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This article explores the interrelatedness of societal changes and changes in language
practices. By using a combination of corpus linguistic and socio-pragmatic methods, we
track diachronic changes in word patterns and interpret ﬁndings in the framework of
democratization. The data comes from a small and representative corpus of British English
(ARCHER-3.1) and from three “big data” sets (Google Books, British Library Newspapers and
The Economist). We suggest that data triangulation, including sociohistorical contextualization, allows us to conclude that especially from the mid-nineteenth century onwards
words signaling social status and referring to individuals have decreased and from the ﬁrst
decades of the twentieth century onwards words referring to collectivities of people have
increased.
Ó 2020 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC
BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
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1. Exploring societal and linguistic change1
Our work stems from the idea that social changes and changes in language practices work in tandem, and processes such
as democratization can be observed in language. By using a combination of corpus linguistic and socio-pragmatic methods, it
is possible to track social and cultural developments over long periods of time with an evidence-based approach (cf. Farrelly
and Seoane, 2012; see also Hiltunen et al., this issue; Smith, this issue). In this study we focus on diachronic changes in word
patterns and explore and interpret ﬁndings in the framework of democratization, which we understand broadly as “changing
norms in personal relations” working towards less hierarchical and more equal patterns of social organization (Leech et al.,
2009: 259).
Philologists, linguists and historians (e.g. Hughes, 1988; Williams, 1963, 1976; Wierzbicka, 2006) have established words
and conceptual domains as important reﬂections of societal developments and cultural values. For example, Hughes (1988)
identiﬁed moneyed words as culturally important and linked their development to the growth of capitalism. Linguists have
focused on tracing more holistic patterns of twentieth-century language change as a reﬂection of broad societal trends such as
colloquialization, Americanization, and democratization (e.g., Leech et al., 2009; Mair, 2006). These studies use large corpora
and quantitative corpus methodology to study grammatical changes. For example, shifts in the use of modal auxiliaries have
been interpreted in the light of democratic developments and the levelling of power hierarchies (Myhill, 1995). Further
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technological advancements in big data like Google Books and tools like Google Ngram Viewer have encouraged new types of
efforts in mining huge amounts of lexical data to ﬁnd out about human behaviour and cultural trends through the quantitative analysis of digitized texts (cultoromics; e.g. Pechenick et al., 2015). We advocate for methodological triangulation, and
our aim is to show that using different data sets and quantitative and qualitative methods including sociohistorical contextualization allows us to trace democratization processes in changing word patterns (for triangulation, see also Kranich
et al., this issue).
We started our analysis with corpus linguistic tools using a relatively small but structured corpus (cf. Humphreys et al.,
2016). Comparing consecutive centuries of British English data in ARCHER-3.1 with keyword analysis, we observed several
differences including changes in words referring to people. Although division by centuries is somewhat arbitrary, it seems
that pre- and post-1900 data show differences that might be understandable in terms of broad democratization processes
through which status differences are levelled out in linguistic expression. Some of the observed differences include the
abundance of words referring to people in the pre-1900 data in comparison to the post-1900 data as well as qualitative
differences in keywords. On the one hand, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century people keywords refer to individuals and
often signify social status (e.g. lady, sir, captain, gentleman). The twentieth-century keywords referring to people, on the other
hand, include indeﬁnite pronouns (e.g. someone) and words referring to groups of people (e.g. workers, leaders, patients).
Although ARCHER-3.1 has been compiled to represent historical registers and to provide a solid basis for diachronic
comparisons, it is possible that topics are not equally represented, which may affect keyword analysis. For example, Oakes and
Farrow (2007) used a similar approach to compare the vocabularies of seven different ICAME corpora representing different
regional varieties of English. Although they found clear differences between the corpora, they were cautious in attributing
these differences in the words to cultural differences between the countries as the topics in the corpora may vary and there is
no guarantee that the corpora represent typical topics discussed in that country (see also Potts and Baker, 2012, for a similar
comparison between American English and British English using the Brown family of corpora). Comparing similarities and
differences between words in corpora with statistical methods entails many problems and insecurities, which have been
discussed, for example, in Kilgarriff (2001) and more recently in Lijfﬁjt et al. (2016).
To complement and verify the keyword analysis, we shall explore some of the keywords referring to people in their textual
context in ARCHER-3.1 and use big data including Google Books and Gale Digital Newspaper Archives to ﬁnd out if the changes
observed can be corroborated in other data sets and to see more speciﬁcally where the changes stem from. Changes in certain
socio-pragmatic processes, as in social labelling and identiﬁcation, often reﬂect changes in prevalent societal attitudes towards certain social groups and classes (Bucholtz and Hall, 2005). Similarly, these micro-level linguistic processes can trigger
macro-level changes on their own through the process of democratization. Our research here is thus based on the crucial role
socio-historical contextualization has in the understanding of these processes.
2. Democratization and language change
In political sciences democratization is typically understood in terms of speciﬁc societal changes through which “[l]arge
numbers were given signiﬁcant opportunity for inﬂuence over the political process” (Garrard, 2002: 2). According to Garrard
(2002: 1–3), democratization in Britain was an ongoing process from the beginning of the nineteenth century and was
“completed” around the mid-twentieth century. The end-products of the process include free, regular elections, in which all
adults have the opportunity of inﬂuencing the political process, and liberal democracy, which entails e.g. freedoms of speech,
association and press. Different social groups were admitted to the political process gradually so that the British electorate
was prominently composed of the middling orders by 1832, the last middle-class men being admitted in 1918. Working-class
men were included in the latter half of the nineteenth century through the Acts of 1867, 1884/5 and 1918, and the women’s
formal parliamentary admission took place later in 1918 and 1928 (Garrard, 2002: 3).
The nineteenth century saw many intertwined legal, economic and societal changes that had an impact on how individuals were positioned especially in the labour market. More “liberal” legislation started to emerge in the 1830s and 1840s
ﬁrst protecting the most vulnerable groups like small children against harsh conditions in factories and mines. The midnineteenth century saw the ﬁrst large-scale expressions of working-class discontent as well as continued trade union
pressure. During the latter half of the century, the workers conditions improved. For example, the Trade Union Act in 1871
legalized trade unions in the UK for the ﬁrst time, and the Employers and Workmen Act in 1875 put “masters” and “men” on
equal footing regarding breaches of contract (Atkinson, 2013; Frank, 2004; Hay, 2004).
Industrial, commercial and urban growth go hand in hand in nineteenth-century Britain. Together with the industrialization of production, the increasing urbanization especially towards the end of the century severed the connection between
home and work and increased anonymity and internal population movement (Garrard, 2002: 273–274). Howkins (1992
[1991]: 222–223) refers to the “‘modernisation’ of social relations” as a central change between 1850 and 1925. This entails the demise of the old order of “rank in which all had duties and obligations to those below and above of them” (223).
Moreover, he maintains that “the poor and middling sort” were not passive in the process but rather active agents of social
change, which shows for instance in the growing involvement in trade unions (223).
In linguistic studies the deﬁnition of democratization has been much vaguer and not directly linked to the study of political
processes, although in broad terms we clearly talk about the same overarching phenomenon and its linguistic repercussions.
Fairclough (1992: 98), for example, talks about democratization of discourse, which involves the reduction of overt markers of
power asymmetries such as between teachers and pupils, or managers and workers. In the same vein, Leech et al. (2009: 259)
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deﬁne democratization “as a reﬂection, through language, of changing norms in personal relations”. In much of linguistic
research, democratization is understood as democratization of discourse, and Farrelly and Seoane (2012: 393) identify three
(overlapping) areas of discursive democratization: “(1) the phasing out of overt markers of power asymmetry with the aim of
expressing greater equality and solidarity (democratization proper); (2) a shift to a more speech-like style (colloquialization);
and (3) a tendency toward informality in language, or informalization”.
In our study we see “the phasing out of overt markers of power asymmetry” in the keywords indexing individual social
status and their decrease from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, and we think that these changes link to democratization processes in the political sense. Similar results as to the development of status words have been obtained e.g. by Leech
et al. (2009: 259–260), who show that the use of titles Mr, Mrs and Miss preceding personal names in American English
decreased from 1961 to 1992, or by Baker (2010) in the case of gendered words in twentieth-century British English from 1930
to 2005. Baker (2010: 145) concludes that the male bias still exists in 2005 as men are referred to more often than women, but
the difference is diminishing. Another interesting ﬁnding in his study suggests that the inequality of the title system (Mr, Mrs,
Miss, Ms) seems to be resolved in the decline of the entire system rather than Ms replacing Mrs and Miss.
In the light of our present results we could argue that such developments started even earlier in the nineteenth century.
This is further supported by Vartiainen et al. (2019), who studied the development of the terms master and servant in three
data sets: The Old Bailey Corpus, The Hansard Corpus and the British Library Newspapers. Their ﬁndings suggest that the use of
these terms changed over the course of the nineteenth century, especially during the latter half of the century, reﬂecting legal
and societal changes. However, the different data sources revealed somewhat different linguistic patterns and facets of social
life, so that especially the Hansard Corpus reﬂected public discourse and meanings, such as the increasing use of servant in the
sense ‘public servant’. The newspaper data, on the other hand, did not show this shift of meaning and overwhelmingly
referred to ‘domestic servants’ as newspapers published small ads where (domestic) servants offered their services and were
looked for by potential employers. This shows that the role of genre as a locus of practices should be kept in mind.

