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Abstract 

The present study is a corpus-based study which examines social roles constructed in 

the British nineteenth-century courtroom. To discover the prevalent social roles in 

British nineteenth-century society the present study focuses on premodifying adjectives 

characterizing men and women. The method of classification is through semantic 

domains. The study shows that the social roles of men and women are more similar than 

the findings of previous research have demonstrated.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Aim and hypothesis 

In recent years there has been a wide interest in the linguistic study of terms used to 

denote men and women. For example, Phillipps (1984) presents language as a subtle 

way of defining one’s position, or of having it defined by others. Sveen (2010) also 

points out that language practices in a particular time period are believed to mirror 

ideologies prevalent in society at that time, ideologies that include the creation of social 

roles. The assumption that language can be used to define one’s position as well as 

mirror ideologies from a specific time period is central to the present study, as the study 

investigates adjectives used in characterizing men and women. The specific material 

under scrutiny is non-fictional material taken from the Old Bailey corpus; a corpus that 

constitutes a large body of texts from the beginning of Late Modern English, taken from 

the Proceedings of the Old Bailey, London’s central criminal court. The Old Bailey 

Corpus is based on the Proceedings of the Old Bailey and documents spoken English 

from 1720 to 1913 (the issue of how spoken English is represented in writing will be 

discussed further in section 2, Material) However, what will be investigated is not the 

whole corpus, but a small part of it, namely starting from 1837 until 1901, spanning the 

entirety of the Victorian era. What that will be under investigation is the speech material 

related to how the witnesses described and addressed people in material from the Old 

Bailey Corpus.   

       The language used in the nineteenth-century in London’s central criminal court 

should provide an interesting object of study since non-fictional material could provide 

further information of ideologies prevalent in society at that time, presenting us with a 

description of how men and women of that time were denoted. This period has been 

studied previously (see Sveen 2005 and Sveen 2010) however, only fictional material 

was used. Walker (2003) stresses the importance of non-fiction material and mentions 

that court records are among the most reliable in giving insights into the nature of social 

interaction and aspects of Early Modern life. According to Hufton (1991: 75) court 

records have “probably afforded us a greater understanding of women in the past, as 

individuals, within the family and the community than any other type of material yet 

examined” Therefore, rather than investigating literature, such as children’s literature or 

similar genres which may represent their author’s ideologies (Richards 1989), studying 

non-fiction material should present a more reliable image of ideologies from that time. 

Studies investigating fictional material are, of course, valid though may not be 

representative of ideologies that were prevalent at that time. 

       As stated above, the idea that social roles are constructed through language is 

central to this paper. The idea that the social context constructs gender (Eckert and 

McConell-Ginet 2003: 10), is based on the assumption that gender is not something we 

are born with, it is a role given to us through interaction. According to Eckert and 

McConell-Ginet sex is a biological categorization based on the potential to reproduce 
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while gender builds on biological sex and exaggerates biological differences. Eckert and 

McConell-Ginet also mention that there is no biological reason, why for example, 

women should act in a certain way, and why men should act in a certain way, thus the 

definition of male and female is ultimately social. Eckert and McConell-Ginet also state 

that while such conventions may change over time, an important property of convention 

lies in its apparent timelessness. An example of this, which is brought up by Eckert and 

McConell-Ginet, is that we automatically say “Mr and Mrs Jones” and not the other 

way around. Pahta, Palander-Collin, Nevala and Nurmi (2010: 1) further mention that 

social roles are a part of the social personae that make up a person’s identity, together 

with their social status, position in society and other relevant identities they might want 

to claim. 

          Berg (1994) also states gender as a concept developed in order to distinguish the 

socially constructed from the biologically inherent aspects of maleness and femaleness, 

thus further establishing that gender is social. In the nineteenth century men were 

thought to be the protector and provider, and were afforded attributes such as intelligent, 

authoritative, courageous, robust, ambitious, and determined. Women, on the other 

hand, were thought to be more emotional, and their virtues were chastity, beauty, 

dependence, meekness, motherly, purity, modesty and compassion (Old Bailey 

Proceedings Online 2003-2012, see also Phipps 2002 and Weber 2006). These 

stereotypes are long-lived, as can be shown by Bem’s study of such stereotypes in 1974. 

