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Animacy has usually been regarded by linguists as a gradient hierarchy rather than a 
simple biological dichotomy. The animacy of an entity depends not on its biological 
attributes, but on “the speaker’s identification or empathy” with this entity (Kuno and 
Kaburaki, 1977: 628), or “to what extent speaker treat this entity as if it was animate” 
(Rosenbach, 2008: 154). Animacy hierarchy can be seen as the gradient assessment 
towards all entities from the speaker’s point of view, and it proves to be widely existent in 
human languages and highly influential to many grammatical phenomena. Typological 
studies find that animacy hierarchy has exerted considerable constraints on phenomena 
like case, number, agreement, voice and syntactic order (Aissen, 2003; Comrie, 1989; 
Corbett, 2000; Jelinek and Demers, 1983; Oshima, 2007), and these constraints prevail in 
human languages as either grammatical rules or linguistic preferences (Bianchi, 2006; 
Bresnan et al., 2001; Rosenbach, 2008). 

Drawn from those linguistic manifestations or cognitive assessments, several 
animacy hierarchies have been proposed (Corbett, 2000; Dixon, 1979; Langacker, 1991; 
Silverstein, 1976; Yamamoto, 1999). These hierarchies are fine-grained only within the 
animate entities. Person pronouns, proper nouns, human-referring nouns and animals are 
granted different ranks along the scale, leaving the inanimate entities “an undifferentiated 
class” with only few “arbitrary” distinctions (Comrie, 1989: 197). Does this mean that all 
inanimate entities are equally inanimate without any hierarchic nature? Or that their 
hierarchy is simply not worth exploring for its insignificant impacts on human languages? 
These are the two questions the present research is going to investigate. 

According to the cognitive approach (Dahl, 2008; Langacker, 1991; Yamamoto, 
1999), animacy hierarchy reflects human’s egocentric or prototypical assessment of 
entities. Animacy of an entity depends on how much resemblance it bears to us, or more 
specifically, how many human prototype features it possesses. The animacy of inanimate 
nouns could be gradient if they are assigned different amounts of human features by us. 
Human is agentive, definite, individual, kinetic, cognitive and social (Aissen, 2003: 437; 
Dahl, 2008; Dixon, 1979: 85; Gelman et al., 1995; Johnson et al., 1998; Woodward, 1998). 
However, these simple lists of prototype features are inadequate to predict a credible 
hierarchy, as the amount and strength of each category’s features are difficult to measure 
in this way. We need a feasible method to externalize and quantify these prototype 
features. 

When we say humans are physically kinetic or psychologically cognitive, sentient, 
communicative and social, we mean they can walk, think, love, exchange ideas and 
socialize with each other. In other words, humans are “teleologically capable of generating 
these actions” (Folli and Harley, 2008: 192), that is, humans have the inherent attributes 
to participate in the actions described by these predicative verbs. In this sense, human 
attributes or the prototype features can be externalized linguistically as human subjects’ 
predicative verbs. Whenever a human subject occurs with a predicative verb, we can add 
that verb to the feature list. Then the amount of prototype features can be easily 
quantified as the total occurrences of these verbs. 

This method can calculate not only the amount, but also the strength of prototype 
features. For example, humans can think and change, thus the quality to “think” and 



“change” can both be regarded as human attributes or prototype features. However, the 
two features have different weights or “cue validities” in their contribution to animacy. 
Just as “gills” is more valid than “oviparity” when labelling the fish category (Lakoff, 1987: 
53), the ability to “think” is much more valid than the ability to “change” when identifying 
human category. The validity of each cue depends on how frequently “it is associated with 
members of that category” (Evans and Green, 2006: 261). Thus, the weight of each 
prototype feature can be calculated by how often its externalized predicate co-occurs with 
human subjects. More weighting should be given to those more valid features when 
calculating the amount and strength of each noun category’s prototype features.  

By using predicative verbs as linguistic externalization of prototype features, this 
research intends to investigate the animacy hierarchy within inanimate nouns through 
human language. English is used as the experimental language in this study. The corpus 
data come from the written part of British National Corpus (BNC). WordNet is used as a 
noun database in this study. It classifies all nouns into 25 groups, and lists each sense of 
each noun with group label and corpus frequency. This is useful for our noun grouping 
procedure. Stanford Parser is used to parse grammatical relations for corpus data. It can 
provide dependencies such as “nsubj”, which labels the syntactic subject and predicate in 
a clause. We can use this dependency to calculate how often each predicative verb co-
occurs with human subjects (hence the weight of each feature), or how frequently and 
strongly each inanimate noun category co-occurs with these verbs (hence the animacy of 
each category). We also develop an animacy calculating software that can search through 
the parsed corpus and automatically calculate the occurrence, weight and animacy, then 
finally provide a Microsoft Excel output according to our design. 

The results attest to the very existence of the animacy hierarchy of five inanimate 
categories. Collective nouns, spatial and temporal nouns, concrete nouns, psychological 
nouns, and other abstract nouns rank in descending sequence along the hierarchy. This 
hierarchy is determined directly by each category’s feature distribution in different weight 
intervals, and the semantic distribution helps to understand the underlying cognitive 
mechanism of this hierarchy. Further syntactic exploration show that this hierarchy can 
impact on word order just as those existing hierarchies do. 
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