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Abstract 

We analyse the social embedding of stylistic change in the frequencies of nouns, lexical 

verbs and personal pronouns in the Corpora of Early English Correspondence from the 

fifteenth to the eighteenth century. Our visualization methods show that the frequency of 

nouns exhibits a consistent decrease, while that of verbs and pronouns tends to increase 

over time. This suggests a colloquialization of the letter genre, which is particularly 

prominent in letters by women and the upper ranks as well as those written to socially 

close recipients. In the later eighteenth century, however, there is a convergence across 

genders and social ranks indicating the development of a shared, polite style among the 

increasingly highly educated middle and upper classes in the corpus. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Personal letters represent a “speech-like” genre (Culpeper & Kytö 2010: 17) that provides 

scholars with access to everyday language use in the past. However, genres tend to change over 

time, and letters are no exception. Previous studies have highlighted the relevance of social 

categories, particularly gender, in many linguistic changes observed in correspondence (e.g., 

Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 2003; Nevalainen et al. 2018; Sairio 2009). While most of 

these studies have focused on individual morphosyntactic features, there is also some work 

focusing on higher-level shifts in style as evidenced in parts of speech ratios (e.g., Säily et al. 

2017). The latter studies are premised on the finding that many genres in the history of English 

have shifted from an informational, noun-heavy style to a more personally involved style that 

utilizes more personal pronouns and certain types of verbs. Säily et al. (2017) discovered such 

a shift in the Parsed Corpus of Early English Correspondence (PCEEC, c.1410–1681), which 

was potentially led by women and the higher social ranks. However, owing to lack of suitable 

POS-tagged material, existing sociolinguistic studies of the eighteenth century only paint a 

partial picture of these changes, analysing certain aspects of involved/informational style, i.e., 

pronoun use (Vartiainen et al. 2013) and nominal suffixes (Säily 2016, 2018). Stylistic change 

has also been investigated in multi-dimensional studies of register variation based on a number 

of linguistic features (e.g., Biber & Finegan 1997), but these studies are based on the ARCHER 



corpus, which does not include sociolinguistic metadata and only provides a relatively small 

sample of correspondence. 

In this paper, we use the new Tagged Corpus of Early English Correspondence Extension 

(TCEECE; Saario et al. 2021) to further investigate the stylistic developments in the eighteenth 

century. Compared to the correspondence data from ARCHER that was used by, e.g., Biber and 

Finegan (1997), the TCEECE is significantly larger (2.2 million words) and represents a wider 

social spectrum of authors, enabling more nuanced analyses. With the help of the POS-tagging, 

we are able to combine the TCEECE with our PCEEC data (Säily et al. 2017) and analyse the 

frequencies of multiple parts of speech in a long diachrony of 400 years, ranging from the early 

1400s to 1800. Of particular interest are noun frequencies: will they continue to decline 

throughout the period, indicating a more involved and colloquial style over time, or will we 

discover a reversal in the eighteenth century implying a more informational orientation (cf. 

Biber & Finegan 1989; Biber 2001)? Moreover, do we find a consistent gender difference in 

noun frequencies, or does it disappear in the eighteenth century as with personal pronouns 

(Vartiainen et al. 2013)? In addition to gender, we will consider the influence of social status 

and the relationship between the sender and recipient of the letter. Based on previous findings 

(e.g., Säily et al. 2017), the POS categories analysed include lexical verbs and personal 

pronouns besides nouns. 

One of the challenges concerning the corpora used is the skewed and sometimes sparse 

nature of the data. We therefore make use of novel visualization methods which proceed from 

rapid exploration to more careful analysis. This approach allows us not only to account for the 

biases in the material but also to examine the big picture of stylistic change over time in a 

consistent manner. 

 

 



2. Background 

 

2.1  Analysing colloquialization and involved style 

 

In the past few decades, a number of studies have shown that many registers of English have 

undergone a gradual shift from relatively elaborate, formal, and information-oriented language 

to less complicated, more informal, and increasingly involved style of expression. This trend 

has been observed for a number of registers, such as personal letters (Biber & Finegan 1997; 

Säily et al. 2017), drama (Biber & Finegan 1997; Smitterberg 2008), newspapers (Hundt & 

Mair 1999), fiction (Biber & Gray 2012), and parliamentary discourse (Hiltunen et al. 2020). 

While these (macro-)registers differ greatly in many respects, including their style, production 

circumstances, and the mode of discourse, they have nevertheless been affected by the same 

general trend towards a more oral (Biber 1988), informal (Fairclough 1992), or colloquial 

discourse style (Mair & Hundt 1995; Mair 1998). This trend, which is commonly referred to as 

colloquialization in the literature, does not involve grammatical change as such; instead, the 

question is about changes in the conventional style of expression, which bring the registers 

closer to the spoken idiom (e.g., Mair 1998: 153; Leech 2004: 75). Colloquialization is typically 

explained by social change, and by democratization in particular: as power asymmetries are 

less frequently expressed in society, informal and colloquial language becomes increasingly 

accepted in contexts that used to be associated with formal and regulated usage (e.g., Farrelly 

& Seoane 2012; Smitterberg 2021; Hiltunen & Vartiainen forthcoming). 