3. Person reference and people words
In its basic sense, reference is “a kind of verbal ‘pointing to’ or ‘picking out’ of a certain object or individual that one wishes
to say something about” (Carlson, 2004: 76). In our study, we focus on the concept of person reference by way of looking at
people words, which pertains here to the way in which speakers/writers refer to others (other-reference), such as the
addressee or third parties who may be present to or absent from an interaction. When considering the traditional linguistic
means through which expressions of reference can be accomplished, three main categories emerge: nominal forms (e.g. Jim,
Ms Miller), pronouns (e.g. we, they), as well as other deﬁnite or indexical constructions (e.g. this woman, the tall guy). The group
of nominal forms of reference comprises next to proper nouns also titles (e.g. Professor), kinship (e.g. mum, dad), as well as
occupational terms (e.g. doctor, reverend). Person reference can also be established by the use of pronouns, both for individual
(self-reference, agency) and collective reference (solidarity, group identity) (Fetzer and Bull, 2008).
Person reference as a merely deictic phenomenon has also been distinguished from membership categorisation (see e.g.
Schegloff, 2007). Terms of membership categorisation mainly have a describing or identifying function by conveying what a
speciﬁc person is ‘about’. These may include, for instance, terms pertaining to professional roles, such as doctor or teacher,
which convey certain features relating to the activities people engage in as part of their occupation. While they may also be
used for reference purposes, terms of membership categorisation are not necessarily equivalent to reference expressions
depending on their context of use.
At the same time, the social, situational or professional role of an interlocutor may inﬂuence the referential expressions
used. This means that the context and the participant’s role within that context have an effect on the choice of reference
terms. They reﬂect socio-cultural conventions as well as personal characteristics and reveal insights into variables such as
power, authority or distance as they mirror the interpersonal relationship between interlocutors (e.g. Nevala, 2009, 2019).
Shifts in social and situational context can affect the appropriateness of referential expressions. Terms of reference therefore
serve a variety of pragmatic functions in that they contain information about speaker and addressee, about their positions in
society and, also, about their moods, intentions and relationship (Braun, 1998).
We know from earlier research that practices of person reference have undergone changes in the nineteenth century and
these changes may be relevant in the light of our current study. Palander-Collin (2015) explored the genre of nineteenthcentury newspaper advertisements and showed that person-mention was a prominent feature of the genre at the beginning of the period. Advertisements were often structured as if they were an interpersonal encounter between the advertiser
and the audience showcasing deferential phrases familiar from correspondence and references to third parties as a way of
establishing credibility. The ratio of advertisements with person-mention decreased towards the end of the period and many
advertisements were then just product descriptions. Although it is difﬁcult to say precisely what triggered this change, evidence from various primary data sets as well as historical research, i.e. data triangulation, pointing to a similar direction
seems to speak for a shift in the reconceptualization of human relations in the course of the nineteenth-century.
So, person reference is intertwined with societal parameters and the interactants’ statuses within them, both at the
interpersonal and societal levels of interaction. The group of person referential expressions, i.e. people words, that we
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concentrate on in our current study comprises both individual reference terms denoting social status (e.g. gentleman, lady, Sir,
captain) and collective terms denoting group membership (e.g. workers, patients, leaders).

