antecedent lemmas). When sampling with replacement, the sample values are 

independent of each other. 
18 The higher the index, the more evenly distributed (i.e. randomly dispersed) the frequency distribution is. 



 

 

unique individuals, and that common nouns refer to semantic concepts (which can be used of 

several individuals), it is not surprising that a high proportion of proper name antecedents 

correlates with high entropy. In turn, a high percentage of common noun antecedents correlates 

with a less even frequency distribution where some antecedent lemmas are overwhelmingly more 

frequent than others. In the following paragraphs, I compare the antecedents of the different 

pronouns in greater detail. I compare first the gender-specific pronouns HAN and HON, and proceed 

then to the gender-ambiguous expressions HEN and HAN ELLER HON. Consequently, I discuss what 

is special about the antecedents of HEN in comparison with the other third person pronouns. 

The antecedents of the masculine HAN and the feminine HON display many similarities. The 

most frequent common noun antecedents of HAN are the biologically male PAPPA (‘dad’), KILLE 

(‘guy’), MAN (‘man’) and SON (‘son’). These are paralleled by the female equivalents MAMMA 

(‘mom’), TJEJ (‘girl’), KVINNA (‘woman’) and DOTTER (‘daughter’) as antecedents of the pronoun 

HON—in exactly the same order of frequency! In addition, the lemmas POJKVÄN/FLICKVÄN 

(‘boyfriend’/’girlfriend’), BARN (‘child’), LILLEBROR/LILLASYSTER (‘little brother’/’little sister’) 

and BROR/SYSTER (‘brother’/’sister’) are among the most frequent antecedents of both pronouns. 

Inspecting the proper name antecedents of HAN and HON, it is evident that they mostly include 

names of politicians (TRUMP, LÖFVEN, REINFELDT, KAPLAN, ÅKESSON, KINNBERG BATRA, 

WALLSTRÖM)19 in addition to a few soccer players (ZLATAN, RONALDO). All of these represent 

public figures, which are almost always referred to by their last names. 

                                                           
19 Stefan Löfven is the Prime Minister of Sweden since 2014. Fredrik Reinfeldt was the Prime Minister 2006–2014. 

Mehmet Kaplan was the Swedish Minister of Housing 2014–2016. Jimmy Åkesson is the leader of the Swedish 

Nationalist Party. Anna Kinnberg Batra was the leader of the Swedish Moderate Party 2015–2017. Margot Wallström 

was the Swedish Minister of Foreing Affairs 2014–2019.  



 

 

There are, however, also some notable differences between the antecedents of HAN and HON. 

First, the most frequent antecedents of HON include more kinship terms, such as MOR (‘mother’), 

MORMOR (‘grandma’ (maternal)), and FARMOR (‘grandma’ (paternal)). The male equivalents FAR 

(‘father’), FARFAR (‘grandpa’ (paternal)), and MORFAR (‘grandpa’ (maternal)), occur less often as 

antecedents of HAN: 1.2, 1.0, and 0 times per 500 tokens of the pronoun, respectively.20 Second, 

the most frequent antecedents of HON include the lemmas VÄN (‘friend’), KOLLEGA (‘colleague’) 

and KOMPIS (‘friend’/’pal’). Both VÄN and KOMPIS occur as antecedents of HAN as well, but much 

more rarely (0.6 occurrences for both lemmas), whereas the lemma KOLLEGA is not used as an 

antecedent of HAN at all. Taken together, these observations suggest that the feminine pronoun is 

used more often to refer to lemmas that refer to close inter-personal relationships. In order to verify 

this impression, I used the Swedish FrameNet (SweFN++; Borin et al. 2010), to search for all the 

lemmas in the ’Personal relationship’-frame among the antecedents of HON and HAN. Altogether, 

there are 30 lemmas in the frame that occur as antecedents in the current data, including VÄN 

(’friend’), KOLLEGA (’colleague’), and KOMPIS (’friend’/’pal’). The sum of the average number of 

tokens of those lemmas functioning as antecedents is 21.9 for HON, but just 8.5 for HAN. A chi-

square test of independence confirms that this difference is statistically significant (χ2 = 13.2; 

df = 1; p = .0003; Cramer’s V = .08).21  

 Turning now to the gender-ambiguous pronominal expressions in Tables 4c–d one can observe 

that HEN and HAN ELLER HON share many of the same antecedents. First and foremost, the two most 

frequent antecedent lemmas are identical for both pronouns: NÅGON (‘someone’) and PERSON 