Studies of colloquialization start by identifying linguistic features and patterns that occur 

particularly frequently in both spoken and written discourse. Once these features are identified, 

the colloquialization of a particular register can be examined by looking for increases in the 

frequency of features associated with informal spoken language and/or decreases in the 



frequency of features that are commonly used in formal written language. Features that are 

typically associated with colloquial style and informal spoken registers in English include, for 

instance, the present progressive, contracted forms (e.g., I’ll, you’re), semi-modals (e.g., have 

to, need to), lexical verbs, and first- and second-person pronouns (see, e.g., Biber et al. 1999; 

Leech 2004; Baker 2009: 330), whereas features typical of more formal written registers include 

the BE-passive, nouns and nominalizations, and different kinds of nominal modifiers, such as 

prenominal nouns and adjectives, and postnominal prepositional phrases (e.g., Biber & Finegan 

1989; Biber & Gray 2012). 

It is important to note that registers may colloquialize at different rates and only for certain 

features. For example, in Biber and Gray’s (2012) newspaper data the frequency of progressive 

verb phrases increased quite markedly in the early twentieth century, but there was no change 

in the frequency of semi-modals. On the other hand, some written registers have undergone a 

shift in the contrary direction. For instance, in their study of academic texts from the eighteenth 

to the twenty-first century, Biber and Gray (2011: 19–20) found that academic prose had 

become informationally more compressed over time, favouring complex noun phrases instead 

of context-dependent forms of reference, such as pronouns or deictic adverbials. Indeed, while 

many public or “popular” registers have become colloquialized in recent decades and centuries, 

academic prose is an example of a register whose primary audience consists of specialist 

readers, who may appreciate economy of expression over explicitness or elaboration (Biber & 

Gray 2011: 23). 

Stylistic changes associated with colloquialization have also been investigated in the 

correspondence genre, where they have been typically framed in terms of involved vs. 

informational orientation. The main reason for this is that most of these studies either employ 

or have been informed by the multidimensional method introduced in Biber (1988). In Biber’s 

approach, different genres or registers are analysed in terms of factors, i.e., sets of co-occurring 



linguistic features, which are identified from corpus data by using computational methods (see, 

e.g., Biber & Finegan 1989: 490; Biber 1995: 343). These factors are qualitatively interpreted 

as functional dimensions, such as “involved vs. informational orientation”, “elaborated vs. 

situation-dependent reference”, and “abstract vs. non-abstract style”, which are then used to 

describe different registers and genres and changes therein (see, e.g., Biber & Finegan 1989: 

488–492). While Biber’s methodology is clearly different from studies that only focus on a 

small set of linguistic features, which is typically the case in studies of colloquialization, his 

Factor A (involved vs. informational orientation) is composed of features that are particularly 

relevant to colloquialization. For example, in Biber’s model a high incidence of nouns, 

attributive adjectives, and prepositional phrases is indicative of an informational orientation, 

while first- and second-person pronouns, private verbs, emphatics, amplifiers, and hedges are 

associated with involved text production (Biber & Finegan 1989: 491). Indeed, according to 

Biber and Finegan (1989: 494) the most “involved” registers of contemporary English are face-

to-face conversations, personal letters, and spontaneous speeches. In this study, we use the 

terms “colloquial” and “involved” style synonymously, but we acknowledge that they have 

been used in slightly different ways in previous research. 

 

2.2  Colloquialization and gendered styles in personal correspondence 

 

While studies of colloquialization and involved style in the correspondence genre initially 

focused on stylistic change more generally, more recent research has also investigated register 

change from the perspective of gendered styles. On the one hand, this question has been 

informed by research on grammatical change (e.g., Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 2003), 

which has provided evidence of the fact that, in the English context, language change has been 

typically led by women (see also Labov 2001). On the other hand, there is evidence based on 



Present-day English data that women tend to overuse some linguistic features that are 

particularly typical of involved style, most importantly personal pronouns and verbs (Rayson 

et al. 1997; Argamon et al. 2003; Newman et al. 2008: 214; Bamman et al. 2014: 142). Taken 

together, these findings provide motivation to study stylistic change together with gendered 

styles of writing in order to investigate the question of whether a change towards a more 

involved style of writing is led by female correspondents. 

The earliest corpus-based diachronic study of the correspondence genre is Biber and 

Finegan (1989), who carried out a multidimensional analysis of personal correspondence in the 

ARCHER corpus. According to their results, the correspondence genre became more literate 

and informationally oriented in the eighteenth century. By contrast, the same authors (Biber & 

Finegan 1997: 266) detected a consistent trend towards increasingly involved rather than 

informationally oriented production in personal letters from the seventeenth century onwards. 

