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One research focus of linguists involves how language shapes and is, in turn, shaped by people’s understanding of the world and their attitudes toward the world (Crystal, 1995; Halliday, 1978; Whorf, 1956). For example, over the past approximately 40 years, linguists have investigated and been involved in the ongoing debate and changes that have taken place regarding the use of what is known as generic he to refer to both sexes, as in “A doctor should take care of his patients,” instead of, for example, “Doctors should take care of their patients” or “A doctor should take care of her/his patients” and “Firemen save lives,” instead of, e.g., “Firefighters save lives” (Nilsen, 1987; Rubin, Greene, & Schneider, 1994). 

The purpose of this paper is to explore research into another area of language that may possibly experience change and is perhaps in need of change. This area involves the issue of whether the relative pronoun who should be used only with humans and not any other animals. The paper will first provide some background into this issue, then propose ways to investigate the matter, and finally report on some results from one means of investigation.

Background on the Issue

In her 1990 book Through a Window, Jane Goodall writes that although scientists have long accepted that humans and other animals share physical characteristics, acceptance by scientists and the general public of similarities between the human mind and the minds of other animals has been slow and grudging. In the early 1960s, when Goodall started her research with chimpanzees in Africa, scientists in her field gave numbers, not names to the chimpanzees they were studying. When Goodall submitted her first scientific paper for publication, it was returned to her by the editor to be amended. In every place where she had written he or she to refer to chimpanzees, the words had been replaced with it. Similarly, every who had been replaced with which. In an effort to rescue the chimpanzees from ‘thing-ness’ and restore them to ‘being-ness,’ Goodall stubbornly changed the words back and, in the end, won a small battle in what was to be an ongoing struggle to tear down, one by one, some of the bricks in the pedestal of superiority that humans had built for themselves.

In the late 1960s, when I was in secondary school, I remember that the key talent which was supposed to prove the superiority of homo sapiens was the ability to make and use tools. This claim was still being made despite the fact that in the 1920s, scientists Kohler (1925) and Yerkes and Yerkes (1929) had observed apes make poles to rake in out-of-reach fruit. When I studied linguistics in the 1980s, the linguistics textbooks of that time proudly proclaimed that the ability to use language was what made humans special. That brick too bit the dust, as nonhuman apes such as Washoe mastered some aspects of human language and even created their own words and taught them to their young (Gardner & Gardner, 1977). 

The parade of bricks being removed from the pedestal on which people have stood has continued. For instance, self-concept was offered as another human-only ability. One of the experiments that sent that brick to the scrap heap was reported by Gallup, Anderson, and Shillito (2002). First, researchers gave chimpanzees a chance to play with mirrors. Then, while under anesthesia, spots of odorless paint were put on the chimpanzees’ bodies. After the chimpanzees woke, they enjoyed looking at their spotted selves and straight away began to touch their bodies in the places where the paint had been placed. 

Yet another support for claims of human superiority involves people’s use of higher-order thinking skills. Nowadays, the teaching of such thinking skills is high on educators’ agendas (Walsh & Paul, 1988). However, other apes have already demonstrated such abilities. For instance, an important thinking skill is categorization. Chimpanzees and baboons (e.g., Bovet & Vauclair, 1988) have shown that if given an assortment of foods, they can separate them using one categorization system, such as fruits and vegetables, and then separate the same foods using another categorization system, such size (small and large), even when that means having some fruits and vegetables in the same category.

How did nonhuman apes come to have such abilities? After all, do they not lead simple lives, just swinging from tree to tree eating and preening themselves all day? Actually, such views of the lives of our fellow animals represent just one more brick in the pedestal. The work of Goodall and others has shown us that actually our fellow animals also lead lives of thought and emotion (Masson, 1997; McGowan, 1996). Indeed, the ever-shrinking pedestal of supposed human superiority is besieged not just by other apes who, after all, do share a high percentage of genes with us, but even by nonhuman animals believed to be much “lower” on the evolutionary ladder. For instance, bees have been shown to use language to communicate with one another (Nieh, Contrera, & Nogueira-Neto, 2003). 

