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Abstract 

The aim of this essay is to establish whether or not the word foxy can serve to illustrate gender 

differences and gender stereotypes in English. The analysis is conducted by using one 

American English corpus and one British English corpus in order to make a comparison of the 

two English varieties. Apart from the comparative study, foxy is examined and categorized 

according to gender and a number of features to help answering the research questions which 

are: 

· What difference in meaning, if any, does the word foxy carry when used for males, 

females and inanimate things? 

· Can the word foxy serve to illustrate gender stereotypes in English? 

· Are there any differences regarding how foxy is used in American English compared 

to British English? 

 

Throughout the essay previous studies are presented, terms and tools that have been used are 

defined and argued for. One of the conclusions drawn in this study is that there is a significant 

difference in meaning when foxy is used in American English compared to British English. 

There are, however, also differences concerning the use of foxy when referring to males, 

females and inanimate things. 

 

Keywords: Collocation, corpus studies, foxy, gender, language, linguistics, semantic prosody, 

stereotypes. 
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1 Introduction 

The idea to conduct this study was born when I read about a study made by MacKay and 

Konishi in the 1980’s (in Gramley, 2001:156). They have investigated whether animals 

(animal personification) in children’s literature are most often referred to as he, she or it. They 

concluded that he was used for animals in 76 percent of the cases in the stories investigated. 

In addition to this, they also claim that big animals (large mammals) are typically referred to 

as he whereas she is used typically to refer to small animals such as insects and birds 

(Gramley 2001:156). 

        Tenorio (2000), claims that the gender difference above becomes apparent when 

comparing common references to lions and lionesses. Both are big mammals of the same 

species, but they are apparently also very different from each other when looking at how they 

are referred to, and when a comparison of their typical characteristics is made. A lion is most 

often referred to as a big, mighty, and strong animal that people respect or fear. A lioness, on 

the other hand, is merely described as a female lion with yellow fur (Tenorio 2000:224). In 

other words, a lioness is referred to by her physical appearance, and is seen as a partner of the 

strong and mighty lion. The lion, on the contrary, is described with reference to all his 

positive and strong mental and physical features. This claim is supported by other authors as 

well (see Smith 1995, Karniol et al 2000, and Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 2003). 

        In general, male animals appear more often than female animals in children's storybooks. 

Furthermore, the females that do appear are typically helpless and passive (Smith 1995:303-

304). Observations of young children who are asked to read books containing different 

animals, where the gender of the animals is not specified, have been made. These studies have 

revealed that children themselves assign animals a specific gender according to the animals' 

looks and their characteristics when the gender is not explicitly mentioned in the story (Smith 

1995:314). This could be one piece of evidence of childhood stereotyping. Some things, thus, 

are considered to be more female or male than others judged by the way they look or are 

presented. Similar studies have also been conducted by Karniol et al (2000). They then 

reached the conclusion that ambiguous animal characters, in terms of gender in children's 

books are more often assigned male than female gender by children. Somehow male gender 

is, already at a young age, the dominant and best liked gender, irrespective of the child's own 

gender. However, Karniol et al (2000:388) argue that this is due to the fact that children grow 

up in a “gender-segregated world”. This inequality is also blamed on the low frequency of 
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female characters, and the fact that female characters are often presented as the weaker, less 

likable gender when they do appear in stories (Karniol et al, 2000:391). 

        In order to investigate the arguments stated above further, I read an article about animal 

heroes and animal victims by Oswald (1995). This article did not contradict what the authors 

above claim. On the contrary, almost all of the animal heroes mentioned in the article were in 

fact male animals, and the female characters discussed were either side-kicks to the heroes or 

portrayed as victims. However, since this article was written more than ten years ago, this 

might have changed and the gender distribution might be more equal today in children’s 

literature. 

        As seen above there have been quite a lot of previous studies made about animal names 

and animal personification in connection to gender and gender roles. Humans have always 

lived side by side with animals. Therefore assigning animal characteristics to humans is 

perhaps not something odd per se, and I claim that it is as common as ascribing human 

characteristics to animals. This essay, however, aims at establishing how these characteristics 

reflect gender stereotypes in society through the use of language. I will analyze the word foxy, 

and therefore language is the focal point.  Animal characteristics ascribed to humans, and the 

other way round, are often introduced to us at an early age, since animals and animal 

personification are highly frequent in children's books. “[S]torybooks [...] are one site where 

children learn uneven relations between masculinity and femininity” (Smith 1995:303). Even 

though children’s literature is not the subject of this essay, our childhood experiences are 

likely to have an impact on how we value gender, create stereotypes and use our language 

when we grow older. What we are taught as children we bring with us through the rest of our 

lives. And if what we are taught is that men and women are valued differently, this will affect 

the way we live our lives, use our language and create uneven relations, as is claimed by for 

example Smith (1995). In this study I investigate how the word foxy is used for males and 

females in British English as well as American English. 

        In the Theoretical background section definitions of gender, stereotypes and language 

will be given as well as a definition of foxy from the Oxford English Dictionary. I will also 

argue for how a combination of gender, stereotypes and language is highly significant for the 

way we live our everyday lives, our society and especially for how language might be used to 

fit within certain “fixed frames”. 
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1.1 Aim and Scope 

The aim of this essay is to show if and how the adjective foxy might serve to illustrate gender 

differences and gender stereotypes present in both the English language and the English 

society. Furthermore, a comparison between American and British English will be made in 

order to establish if there are any differences in use of the word foxy in the two varieties of 

English. The analysis is conducted by using one American English corpus and one British 

English corpus, namely the Time Magazine Corpus (Am. Eng) and the British National 

Corpus (Br. Eng) respectively. Previous investigations of animal characteristics, gender roles 

and stereotypes, as well as a dictionary definition of foxy, are presented in order for the reader 

to be able to follow the discussion and get a thorough understanding of the subject. The 

examples found in the two corpora are used in order to study and draw conclusions about the 

collocation patterns of foxy. Before the analysis and the comparative study are presented, 

however, definitions will also be provided of the features used in the analysis, as well as some 

linguistic tools which have been used in order to identify any differences or specific patterns 

of interest. Given the scope of this essay I only analyze the word foxy. 