4. Data and methods
In order to be able to focus on a diachronic continuum covering the period when democratization processes have identiﬁably taken place in Britain, the ARCHER-3.1 corpus was chosen for keyword analysis. ARCHER is a multi-genre historical
corpus of British and American English covering the period 1600–1999. The corpus has been designed as a tool for the analysis
of language change and variation in a range of written and speech-based registers of English (for description of the corpus, see
http://www.helsinki.ﬁ/varieng/CoRD/corpora/ARCHER/updated%20version/introduction.html).
For the keyword analyses, we used only the British component from 1700 to 1999, which is about 1.07 million words of
running text in eight genres including drama, ﬁction, sermons, journal or diaries, medicine, news, science, and letters.
ARCHER is very small for studies based on lexical analysis, and for example the word workers that we explored was rare in the
data. This is indeed one of the methodological drawbacks that ARCHER did not yield us more words referring to collective
groups of people, and in further analysis it would be useful to identify more such words.
In order to see how speciﬁc statistical keywords were used in nineteenth century data outside of the ARCHER corpus and
to counterbalance the possible problems of “small data”, the British Library Newspapers (Gale), The Economist (Gale) and
Google Books (Google) were chosen as the data sources. These data sources provide access to a variety of British newspapers,
both London-based and regional. All in all, the British Library Newspapers consists of the 17th and 18th Century Burney
Collection Newspapers and the 19th Century Newspapers, which combined contain nearly 3 million pages and 40 million
articles. The Economist has a continuous publication history from 1843 up to the present and it focuses on a selection of topics
including international news, politics, business, ﬁnance, science, and technology. The databases by Gale are commercial,
whereas the Google Books is freely available. These data sources incorporate a variety of genres and they represent public
language use. As such they can be assumed to reﬂect current societal ideas and values.
These sources can be called “big data”, which entail many methodological insecurities as we do not know speciﬁcally,
for example, which texts have been included and what the OCR quality of the texts is, or accessing the text behind the
numbers produced by the search interface may be impossible. The use of the Gale databases is somewhat unwieldy, and as
such they can be used primarily for qualitative work, but the tools are being developed and the search tools and statistics
provided by the Gale interface were used in our study. As to the Google Books, the British component was used. Google
Books have been used by other scholars, and, for instance, Laitinen and Säily (2018) provide a recent survey of this
research. The pros and cons of small and big data have been discussed by Hundt and Leech (2012), who argue that small
balanced and representative corpora are indispensable for corpus linguistics, and by Nevalainen (2013), who advocates
data triangulation.
We identiﬁed statistically signiﬁcant keywords in ARCHER comparing the nineteenth-century wordlist against the
eighteenth- and twentieth-century lists and vice versa with WordSmith Keyword Tools. We used the log-likelihood test
provided by the package (Scott, 2015: 245). The aim was to ﬁnd out if keywords can reveal something about sociocultural
shifts. In addition to comparing statistical trends in different data sets we wanted to explore what these statistical trends
might mean in more detail in actual use. We singled out two central keywords, gentleman and workers, for closer inspection in
the ARCHER data and mapped their semantic development and use in different genres.2 These two words are not the most
“key” according to the tests, but they seem to make sense in terms of sociocultural developments and changes in social
relationships over time, brieﬂy described above in Section 2. In further studies, other words could be explored; for instance,
indeﬁnite pronouns ending in –one seem to be characteristic of the twentieth century data, and their frequencies have been
found to increase in other studies as well (Laitinen and Säily, 2018: 227 based on the Google Books). Finally, juxtaposing and
comparing linguistic and historical ﬁndings is a central part of our methodological approach.
5. Results
5.1. Keywords referring to people in ARCHER
Table 1 summarizes all the keywords found when centuries in ARCHER were compared against each other. Positive
keywords are those words that occur signiﬁcantly more often in the data than in the comparison data, and the negative
keywords stand for those words that occur signiﬁcantly less frequently in the data than in the comparison data. The numbers
in Table 1 are all the positive and negative keywords found using the log-likelihood test in WordSmith Tools, with settings
looking for a maximum of 500 keywords occurring at least three times and in at least 5% of the ﬁles; the p-values are
<0.000001.