Bem (1974) asked male and female participants to rate a number of characteristics as 

desirable for men or for women, not with regard to their own beliefs, but according to 

what society deemed desirable. The results concluded that desirable female 

characteristics are for example affectionate cheerful, childlike, compassionate, shy, soft-

spoken, gentle, warm yielding and sympathetic. Desirable male characteristics, on the 

other hand, are for example independent, individualistic, masculine, dominant, forceful, 

ambitious and self-reliant. Recent studies also seem to have verified that these 

stereotypes still persist and that qualities like intelligence, competence, rationality, and 

ambition are systematically less desirable for women (see Carranza and Prentice 2002). 

Carranza and Prentice also mention the high desirability of women caring about their 

looks whereas it is less desirable for men to do so.  

          It can be assumed, then, that by looking at what terms are used to denote men and 

women, and how, we can gain information of how social roles are constructed through 

language as well as how they mirror ideologies from a specific time period.   

          The aim of this study is to investigate how notions of men and women and the 

place they had in society are reflected in the way they are denoted. This will be done by 

examining how social roles were constructed through the use of adjectives and 

adjectival descriptions, attached to a specific gender-related term. More specifically, my 

research questions are: 

 

• What are the most frequently used gender-related terms in the corpus? 



3 

 

• What adjectives are used to describe these terms? 

• What conclusions can we draw from how adjectives are used in describing 

and characterizing such terms?  

• Is there a difference in how men and women are described? If so, how? 

 

Previous research on similar topics has been done on both fictional and non-fictional 

material (See Lilja 2007, Sveen 2005 and Sveen 2010). So far however, little research, 

especially on non-fictional material, has been done in this specific area during the 

Victorian era. 

        The hypothesis that is central to the present study is that the adjectives used for 

characterizing the selected central terms for men will focus more on status and mental 

properties than for women which will focus more on looks. This hypothesis is based on 

previous studies, which indicate that gender was a more defining factor in the Victorian 

era than in modern society (Townsend 1990) and that the adjectives used to characterize 

a specific central term will differ depending on whether the recipient was a man or a 

woman (see Sveen 2010).  

     Before presenting the results of the present study and discussing them, I will provide 

an overview of adjectives in characterization and the power structures of the Early 

Modern English courtroom, of which the latter will play a key role when assessing and 

analysing the data in the present study. 

 

1.2 Gender-related terms 

A gender-related term refers to a word that denotes a person, a man or a woman. 

According to Lilja (2007) such a term can refer to a person’s age or sex (girl, man), a 

relationship to someone else (sister, client), an occupation (midwife, captain), desirable 

or undesirable qualities (rogue, witch) etc.  

     The term gender-related term includes a large number of terms denoting a person. 

Therefore, a select number of terms that was the most helpful to the research were 

chosen. The method of categorizing was based on Lilja (2007) although a smaller 

number of categories for gender-related terms were chosen in this study due to time 

limitations. The chosen categories and the specific terms that were included in the study 

are:  

 

• Central terms (man, woman) 

• Relational terms (husband, wife) 

• Title terms (gentleman, lady) 
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1.3 Adjectives in characterization 

According to Quirk et al. (1985) there are four features that are commonly considered to 

be the characteristics of adjectives:  

 

• Attributive function, they can premodify the noun. For example: “an ugly 

painting” (1985: 402)   

• Predicative function, they can function as a subject complement or object 

complement (the flowers are blue) 

• Comparative form: “the children are happier now” (1985: 403)  

• Superlative form such as: and “they are the most beautiful paintings I 

have ever seen” (1985: 403).  

 

Quirk et al. also stress that not all words that are considered to be adjectives possess all 

of these four features. For example, Quirk et al. mention the word afraid as in, for 

example: “*an afraid dog” as an example of this since afraid rarely has an attributive 

function. 

However, Warren (1989) presents criticism for such a classification, which, she 

believes, results in: “division into central and peripheral members” (1989: 349). In view 

of this, Warren proposes another way of distinguishing adjectives, namely a 

classification based on the functions of adjectives. Warren distinguishes between four 

different functions:  

 

• Characterizing adjectives: small and tall 

• Classifying adjectives, they can restrict semantic range. For example, 

married and powerful 

• Identifying adjectives, they can restrict reference. For example, “the red 

book” 

• Denoting a state: dead and drunken.  