1.2 Research Questions 

· What difference in meaning, if any, does the word foxy carry when used for males, 

females and inanimate things? 

· Can the word foxy serve to illustrate gender stereotypes in English? 

· Are there any differences regarding how foxy is used in American English compared 

to British English? 

I have asked friends and family (some Swedes and some native speakers of English) how they 

would explain the word foxy. Not a single one of them associated this word with anything else 

than an attractive woman. My hypothesis is that their association of foxy is not entirely 

correct, and I suspect that my analysis of foxy will cast a new light on this word and how it is 

used to refer to females, males and inanimate things. In addition to this belief, my hypothesis 

is also that the analysis of the two corpora will show that foxy is in fact used with different 

reference for females and males in English i.e. that a foxy woman and a foxy man are not 

associated with the same features. Moreover, I believe that foxy will prove to be an example 

of a word which maintains and strengthens gender stereotypes in society. 
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2 Theoretical Background 

This section starts with the dictionary definition of foxy in the Oxford English Dictionary: 

· Fox-like: esp. crafty, cunning.  

· Of weather: misleadingly bright. 

· Fox-coloured, reddish brown or yellow. 

· Painting. Marked by excessive predominance of reddish tints; over-hot in colouring.  

· Used to denote various defects of colour and quality resulting from atmospheric conditions, improper 

treatment, etc.  

· Of beer, wine, etc.: Turned sour in the course of fermentation, not properly fermented.  

· Of grapes: Having the coarse flavour of the fox-grape.  

· U.S. slang. Of a woman: attractive, desirable, pretty; sexy.  (OED) 

 

In this definition the dictionary states that, in American English, women are ascribed features 

of sexual attractiveness when referred to as foxy. In other words, this seems to be in line with 

what the people asked in my previous mini-study (see section 1.2) associated foxy with. But 

who are the people that are crafty and cunning when referred to as foxy? The dictionary states 

that foxy females, in American English, are attractive, desirable, pretty, etc but is the same 

valid for British English? The dictionary does not state that males are ascribed any features in 

particular, so what is meant when a man is described as foxy, and are men ever referred to as 

foxy? Is foxy a representative word for gender stereotypes?  

        Gender, language and stereotypes. Three words that might not seem so special, but I 

claim that all three are phenomena which, when combined, have an enormous impact both on 

society as a whole, on the way we live our lives, and particularly, on how we use our 

language. Gender, language and stereotypes are all subjects which have been studied in 

academic circles for a long time, particularly ‘gender and language’ has been the subject of 

linguistic studies for a century or more (see Sunderland 2006, Butler 1999, and Coates 2004 

for example). Before the discussion continues, I would like to define the above terms. 

Definitions will also be given for the features that will be used later on in the analysis. 
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2.1 Gender 

Is there a difference between gender and sex? Some researchers claim that sex and gender are 

both socially constructed. Others claim that sex is the biological difference, while gender is 

the social construction (Sunderland 2006:28). In other words, some refer to gender as 

something which is “built on pre-existing sex differences” (Sunderland 2006:29). In this essay 

I treat gender as the latter, i.e. a social construction. This is something that many authors 

agree on (see, for example, Butler 1999, Svahn 1999, Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 2003). The 

same opinion is also stated in the following quote by Simone de Beauvoir, in Butler (1999:12) 

“[O]ne is not born a woman, but, rather, becomes one”.  If what Simone de Beauvoir claims is 

true for women, the same should be true for men as well, if gender is a social construction.  

        Elwin-Nowak & Thomsson (2003) have devoted a whole book to the subject of “doing 

gender” in which they demonstrate how important it is to acknowledge the fact that we are all 

“doing gender”, very actively but not very consciously (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 2003:15). 

By stating this, the authors’ aim is to get their readers to start reflecting over everyday actions, 

and to create awareness in their readers of how omnipresent the action of “doing gender” is in 

our society.  

        By being what we are expected to be, that is, acting as typical females or males, we get 

confirmation and appreciation from others (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 2003:108). There are, 

however, great differences pertaining to how women and men are expected to act in order to 

receive this confirmation and appreciation. One of the main differences is that men are 

allowed to use their gender and the behavior that automatically follows from being a man, and 

that this behavior is approved of by the surrounding society. Women, on the other hand, 

should be feminine, but only up to a certain level. If they act too feminine, they are instead 

considered to be silly, embarrassing and are despised for that (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 

2003:18-19).  

        The act of “doing gender” is commenced by society as soon as a new baby is born. The 

infant is immediately introduced and forced into the “correct” gender by receiving clothes and 

toys typically male or female. The infant is also spoken to differently, depending on whether 

it is a boy or a girl (girls are called sweet or pretty, while boys are called cool and handsome, 

etc.) The infant is also given a typically male or female name (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 

2003:21-22). All of this is proof of how different tools, language included, are used to create 

gender stereotypes. This way gender differences are maintained, and children are pushed into 

gender stereotypes that are predefined by society (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson 2003:118-120). 
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To illustrate these gender differences I hereby provide an example that I would like to call 

“my friend and the spiderman costume”:  

 

A friend of mine has a 5-year-old daughter and her daughter’s biggest hero is 

Spiderman. One day not too long ago my friend and her daughter went to a well 

known clothes store to buy the daughter her very own spiderman costume, and of 

course this was a big day in the daughter’s life! However, problems arose when 

they went to the cashier to pay for the spiderman costume. The female cashier 

acted very patronizing and was rude, even on the brink of hostile, when she 

realized that the spiderman costume was in fact bought to be worn by a little girl. 