(‘person’); see (9) and (10). Furthermore, the most frequent antecedents of both pronouns include 

                                                           
20 In addition, the lemma FARMOR (’grandma’ (paternal)) averages 2.2 occurrences with HON, while the lemma 

MORFAR (’grandpa’ (maternal)) has no occurrences with HAN in the data. 
21 The calculation is based on the total frequencies in the data. 43 of the 961 tokens of HON occur with an antecedent 

from the ‘Personal relationships’-frame, whereas only 16 of the 975 tokens of HAN do so.  



 

 

the lemmas MÄNNISKA (‘person’/’human’), BARN (‘child’), ELEV (‘pupil’/’student’), LÄRARE 

(‘teacher’), as well as the pronoun DEN (‘it/that’). Of these antecedents, the frequencies of BARN, 

ELEV and LÄRARE are similar for both pronouns. MÄNNISKA and DEN, on the other hand, are used 

substantially more often with HAN ELLER HON than with HEN (see (11)). However, the most notable 

differences between the antecedents of HEN and HAN ELLER HON concern the lemmas VÄN 

(‘friend’), KOLLEGA (‘colleague’) and KOMPIS (‘friend’/’pal’). These lemmas occur much more 

frequently as antecedents of HEN (12, 7.8 and 7.6 times, respectively), as in (12), than to HAN ELLER 

HON (1.8, 0.7, and 1.7 times). Interestingly, these are the same lemmas for which a difference was 

also apparent between HON and HAN (see above).  

 

(9):  Awkward moment när du ringer till någon du vet vem hen är, och hen har inte den 

blekaste om vem du är. (#6628) 

 ’That awkward moment when you call someone and you know who hen is but hen has 

not the faintest idea about who you are.’ 

(10):   Mötte precis en person i tunnelbanan, och hen luktade så gott att jag stönade till [...] 

(#7109) 

 ‘I just saw someone on the metro and hen smelled so good that I let out sigh […]’ 

(11):  Döm aldrig en människa för det finns alltid en anledning till att han eller hon är som 

den är. (#2438) 

 ‘Never judge a person, because there is always a reason to why he or she is the way 

they are’ 

(12):  En vän berättade precis att hen hade sigrid90 som ett av sina lösenord [...] (#6493) 

 ‘A friend just told me hen had sigrid90 as one of their passwords […] 



 

 

 

Examples (9)–(12) illustrate also a more general difference between HEN and HAN ELLER HON. HEN 

is often used in contexts where the author of the tweet knows the person they are referring to. HAN 

ELLER HON, on the other hand, is often used when the author refers to people in general, as in 

slogans and maxims (11). This is also evident from the fact that, overall, HEN is used significantly 

more often with lemmas that refer to inter-personal relationships than HAN ELLER HON. Based on 

the lemmas in the ’Personal relationship’-frame in the Swedish FrameNet, HEN has, on average, 

36.9 tokens with such antecedents per 500 of its concordances. For HAN ELLER HON, the 

corresponding value is just 7.6. This difference is statistically significant (χ2 = 27.5; df = 1; 

p < .0001; Cramer’s V = .11)22. Overall, then, these results demonstrate that HEN and HAN ELLER 

HON are not always considered semantically or functionally equivalent by language users. Rather, 

at least in some instances, HEN is a clearly distinct alternative.  

 Lastly, I compare the antecedents of HEN with the antecedents of the gender-specific pronouns 

HAN and HON. The most obvious difference is, rather logically, the rare use of HEN with biologically 

gendered antecedents, in contrast to HAN and HON. In the previous section, I already demonstrated 

that HEN is seldom used with (male or female) proper names. Based on the results in Table 4c, the 

same can now be established for gendered common nouns as well. With respect to the most 

frequent gendered common nouns (see Tables 4a–b), HEN occurs, on average, 0.7 times with the 

lemma SON (‘son’), 0.6 times with the lemma MAN (‘man’), and 0.4 times with the lemma KVINNA 

(‘woman’), but not with any other lemmas. In other words, using the gender-neutral pronoun to 

refer to a gendered noun is an extremely infrequent phenomenon. This supports the notion that 

                                                           
22 The calculation is based on the total frequencies in the data. 124 of the 1,607 tokens of HEN occur with an antecedent 

from the ‘Personal relationships’-frame, whereas only 8 of the 558 tokens of HAN ELLER HON do so. 