2
We did not look into the development of the plural form of the word gentleman, i.e. gentlemen, because it did not show up in the positive or negative
keyword listings. As explained here, the listings showed a clear difference between the earlier use of terms in singular form denoting titles like gentleman
and the later use of group membership terms in their plural form.
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Table 1
Number of keywords in ARCHER (British).
1800s vs 1700s

1800s vs 1900s

Positive keywords
Negative keywords

66
44

81
55

1700s vs 1800s

1900s vs 1800s

Positive keywords
Negative keywords

72
37

117
60

Words referring to people include both nouns and pronouns and they were clearly present in the keyword listings as
shown in Table 2. Keyword lists are of course not straightforward to interpret as some words have several meanings such as
major. Others reﬂect institutions implemented in the nineteenth century (police) or relate to political upheavals in Europe
(Germans). Proper names easily occur as key, but these have been excluded from calculations and further consideration as they
reﬂect speciﬁc contents, such as characters referred to repeatedly in novels, rather than societal change. In this case, sister
turned out to be a name-like word as it was used in a novel to refer to a nun on several occasions. Similarly, contracted forms
are marked in Table 2, but they are not counted or considered further as they primarily reﬂect a change in spelling practices.

Table 2
Keywords referring to people in ARCHER (British) in order of keyness. Words in parentheses are excluded from further consideration.
1800s vs. 1700s

1800s vs. 1900s

Positive keywords (% of all
positive keywords)

(George), (I’ve), major, (I’m), police, (Robert),
(you’re), (Mary)
(2/66; 3%)

Negative keywords (% of all
negative keywords)

Person, him, king, I, gentleman, colonel, majesty,
(John), (Peter), he, your, sir, my, her, his (13/44;
30%)

Lady, my, sir, captain, thou, (Robert), his, I, me,
(George), lord, prince, (am), cousin, (dear), mr, thy,
countess, your
(15/81; 19%)
(William), sister, (he’s), (Mary), (you’re), (I’ve), (I’m),
patients (2/55; 4%)

1700s vs. 1800s

1900s vs. 1800s

Positive keywords (% of all
positive keywords)

Madam, his, her, my, sir, your, mistress, he, (Peter),
(John), esq, majesty, colonel, gentleman, I, king,
him, person
(16/72; 22%)

Negative keywords (% of all
negative keywords)

(Mary), (Robert), (I’m), (Richard), (George)
(0/37; 0%)

Patients, (I’m), (Arthur), (I’ve), (you’re), (he’d),
someone, Germans, workers, (Mary), (he’s),
leaders, sister, (Harold), anyone, (we’ve), everyone,
(William), (we’re)
(9/117; 8%)
Your, thy, mr, (dear), (am), prince, lord, (Richard),
(George), me, I, his, (Robert), captain, sir, my, lady
(12/60; 20%)

We can say that key people words are different between the centuries. There are several people words in the eighteenthcentury positive keywords list as opposed to the nineteenth century. In the eighteenth-century data vs. nineteenth-century
data 22% of all the positive keywords refer to people, but in the reverse comparison only 3% of the positive keywords refer to
people. The nineteenth-century positive keywords list vs. twentieth-century data again shows more keywords referring to
people (19%) than the reverse comparison (8%). It seems then that talking about people is a characteristic feature of the
eighteenth century but less so in the nineteenth and even less in the twentieth century.
We can also see other differences in Table 2 as eighteenth- and nineteenth-century data produce keywords that refer to
individual persons (e.g. personal pronouns, person) and to a hierarchical social order (e.g. king, gentleman, colonel, sir, madam,
etc.), whereas the twentieth-century data produce keywords referring to collective groups of people (patients, workers,
leaders) as well as to unknown or generic persons with indeﬁnite pronouns (someone, anyone, everyone).
5.2. Evidence from big data: Google Books, The Economist, and British Library Newspapers
One of the ﬁrst questions that arises is whether we have detected a general diachronic trend in British English, or are we
just uncovering characteristics of ARCHER data. In order to answer this question, three other available sources, Google Books,
The Economist and British Library Newspapers, were used. The main trends are shown in Fig. 1–2 3 and they are surprisingly and
convincingly similar to the ﬁndings based on ARCHER.
Fig. 1a–c shows diachronic frequencies of words indexing individuals in the social order in the three big data sets. These
words include king, gentleman, colonel, majesty, sir, esq., prince, lord, captain, lady, madam, and mistress. Fig. 2a–c then show the
words referring to groups of people in the same way: workers, leaders, patients. The words were picked from the keyword lists