Similarly, Emery and Clayton (2002) report on a previously unknown ability possessed by some birds. The birds they studied – jays -- could recall the social context of a previous situation and utilize their memory to modify their future behavior. In the study, the researchers allowed jays to hide food in one of two conditions: alone or with another jay present. Next, when the jays were able to retrieve the food, they recalled whether they had been observed, and those who had been went back later to rebury their food elsewhere. 

One last point to consider about humans compared to other animals is that humans have, often unintentionally, caused the extinction of many other animal species. In contrast, other predators, such as lions hunt and kill prey, such as antelopes, but they do not wipe out an entire herd. One exception to the tendency of non-human animals not driving prey to extinction may be the case of introduced species, such as the animals, e.g., cats brought by Europeans to New Zealand, who almost caused the extinction of the native kakapo parrots.
In conclusion, the point of this review is not to say that human beings and other animals are the same in terms of mental faculties. Different animals are intelligent in different ways, just like we are also different in terms of physical capabilities. Furthermore, large differences in intelligences (Gardner, 1993) and physical abilities exist within species, not just between species. Humans certainly have developed some abilities to a much greater degree than anyone else in the animal kingdom. At the same time, other animals are superior to us on other abilities, such as those related to various senses, e.g., sight, to various physical abilities, e.g., running, and to cognition, such as spatial memory. The point is that perhaps we should not be too quick to assume that the areas in which we are superior make it reasonable for us to separate ourselves via language, such as the use of who exclusively or almost exclusively with humans, from other animals. (See Dunayer, 2001 for more examples of links between language and the connection between humans and other animals.) To take this view a large step further, do our differences from, rather than superiority to, other animals justify killing those other animals for food, using them for experiment, or putting them in circuses. 

Methods of Researching the Issue

The next section of this article offers some ideas about how the issue of the use of who with nonhuman animals might be researched. Research methods discussed are grammatical judgment tests, multiple choice fill-in-the-blanks, samples of language use from a variety of sources, analysis of what reference works say on the matter, and questionnaires and interviews. Of course, combining a number of methods, sometimes known as triangulation (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003), often offers a more complete, broader view of an issue. Similar advantages can be gained by using the same data collection methods with a wide variety of samples. Additionally, while language use in English is the focus here, this same general issue – the extent to which humans are treated similarly to or differently from other animals - is most likely relevant in all languages, although it may well take different forms. In the same vein, the use of who represents only one of many areas of English that reflects and promotes particular views of nonhuman animals. 
Grammaticality Judgment Tests

A straightforward approach to researching people’s views and practices on an aspect of language is to use a grammaticality judgment test (Schutze, 1996). In such a test, participants use an instrument consisting of a number of discrete sentences involving the grammatical element on which the research is focused. Participants rate each sentence as grammatical or not. 

Here is an example from (http://chss.montclair.edu/~sotillos/teaching_grammar.html)

Grammaticality Judgment Test on Dative Alternation
Directions:  Read the sentences.  Decide if they are correct or incorrect.  Write (0) if correct, or (X) if incorrect.

1. ______    She asked the class a question.

2._______    She asked a question to the class.

3.  ______    She reviewed the sentences for Mary.

4.  ______    She reviewed Mary the sentences.

For the issue of the use of who, examples of possible sentences for a grammaticality judgment test might be:

1. ______ Fluffy is the dog which lives in their house.
2. ______ Fluffy is the dog who lives in their house.

3. ______ The mosquito which bit the baby probably was born in a nearby puddle.

4. ______  The mosquito who bit the baby probably was born in a nearby puddle.