My friend was certain, however, that wearing this outfit would not make her 

daughter less feminine. After trying to convince the cashier of this she finally gave 

up and went to another cashier where she paid for the costume and swore never to 

return to that specific store again.  

 

By this example I do not attempt to claim that all cashiers are narrow-minded and stereotype 

conservatives. However, this is an example of how some people might react when someone is 

attempting to break the invisible gender rules in our modern society. 

2.2 Stereotypes 

According to Stangor (2000:6), the term stereotype was coined by Walter Lippman in 1922, 

and is thus not a very old term. However, once it was coined, it has been frequently used. 

Stereotypes can be described as a mirror of the frequent social categorization that we all use 

more or less consciously. When we see or meet unknown people we immediately categorize 

them according to their gender, age, physical attractiveness, their race and ethnicity (Stangor 

2000:5). Thus, social categorization combined with the stereotypes makes us expect the 

person to be and to behave in a certain, predefined, way.        

        As mentioned earlier, the learning process of both gender and stereotypes starts early in 

life.  Studies have been made, in which 4 and 5-year-old children are asked certain questions 

in order to measure whether or not the child gives a stereotypic answer. The children are 

asked questions of the following kind: Who can bake cookies? or Who can drive a race car? 

Most often the answer will be that women can bake and that men can drive race cars, which 

are typical stereotypic answers (Stangor 2000:10) and a reflection of what our world looks 

like. Other studies have also shown that children, before they are completely “genderdized”, 

make different choices than those they make after they are fully aware of the meaning of 

belonging to the male or female gender. Young children are more likely to play with friends 

of the opposite sex than older children who are aware of the gender differences, and clearly 
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prefer to play with children of the same sex (Allport 2000:32). Now it is time to look deeper 

into the actual stereotypes to establish what impact they have on our lives and how they 

connect with language and gender.  

        Fishman wrote in the 1950s that: “[t]here is no completely non-verbal social 

stereotyping” (Schaller & Stangor, 2000:68). This quote is in line with my claim regarding the 

importance of language and words when studying stereotypes and stereotyping. The roles that 

we are formed into as women and men can be seen by studying stereotypes, since they 

illustrate a highly simplified notion of what it means to be a woman or a man (Svahn 

1999:11). According to Karniol et al (2000), the use of stereotypes helps people to structure 

their social world. Stereotypes can be seen as guidelines for how to behave and what is 

expected of you as a male or a female. 

        But is all stereotyping negative? Stangor (2000:323) claims that stereotypes often have a 

very negative impact on the people who are referred to in these cases. Positive stereotyping 

seems to be extremely rare. In fact, most people are often unaware of using stereotypes as 

they are a normal and imbedded part of both our individual psychology and society as a whole 

(Stangor 2000:391). 

        Since stereotypes are taught and learned so early on in a person’s life it is not hard to 

understand why stereotypes are so difficult to change. In other words, as expressed by Stangor 

(2000:13), “once stereotypes are activated, they tend to become self-maintaining”.  

2.3 Language 

After having looked at how gender, gender differences and stereotypes are explained, 

presented and studied by several authors, the focus is now shifted onto language.     

        How come language and language use are important when gender and stereotypes are 

studied? Language is vital for how we structure our everyday life. According to Crystal 

(1969), a common belief among people is that language does not have to be defined, since we 

all use it on a regular basis. He claims, however, that this is a huge error and far from the 

truth. Language is something which we are not born with, but something which we are taught 

and gradually learn how to master.  

        Crystal (1969:30) defines language as a “very complex phenomenon” which does not 

exist in a vacuum, neither is it something which is easily defined. Language is “the most 

frequently used and most highly developed form of human communication”. Furthermore, 

language is “a human vocal noise […] used systematically and conventionally by a 
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community for purposes of communication” (Crystal 1969:34). The human vocal noise is a 

“patterned noise-sound with organization” (Crystal 1969:39) and one essential feature of 

language, that distinguishes it from other types of sounds, is that it carries meaning (Crystal 

1969:50). The communication that is part of language can be described as a “transmission of 

information […] from a source to a receiver” (Crystal 1969:30).  

        According to Biber et al (1998), language studies have expanded over the past twenty-

five years and many other areas of study, apart from linguistics, have realized the importance 

of language studies and especially how helpful a corpus can be when conducting language 

studies. This essay examines written language in two corpora as a way to reveal the true 

meaning or meanings of the word foxy. A more general study on gender in the English 

language has concluded that women are far more likely to be described by their physical 

appearance, beauty, sex-dependence
1
, and physical talent than men. Men are either accepted 

or rejected for who they are, and they are rarely compared to the other gender (Tenorio 

2000:219). The references to women’s physical appearance are also far more derogatory, or 

negative in evaluation, than those to men’s physical appearance (Tenorio 2000:227). 

Furthermore it must be kept in mind that language in itself is seldom sexist, instead it is the 

way we use language “with the intention of conveying some kind of sexual inferiority” 

(Tenorio 2000:216) that makes it sexist. In other words, it is not the words themselves but 

how we choose to use them, with negative connotations, which make them appear sexist. This 

is in line with my hypothesis in section 1.2.  