 

 

HEN is complementing the “old” third person pronouns, not replacing them in contexts where the 

biological gender of a person is salient. 

 Equally logically, HEN is used more frequently with gender-ambiguous common nouns than 

either HAN or HON. In fact, all the gender-ambiguous common noun antecedents in Tables 4a–b 

can also be found among the most frequent antecedents of HEN, but with a higher relative 

frequency. As a case in point, all three pronouns are used to refer to the lemma BARN (‘child’), but 

the relative frequency is much higher for HEN (9.4) than for the gendered pronouns (2.3 and 2.4, 

respectively); see (13). The same applies to e.g. KUND (‘client’), CHEF (‘boss’), VÄN (‘friend’), and 

KOLLEGA (‘colleague’). In many of the occurrences of HEN with these antecedents, the author has 

likely chosen to use the gender-neutral pronoun because the antecedent’s gender, although known, 

is irrelevant to the core message of the tweet, as in (14)23. The irrelevance of gender information 

in some contexts has been previously identified, in a survey study, as one of the core motives for 

using the gender-neutral pronoun (Ledin and Lyngfelt, 2013). The current corpus data provides 

some external validation of that finding. Moreover, some the most frequent antecedents of HEN 

(Table 4c) reflect another prominent motive for using the pronoun: to protect the identity of the 

person that is being talked about. Unlike HAN and HON, HEN does not disclose the gender of a 

person, which is a means to anonymize them. The high frequency of certain antecedents of HEN, 

in particular BARN (‘child’), ELEV (‘pupil’/’student’), and PATIENT (‘patient’), can be explained by 

the fact that the question of identifiability is considered, from an ethical perspective, most crucial 

for these population groups, as illustrated by (15)–(17). 

 

                                                           
23 It is, of course, also possible that the author is choosing to use HEN, because the person they refer to has a non-

binary gender identity, or because that person prefers to use the pronoun HEN themselves. Statistically, however, this 

would be a much less common occurrence. 



 

 

(13):  Det är [inte] så att majoriteten tänker att “vi skaffar barn så hen kommer innan snön” 

(#6525) 

 ’It’s [not] like most people think “let’s have a baby now so hen comes before the snow”  

(14):  Kollegan berättade idag hur imponerad hen var av sjukvården som tog hand om hens 

sjuka förälder förra veckan. (#5588) 

 ’A colleague told me how impressed hen was with the care that hens sick parents got last 

week.’ 

(15):  Alltså om inte barnet ligger efter så behöver hen kanske inte formulera sina brister? 

(#6804) 

 ’I mean, if the child does not lag behind then maybe hen does not need to formulate their 

weaknesses?’  

(16): Hur skall jag som lärare hantera att min elev vill x pga religion utan att alienera hens 

föräldrar? (#4128) 

 ’How should I, as a teacher, deal with my student who wants X because of religion, 

without alienating hens parents?’ 

(17): En patient hade pirayor som gnagde på henom, mindre coolt (#4440) 

 ’A patient had piranhas that chewed on henom, not so cool’ 

 

As a final observation, it is worth noting that HAN and HON, unlike HEN, are only rarely used to 

refer to the indefinite pronoun NÅGON (‘someone’). On average, HAN occurs with NÅGON 1.5 times 

per 500 concordances, and HON 1.0 times. HEN, on the other hand, occurs with NÅGON 29 times 

per 500 concordances (and HAN ELLER HON 37 times). These statistics are especially noteworthy 

given the history of the third person singular pronouns in Swedish, where the masculine pronoun 



 

 