Multiple Choice Fill-in-the-Blank Instruments

Along the same lines as grammaticality judgment tests are multiple choice fill-in-the-blank instruments that call on respondents to supply a word or words to complete a particular sentence and provide a list of options for respondents to use. This type of instrument provides respondents with opportunities to give slightly more input, as they are taking part in forming the sentences, rather than only judging already fully formed sentences.

Here is an excerpt from such an instrument

http://www.teagirl.arts.uwa.edu.au/online_survey) that investigates the issue of gender neutral language (discussed above). 

In school time, a teacher is obliged to supervise (his, her, their, his or her) students.

A person’s reaction to bad news often depends on (his, her, their, his or her) sense of inner strength.


An example of items on a Multiple Choice Fill-in-the-Blank instrument on the issue of the use of who with nonhuman animals might be:

Nonhuman apes (which/who) live in the forest are being studied by scientists from Belgium.

A variation on this type of instrument would be to use fill-in-the-blank without supplying a range of options. The advantage of not supplying options would be that participants might suggest choices that the researchers had not thought of. On the other hand, supplying choices allows the researchers to focus the study more narrowly. 


Collection of language samples from individuals

One potential problem with grammaticality judgment instruments is that when using such instruments, people are telling the researchers what they would do; the researchers do not see what participants actually do in real life. A research method that addresses this concern involves collection of samples of language, either oral or written. Such samples provide a more naturalistic look at humans’ language choices. 

Analysis of data produced in this matter can be very time-consuming, as it involves combing through large amount of data in search of what are probably only a few instances of the feature of interest, although computer tools are making this easier. Also, oral data need to be transcribed after they are collected. Another problem with the collection of such data revolves around eliciting the grammar elements of interest. Therefore, careful topic selection and other forms of guidance may be necessary. For instance, to address the issue of the use of who with nonhuman animals, participants could be asked to write or talk about nonhuman animals in various contexts, such as pets, individual nonhumans who are not a pet, or particular species. Another idea would be to supply participants with a set of facts in point form (so as not to show any relative pronouns) and ask them to construct a text. 

As relative pronouns are not used very often in the writing of young children learning English as a first language or in the writing of beginning level students learning English as an additional language, these people might not be the best participants for this study. In this regard, grammaticality judgment tests may be preferred, because such tests capable of providing insight into participants’ reactions to grammatical elements the participants are not yet producing. In all such elicitation tasks, context plays a crucial role, as language use varies according to context.

Collection of language samples from print and electronic sources

Two other sources of language samples are print sources, such as newspapers and books, and electronic media, such as television, radio, and websites. Again, context plays a key role, e.g., the website of an animal rights organization might show language use different from that in a site hosted by a company in the meat/flesh industry. Similarly, the use of who with nonhuman animals in novels by authors who might be more sympathetic to animal rights might vary compared to that found in works of novelists who do not seem particularly sympathetic to the plight of nonhuman animals.

Corpus Analysis
Rather than collecting language data themselves, researchers can access already existing language corpora (Sinclair, 1991). Such corpora normally have specific characteristics, e.g., they contain only spoken language. Also, they can be analysed via computer. The great strength of corpus analysis lies in the fact that the use of computers allows investigation of a much larger number of texts. One weakness is that computers may lack the interpretative power of humans. In the case of the proposed study, this weakness can be addressed by having someone look over the results to with an eye to whether the computer has correctly recognised the referent of who. 

Examination of Reference Works

Dictionaries and works on grammar have both descriptive and prescriptive functions, describing how language is used and providing guidance on how it should be used. These reference works, in both print and on-line versions can provide valuable insights. The next section of this paper presents a small-scale study of what dictionaries say about the use of who with nonhuman animals.

Questionnaires and Interviews

Grammaticality judgment tests, multiple choice instruments, collection of naturalistic language samples can be supplemented by questionnaires and interviews. These latter research tools may provide insight into the reasons behind people’s language views and usage (Desimone & Le Floch, 2004). Because questionnaires and interviews provide user perspectives on the results of other types of data collection, they are often used as part of a triangulation process.