        People speak about male and female without even noticing it themselves, and by doing 

this they often maintain the gender differences unconsciously (Elvin-Nowak & Thomsson, 

2003:32). According to Sunderland (2006), most authors are of the opinion, and agree on the 

fact that more needs to be done in order to decrease how language is used to maintain gender 

differences and stereotypes. Many authors are also unanimous in that there is a long way to go 

before gender differences are exterminated. Nevertheless, the debate about gender and 

language has at least shed some light on the topic and made people acknowledge the 

differences, which is a good starting point for further progress (Sunderland 2006:40). 

        Gender and language is a broad topic closely connected with “sociolinguistics, discourse 

analysis, language change, […] stylistics, pragmatics, literacy, the history of language and 

                                                           
1
 Tenorio (2000:219) defines sex-dependence as when a woman is referred to as a concubine, geisha, prostitute, 

call-girl etc. In other words, when a female is referred to with words signaling her relation to/dependence on sex 

or sexual activities. 
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even historical and descriptive linguistics” (Sunderland 2006:55). I would also like to add 

psychology and social psychology to the list, even though this is a linguistics paper.  

3 Method and material 

In this essay I have chosen to study examples of the word foxy from two different corpora, the 

British National Corpus and the Time Magazine Corpus. The reason for choosing to use two 

corpora is that I agree with those who argue that a corpus can elucidate language use in a 

superior way to what dictionaries or other resources can provide (Partington 1998:1). I have 

chosen to extract examples from two corpora instead of one in order to retrieve a large 

amount of data, but also because I wanted to analyze examples from both British and 

American English. This made it possible to investigate how foxy is used in both British 

English and American English, in order to make a comparison of the two varieties. Using 

corpora is a relatively new way of studying language and language use. A corpus gives the 

reader the possibility to see words in their actual contexts, especially since a corpus is a body 

of “real” text and not something chosen by an editor of, for example, a dictionary (Tenorio 

2000:214).  

        Although the two corpora are of the same size, 100 million words in each corpus, it 

should be mentioned that they are compiled of different material respectively. The British 

National Corpus contains written material such as newspaper articles, academic publications, 

and books, as well as spoken material, whereas the Time Magazine Corpus only contains 

written articles from the Time Magazine. A general search for foxy in the British National 

Corpus (henceforward the BNC) generated a total of 67 examples and a search in the Time 

Magazine Corpus (henceforward the TMC) generated 247 examples. Consequently, the 

number of hits found of foxy differed markedly between the two. Out of the 67 examples from 

the BNC, only 20 examples were examined in this study, and the number of examples 

examined from the TMC was 169, giving a total amount of 189 examples. The excluded 

examples were proper nouns referring to names of people, boats, animals, cartoon or comic 

strip characters (for example Foxy grandpa, Foxy Loxy and Foxy Brown), and were therefore 

not considered relevant for this study. Before I started to analyze the examples I did not only 

look at the examples as they were presented in the result lists, where every hit/example is 

displayed as a sentence with only a couple of collocating words on each side, in the two 

corpora. Instead, in order to really make the examples justice, I looked through the whole 

paragraph that each example in the result list was originally extracted from. This way every 
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example was read and analyzed in connection with at least four sentences of collocating text. 

However, when presenting the examples in section 4, only one or two sentences for each 

example will be displayed. 

        Besides presenting and analyzing the examples found in the two corpora I have created 

an analysis model according to which I have classified the examples with respect to different 

features. The features are motivated and defined, and their significance for the analysis is 

discussed in great detail in section 4 and section 4.1, but in brief they are:   

· Male, female or no gender  

· Foxy referring to physical appearance or mental capacity  

· Age of the referent (young, old or middle age)  

· Status of the referent 

· Semantic prosody 

4 Analysis 

Even though definitions of gender, stereotypes, and language have already been given in 

previous sections, some further definitions have to be given before the analysis is presented. 

The tools that were chosen in order to analyze the examples in the two corpora, besides the 

features (which will be presented in the next subsection) are collocation and semantic 

prosody. 

        Collocation is defined as a word’s “pattern of combination with other words” (Partington 

1998:2). J.R. Firth’s view of collocations is that “you shall judge a word by the company it 

keeps” (Firth, 1957 in Partington 1998:15). A third way of explaining collocation is “the 

occurrence of two or more words within a short space of each other in a text” (Sinclair 

1991:170). In this essay all of the three definitions together constitute the definition of 

collocation. Foxy has been classified with respect to a number of features according to “the 

company it keeps” in the examples extracted from the corpora. Moreover, collocations and 

collocation patterns are claimed to be of high importance, especially for children and other 

language learners (Partington 1998:24). Hence, collocation should be of interest when 

studying stereotypes, since they are learnt early in life, as mentioned in section 2.  

        Apart from collocation, semantic prosody has also been taken into consideration and has 

been used as a tool when analyzing and classifying the examples. Semantic prosody is the 
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phenomenon that “a given word or phrase may occur most frequently in the context of other 

words or phrases which are predominantly positive or negative in their evaluative orientation” 

(Channell 1999:38). If the collocating words, surrounding the word that is investigated, are 

interpreted or perceived as mostly positive or negative, they together create a positive or 

negative atmosphere. This atmosphere can then be used in order to investigate if a word is 

used as a denotation of something positive or negative. According to Partington, semantic 

prosody is something which can be hard to grasp even for native speakers and is therefore 

best analyzed by the use of a corpus (Partington 1998:72).  