Only three genres were analysed in the 1989 study as opposed to nine in the 1997 one, but both 

studies used a multidimensional model of twentieth-century registers, which includes a wide 

range of spoken data. Biber (2001) based his study of eighteenth-century registers on a 

multidimensional model of this earlier period and found that eighteenth-century letters were 

“nearly as involved as drama” (Biber 2001: 100) but that they exhibited low scores for discourse 

particles, wh-questions, and contractions, which made up the new, purely “oral” dimension that 

separated drama from the other registers. However, none of the three studies was designed to 

capture changes in the essential involvement characteristics of personal correspondence during 

the eighteenth century, nor did they have any sociolinguistic metadata, including gender and 

the writer–recipient relationship, to make the analysis sociolinguistically more representative. 

Informed by the previous work by Biber and Biber & Finegan, Säily et al. (2011, 2017) 

analysed POS ratios in the Parsed Corpus of Early English Correspondence (PCEEC) and 

discovered an earlier trend in the involved direction: the proportion of nouns (as a proxy for 



informational orientation) decreased, while that of verbs increased from the fifteenth to the 

seventeenth century. Furthermore, they found evidence for gendered styles of writing such that 

women tended to use fewer nouns and more personal pronouns than men throughout the period 

examined, potentially leading the change towards a less informational and more involved style. 

Focusing on the seventeenth-century section of the Corpus of Early English 

Correspondence and its eighteenth-century Extension, Vartiainen et al. (2013) zoomed in on 

first- and second-person pronouns as a more accurate indicator of involved style than personal 

pronouns taken as a whole. While the overall picture of gendered styles remained the same, 

audience design (Bell 1984) was also shown to play an important role. For example, in letters 

between husbands and wives, the topics of the letters often focused on what the husband was 

doing, and this resulted in a high rate of I in letters written by husbands when compared to 

letters produced by fathers or sons. Furthermore, in letters written by fathers to their sons, the 

father often asked questions and made comments about their son’s life. As a consequence, the 

letters written by fathers show a high rate of you. Figure 1 presents a cline of first- and second-

person pronoun use in letters written by men as husbands, fathers, and sons in the seventeenth 

century. 

 

Figure 1. A cline of pronoun frequencies in men’s letters to nuclear family members, 1600–

1679 (Vartiainen et al. 2013: 248) 

 

Interestingly, in the study by Vartiainen et al. (2013) the gender differences that were evident 

in seventeenth-century letters seemed to decrease or even disappear in the eighteenth century. 

Similar results were obtained by Säily (2016, 2018) and Degaetano-Ortlieb et al. (2021). Säily’s 

research on the nominal suffix -ity discovered that, as an indicator of informational style, it was 



used more productively by men than by women in seventeenth-century letters, but this 

difference mostly disappeared in the eighteenth century. In a small pilot study, Degaetano-

Ortlieb et al. (2021) studied the lexis and grammar of middle- and upper-class family letters in 

the TCEECE in 1720–1799 through computational modelling. They found that women were 

stylistically more innovative than men and that the usage of women and men increasingly 

converged in the later eighteenth century. It has been argued that the apparent development of 

a shared writing style among men and women of the higher classes could reflect societal factors, 

such as women’s increased access to education, the “feminization” of culture and the rise of 

“polite society” in the eighteenth century (McIntosh 2008: 231; McIntosh 1998). 

In the studies discussed in this section, there seems to be a methodological shift from the 

analysis of a high number of linguistic features (as in Biber’s multidimensional model) to the 

study of a limited set of features that are interpreted to be indicative of a colloquial or involved 

style of writing. While some of the studies of the latter kind focus more specifically on the 

frequency of first- and second-person pronouns as indicators of involved style, others have 

raised the level of abstraction to the word class level, examining changes in the POS ratios 

between different sub-corpora. It is true that when the research focuses on such abstract units, 

the interpretation of the results becomes increasingly challenging, simply because labels like 

“noun” or “verb” conceal a range of different functions that are difficult to evaluate out of 

context. Nevertheless, it is important to note that previous analyses of POS ratios in different 

corpora of English have consistently produced robust results, both in the study of register 

analysis (e.g., Heylighen & Dewaele 2002) and gendered styles (e.g., Argamon et al. 2003; 

Säily et al. 2017). Most importantly for our purposes, women’s language has been consistently 

connected with word classes related to an involved style of writing (pronouns, verbs), while 

men’s style has been connected with a higher frequency of nouns, which has been interpreted 



to indicate a more informational orientation (Rayson et al. 1997; Argamon et al. 2003; Bamman 

et al. 2014). 

 

 

3. Material and methods 

 

3.1  Material 

 

This paper employs two subcorpora of the Corpora of Early English Correspondence (CEEC), 

which were compiled for the purposes of historical sociolinguistics by a team led by Terttu 

Nevalainen and Helena Raumolin-Brunberg at the University of Helsinki (Nevalainen & 

Raumolin-Brunberg 2003; Nevalainen et al. 2018). The speech-like genre of personal letters is 

one of the few historical genres that was available to basically anyone who was literate, so it is 

ideal for studies of variation across a wide social spectrum. The team sampled and digitized 

letters from previously published, reliable editions with the aim of ensuring representativeness 

in terms of gender and social rank. While perfect demographic representativeness was naturally 

unachievable, each twenty-year period does include data from both men and women as well as 

higher and lower ranks. The social metadata also includes information on, e.g., the relationship 

between the sender and recipient of the letters. 