3
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Fig. 1. a. King, gentleman, colonel, majesty, sir, esq., prince, lord, captain, lady, madam, and mistress in Google Books (1700–2000, British English). b. King, gentleman,
colonel, majesty, sir, esq., prince, lord, captain, lady, madam, and mistress in The Economist (1843–2000). c. King, gentleman, colonel, majesty, sir, esq., prince, lord,
captain, lady, madam, and mistress in The British Library Newspapers (1709–1950).

shown in Table 2. The timespans vary slightly and begin at 1700, unless the data set begins later or the ﬁrst occurrences of
keywords are later, and they end at 2000 or when the data set ends. In Fig. 1a–c the twelve words are in frequency order
according to the highest peaks. In Fig. 2a–c the three words are in reverse alphabetical order. The scale of the Y-axis shows the
cumulative percentage of the words of all articles for British Library Newspapers and The Economist, and cumulative percentage of all Ngrams for Google Books. This is because we have relied on the search tools and statistics provided by these
services. Therefore, we are not suggesting a direct comparison of the data sets or of individual words, but we pay attention to
the general trends. These big data sources show that references to collective groups increase (Fig. 2a–c) and status-related
references to individuals (Fig. 1a–c) decrease as we saw in ARCHER. Moreover, the turning points in the timeline are similar.
References to individuals with status words decrease in all data sets most clearly after the mid-nineteenth century
(Fig. 1a–c). The mid-nineteenth century has been identiﬁed as a watershed in many societal developments leading to more
equal social relations (see Section 2), and these data sets seem to give further evidence to such an interpretation. However, our
big data is also somewhat difﬁcult to explain in this framework, as peaks in British Library Newspapers (Fig. 1c) seesaw in the
eighteenth century without showing a clear pattern and indicate lower frequencies of these words than in the nineteenthcentury data. The most likely explanation is missing or erroneous data, as from 1825 onwards the pattern in the British Library
Newspapers data corresponds to graphs shown for Google Books (Fig. 1a) and The Economist (Fig. 1b). A closer inspection of the
data sets might also reveal further genre differences and slight differences in the timing of the decrease. The Economist data
(Fig. 1b), for example, indicates an earlier dip in the use of these words than the other two sources. The ﬁrst major decline in
The Economist seems to occur as early as 1850 and again in 1870, while the clearest dips in the British Library Newspapers occur
in 1875 and 1900 and Google Books show a more even decline.
References to the groups of people start increasing a bit later in the early decades of the twentieth century, most clearly
around 1910 in all data sets (Fig. 2a–c) and again more clearly after 1940 in the Economist (Fig. 2b). In isolation the three words
can be assumed to relate to different topic areas - workers and leaders to political and industrial developments and patients to
medicine and science - which may also be a factor behind each graph. The Economist, for example, has relatively few references to patients but plenty of references to workers and leaders, which makes sense in the light of the fact that one of the
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Fig. 2. a. Workers, leaders, and patients in Google Books (1700–2000, British English). b. Workers, leaders, and patients in The Economist (1848–2000). c. Workers,
leaders, and patients in The British Library Newspapers (1791–1950).

major areas of focus of this publication is politics. In all three data sets workers, in particular, is an interesting case as the word
starts occurring and gaining prominence after 1850, which links it to societal democratization processes. But, again the three
sources show somewhat different dates: workers occur with any prominence in Google Books in 1850 (Fig. 2a), in The Economist in 1890 (Fig. 2b), and in the British Library Newspapers in 1880 (Fig. 2c).
5.3. Diachronic change and variation: analysis of gentleman and workers
In this section we review the development and use of two of the individual keywords to see how their use in context
changed. As already mentioned, the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century people keywords and the twentieth-century
keywords seem to differ according to reference type: earlier keywords refer to individuals and often signify social status
(e.g. lady, sir, captain, gentleman), whereas those used later in the twentieth-century tend to include indeﬁnite pronouns (e.g.
someone) and words referring to groups of people (e.g. workers, leaders, patients). We have here opted to analyse the words
gentleman and workers, as these most clearly link to changes in the signiﬁcance of status hierarchies. Both of the terms also
served as positive keywords in the data, gentleman for the nineteenth-century and workers for the twentieth-century
material.
Table 3 shows the instances of the keyword gentleman in the data by genre categorization.4 We can see that it is mostly
used in the ﬁction (167 instances in total; by normalized frequency the second frequent genre) and drama (115 instances; by
normalized frequency the most frequent genre) categories in all time periods, and the use is primarily focused on the late
eighteenth- and late nineteenth centuries. Other more prominent genres are news (46 instances; particularly in 1750–99),
medicine (30 instances) and journals (26 instances). After the turn of the twentieth century, there is a sudden decrease in both
the ﬁction and the drama, which conﬁrms the trends also seen in the “big data” set in Fig. 1a–c. When we look at the
development by 50-year time periods, the use of gentleman seems to be most proliﬁc in the eighteenth century (216 instances