4.1 The features  

The examples from the two corpora have been looked through closely. They have also been 

counted and classified with respect to features. A brief overview of the features was presented 

in section 3, but they are here presented in more detail. First of all, the examples have been 

classified according to gender: male, female or no gender
2
. This was done not only to obtain 

an overview, but also in order to see which gender group is the most common gender used 

with foxy in the two corpora. After this first classification the examples were subcategorized 

according to features:  

(i) If foxy refers to the referent’s physical appearance or rather to mental features, such as 

being cunning, smart etc. (ii) Status, i.e. if the collocating words signal that the referent has 

either high or low status in society. (iii) Age of the referent i.e. if the collocating words signal 

that the referents in the examined examples belong to a specific age group, and lastly (iv) 

according to semantic prosody, i.e. positive or negative evaluative orientation of collocating 

words. 

Are these features relevant and can they help answering the research questions? These 

features are of interest when considering what was argued for in previous sections. If males 

and females are spoken of differently, have different expectations, are stereotyped differently, 

and all of this starts at an early age, our language and the words we use should be expected to 

be a mirror of this. In the introduction above the ways of referring to a lion and a lioness were 

discussed. Furthermore, Stangor (2000) claims that when we see or meet an unknown person, 

                                                           
2
 Some readers might find it strange to have a gender category called ’no gender’. However, since this category 

deals with inanimate things which are in themselves genderless, but still important for this study, I have decided 

to call this category ’no gender’. 
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we immediately categorize him/her according to gender age and physical attractiveness. The 

dictionary definition also provided a good reason for looking closer on how the word foxy 

differs in use for males and females i.e. if there are any differences to be found. 

        In the next subsections some of the examples from the two corpora are presented and 

discussed. In the tables organizing the data, the numbers for each gender group and feature is 

displayed, but the numbers are also specified according to the number of examples extracted 

from each of the two corpora. Furthermore, I argue for, and try to explain, how I have 

reasoned when I have classified the examples into the different categories based on features. 

Last but not least, a discussion of the results is presented. 

4.2 Gender 

As mentioned in section 3, the examples were first of all classified into three groups 

according to gender. One example from each of the three gender groups is presented and 

discussed below. In each example, collocating words of extra importance are emphasized by 

being in bold (my emphasis).  

(1) His last girlfriend, the foxy Rita, left him a year ago, and he's not quite as over it as he'd like to think. 

(TMC) 

(2) Mr. Fox looks a little foxy himself. (TMC) 

(3) This yawning book, its foxy breath … I pluck out phrases like stubborn teeth, only to mislay them 

(BNC) 

 

(1) shows a female referred to as foxy, and the gender of the referent can be concluded from 

the collocating words girlfriend and Rita both signaling femininity. (2) shows a male referred 

to as foxy. The gender of the referent is here made visible by the use of Mr. and himself. In (3) 

however, the foxy referent is a book which is not perceived as male or female, even though the 

book is given animate characteristics. However, some relevant examples were neither 

explicitly female nor explicitly male. They could still not, however, be categorized as no 

gender, since the examples were in fact dealing with humans. An example of this is (4) below. 

(4) Playwright Ronald Alexander has surrounded him with zany astrologers of the marketplace-hack 

writers, foxy talent agents, dubbed-in laugh effects men - who cast horoscopes under the sign of the 

dollar to see if the public will prefer the TV story of a myna bird that refuses to talk or a chimpanzee 

that plays Lady Macbeth. (TMC) 

In (4) neither the context nor the collocating words reveal if foxy talent agents are female or 

male. These examples, the few that were found in the two corpora, were therefore treated as 
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two separate examples; one example of female reference and one of male for each of the 

examples. The classification of all of the retrieved examples from the corpora according to 

gender resulted in the following table: 

Table 1. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender in the corpora 

 Number of examples 

found in the BNC 

Number of examples 

found in the TMC 

Total number of examples 

found for each gender group 

Female 9 21 30 

Male 7  120 127 

No gender 4 28 32 

Total number of 

examples  

20 169 189 

 

The number of foxy males in table 1 is four times higher than the number of foxy females. In 

addition, even the number of foxy with no gender is slightly higher than the number of foxy 

females. This relation is not what might have been expected when looking at the dictionary 

definition from the Oxford English Dictionary. Therefore, the conclusion drawn from this 

table is that foxy is most commonly used for males, despite the dictionary definition in section 

2. 

4.3 Physical appearance and mental capacity 

The next step in the analysis was to divide the examples according to references to physical 

appearance and mental capacity. In this essay, physical appearance is defined as words in the 

context referring to looks, reference to the body, or body parts of the person, or anything else 

referring to the physical appearance of the person referred to as foxy in the examples. Mental 

capacity, on the other hand, is defined as words in the context referring to cunning, smartness, 

in other words the internal capacity of the person referred to as foxy in the examples. The 

reason for including this feature in the analysis is particularly due to the dictionary definition 

in section 2, where it is stated that foxy is a word typically referring to women as attractive, 

sexy etc in American English. It is also included in order to investigate if the crafty, cunning 

features in the dictionary definition are equally valid for all three gender groups, or if it 

appears more often for one of them.  
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Table 2. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and physical appearance, and mental capacity in the 

two corpora. 

 Physical appearance Mental capacity Total number of 

examples/gender 

Female 17  

(7 BNC, 10 TMC) 

2  

(1 BNC, 1 TMC) 

19  

(8 BNC, 11 TMC) 

Male 8  

(4 BNC, 4 TMC) 

70  

(2 BNC, 68 TMC) 

78  

(6 BNC, 72 TMC) 

No gender 4  

(1 BNC, 3 TMC) 

9  

(1 BNC, 8 TMC) 

13  

(2 BNC, 11 TMC) 

Total number of examples 

exemplifying this feature 

29  

(12 BNC, 17 TMC) 

81  

(4 BNC, 77 TMC) 

110  

(16 BNC, 94 TMC) 

 

As seen in table 2, there is a distinct difference in number between physical appearance and 

mental capacity for females and males. A majority of the examples of foxy females refer to 

physical appearance, whereas mental capacity is the most common feature associated with 

foxy males. Even among the foxy with no gender, a higher number of examples refer to mental 

capacity rather than to physical appearance. Below examples of physical appearance are 

provided. 