 

Warren also mentions the importance of investigating the context for establishing which 

functions an adjective has. 

        This second view of adjectives, where adjectives are classified based on function, 

has more influence on the present study that investigates the influence of adjectives 

describing different gender related terms. Therefore, Warren’s classification of 

adjectives is used in this study. However, since classifying adjectives denoting 

nationality are not of a particular interest to the present study they were excluded. 

Therefore, classifying adjectives such as Irish in Irish boy were not included. (See also 
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Sveen 2010: 21, where she excludes the idea of classification based on form since; 

“descriptive functions are more relevant than classifying ones in a study of adjectival 

descriptions of characters.”) 

 

1.4 Power structures in the courtroom 

To facilitate interpretation of the results, it is of interest to discuss the workings of the 

Victorian courtroom. As will be shown in greater detail in section 4, Results, there are 

very few adjectives denoting men and women. One possible reason for this may be that, 

according to Hale (2004), power is institutional and is expressed through language. In 

the courtroom there are those who are powerful and those who are powerless. Those 

who have power manifest it through the widest discourse choices: “The more restricted 

the possibilities of expression, the less powerful the person is believed to be. This 

includes issues of who can speak to whom, for how long, in what situations and on what 

topics” (Hale, 2004: 160). Moreover, Wodak states that: “persons with power determine 

the course of the interaction or the issues discussed” (Wodak, 1995: 34).  Furthermore, 

Kress and Fowler (1979) argue that the relationship between participants in a discourse 

comprises a competition or a negation for power. As has been pointed out by Lilja 

(2007: 28) one characteristic of discourse taking place in a courtroom is that it mainly 

consists of questions and answers where the witnesses are required to provide answers 

for questions asked by the magistrates, thus creating an imbalance of power between 

magistrates and defendants. Furthermore, according to Walker (1987), lawyers in the 

courtroom exert their power over the witness by using questions designed to narrow 

down the witnesses answers to a yes or a no, thus gaining control over the answers 

available to the witnesses and also allowing the examiner, the prosecutor, to phrase the 

evidence. Fowler et al., (1979) summarize the relationship between language, power 

and social structures as follows: 

 

A major function of sociolinguistic mechanisms is to play a part in the 

control of members of subordinate groups by members of dominant groups. 

This control is effected both by regulation and by constitution: by explicit 

manipulation and by the creation of an apparent “natural world” in which 

inequitable relations and processes are presented as given and inevitable. 

Power differential provides the underlying semantic for systems of ideas 

encoded in language structure. (Fowler et al., 1997: 2) 

 

In view of this, the material under investigation may not have included many adjectives 

due to the specific questions that were asked by the magistrate. Therefore, it seems 

reasonable to assume that characterizing adjectives denoting men and women were not 

required of the witnesses in this particular context. 

       There has been much study about the courtroom as a hierarchy of power (see Hale 

(2004), Fowler et al., (1979), Walker (1987) and Wodak (1995) since the witnesses can 

only answer questions and not side-track from the topics presented to them by the 
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prosecutor without consequences. Since the Old Bailey Proceedings presented an 

environment in which the witnesses were the powerless actors in the discourse, it was a 

situation that could influence the witnesses’ answers.  

            The imbalance of power was greater between magistrates, defendants and 

witnesses in the nineteenth-century than today. Old Bailey Proceedings Online (2007-

2012) ,(henceforth OBPO) states that English criminal trials from the late seventeenth 

until the early twentieth century were different from trials today in that defendants 

operated under severe disadvantages. For example, according to OBPO, with the 

abolition of the death penalty for many crimes in the 1720s, trials became much shorter, 

which rendered it impossible for the defendants to accustom themselves to the 

courtroom environment. Furthermore, defendants in felony cases could not employ 

legal representation until the mid-1730s, since it was assumed that it required no skill to 

make an honest defence. However, compared to the Early Modern period where the 

defendants had to prove their own innocence without legal aid, in the Victorian era 

those who could afford a lawyer were allowed one due to the influence of the Prisoners’ 

Counsel Act of 1836, which allowed defence lawyers to address the jury. In spite of 

this, not many could afford an attorney and the state did not provide one for those who 

could not afford it. 