4
Table 3 shows data from the latter half of the seventeenth-century that was not used in the keyword comparisons in Section 5.1 as keyword comparisons were based on century vs. century comparisons.
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in total; normalized frequency from 6.0 to 6.2), decreasing to only 25 instances during the twentieth century (normalized
frequency from 1.0 to 0.4).
Table 3
The instances of gentleman and their normalised frequencies (per 10,000 words) according to genre in ARCHER.

1650–99
1700–49
1750–99
1800–49
1850–99
1900–49
1950–90
Total

drama

ﬁction

journals

medicine

news

science

letters

total

23 (8.6)
15 (6.0)
28 (11.7)
17 (6.5)
27 (10.2)
3 (1.3)
2 (8.2)
115 (6.5)

16 (3.9)
61 (13.9)
35 (7.8)
11 (2.4)
28 (6.5)
12 (2.7)
4 (0.9)
167 (5.4)

3 (1.4)
0
7 (3.2)
9 (4.1)
3 (1.3)
2 (0.9)
2 (0.9)
26 (1.7)

5 (2.2)
8 (3.6)
10 (4.8)
6 (3.0)
1 (0.5)
0
0
30 (2.0)

5 (2.2)
11 (5.1)
26 (11.3)
1 (0.4)
3 (1.3)
0
0
46 (2.9)

1 (0.5)
5 (2.4)
1 (0.5)
5 (2.4)
1 (0.5)
0
0
13 (0.9)

0
6 (5.0)
3 (2.5)
0
4 (3.7)
0
0
13 (1.6)

53 (2.9)
106 (6.0)
110 (6.2)
49 (2.7)
67 (3.7)
17 (1.0)
8 (0.4)
410 (3.2)

As a term showing one’s social status, gentleman was originally used of a man of the lowest rank of the English gentry,
standing below an esquire and above a yeoman (Keen, 1990: 12, 2002). Gentlemen were considered members of the gentry
proper until the sixteenth century, when people started to give new meanings to different titles, and the boundary between,
for example, gentleman and esquire started to blur. In our data, there are clear instances of the use of gentleman as a marker of
one’s social status, particularly during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. In examples (1)–(3), the term is used in
various contexts, which all refer to status: in (1) a gentleman is juxtaposed with “Irish wretches”; in (2) mentioned alongside
with “a vast estate”; and in (3) from Thomas Amory’s novel, in reference to “the mountains of Richmondshire”, a part of the
Yorkshire Dales historically famous for its manors and outlying properties.5

(1)
(2)
(3)

The manner of one families murder was thus; A Gentleman sent some Irish wretches to murder the family of an Englishman: (1653merc.n2b;
Mercurius Politicus)
Among the rest of Sylvia’s admirers was one old gentleman who was not much short of his grand climacteric, being turned of sixty, but of a vast
estate [.] (1723blac.f3b; Arthur Blackmore, Luck at Last; or the Happy Unfortunate)
[.] this all madam, the thing that brought me here among the mountains of Richmondshire, was to ﬁnd a gentleman of my acquaintance [.]
(1756amor.f4b; Thomas Amory, The Life of John Buncle, Esq.)

In the course of the seventeenth century, the notion of a gentleman started to change, when gentility began to be
equalled with virtue, education and a capacity to govern (Palliser, 1983: 70). By the beginning of the eighteenth century,
gentleman had developed a meaning different from the one denoting social status (Keen, 1990: 22, 2002). This meaning
involved a certain superior standard of conduct, and sometimes appearance, and has since referred more to ‘behaving like
a gentleman’ than to ‘being a gentleman’. Also in our data, we found that as the number of instances of gentleman decreases, the meaning of the term seems to be increasingly used for describing one’s personal characteristics. Examples (4)–
(5) show instances of this usage from the late nineteenth century, which describe the person’s behaviour and general
conduct.
(4)

(5)

There was a sense of Christmas about the travellers and the people who were at the terminus to meet them. The porter who came to the carriage
door reminded Trefusis by his manner and voice that the season was one at which it becomes a gentleman to be festive and liberal. (1887shaw.
f6b; George Bernard Shaw, An Unsocial Socialist)
[.] of his way to call the man “brother,” and to give him an opportunity of behaving like a gentleman, but his kindly forbearance had been
wasted. (1896fred.f6a; Harold Frederic, The Damnation of Theron Ware, or The Illumination)

For the second people word, we chose to look more closely at workers, which also relates to societal developments
depicted in Section 2. The overall number of instances in the corpus data was low, as can be seen in Table 4. The use of workers
weighs heavily on the twentieth century, and on the news genre (26 instances in total; normalized frequency 1.6). Considering the reference data from the big data set, The Economist in particular, our ﬁndings seem to follow the general trend of
workers being used more from the 1940s onwards. The corpus data are not of course sufﬁcient for any further conclusions on
more speciﬁc diachronic developments.

