
Women in nov els have tended to “feel”, while men “get”; women smile or laugh, while men grin or
chuckle. An anal y sis of more than 100,000 nov els span ning more than 200 years shows how gen- 
dered even seem ingly in nocu ous words can be – as well as re veal ing an un ex pected de cline in the
pro por tion of fe male nov el ists from the mid dle of the 19th cen tury to the mid dle of the 20th.

Aca demics from the Univer sity of Illi nois and the Univer sity of Cal i for nia, Berke ley used an al go- 
rithm to ex am ine 104,000 works of fic tion from 1780 to 2007, drawn mostly from HathiTrust Dig i tal
Li brary. The al go rithm iden ti fied both au thors’ and char ac ters’ gen ders.

The aca demics ex pected to see an in crease in the promi nence of fe male char ac ters in lit er a ture
across the two cen turies. In stead, “from the 19th cen tury through [to] the early 1960s we see a story
of steady de cline”, said Ted Un der wood, David Bam man, and Sab rina Lee in their re search pa per,
The Trans for ma tion of Gen der in EnglishLan guage Fic tion, which has just been pub lished in Cul tural
An a lyt ics.

As well as the drop in the num ber of char ac ters who are women or girls, they also found “a fairly
stun ning de cline” in the num ber of books writ ten by women in the first half of the 20th cen tury, writ- 
ing that “the pro por tion of fic tion ac tu ally writ ten by women … drops by half (from roughly 50% of ti- 
tles to roughly 25%) as we move from 1850 to 1950.”

The aca demics were so sur prised by these find ings – “in the very pe riod when we might ex pect to
see the ef fects of first-wave fem i nism” – that they thought it must be down to an er ror in their meth- 
ods. They ran fur ther tests, and found they tal lied.
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“Women go from rep re sent ing al most half the au thors of fic tion to barely a quar ter. If this trend is
real, it is an im por tant fact about lit er ary his tory that ought to be fore grounded even, say, in an thol- 
ogy in tro duc tions.”

The aca demics spec u late that one rea son for the drop, which re verses in about 1970, could be the
“gentrification” of the novel. In the mid-19th cen tury, novel-writ ing was not a “high sta tus ca reer”, but
as it in creas ingly be came so, it be came more de sir able to male writ ers.

Kate Mosse, a best selling his tor i cal novelist and founder of the Women’s Prize for fic tion, said she
was not sur prised by the re sults. She pointed to “a sea change from the En light en ment through to
Vic to rian val ues, so women are freer in the time of Jane Austen or Mary Shel ley or Ann Rad cliffe but
then Vic to rian val ues, the idea of the an gel in the home, take over.”

While rep re sen ta tion of women in fic tion fell, non-fic tion saw “an enor mous ex pan sion” of fe male
writ ers. “Ex pand ing op por tu ni ties on this scale might have lured women away from the novel,” they
write.

The de cline in women writ ing is part of the rea son for the drop in fe male char ac ters, the anal y sis
showed. In books by men, women oc cupy on av er age of just a quar ter to a third of the char ac ter
space. “The di vi sion is much closer to equal” in books by women.

“This gap be tween the gen ders is de press ingly sta ble across 200 years.”
Analysing the HathiTrust archive’s 104,000 nov els, and look ing at char ac ters’ vo cab u lary, the re- 

searchers found that in early 19th-cen tury nov els, words such as “heart”, “tears”, “sighs”, “smiles” and
“spir its”, were “gen dered fem i nine”, with “only a few sub jec tive nouns as cribed more of ten to men;
the pri mary one is pas sion, which is some times a 19th-cen tury eu phemism for lust”.

Fic tional men have his tor i cally been more likely to have “got” things, and women more likely to
have “felt”. By the mid dle of the 20th cen tury, words for mirth such as “smile” and “laugh” were more
likely to be ap plied to fe male char ac ters, while “mid cen tury men, ap par ently, can only grin and
chuckle”.

“This gen der ing of mirth peaks in the years be fore and af ter world war two, and Ray mond Chan- 
dler is a typ i cal ex pres sion of its con se quences for men. His male char ac ters have a habit of grin ning
in an un easy la conic way,” the aca demics write.

Over all, the re searchers found that gen der di vi sions be tween char ac ters had “be come less sharply
marked” over the last two cen turies. They re it er ate, how ever, that this blur ring of the bound aries of
gen der as fic tion moves into the 20th cen tury “doesn’t seem to have been as so ci ated with greater em- 
pha sis on women as char ac ters. On the con trary, their promi nence de clines across the same pe riod.”

And “men re main – on av er age, as a group – re mark ably re sis tant to giv ing women more than a
third of the char ac ter-space in their sto ries.”