The corpora currently cover a period of nearly four hundred years, from the 1400s to 

1800, with c. 12,000 letters by 1,200 writers amounting to a total of 5.3 million words.1 The 

proportion of running words by women is c. 20%. The CEEC family is thus among the largest 

and most representative single-genre corpora for studying sociolinguistic variation and change 

in the history of English. In this paper, we use the part-of-speech tagged versions of the corpora: 

 
1 https://varieng.helsinki.fi/CoRD/corpora/CEEC/. 



the Parsed Corpus of Early English Correspondence (PCEEC, c.1410–1681; released 2006) 

and the recently completed Tagged Corpus of Early English Correspondence Extension 

(TCEECE, 1653–1800). Owing to copyright issues, only part of the TCEECE has been 

published (TCEECES, released 2022).2 

As its name suggests, the PCEEC was developed with syntactic parsing in mind, and the 

idea was to complement the Penn Parsed Corpora of Historical English. To enhance 

comparability, the POS-tagging was carried out using the Penn Treebank tagset and the Brill 

tagger (Taylor & Santorini 2006). The accuracy of the tagger on this data was c. 80–90% (Arja 

Nurmi, personal communication), and the output was painstakingly corrected by hand. In our 

earlier research on noun and pronoun frequencies (Säily et al. 2011), we found that the tagging 

was not ideal for our purposes, as it was (among other issues) very conservative: for instance, 

many adverbs were not tagged with the adverb tag but with the word classes of their original 

constituents, such as likewise_ADJ+N, which made them indistinguishable from regular 

nominal compounds like gentleman_ADJ+N. We therefore retagged the corpus to clean up the 

noun and pronoun categories, calling the new version ReCEEC. It is this version that we also 

use in the present work (cf. Säily et al. 2017). 

When the time came to tag the eighteenth-century Extension to the CEEC, the compilers 

decided to focus on forward compatibility with Present-Day English corpora, where the de facto 

standard has been the CLAWS tagger and tagset. The TCEECE was thus tagged using CLAWS 

7.3 Manual correction was not possible owing to lack of resources, but the estimated accuracy 

of the tagging is 94.5%, with some variation across POS categories (Saario & Säily 2020). Prior 

to POS-tagging, the spelling of the corpus was standardized using VARD4 and some manual 

checking, which increased the accuracy of the tagging. Differences between the tagsets 

 
2 https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5887230. 
3 https://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/claws7tags.html. 
4 https://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/vard/. 



notwithstanding, we believe that the major POS categories of nouns, lexical verbs, and personal 

pronouns are comparable across the ReCEEC and TCEECE. 

To combine the corpora, we took the ReCEEC data from c.1410–1680 (2.1 million words) 

and the TCEECE data from 1680–1800 (2.2 million words). The cutoff of 1680 was selected 

because the bulk of the TCEECE data is dated from that year onwards, and we wanted to have 

a clear division between the corpora that would be discernible in our visualizations and facilitate 

spotting any discontinuities between the two. The noun and pronoun categories in the ReCEEC 

are described in Säily et al. (2011). For the purposes of the present paper, we chose to exclude 

possessive pronouns (PRO$) from the analysis because they are often used in formulaic 

expressions such as my lord and her majesty, the frequency of which varies unpredictably in 

the corpus and is not a reliable indicator of involved style. In the CLAWS 7 tagset used by the 

TCEECE, the categories that correspond to the ReCEEC categories included in the analysis are 

all N-initial tags for nouns, and PP-initial tags with the exception of PPGE (nominal possessive 

pronoun) for personal pronouns. For lexical verbs, we took the V-initial tags in the ReCEEC 

(see Säily et al. 2017: Appendix 1) and the VV-initial tags in the TCEECE. 

 

3.2  Methods 

 

In our PCEEC study (Säily et al. 2017), we noticed that comparing multiple social categories 

and parts of speech using basic quantitative corpus-linguistic methods was slow and 

cumbersome. For the present study, we therefore teamed up with a group of data science 

students at the University of Helsinki to create an interactive visualization tool for exploring 

POS frequencies across social categories in the TCEECE. Developed on the Data Science 

Project course at the University of Helsinki in spring 2021, the TCEECE Explorer5 (see Figure 

 
5 Developed by Miia Rämö, Hilma Holappa, Arthur Hughes, Mikko Lipsanen, and Pyörni Vartiainen; code 
available at https://github.com/DSP2021-LanguageAnalysis/language-analysis. 