HAN was commonly used in the generic function (see section 2.2). If a pronoun is used generically 

in Swedish, one would expect to find evidence of such use when examining how frequently it 

occurs with the antecedent NÅGON, in particular. By definition, NÅGON refers to an unspecified 

individual; hence, it is reasonable to assume that most, if not all, tokens of the pronouns in the 

corpus that occur with NÅGON are intended to have a generic/indefinite reading. In contrast, 

because of the history of the Swedish pronominal system, one cannot always be certain whether 

the tokens of pronouns (and of HAN, especially) in the corpus that refer to a common noun (such 

as ‘client’ or ‘pupil’) are intended to have a gender-specific or a generic reading. Therefore, the 

rates at which pronouns occur with the antecedent NÅGON provide the most unambiguous 

indication of whether they are used generically. The results from the current data suggest that the 

generic use of the masculine pronoun HAN is rare and that HEN and HAN ELLER HON have, indeed, 

taken over as the customary generic expressions in Swedish. 

 In sum, while there are similarities between HEN and the other pronouns regarding their most 

common antecedents, it is also evident that the use of HEN is clearly distinct from that of the other 

pronouns. The differences concern not only the relative frequency of the respective antecedent 

lemmas but also, as the examples from the data demonstrate, the function of the pronouns when 

used with those lemmas. I discuss the general implications of these findings in the following 

section. 

 

5 Discussion 

The current paper provides a corpus-based perspective on the issues of pronominal systems and 

pronoun reference—both topics with long traditions in linguistics. Present-day Swedish provides 

an intriguing case for these research fields for several reasons. First, the class of pronouns in 

Swedish has recently been expanded with a novel item, which constitutes, historically speaking, a 



 

 

very rare form of language change. Second, this novel item is a gender-neutral pronoun, and it has 

been argued to be the most well-established of such newly coined pronouns in any language 

(Gustafsson Sendén et al. 2015). Third, there is plenty of available electronic data to examine the 

inclusion of this novel pronoun into the Swedish language system. In this paper, I use Twitter 

corpora to inspect the antecedents of the third person animate pronouns in Swedish; in particular, 

how the antecedents of the new gender-neutral pronoun HEN compare to those of the “old” third 

person pronouns. By comparing both the general antecedent types and the specific antecedent 

lemmas of each pronoun, I show that there are some substantial differences between all the 

pronouns. 

With respect to antecedent types, the gender-specific pronouns, HAN (‘he’) and HON (‘she’), are 

used more frequently with proper names than the gender-ambiguous pronouns: HEN, HAN ELLER 

HON (‘he or she’) and HON ELLER HAN (‘she or he’). Furthermore, the gender-ambiguous pronouns 

occur more frequently with common noun antecedents. Interestingly, there is also a statistically 

significant difference between the use of the masculine HAN and the feminine HON in that the 

former has an even larger proportion of proper name antecedents. An inspection of the specific 

antecedent lemmas shows that most of the proper names refer to public figures, such as politicians 

and soccer players (e.g. TRUMP, RONALDO). The reason why the masculine pronoun has an 

exceptionally high percentage of proper name antecedents could be that most public figures 

covered regularly by the media are men (Cooky et al., 2015; Mannila, 2017). However, future 

research should examine this difference between the gender-specific pronouns in greater detail. 

The analysis of antecedents demonstrates that, in certain regards, the use of the novel gender-

neutral pronoun mirrors that of the established gender-ambiguous expression HAN ELLER HON. 

Both occur with the same general antecedent types, and both clearly favor a few antecedent lemmas 



 

 

over others, most notably NÅGON (‘someone’) and PERSON (‘person’), resulting in a heavily skewed 

frequency distribution of their antecedents. In other respects, however, the two pronouns 

demonstrate some crucial differences. In particular, HEN is used much more frequently with 

antecedents that refer to personal relationships, such as VÄN (‘friend’), KOLLEGA (‘colleague’), and 

KOMPIS (‘friend’/’pal’). This reflects the fact that HEN is often used in instances where the author 

of the tweet knows the person they are referring to. In effect, the author chooses not to disclose the 

gender of the person, either because it is unimportant in the context in question, or because they 

want to protect the person’s identity. These two functions, i.e. (i) omitting gender-information, and 

(ii) anonymizing, separate HEN from the other third person animate pronouns in Swedish. Thus, 

the analyses in this paper demonstrate that HEN is not just a shorter alternative to ‘he or she’, but 

that language users assign quite distinct functional properties to it. In other words, HEN is not 

functionally equivalent to any of the other pronouns; rather, language users have found a special 

niche for HEN in the Swedish pronominal system. 