5
The ﬁrst reference in parentheses gives the Archer ﬁle code, which includes the year of publication in the ﬁrst four digits and the text type in the ﬁrst
letter after the full stop: f ¼ ﬁction, n ¼ news, j ¼ journal, d ¼ diary, m ¼ medicine.
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Table 4
The instances of workers and their normalized frequencies (per10,000 words) according to genre in ARCHER.
drama
1650–99
1700–49
1750–99
1800–49
1850–99
1900–49
1950–90
Total

journals

medicine

news

1 (0.5)

1 (4.1)
1 (0.1)

1 (0.4)
2 (0.1)

total
1 (0.1)

2 (1.0)
2 (0.1)

11 (5.6)
15 (6.5)
26 (1.6)

11 (1.4)
19 (1.1)
31 (0.2)

Despite the low occurrence rate of workers in the data, particularly when compared to that of gentleman, our searches
conﬁrm that the term is connected with group membership and occupational collectivities. There is a sense of anonymity and
impersonalization, even objectiﬁcation, in many cases. This is in sharp contrast with the notion and use of gentleman, which
often relates to an active person and agent. In examples (6)–(10), the collective of workers is used in the context of, for
example, war, battle, (human) rights and revolution, mostly connotating that the group of workers is something to protect or
to protect against.
(6)
(7)
(8)
(9)

(10)

[.] the artillery to the opening of our trenches, to check some little insults the enemies sometimes attempted to make on our workers.
(1691rich.j2b; Michael Richards, Contemporary Diary of Seige of Limerick)
Only Hope in Allied Workers. All believe ﬁrmly, however, that the will of the British and French workers will ensure an early revision of
these and other unjustiﬁably harsh terms (1919dai1.n7b; Daily Herald)
Now they’ve broken into the shop downstairs. { ¼ m WILLIAMS} No one can stop the workers from taking a few of their needs. { ¼ f EMER.}
Who’s talking about their needs? (1958john.d8b; Denis Johnston, The scythe and the sunset)
Red Guard posters and leaﬂets in Peking, quoted by correspondents of Japanese and Czechoslovak newspapers, labelled the workers of
Nanking as “the instrument of the bourgeois and reactionary Communist Party Committee of the province.” (1967stm1.n8b; The Sunday
Times)
In neighbouring Iran, there is concern for the safety of about 40 British mission workers still in the country. (1979stm1.n8b; Sunday
Telegraph)

The semantic diachronic differences closer to those in the use of gentleman mentioned above only show when we look at
the singular of the term, worker. Examples (11)–(12) illustrate the variation between status/occupational standing and personal characteristic/behaviour. In (11), on the one hand, the term is collectively used both in the plural, “thousands of
workers” and in the singular, “the local authority manual worker”. A more personiﬁed meaning of the term can, on the other
hand, be seen in (12), in which “a tremendous worker” is used to describe the person of Eddie Shackleton.
(11)

(12)

Some Ministers believe the Government must prepare itself to face a major public sector strike, possibly the local authority manual worker,
if its credibility is to be restored. Thousands of workers in industry face the prospect of being laid off this week because of the rapidly
worsening disruptive impact of the unofﬁcial lorry and oil tanker drivers’ strikes in many parts of Britain. (1979obs1.n8b; Observer)
I was glad to ﬁnd that Eddie [Shackleton] too had shifted back to believing in an agreed solution and a Bill in the next Session. He showed me
the huge new ofﬁcial paper he’d had prepared on the working of the two-tier system as well as his invaluable check list. He really is a
tremendous worker and his Cabinet papers are some of the best I’ve ever seen. (1968cros.j8b; Richard Crossman, The Diaries of a Cabinet
Minister, Vol. 2)