2 for a screenshot of the user interface) enables rapid exploration of the frequencies at which 

different social groups use different parts of speech over time, and the user can create custom 

groupings of these categories, such as “gentry” for the higher social ranks from the lower gentry 

to royalty and “lexical verbs” for all verb tags except auxiliaries. Furthermore, the tool allows 

us to explore different period subdivisions. The normalized POS frequencies are visualized as 

a simple line graph that is updated as the settings are changed, and the tool also provides a bar 

graph visualization of the amount of corpus data per category and period, enabling the user to 

assess the reliability of the results. The tool is meant for exploratory analysis, and confirmatory 

hypothesis testing must be conducted separately. 

 

Figure 2. The user interface of the TCEECE Explorer (partial view). 



 

Our analysis proper uses more advanced methods for increased reliability. We move away from 

calculating simple POS frequencies (e.g., the proportion of words tagged as nouns out of all 

running words) at the level of subcorpora based on time periods and social groups, which could 

be easily skewed by a few individual outliers whose letters are overrepresented in the corpus. 

Instead, we use the dispersion-aware method of “averaging the averages” (Hinneburg et al. 

2007: 140; Säily et al. 2017), but with median rather than mean frequencies to further decrease 

the impact of outliers. The basic idea of the method is as follows. The corpus is divided into 

samples, typically consisting of an individual’s letters from a 20-year period. We calculate the 

median proportion of a POS category across all letters in the sample, and to calculate the overall 

POS ratio in a time period of interest, we take the median of the medians of the samples 

belonging to that period. This method ensures that all individuals included in the corpus have a 

similar effect on the results, while also accounting for lifespan change for those individuals 

from whom we have data for more than one 20-year period. 

It is not only the median of medians that we consider in our analysis, however. In our 

visualizations, we use boxplots to represent the distribution of POS ratios across the samples 

within a 40-year period. The boxplot is a visual approximation of the distribution, and it shows 

the quartiles of the data. The box extends from the 25% quartile to the 75% quartile and 

indicates the median of the data with a thick horizontal line. The data points that are within 1.5 

times the box height from the edge of the box are connected with a line, otherwise they are 

deemed outliers and plotted as points. In addition to the boxplots, a proportion conditional on 

the median of the periods is computed with a LOESS estimator and is shown as a curve placed 

on top of the boxplots. This curve can be used to gain an overview of the change, while the 

boxplots provide more detailed information. Behind the boxplots there is a 95% confidence 

interval for the LOESS curve, indicating uncertainty. 



 

 

4.  Analysis 

 

4.1 Initial exploration 

 

Our pilot results using the TCEECE Explorer (Figure 3) indicate that the proportion of nouns 

in the TCEECE continues to decline over time. Interestingly, gender differences in the use of 

nouns still persist (also when the analysis is restricted to letters written by the gentry), although 

the differences are small. Furthermore, there is a slight increase in the proportion of lexical 

verbs, which have been associated with a more involved style of writing, and a somewhat 

consistent gender difference such that women use them more than men. As in the pronoun study 

by Vartiainen et al. (2013), audience design is an important factor: letters to socially more 

distant recipients tend to be more informationally oriented in that they are more nominal and 

less verbal, whereas letters to close friends and nuclear family members represent a more 

involved style that is less nominal and more verbal. Within these categories, however, gender 

differences tend to persist. Our next step is to use more robust methods to confirm these results 

and analyse the entire diachrony of 400 years (see §3.1) provided by the PCEEC and TCEECE 

combined. 

 



 

Figure 3. Change in the proportion of nouns and lexical verbs in the TCEECE, 1680–1800, 

visualized using the TCEECE Explorer (FN = nuclear family, TC = close friends, T = other 

acquaintances) 

 

4.2  Results: Diachronic overview 

 

The overall development of nouns, lexical verbs, and personal pronouns over four centuries in 

the PCEEC and TCEECE is presented in Figure 4. The proportion of nouns undergoes a steady 

if slight decrease over time, whereas that of lexical verbs (labelled as “OtherVerbs” in the 

figure) increases somewhat, particularly between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These 



changes could be tied to a process of colloquialization or an increasingly involved style. While 

the proportion of personal pronouns fluctuates in the first two centuries, it displays a relatively 

consistent increase between the late sixteenth and the late eighteenth centuries, suggesting a 

more involved style. The high proportion of pronouns in the fifteenth century could be due to 

the fact that the letters often discussed legal and business matters, which would have required 

frequent reference to third parties rather than the first- and second-person pronouns associated 

with an involved style. 

 

 

Figure 4. Change in POS ratios in the PCEEC and TCEECE, c.1410–1800 (OtherVerbs = 

lexical verbs, excluding modals and the verbs be, do, and have) 

 

4.3  Results: Social categories 

 

As men form the majority of the corpus, their data closely matches the overall development 

outlined above, as can be seen in Figure 5. For women, we observe a “skipping rope pattern” 
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in that they seem to converge with men at the initial and final time periods of the corpus but 

diverge in the middle towards a more involved style of fewer nouns but more verbs and 

pronouns. The similarity in the fifteenth century could again be due to the topics discussed, as 

many of the letters were quite formal and dealt with issues like land disputes. Moreover, the 

letters by women in the corpus in that period were written down by male scribes, which may 

have influenced the language use to a degree (but see Bergs 2015). The apparent convergence 

of male and female styles over the course of the eighteenth century, which is especially 

prominent in the proportion of nouns and pronouns, is in accordance with our hypothesis of a 

shared style. It is noteworthy that while the letters by women have tended to be more involved 

throughout the centuries with men slowly catching up, the final convergence seems to be more 

due to change in women’s usage in a more informational direction. 