      The imbalance of power in the nineteenth-century courtroom can be argued to 

express itself in the witnesses’ answers to the magistrate’s questions. For example, by 

looking at their answers it seems clear that they were not often asked to describe other 

individuals, since there were so few adjectives used. 295 adjectives were observed to 

describe the selected central terms out of 2400 instances under investigation in the 

concordance list. (See section 5. Results) 

 

1.5 The use of statistics 

Statistics allow us to summarise numerical data and then draw conclusions from them 

(Woods, Fletcher and Hughes, 1986: 1). In other words Woods, Fletcher and Hughes 

suggest that there is a need for statistics to draw conclusions from collected numerical 

data. They also indicate that statistics may be applicable in applied linguistics, language 

acquisition, language variation and linguistics proper (Woods, Fletcher and Hughes, 

1986: 3), which may lead us to the conclusion that statistics are needed to gain 

significant information from the collected data.  

        The chi-square test will be used in the present study to help verify the collected 

data and test it for statistical significance. The chi-square test is used to determine 

whether the hypothesis is valid or not by calculating if there is a significant difference 

between the expected frequencies and the observed frequencies in one or more 

categories. Sveen states that, as suggested by the chi-square test, non-significant results 

mean that differences between the expected and observed data may be due to chance 

alone (Sveen, 2005: 26). However, the chi-square test can also help distinguish whether 

the difference between the expected and observed data is due to sampling error or if it is 
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a significant difference between the data sets that cannot be due to chance alone. 

Therefore, in the present study, the findings are statistically significant.  
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2. Material  

The material investigated for the present study consists of a corpus called the Old 

Bailey Corpus and constitutes proceedings of the Old Bailey, London’s central criminal 

court. The proceedings were published from 1674 to 1913. The 2163 volumes contain 

almost two hundred thousand trials, which totals around 134 million words. The Old 

Bailey corpus (OBC) is based on the proceedings and provides a sample of spoken 

English from the 1720s onward. The Old Bailey Corpus contains over 100,000 trials, 

totalling almost 52 million words. According to Old Bailey Proceedings Online (2003-

2012) the Old Bailey Corpus is an edition of the largest body of text detailing the lives 

of non-elite people ever published. Huber (2007) mentions in a study of the Old Bailey 

Corpus that its passages are possibly as near as we can get to the spoken word of the 

period and that the material offers the opportunity of analysing everyday language of 

this period. The Old Bailey Corpus consists, for example, of testimonies from higher 

managers, higher professionals, lower clerical and sales personnel, unskilled workers 

and farmers and fishermen as well as speech-material of defendants and lawyers.  

      The question whether the Old Bailey Corpus provides an accurate view of the 

language of that time can be argued. However, Hitchcock and Shoemaker (2007b) argue 

that from a historian’s point of view the material reported is accurate:  

 

Although initially aimed at a popular rather than a legal audience the material 

reported was neither invented nor significantly distorted. The Old Bailey 

Courthouse was a public place, with numerous spectators, and the reputation 

of the Proceedings would have quickly suffered if the accounts had been 

unreliable. Their authenticity was one of their strongest selling points, and a 

comparison of the text with other manuscript and published accounts of the 

same trials confirms that they accurately report what was said in court. 

(Hitchcock & Shoemaker 2007b) 

 

Nevertheless, Hitchcock and Shoemaker caution that the proceedings are not complete, 

and are only partial transcripts of what was actually said: “at the very least, in an 

attempt to save space, minor details and repetitions, perceived as unimportant, were 

frequently left out of recorded testimony” (Hitchcock and Shoemaker 2007b). 

         Another concern is the fact that more than 70% of the speakers are men (Huber 

2007). While that may be true, the corpus remedies that by its sheer size, which, 

according to Huber, ensures that it is enough for historical sociolinguistic studies.  

          Since the present study does not deal with linguistic areas that would have been 

omitted, such as pauses, stutters etc. but with lexical items and noun phrase structures, 

the Old Bailey Corpus does provide data suitable for the aim of the present study. 
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3. Method  

The part of speech which is normally associated with labelling social roles is the noun; 

therefore to describe what attributes we normally associate with social roles, adjectives 

are of primary importance (Sveen 2010). In this study, the nouns that were under 

investigation are central terms, relational terms and title terms for people. The central 

terms, relational terms and title terms of relevance to this investigation are those that 

were most frequently used. Considering this the starting point for this investigation, it 

was of importance to find out what gender-related terms, for both men and women, 

were the most frequently used in the corpus during the Victorian era. The manner in 

which the gender-related terms were selected was through careful consideration of 

which terms would provide more accurate data of how men and women were denoted. 