Finally, there is a case to be made, based on both antecedent types and antecedent lemmas, that 

HEN bears more resemblance to the feminine pronoun HON than to the masculine HAN. This 

resemblance is attributed to the frequency of common noun antecedents and, more specifically, 

antecedents that refer to concepts associated with close personal relationships. Given this closer 

similarity between HEN and HON, one may feel tempted to ask whether HEN is truly gender-neutral. 

It should be pointed out, however, that the theoretical construct of ‘a gender-neutral pronoun’ does 

not presuppose that it be equally similar to the masculine and the feminine pronoun. Conversely, 

HAN and HON need not be equidistant from the hypothetical ‘neutral’. Given that gender-

asymmetries exist in language in general (e.g. Menegatti and Rubini, 2017) and that pronouns have 

played, at least historically, a substantial part in these asymmetries in Swedish (e.g. generic 



 

 

pronouns), it is perhaps unreasonable to assume that HAN and HON are identical in all other 

attributes except gender. Therefore, the results concerning HEN in this study are not incompatible 

with the notion of gender-neutrality. Indeed, the limited psycholinguistic evidence we have about 

HEN seems to suggest that language users perceive it both consciously and subconsciously as 

gender-neutral (Vergoossen et al, 2020a). 

The current study documents the use of the gender-neutral HEN just a few years into its “active 

existence” in Swedish. It is possible, even likely, that the use of the pronoun will see both 

quantitative and qualitative change over the next years. Therefore, it is advisable that follow-up 

studies on the antecedents of third person singular pronouns be conducted at reasonably short time 

intervals. It is important to stress that such studies should always include comparisons between all 

the third person singular animate pronouns, as any changes in the use of one member of a 

grammatical class may affect the use of the other members of that class. Future research will also 

do well to expand the current analyses by taking into account additional variables that may affect 

pronoun use. In particular, including social variables pertaining to the language users, such as age, 

gender and education, should be of interest to future corpus-based research on third person 

pronouns in Swedish (cf. Gustafsson Sendén et al., 2015; Bäck et al., 2017). Information about 

these variables is not available in the current Twitter corpora, which is why they lie outside the 

scope of the present study, but hopefully such data can be included in future corpora of 

contemporary language. 
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NUMBER ANIMACY BIOL./GRAMM. 

GENDER  

CASE 

Nominative Accusative Genitive 

 

 

Singular 

Animate 
Masculine han honom hans 

Feminine hon henne hennes 

Inanimate 
Uter den dess (dens) 

Neuter det dess 

Plural de dem deras 

 

Table 1: Third person pronouns in Swedish, as described in Teleman et al., 1999: Vol. 2, 

Pronomen, § 28. 

  



 

 

 

Pronoun Nr of concordances 

HEN    1,607 

 hen24 1,019 

 henom 288 

 hens 300 

HAN    975 

 han 769 

 honom 109 

 hans 97 

HON    961 

 hon 707 

 henne 138 

 hennes 116 

HAN ELLER HON    558 

 han eller hon 478 

 honom eller henne 48 

 hans eller hennes 32 

HON ELLER HAN
25    150 

 hon eller han 135 

 henne eller honom 15 

Total     4,251 

 

Table 2: Number of concordances (per lemma and form) included in the analyses. 

 

                                                           
24 As noted by Milles (2013), hen is used both in the subject and in the object function. In the current data sample, 

tokens in the object function consitute 3.3 percent of all the tokens of hen. Given that there are, in total, 88,142 tokens 

of hen in the corpora, one can estimate the number of tokens of hen in the object function at around 2,900, overall. 

Meanwhile, the alternative object form henom has just 395 tokens in the corpora.  
25 There are no matches for the genitive form hennes eller hans in the corpora.  