 



 

Figure 5. Change in POS ratios over time by gender (F = female, M = male) 
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To illustrate the similarities and differences between male and female letters in the later 

eighteenth century, we take two sets of examples in which we keep the other social categories 

as constant as possible. Firstly, consider examples (1) and (2), written by a middle-class man 

and woman to their close friends. Thomas Gray (1716–1771) was a poet, literary scholar, and 

the son of a scrivener, while Jane Austen (1775–1817) was an author and the daughter of a 

clergyman. The POS ratios of the letters are similar (22% nouns, 10–11% verbs, 12–13% 

pronouns), as are the topics discussed – more than exchanging information, these letters were 

a way of keeping in touch and planning future rendezvous. The letters exhibit a high degree of 

ego- and addressee-involvement with the use of first- and second-person singular pronouns and 

private verbs (hope, wish), but at the same time, they are somewhat nominal in style and even 

utilize some elevated Romance/Latinate vocabulary (inquietude, panegyric). 

 

(1) You have reason to call me negligent, nor have I any thing to alledge in my own 

defence, but two successive fits of the gout, wch tho’ weakly & not severe, were 

at least dispiriting, & lasted a long time. I rejoiced to hear your alarms for Robin 

& Kitty ended so happily, & with them (I hope), are fled a great part of your 

future inquietudes on their account. in the summer I flatter myself we may all 

meet in health once more at Old-Park … 

(Thomas Gray to his friend, Thomas Wharton, 1769; GRAY_067)6 

 

(2) You are very good in wishing to see me at Ibthrop so soon, & I am equally good 

in wishing to come to you; I beleive our Merit in that respect is much upon a 

par, our Self-denial mutually strong. – Having paid this tribute of praise to the 

Virtue of both, I shall have done with Panegyric & proceed to plain matter of 

 
6 GRAY_067 is the unique identifier of the letter in the corpus. 



fact. – In about a fortnight’s time I hope to be with you; I have two reasons for 

not being able to come before; … 

(Jane Austen to her friend, Martha Lloyd, 1800; AUSTEN_026) 

 

Secondly, examples (3) and (4) are extracted from spousal letters by the gentry. Again, the POS 

ratios of the two letters are similar (19% nouns, 11–14% verbs, 13–14% pronouns), and the 

topic is broadly political, but here we see a difference in the social roles of husbands and wives. 

Sir Roger Newdigate (1719–1806) is participating in a parliamentary session himself and 

reporting back to his wife at home, whereas Eliza Taylor (c.1733–1776) is discussing current 

events from an outsider’s reflective, yet emotional perspective. This is manifested in their 

language use: Sir Roger narrates events in the past tense (oppos’d, seconded), whereas Mrs 

Taylor employs more private verbs (hope, fear), for instance. Nevertheless, the style of both 

letters is similarly involved in that they use many first- and second-person singular pronouns 

and a moderate number of nouns that is close to the median proportion in the period, 20%. 

 

(3) I then oppos’d the bringing it up & have been very fully supported on both sides 

of the House, tho’ the intent of [the] A[dministration] seem’d to have been to let 

it be brought up & lie upon the Table. But they have given it up & are for 

rejecting it at once. Mr Page seconded me. Keep the particulars till you hear 

from others the part I have taken, for tho’ I cant keep it from you I would not 

have you the teller of it. 

(Sir Roger Newdigate to his wife, Sophia, 1772?; NEWDIGA_045) 

 

(4) I have something in my disposition (I hope it is a generous propensity) that 

inclines me to take the weakest side, and I fear, much fear that is the K–gs – I 



therefore pitty him, and think what ever a London Mob may be halloed on to; 

no wise man will commend the North Britton – tis a monstrous insult to Majesty 

– suppose John Prince was to tell you you lied – wou’d not you turn him out of 

Doors, and call him impudent Rascal? 

(Eliza Taylor née Pierce to her husband, Thomas, 1760s?; PIERCE_030) 

 

Comparing social ranks, we opt for a bipartite division between the gentry (lower gentry, upper 

gentry, upper clergy, and nobility) vs. non-gentry (professionals, lower clergy, merchants, and 

other non-gentry); for a description of these categories, see Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 

(2003: §3.3.2, §7.2). This division was socially salient throughout the period covered by the 

corpus, and it is also convenient in that it provides us with more data per rank than a more fine-

grained categorization would do. Following Säily et al. (2017), we exclude royalty as their 

language use is unusually formal even in family letters (cf. also Evans 2020: 92). Our results 

show that the usage of the gentry is consistently more involved than that of non-gentry: the 

gentry tend to use fewer nouns, more lexical verbs, and more personal pronouns (Figure 6). 