 

(5) He remembered a straight mass of red-gold hair, in cold King's Chapel, more golden than foxy 

Frederica's, slowly settling onto a collar as the pins released their grip. (BNC) 

(6) He was a tall man with a long, foxy face, a pointed beard, and a nose that drooped on and on. (TMC) 

(7) SILVER, BUT STILL FOXY ! While ELIZABETH TAYLOR's preference in jewelry has always been 

diamonds, it turns out that silver suits her quite nicely also.  (TMC) 

The three examples above are all examples of foxy in a context referring to physical 

appearance. In (5), red-gold hair are the collocating key words, in (6) face is considered to 

display physical appearance, together with the rest of the collocating words describing the 

man’s looks. In (7) physical appearance is displayed by the colour silver (silver jewelry). A 

colour or a piece of jewelry cannot have any mental capacity and is hence judged by its 

appearance. Below examples of mental capacity are provided. 
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(8) "He was a natural," says Williams, continuing in the long line of those men and women of experience 

and the most foxy intelligence, who could not analyse Burton's gift any more clearly than that. (TMC) 

(9) Though Welch is a superb actor, he is no lightweight; he has a foxy, seasoned legal mind. (TMC) 

(10) Another foxy scheming method to miss conscription is to join the Quakers, avoiding being drafted 

because of religious immunity. (BNC) 

Examples (8), (9) and (10) are very different from (5), (6) and (7) considering the context. In 

(8), (9) and (10) the context is referring to mental capacity instead of physical appearance. 

References to mental capacity are displayed by collocating key words such as intelligence, 

experience, analyse, seasoned legal mind, and scheming method.  

4.4 Status 

The feature status was awarded two values: High status and Low status. High status is defined 

here as having power, displaying a high position in society, or being in possession of some 

kind of title. Low status, on the other hand, is defined as the opposite, i.e. having a low class 

job, or being in a position which is considered as something negative by society, or displaying 

submission, poverty, etc. 

Table 3. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and status in the two corpora 

 High status Low status Total number of 

examples/gender 

Female 0 1  

(1 BNC) 

1  

(1 BNC) 

Male 66  

(1 BNC, 65 TMC) 

3  

(1 BNC, 2 TMC) 

69 

 (2 BNC, 67 TMC) 

No gender 0 0 0 

Total number of 

examples exemplifying 

this feature 

66 

 (1 BNC, 65 TMC) 

4 

 (2 BNC, 2 TMC) 

70  

(3 BNC, 67 TMC) 

 

Very few examples of low status were found in the two corpora for the three gender groups. 

Foxy with no gender was non-existent in both high and low status, and only 1 example in total 

of foxy females with status were found. However, many examples of foxy males have a 

context referring to high status. In fact, more than half of all the examples of foxy males (66 of 
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the total of 127) are examples where the context displays a high status in one way or another. 

Consider the examples below. 

(11) The King of Kings, Shadow of the Almighty, Vice Regent of God and Center of the Universe, is a 

tough, foxy old man, better known as Reza Shah Pahlavi. (TMC) 

(12) Foxy Andrea can tell that Camilla is una illustrissima, but how is Camilla to know that Andrea, for all 

his fine clothes, is the son of a blacksmith? (TMC) 

(13) No, they're business heads on business shoulders, keen-sensed and foxy , not young-looking either but 

tough, tanned and weathered. […] She once told me, in a voice full of hatred and contempt, that 

Mandy and Debby have been known to do escort work, the deal being as follows: the punter pays the 

agency £15 per date, of which the chick gets two. (BNC) 

In (11) the man in the example is referred to as the king of kings, vice regent of God etc. He is 

in possession of a great deal of power and is looked up to, or maybe even feared, by the writer 

and probably by society. He has power and high status. In (12) on the other hand, the man is 

described as the son of a blacksmith, i.e. a man with low status, who is trying to cover up his 

identity by wearing fine clothes. There is nothing fancy, according to the context, in being 

merely a son of a blacksmith, and that is why I have classified this example as an example of 

low status. In (13) the women seem to have lived a hard life. In addition they have been 

known to do escort work for a very poor pay. The women are not beautiful and they are 

looked down at for their actions. They show no trace of having a high status but rather seem 

to be at the bottom of society. This is classified as an example of low status. When classifying 

the examples according to high or low status no examples of females with high status were 

found.  

4.5 Age  

Age was divided into two groups. Examples where the feature young age is of relevance, are 

either referring to young people in the context (children etc.), or to those who have a specified 

age which is in the range of 0-40 years old. Examples exhibiting the feature old age people, 

are either referred to as old in the context, or have a specified age in the range of 41-100 years 

old. As we saw in the previous subsection, foxy males are typically in possession of a high 

status in society, whereas foxy females were non-existent in the same category. Is it possible 

that age and status have some kind of connection with each other? This is looked into at the 

end of the analysis. 
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Table 4. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and age in the two corpora  

 Young age Old age Total number of 

examples/gender 

Female 1  

(1 TMC, 0 BNC) 

0 1 

 (1 TMC, 0 BNC) 

Male 2 

 (2 TMC, 0 BNC) 

35  

(35 TMC, 0 BNC) 

37  

(37 TMC, 0 BNC) 

No gender 0 0 0 

Total number of 

examples exemplifying 

this feature 

3 

 (3 TMC, 0 BNC) 

35  

(35 TMC, 0 BNC) 

38 

 (38 TMC, 0 BNC) 

 

Table 4 shows that age seldom is stated for foxy females. The category no gender is non-

existent in the age feature. This, however, is no surprise since the category no gender deals 

with inanimate things. Foxy males, however, are often referred to as old in the context. Most 

noticeable in this table though is that there were no examples at all found with reference to 

age in the BNC.  