 



 

 

 

 NOUN NAME USER/HASHT. UNKNOWN Row totals 

Pronoun  n  % stdres  n  % stdres  n  % stdres  n  % stdres Σn Σ% 

HAN 185 19.0 -16.1 454 46.6 23.6 61 6.3 3.8 275 28.2 -4.7 975 100 

HON 284 29.6 -8.4 322 33.5 11.9 78 8.1 7.0 277 28.8 -4.2 961 100 

HEN 895 55.7 14.8 56 3.5 -21.0 34 2.1 -5.2 622 38.7 4.5 1,607 100 

HAN ELLER HON 332 59.5 9.3 16 2.9 -10.9 1 0.2 -5.0 209 37.5 1.6 558 100 

HON ELLER HAN 62 41.3 0.0 3 2.0 -5.6 2 1.3 -1.8 83 55.3 5.5 150 100 

 

Table 3: Observed frequencies (n), percentages (%) and standardized residuals (stdres) of the pronoun tokens per antecedent type. 

  



 

 

Table 4a. The most frequent antecedents of HAN. 

 
Antecedent Translation Tokens 

1 PAPPA dad 8.8 

2 KILLE guy 7.2 

3 TRUMP - 7.2 

4 MAN man 5.7 

5 LÖFVEN - 4.3 

6 SON son 4.1 

7 DOMARE referee 3.5 

8 KUND client 3.0 

9 POJKVÄN boyfriend 2.4 

10 REINFELDT - 2.4 

11 BARN child 2.3 

12 LILLEBROR little brother 2.3 

13 ZLATAN - 2.0 

14 CHEF boss 1.9 

15 KAPLAN - 1.8 

16 HAGAMANNEN - 1.8 

17 RONALDO - 1.7 

18 JONAS - 1.7 

19 BROR brother 1.6 

20 ÅKESSON - 1.6 

 

Table 4b. The most frequent antecedents of HON. 

 
Antecedent Translation Tokens 

1 MAMMA mom 19.7 

2 TJEJ girl 10.1 

3 KVINNA woman 8.8 

4 DOTTER daughter 7.8 

5 VÄN friend 5.8 

6 MOR other 5.3 

7 SYSTER sister 4.1 

8 FLICKVÄN girlfriend 3.4 

9 LILLASYSTER little sister 3.1 

10 BATRA - 3.1 

11 FLICKA girl 3.0 

12 WALLSTRÖM - 3.0 

13 FRU wife 2.9 

14 EMMA - 2.8 

15 BRUD bride 2.5 

16 BARN child 2.4 

17 KOLLEGA colleague 2.4 

18 MORMOR grandma 2.4 

19 KOMPIS friend 2.3 

20 FARMOR grandma 2.2 

 

Table 4c. The most frequent antecedents of HEN. 

 
Antecedent Translation Tokens 

1 NÅGON someone 29 

2 PERSON person 24.7 

3 VÄN friend 12 

4 BARN child 9.4 

5 MÄNNISKA human 9 

6 KOLLEGA colleague 7.8 

7 LÄRARE teacher 7.6 

8 KOMPIS friend 7.6 

9 KUND client 5.5 

10 CHEF boss 5.5 

11 ELEV pupil 5.2 

12 DEN it/that 4.3 

13 FOLK people 4.3 

14 GRANNE neighbor 3.6 

15 PATIENT patient 3.5 

16 EN one 3.0 

17 VEM who 3.0 

18 BEKANT acquaintance 2.4 

19 UNGE kid 2.1 

20 PARTNER partner 2.1 

 

Table 4d. The most frequent antecedents of HAN ELLER HON. 

 
Antecedent Translation Tokens 

1 NÅGON  someone 36.7 

2 PERSON person 27.5 

3 MÄNNISKA human 22.4 

4 DEN it/that 14.3 

5 BARN child 8.2 

6 ELEV pupil 5.3 

7 GRANNE neighbor 5.3 

8 INDIVID individual 4.6 

9 GUD God 4.5 

10 LÄRARE teacher 4.3 

11 INGEN no one 3.6 

12 SVENSK Swede 3.3 

13 FÖLJARE follower 2.9 

14 JOURNALIST journalist 2.9 

15 KUND client 2.9 

16 HEN hen 2.8 

17 VEM who 2.7 

18 HUND dog 2.7 

19 UTLÄNNING foreigner 2.4 

20 VAR OCH EN everyone 2.4 

 