Although part of this phenomenon is due to the proportion of women being higher on the side 

of the gentry, when we restrict our comparison to male writers only, the difference remains. 

The convergence towards the end of the eighteenth century could be due to the high proportion 

of the increasingly well-educated professional classes within non-gentry (cf. examples (1)–(2) 

above; see further §5 below). 
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Figure 6. Change in POS ratios over time by social rank (low-middle = non-gentry, upper = 

gentry) 

 

As for the relationship between the sender and recipient of the letter, we compare three 

categories that represent different levels of social distance: nuclear family, close friends, and 

other acquaintances (cf. Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 2003: 190). Lack of data precludes 

the analysis of close friends until the eighteenth century, but there is a consistent difference 

between nuclear family members and other acquaintances such that family letters are more 

involved according to all three POS categories (Figure 7). In the “long” eighteenth century 

(1680–1800), close friends pattern with family members in their preference for a more involved 

style. Letters to close friends exhibit an even lower proportion of nouns than family letters but 

lag behind in the proportion of lexical verbs and personal pronouns. The influence of social 

distance on writing style is illustrated in Examples (5)–(6) below. Note that these examples are 

maximally different in that they are from different time periods, discuss different topics, and 

represent different genders; the median differences are much smaller, and there is a great deal 

of individual variation. Nevertheless, it is clear from Figure 7 that there are diachronically 

consistent tendencies across the relationship categories based on social distance. 
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Figure 7. Change in POS ratios over time by sender–recipient relationship (FN = nuclear 

family, T = other acquaintances, TC = close friends) 

 

(5) Mr. Crutchfeild / 

I pray send three quarters of an hundred weight of white lead ground, & 4 gallons 

of Lintseed Oyll & one double brim Barrell of Lamb black & 2 round Brushes & 

2 Toolls. 

Send these by ye next return of Mr. Webster ye Buckingham carrier (who inns at 

Oxford Arms in Warwick lane by Ludgate hill & sets out of London every 

Wensday morning.) 

(Henry Purefoy to his business acquaintance, Mr Crutchfeild, 1738; PUREFOY_018) 

 

(6) Dear Pussy, – I have only time to tell you that I have been asked to be brides-

maid, & I have accepted of it. I am sorry to say it’s against my sister Caroline’s 

opinion a little; I beg you will tell me what your opinion is. I think it is not to be 

looked upon as a favor, but as a thing due to my rank, & a thing of course, then 

why refuse it, & make a great talk, be abused by those that don’t know & perhaps 

by those that do, for they are always in the right you know, … 

(Lady Sarah Lennox to her friend, Lady Susan Fox Strangways, 1761; LENNOX_006) 

 

 

5.  Discussion 

 

We have found that the general picture of stylistic change in the letter genre is reflected in 

consistent patterns of POS ratios both diachronically and across social categories. While the 



very consistency of the patterns suggests that they reflect real sociolinguistic phenomena rather 

than random fluctuations, we must also consider the possibility that they could be influenced 

by the composition and biases of the corpus. Although our methods have ensured that no one 

individual dominates the results in any time period, there is variation in the distribution of, for 

instance, relationship categories over time (cf. Vartiainen et al. 2013). Moreover, there are 

interactions between the three social categories of gender, social rank, and relationship. In 

particular, the women’s data is skewed towards the higher social ranks and family letters owing 

to sociohistorical facts: the women who were literate and had the opportunity to write letters 

typically came from the higher ranks, and as women’s activities were more limited to the private 

sphere, their letters were more likely to be addressed to family members rather than business 

acquaintances, for example. Lack of data has therefore precluded cross-tabulating all three 

categories, which would otherwise have been in order. 

The convergence of usage patterns across gender and social rank in the course of the 

eighteenth century is intriguing in light of the systematic differences shown in the earlier 

centuries. It may be connected with the contemporary cultural climate, notably the notion of 

politeness, which was captured by Paul Langford in the title of his monograph A polite and 

commercial people: England 1727–1783 (1989), which highlights the role of the middle classes 

in shaping not only the economy and politics but also the manners and attitudes of the era. Polite 

behaviour consisted of eloquence and good manners as well as of polite and correct use of 

language. Late eighteenth-century rhetoric encouraged precision and explicitness, and nominal 

style was associated with politeness in contemporary literature (McIntosh 1998: 32–34, 137, 

142). Women emerged as one of the target groups for normative grammars at the time and could 

consult letter-writing manuals to ‘polish their epistolary skills’ (Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2009: 

4, 121–124; Sairio & Nevala 2013: §2). The high proportion of professionals and members of 

the gentry among the TCEECE correspondents in the second half of the century may therefore 



be reflected in female letter writers tending towards increasing use of nouns. By doing so they 

shifted – consciously or unconsciously – away from what might have been viewed as less polite 

or “formed” styles of writing. 