All in all, there is some indication, ﬁrstly, that the shift from terms used to express social status to collective group terms is
a general diachronic trend. Secondly, the data show that there is semantic variation within terms like gentleman and
worker(s), depending on whether they are used to describe one’s social standing or personal characteristic. Why this seems to
be so and how the change from singular to collective references might relate to democratization are more closely discussed in
the following section.
6. Democratization or register/genre development?
It is difﬁcult to draw clear boundaries between motivations for changes observed in sections above. The decrease in words
indexing individual social roles and often pointing to hierarchical relationships, such as lady or gentleman, can be understood
as “democratization proper”, i.e. the levelling of power asymmetries. It is less obvious, however, whether the observed increases in collective references to workers, leaders and patients are signs of democratization. In some ways, they could be, as at
least workers and patients bring forth new types of social groups and they do not refer to the elites like the words indexing
individuals we have discussed here. Democratization in the political sense also gave new groups of people, such as workingclasses (workers), access to the political process and perhaps in that way more references start emerging.
Keywords and conceptual domains can be understood as important reﬂections of societal developments and cultural
values. The people words that have occurred in our study as (statistical) keywords are not, however, necessarily recognized as
cultural keywords per se by contemporaries and sociohistorians (e.g. Hughes, 1988; Williams, 1963, 1976). Instead, we might
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talk about what Hughes (1988: 60–61) calls “the democratization of status-words”, which refers to the semantic shift as a
whole, brought on by the break-down of feudalism. This process comprises of a change in understanding cultural statuswords like chivalry or courtesy as being based on action instead of being derived from privilege of birth. Those words
which were originally rooted in birth became more concerned with behavior, exactly what was discussed in relation to
gentleman in Section 5.4. Another cultural change relates to the Industrial Revolution and the term the masses, which from the
1830s onwards was increasingly used to refer to people acting together, i.e. ‘common people’, ‘working people’ and ‘ordinary
people’. In the twentieth century, keywords like employers replaced the earlier masters, only to be used variably with the term
the management as an opposite to workers (Williams, 1976: 157–158, 161). This development of people words denoting individual action into those meaning group action can thus be clearly seen in our study as well.
Looking at the occurrences of people words more closely, we can identify other types of developments which might have
affected the results. One of the most obvious ones involves genre. As can also be partly seen in Tables 3 and 4, gentleman and
the other earlier people words denoting social status seem to occur mostly in ﬁction and drama texts, whereas the later
collective ones such as workers appear to be clustered in the news category of the ARCHER. The spread of words like workers
and leaders, for instance, might be connected to the development of the news genre in general and the increase in the
nineteenth- and twentieth-century public debates of various ideological issues in particular. If we look at newspapers like The
Daily Herald, and also later The Daily Mirror which was heavily commercialized, their early twentieth-century readership was
built on and for the working classes (Conboy, 2010: 119–127). The Herald for one was founded to bring forth the workers’
perspective, being “the ofﬁcial exponent of the views of the great British Labour and Trade Union Movement” (Conboy, 2010:
120).6 It is no wonder then that words like workers and leaders were increasingly used in the news features in those
newspapers which concentrated on these issues.
However, in order to try and focus on the effects of democratization, we also took a look at how people words in other
registers than ﬁction, drama or news behave in the data. The genres that proved to be particularly interesting in this respect
were the scientiﬁc and medical texts. As can be seen in examples (13) and (14), a change similar to that in the use of words like
gentleman and workers seems to have happened here as well. In the ﬁrst nineteenth-century example, the object of the
medical examination is referred to as “a woman”. Example (14), typical of modern medical texts, collectively refers to a group
of “2,381 patients” that have been the object of a wider survey. Naturally we have to take into account the difference between
the two procedures discussed, but the data seem to indicate that the manner in which objects of medical examinations are
talked about has changed from singular anonymity to plural anonymity.
(13)

(14)

It is not common to have an opportunity of examining the body of a woman dying from the anaemia produced by a ﬁbrous uterine tumour. On
this account, the dissection of the following case was regarded by me with much interest, but I did not expect that its importance would turn
out to be so great as it did. (1864dunc.m6b; J. Matthews Duncan, The source of haemorrhage in a case of ﬁbrous tumour of the uterus.
Edinburgh Medical Journal, vol. 9)
In view of recent interest in the relationship of haematocrit and blood viscosity to hypertension and vascular disease, we have analysed
retrospectively the relationship of haematocrit to blood pressure, vascular complications and other variables in 2,381 patients referred to the
Glasgow Blood Pressure Clinic. (1985lowe.m8b; G.D.O. Lowe et al. Haematocrit in patients attending a hypertension clinic. Scottish Medical
Journal 30:168–172)

Developments in various registers might have been boosters for the later increase in the use of collective people words. We
are not certain as to what extent the corpus data support this explanation, however, and would like to emphasize the overall
importance of the socio-economical need for new types of social groups, particularly from the 1850s onwards, which is more
likely to have inﬂuenced variation within registers than the other way around.
7. Conclusion
In this study we set out to explore how the interrelatedness of societal changes, such as democratization, and changes in
language practices could be observed in language. We used a combination of corpus linguistic and socio-pragmatic methods
to see how changes in person reference in the form of people words relate to democratization processes, especially
“democratization proper” (Farrelly and Seoane, 2012: 393). With keyword analysis of a small and representative corpus, we
identiﬁed two interesting trends: words referring to an individual’s status decreased from 1700s to 1900s and some words
referring to groups of people increased. In order to ﬁnd out if this was an artefact of the data or a potentially signiﬁcant trend,
we used three “big data” sources to corroborate the ﬁndings. We also singled out two central keywords, gentleman and
workers, to see how shifting trends were reﬂected in meanings and uses in context.
In the light of our analysis of word patterns as well as historical research ﬁndings, it seems that the mid-nineteenth century
was a turning point when social relationships shifted in important ways. Of course, changes tend to be gradual rather than
abrupt as different overlapping factors are at play. In the context of historical sociolinguistics and pragmatics it is important to
pay attention to different genres as the locus of practices and changes that potentially take place at a different pace.
Methodologically, it seems that even smaller, well-structured, carefully-compiled corpora may be useful for pattern
identiﬁcation, but data triangulation proved particularly useful in our study. Solely relying on big data for pattern

6

The Daily Herald was relaunched as The Sun in 1964.
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identiﬁcation, on the other hand, might have left us wondering about the quality and speciﬁc contents of the data. As different
data sets point to the same direction we can be fairly conﬁdent that practices of person reference have shifted.
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