(14)  Cage, an American, is the mandolin-playing Italian captain (in full accent), while Cruz, a Spaniard, is 

the foxy Greek ingénue Pelagia. Madden, a Brit, is directing in English. (TMC) 

(15) The stock picture of a Japanese traveler is an immaculate, youthful-looking, polite, poker-faced 

Oriental who goes about with a small, expensive camera taking photographs of fortifications, air fields 

and the like, collects trade secrets, lets nothing escape his foxy eyes, but rarely writes a travel book. 

(TMC) 

(16) The Christian Democrats, headed by foxy, polished, 73-year-old Konrad Adenauer, were backed by the 

Roman Catholic Church. (TMC) 

Example (14) was the only example from the two corpora of a foxy female where age was 

stated in the context: an ingénue is the same as a young innocent girl. Example (15) is one of 

the two examples of young foxy males found in the corpora: the male is a youthful-looking 

traveler with foxy eyes. (16), however, is an example of the most common category when 

examining foxy with regard to age. The example describes an old foxy male, 73-year-old, 

whom apart from being foxy seems to be of high status. As seen when looking at status, foxy 

males are often in possession of high status. As much as 23 of the ‘old age’ examples for foxy 

males in table 4 were also included in the high status category in the previous subsection. 
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Based on this, I claim that there is a connection between old age and high status, especially 

for foxy males. 

4.6 Semantic prosody 

The last feature to examine is semantic prosody. Examples of both positive and negative 

evaluative orientation were found for all of the three gender groups: females, males and no 

gender. This feature is analyzed in order to see if foxy appears in mostly negative or positive 

evaluative contexts, and also to discover if there are any differences in evaluation between the 

three gender groups. 

Table 5. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and semantic prosody in the two corpora 

 Positive evaluative 

orientation 

Negative evaluative 

orientation 

Total number of 

examples/gender 

Female 6  

(2 BNC, 4 TMC) 

4  

(2 BNC, 2 TMC) 

10  

(4 BNC, 6 TMC) 

Male 37  

(2 BNC, 35 TMC) 

12  

(3 BNC, 9 TMC) 

49  

(5 BNC, 44 TMC) 

No gender 7 

 (2 BNC, 5 TMC) 

4  

(4 TMC) 

11 

 (2 BNC, 9 TMC) 

Total number of 

examples exemplifying 

this feature 

50 

 (6 BNC, 44 TMC) 

20  

(5 BNC, 15 TMC) 

70  

(11 BNC, 59 TMC) 

 

For all of the three gender groups, positive evaluative orientation is the dominant feature. 

Below an example from each feature in table 5 is provided. 

(17) Watch her perform in her still uncertain way, singing sweet and simple, and sometimes flashing her 

fast, foxy smile, and there are strong intimations of stardom. (TMC) 

(18) Ronstadt sheds her foxy Barbie doll image for an assertive straight forward approach that displays her 

vocal diversity. (TMC)  

(19) The big speech of the day had already been made -so it was thought- by Europe's greatest orator, 

foxy, cello-throated Aristide Briand, Foreign Minister of France. (TMC) 

(20) No foxy sycophant tricking unwary ladies with oiled flatteries for which they can ill afford to pay, 

Artist Brush had better things to do last week than to gloat upon the precedent his suit had established 

or to bewail the obdurateness of Mrs. Brooks-Aten. (TMC) 
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(21) Hume Cronyn's cigar-smoking millionaire sounds a bit too much like George Burns, but his Hugo is a 

masterpiece of foxy pomposity. (TMC) 

(22) These folksy, foxy supermagazines which lure people into stores, then help sell the store's products, 

now have a combined circulation of about 10 million a month. (TMC) 

In (17), the woman is on her way to becoming a star. She has star qualities and a foxy smile. 

This is considered an example of positive evaluative orientation. The same evaluative 

orientation is also valid for (19) and (21). In (19) the man is Europe’s greatest orator with a 

cello-throat, and in (21) a part in a play, called Hugo, is a masterpiece of foxy pomposity. In 

(18), on the other hand, the foxy woman gets rid of her foxy Barbie doll image in an attempt to 

gain a more suitable image, why foxy here is considered an example of negative evaluative 

orientation. Examples (20) and (22) are also examples of negative evaluative orientation. In 

(20), the foxy male is a dishonest man who is trying to make money by tricking old ladies, and 

in (22), the tricking is committed by foxy supermagazines.   

4.7 A comparison of the two English varieties 

As mentioned in section 3, the BNC and the TMC are of the same size (100 million words in 

each corpus). However, the number of examples of foxy found in the two corpora differed 

greatly and showed that foxy is more commonly used in American English than in British 

English. Looking at the tables presented in the previous subsections the two varieties also 

seem to use the word in different ways, with reference to different features, which can be seen 

in Figure 1 and Figure 2.  

 

Figure 1. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and previous features, in percent, in the BNC. 
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This figure shows that foxy in connection with physical appearance is used quite frequently 

about both females and males in British English. Mental capacity is mainly used with 

reference to foxy males. Age is non-existent for all three gender groups, and foxy is equally 

positive/negative in evaluative orientation. 