In terms of colloquialization, we have observed the clearest and most consistent results in 

the proportion of nouns, whereas lexical verbs and personal pronouns have exhibited more 

variation. As noted in §2.1 above, colloquialization may proceed at different rates and only for 

specific features. Another factor to consider is the level of abstraction (cf. §2.2): whereas we 

have elected to focus on what the higher-level POS categories of nouns, lexical verbs, and 

personal pronouns as a whole can tell us about colloquialization, some of the previous research 

has zoomed in on more specific categories such as private verbs and first- and second person 

pronouns. In the study by Vartiainen et al. (2013: Figures 1–2), the overall frequencies of the 

pronouns I and you in 1680–1800 fluctuate, but they seem to increase among male writers. 

Women writers, by contrast, start out ahead of men, after which their usage seems to decrease 

and converge with that of men. These findings support our hypotheses of the overall 

colloquialization of the genre on the one hand and the development of a shared polite style on 

the other, as also observed in our analysis of non-possessive personal pronouns as a whole. 

Unfortunately, POS-tagging does not provide us with access to private verbs, but it would be 

possible, for instance, to exclude past-tense verbs from our analysis, as they are more indicative 

of narrative concerns than of a colloquial or involved style (Biber & Finegan 1997). 

As discussed in §2.1, colloquialization is typically explained in terms of the 

democratization of society, which has resulted in the levelling of social norms across the social 

classes and in an increased acceptance of colloquial speech in contexts that used to be more 

formal in nature. However, historians have usually discussed democratization in the context of 

the nineteenth century, as it was then that many underprivileged social groups (e.g., the working 

class, women, child labourers) gradually started to gain more rights in British society. For 



instance, trade unions were legalized in Britain in 1871, while the right to vote was gradually 

extended to working class men through a series of acts starting in 1867, and finally to women 

in 1918 (Garrard 2002: 3; Frank 2010). As changes of this type are specific to the late modern 

era, we hesitate to connect our long-term results to democratization. However, it should be 

noted that the literacy rate in England increased quite markedly in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. According to Melton (2001: 82), the proportion of literate men in England 

increased from c. 30% in the 1640s to c. 60% in the mid-eighteenth century. It is possible that 

as the rate of literacy increased and people became more accustomed to reading and writing 

letters, this could also have resulted in the development of a more uniform writing style across 

the social groups studied here (for the development of epistolary literacy in Late Modern 

English, see Whyman 2009). 

 

 

6.  Conclusion 

 

This study has analysed diachronic trends in the proportions of nouns, lexical verbs, and 

personal pronouns in letters written by different social groups in c.1410–1800. Our research 

questions concerned the colloquialization of the letter genre and the apparent development of a 

shared style between genders during the eighteenth century. We found support for the 

hypothesis of colloquialization in terms of a consistent if slight decrease in the proportion of 

nouns as well as a fairly consistent increase in the proportion of lexical verbs and, for the last 

two centuries, personal pronouns. As for social categories, we found that letters by women and 

the upper ranks as well as those written to socially less distant recipients tended to be more 

colloquial or involved in style, whereas letters by men and the lower ranks and those with more 

distant recipients were stylistically less colloquial and more informational (cf. Sairio 2009: 



297–301). In the eighteenth century, however, we discovered a convergence across genders and 

social ranks indicating the development of a shared, polite style among the increasingly highly 

educated middle and upper classes in the corpus. We observed a more pronounced change in 

women’s usage compared to men’s at the end of the century, whereas the gentry and non-gentry 

seem to have converged in a more equal manner. 

Methodologically, we have highlighted the value of information visualization in both the 

rapid exploration and more careful analysis of challenging historical data. We have developed 

a new tool for exploring POS ratios, the TCEECE Explorer, as well as a new combination of 

visualization methods for analysing diachronic trends in variable data. The latter consists of 

boxplots for detailed information, LOESS curves for overall trends, and confidence intervals 

for estimating uncertainty, all in a single graph. 

Future work could refine our results by focusing on more specific linguistic categories. 

For instance, it would be of interest to conduct a Biber-style multidimensional analysis on our 

data, although searching for many of Biber’s (1988) categories would be quite labour-intensive 

owing to the high degree of spelling variation in the corpus. The interpretation and refinement 

of our results could also be facilitated through automated methods like topic modelling within 

the category of nouns, for example. This would be easy to implement since the TCEECE 

Explorer already includes a component for topic modelling. Furthermore, additional data from 

the lower ranks would provide more insight into the details of sociolinguistic variation. 

Although comparisons with previous research are complicated by different materials, 

methods, and tagsets used (cf. Hardie 2007), our results support earlier findings that letter-

writing was characterized by increased writer and addressee involvement over time, but perhaps 

couched in a more elaborated style than before in the eighteenth century (e.g., Biber & Finegan 

1997). By utilizing a larger dataset with a more fine-grained periodization and a wider social 



representation, we have provided more insight into the stylistic development of this genre from 

the fifteenth to the eighteenth century. 
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