For example, certain adjectives that were used for the central term woman may not have 

been used for the relational term wife. A corpus search was then carried out for each of 

the chosen gender-related terms and displayed, along with the immediate context in a 

so-called concordance list, the number of instances there were of each term. Those 

gender-related terms with the most instances were chosen. The terms that were chosen 

are the following: man (5754 instances in the corpus), gentleman (663), husband (536) 

and boy (1166), and respectively for women: woman (1308 instances in the corpus), 

lady (487), wife (1589) and girl (334). The reason why the term gentlewoman was not 

chosen as a term under investigation together with the term gentleman was because 

there were no instances of that specific term found in the corpus from that time period. 

Therefore, the world lady was chosen to represent the upper-classes together with 

gentleman.  

        The next step was to select sentences in the concordance list randomly and to 

extract those central terms that are modified by adjectives. All the same, not all 

sentences included central terms modified by an adjective. I chose to select 300 

instances for each central term. If there were more than 300 instances of a specific 

central term, 100 instances were taken from the beginning of the concordance list, 100 

from the middle and then the last 100 instances. Due to limited amount of time not all 

adjectives modifying the chosen central terms could be investigated. Therefore, the 

adjectives under investigation are those in attributive function, premodifying the noun. 

It has been common to focus on adjectives in attributive function in linguistic studies of 

adjectival description of characters (see Bäcklund 1996; Persson 1990). In view of this, 

this study is in line with previous studies and can therefore be considered to provide 

data and results that can be considered comparable with previous studies. 

      To categorize the data semantically, the adjectives were put into different semantic 

domains, denoting different properties. This categorization was employed to discover 

whether adjectives used for characterizing the selected central terms will modify them 

according to the earlier mentioned hypothesis; which is that the adjectives used for 

characterizing the selected central terms for men will focus more on status and mental 

properties than for women which will focus more on looks. Only adjectives that belong 
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to the semantic domains listed below have been included in this study. The method was 

based on Hene (1984, see also Sveen 2010). The domains used to classify the data were: 

 

• Age (for example, little, old or young) 

• Appearance (for example, tall or short) 

• Mental Property: cognition, emotions and characteristics (for example, 

happy or sad, good-natured or bad-natured) 

• Physical State (for example, dead, drunken or alive) 

• Attitude (describes an attitude for a person or a general evaluation of the 

person (for example wicked, poor or good) 

• Situation: classifying, grading or locative position, skills, 

societal/professional position and economy, relations (for example: powerful, married) 

• Sociability (describes how characters behave or interact with each other, 

for example: obedient, kind and good in ”be a good boy” referring to behaviour) 

 

The reason for putting little as not describing size, but in the domain Age, is because the 

word little has been classified as primarily denoting age when describing children 

(Sveen 2010). Such references to characters under investigation in the court were used 

often, as will be shown in Table 1.   

        Before moving on to the following section, Results, I will shortly mention the 

concepts types and tokens that are used in this study (see further section 5, Results and 

Appendix A). These two terms refer to the lexical items found in the study (types) and 

the individual occurrences of these lexical items (tokens) (Lilja, 2007: 73-4). By looking 

at the types and tokens we may gain valuable clues as to what information was of 

importance to the witnesses which therefore also may include the Victorian society as a 

whole (see also Lilja, 2007: 73-4 and Sveen, 2010: 64-6 where they further discuss the 

importance of types and tokens). 
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4. Results  

The construction of gender roles takes place by attributing certain features to men and 

women; this means that adjectives may be used to describe nouns (both common and 

proper) and pronouns referring to individuals. In doing so, the witnesses may, in that 

specific speech act (question and answer), define what characteristics are considered 

typical for men and women of that particular time. As described in section 3, Method, to 

find out how men and women were described differently, the adjectives were divided 

into different semantic domains. 

In total, 295 adjective phrases were found to modify the gender-related terms looked at 

here. Of these, 192 modified gender-related terms with female reference, and 103 

modified gender-related terms with male reference. The adjective phrases (token 

instances) used to describe women were therefore 65 % and those for men 35 %. 