The Study
This next section of the paper looks at what dictionaries have said on the issue of the use of who with nonhuman animals. The research began with a dictionary from 1913, the Webster’s Revised Unabridged Dictionary. Who and whom the dictionary informs us, whether used as interrogative or relative pronouns, are “properly used of persons (corresponding to which, as applied to things), but are sometimes, less properly and now rarely, used of animals, plants, etc.” (p. 1650). The mention of “now rarely” offers another path for researchers, one that looks at language use prior to the 20th century; however, that path will not be pursued presently. In fact, the search might need to begin before the 19th century, as the 1828 version of the same dictionary states that who always refers to people. 

The 1913 Webster’s offers two examples of who used with nonhuman animals and none of who used with plants. The two animal examples are:
Adders who with cloven tongues Do hiss into madness (Shakespeare, 2004, The Tempest)
The brace of large greyhounds, who were the companions of his sports (Scott, 1993, The black dwarf).

A more recent version of Webster’s Dictionary, the Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, states that who is used as a relative pronoun “especially in reference to persons <my father, who was a lawyer> but also in reference to …to animals”. A quotation from an unnamed work of mid-20th century novelist Nigel Balchin is provided: “dogs who... fawn all over tramps.” 

Other dictionaries consulted for this brief study can be categorized as those that limit who to humans and those that accept the possibility of who also being used with other animals. These finding are represented in Table 1. An impressionistic observation of the dictionaries surveyed suggests that the longer dictionaries were more likely to mention the possible use of who with nonhuman animals. Therefore, it may be that the authors of those dictionaries that did not mention who being used with nonhuman animals might allow that such usage does appear.  Nonetheless, it seems safe to conclude that even for those dictionaries in which the use of who with nonhuman animals is mentioned, such usage was marked rather than common when the dictionaries were written.

Table 1. Information in dictionaries on the use of the relative pronoun who with nonhuman animals

	Dictionary
	Position on the Possible Use of who with Nonhuman Animals

	Wordsmyth English Dictionary-Thesaurus
	No, people only: “in reference to a specified person or persons”

	Encarta
	No, people only: “used to introduce a relative clause giving information about a person or people”

	Cambridge Advanced Learners Dictionary
	No, people only: “It is used for people, not things” 

	Webster’s Dictionary 1828
	No, people only: “always referring to people”

	Newbury House Dictionary of American English
	Only mentions people: “used to give more information about a person or persons”

	Infoplease Dictionary
	Yes: “sometimes an animal or personified thing”

	American Heritage

Dictionary
	Yes: “or one to whom personality is attributed”

	Oxford English Dictionary
	Yes: p. 290 “Used in reference to an animal or animals: usually with implication of personality.”

“Shakespeare, (1601) Julius Caesar, Act 1, Scene 3, ‘Against the Capitol I met a lion who glared at me, and went surly by.’

Dickens The Uncommercial Traveler 1860 ‘Two honest dogs…who perform in Punch’s shows.’

Phillips Brooks New Starts in Life ‘Even the lowest creature who floats on the pool’s surface… feels...some... half-conscious pleasure in the mere act of living.’



	Wikipedia
	Yes: “some animals perceived as sentient”

	Webster’s Dictionary 1913
	Yes

	Merriam-Webster
	Yes


Conclusion

The present paper has proposed research into the use of the relative pronoun who with nonhuman animals and has suggested means of doing the research. A small-scale study into dictionaries’ treatment of this issue was reported. This study found some variance among dictionaries on the issue. Perhaps this variance gives hope that change can take place in humans’ view of other animals and that we will treat them less as objects and more as thinking and feeling beings deserving of certain rights that nonhuman animals do not currently enjoy. That said, the goal of this paper has been to focus the attention of language users generally and researchers in particular on the issue rather than to advocate a particular usage. 
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