 

Figure 2. Examples of foxy distributed according to gender and previous features, in percent, in the TMC. 

In the BNC the majority of extracted examples were of foxy females (9 of 20) whereas the 

examples extracted from TMC were predominantly of foxy males (120 of 169). Moreover, in 

British English foxy is more often used to refer to physical appearance than in American 

English. In American English physical appearance seems to be very gender specific for 

females, whereas foxy refers to mental capacity for the categories no gender and males in 

particular (see Figure 2). American English also uses foxy in connection with status and age 

far more than British English. When looking at semantic prosody, foxy is mainly of positive 

evaluative orientation in both varieties, even though examples of negative evaluative 

orientation do occur. These results show that there are differences between the two varieties 

of English concerning how the word foxy is used. Therefore this section ends with Table 7, 

where a summary of the features ascribed to each foxy gender group for both varieties is 

presented.  
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Table 7. Summary of features ascribed to each foxy gender group in the two corpora. 

Foxy female, British English = Referring to physical appearance, no particular status or age 

group, and can be positive as well as negative. 

Foxy male, British English = Most likely referring to physical appearance, no particular 

status or age group, and can be positive as well as negative. 

Foxy no gender, British English = Referring to physical appearance or mental capacity, no 

particular status or age group, and probably positive. 

Foxy female, American English = Referring to physical appearance, no particular status or age 

group, and probably positive. 

Foxy male, American English = Referring to mental capacity, high status, old age and most 

probably positive. 

Foxy no gender, American English = Referring to mental capacity, no particular status or age group, 

and can be positive as well as negative. 

 

5 Summary and conclusions 

The aim of this essay was to show if and how the word foxy might serve to illustrate gender 

differences and gender stereotypes in the English language. The analysis has shown that there 

are differences in meaning when foxy is used with reference to females, males and inanimate 

things (the category no gender). A foxy woman and a foxy man are not completely the same, 

and they are ascribed different features from the same animal, the fox. Nevertheless, the most 

noticeable difference is to be found between the use of the word in American English and 

British English. 

        To begin with, the two corpora show that foxy is most commonly used for males, not 

females as one might suspect when reading the dictionary definition presented in section 2. 

However, whether the dictionary definition is valid or not is strongly dependent on which of 

the two corpora that is examined. The dictionary definition is more valid if it is compared to 

the examples from the BNC, than if it is compared with the examples from the TMC. In the 

BNC, 9 of the examples found referred to foxy females and a majority of those 9 examples 

had a context referring to physical appearance. The remaining 11 examples were distributed 

between males and the category no gender. However, about half of these 11 examples had a 

context referring to physical appearance as well. Consequently, physical appearance is much 

more common than mental capacity when foxy is used in British English (12 examples in total 

of physical appearance and 4 examples of mental capacity in the BNC). Yet, the examples 
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from the TMC are very different from those found in the BNC. Mental capacity is without a 

doubt the largest category for the examples found in the TMC, especially for males. However, 

examples of physical appearance were also found in the TMC, but almost exclusively for 

females. The gender difference in relation to this feature was much more noticeable in the 

TMC than in the BNC.    

        When looking at status, both high and low status occurred more frequently in the TMC, 

than it did in the BNC. Out of the 120 male examples from the TMC, 65 examples had a 

context displaying high status. Out of the 7 male examples from the BNC, only 1 example had 

a context displaying high status. This difference could be explained by the uneven distribution 

of male examples between the two corpora. However, I would like to argue that the difference 

is due to the differences in usage between American and British English, discussed in section 

4.7. Examples of low status were rare, more of an exception than a regularity. Moreover, no 

examples of neither high nor low status were found in the category no gender.  

        When looking at the feature age, the two corpora once again display differences. No 

references to age were found for the examples in the BNC, whereas 35 out of the 120 male 

examples in the TMC had a context referring to old age. The TMC also indicated a connection 

between high status and old age. Examples of foxy females in the age category were nearly 

non-existent.   

        Lastly, semantic prosody was examined. There are more examples of positive evaluative 

orientation in the TMC than in the BNC. In the TMC, the group of examples of positive 

evaluative orientation is larger than the one in the BNC. However, this is not surprising per se 

since there are more examples, in total, in this corpus than in the BNC. Instead, I find a 

comparison between positive and negative evaluative orientation for each of the two corpora 

showing percentages more interesting. In the TMC, 26 percent of the examples were of 

positive evaluative orientation and 8 percent of examples were of negative evaluative 

orientation. In the BNC, however, the distribution of positive and negative evaluative 

orientation was more equal: 30 percent of the examples were of positive evaluative orientation 

and 25 percent of the examples were of negative evaluative orientation.  

        To return to one of the research questions in section 1.2: can the word foxy serve to 

illustrate gender stereotypes in English? The answer to this question is actually both yes and 

no. In British English the answer is no. The three gender groups are more or less alike with 

regard to the distribution of the features discussed, and with regard to the context. There is, on 

the other hand, a significant difference between the three gender groups when examining the 



23 

 

correlation with the same features in American English. Foxy women are referred to by their 

looks and their physical appearance. Foxy men are referred to by their mental capacity (smart 

and cunning with high status and most probably rather old). Foxy with no gender is a mix of 

the two. In other words, American English displays typical female and male stereotypes 

whereas the BNC does not.  

        The reason why American English seems to be more gender stereotypic could be 

something to look into for future research. It would also be interesting to do this type of 

analysis on several more animal adjectives in order to see if this pattern repeats itself or if foxy 

is an exception. 
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