 

Table 1. Distribution of adjective phrases (token instances) in semantic domains for both men and 

women 

 Female 

192 adjectives 

% Male 

103 adjectives 

% 

Age 152 79 56 54 

Appearance 5 3 6 6 

Mental 

Property 

13 7 16 16 

Physical State 8 4 10 10 

Attitude 10 5 10 10 

Situation 3 2 5 5 

Sociability 1 0 0 0 

 

Total adjective 

phrases (token 

instances) 

 

192 100 % 103 100 % 

 

I will start by presenting a few findings for the domains where the greatest differences 

between my hypothesis and my findings could be observed. 

        In the domain Appearance the description of women being described using this 

domain is lower than what is used for men (Of all adjectives denoting women, 3 % 

belong to the Appearance category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting 

men is 6 %). For instance, there were many premodifying adjectives for height 
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describing both men and women. The adjectives used to describe women indicate small 

stature. When a man was described as being on the small side, he was depicted as weak; 

see (1) and (2).  

 

(1) The prisoner came with a short woman. 

(2) He tried to throw him, and being the smallest man, as I thought, Jones fell 

on the top of him. 

    

Yet other differences from my hypothesis can be found in the domain Mental Property. 

The difference in percentage between men and women is quite large with 7 % of all 

adjectives that describe women belonging to this domain, compared to a total of 16 % 

of all the adjectives that describe men. Inner qualities of men and women are often 

described in this domain. For example, both men and women are often described as 

respectable; see (3), (4) and (5).  

(3) The prisoner went on to say he was a respectable, intelligent man. 

(4)  She is a respectable woman, industrious, steady, and quiet. 

(5) Mrs Stride is a respectable woman, her husband is a pensioner in the 

Navy. 

 

There were several adjectival phrases describing men and women as quiet, hard-

working and honest; see (6), (7), (8), (9) and (10). 

 

(6) He was the quietest man in the regiment 

(7) Mrs. Midmer is a very quiet woman, I never saw her violent. 

(8) He was always an honest, hard-working man, and respected by 

everybody about there. 

(9) The prosecutrix is a hard-working woman, she is a laundress. 

(10) My wife was an honest, industrious woman and a good wife to me. 

 

In the next domain, Physical state, there are no large differences between the amount of 

instances used to denote men and women (9 instances for women and 10 instances for 

men). However, once again, the difference in percentage is quite large with 4 % of all 

adjectives that describe women belonging to this domain, compared to 10 % of all the 

adjectives that describe men. The findings are quite similar between men and women. 

That is to say that the same descriptions were often used describing the past or present 

state of a certain person. The physical states used are rather negative. For example, 

words such as, drunken, and dead are used relatively often for women and men, as well 

as more positive ones such as healthy; see (11), (12), (13), (14), (15) and (16). 
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(11) Take that drunken man in custody for insulting my wife," pointing to 

sergeant Amor. 

(12) I was charged with having a row, with a drunken woman who had a 

bottle of gin in her possession. 

(13) I think naturally she was a very healthy woman, but from drunken 

habits her constitution was broken down. 

(14) During the time he was with me he appeared to be a thoroughly

 healthy  man. 

(15) Yes, he said, "Oh Lord, I am a dead man," several times. 

(16) On November 26th I was living there, in the first-floor back room, with 

my wife, the deceased woman, and her sister, the prisoner. 

 

The adjectives poor and good in the domain Attitude dominated as in poor woman, poor 

man, good girl and good man. The assessment adjective poor occurred 2 times while 

the poor indicating poverty occurred 5 times. In total there are 10 instances denoting 

women and 10 instances denoting men (Of all adjectives denoting women, 5 % belong 

to the Attitude category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting men is 10 %). 

Another adjective that was used twice for women and once for men was the assessment 

adjective wicked; see (17), (18), (19), (20), (21) and (22).  

 

(17) I presume Mr. Jenns, having been a bankrupt, was a poor man. 

(18) She said "I am only a poor girl." 

(19) He said that Gosling was a good man . 

(20) Up to that time she was a very good girl 

(21) No doubt the bad news will cause you a great start, but it is better thus, 

as this woman is too wicked to live. I am also a very wicked man myself, and 

two such people are better out of the world than in it. 

(22) She said, "Mrs. Wicks is a very bad wicked woman, I cannot 

understand why she should make such a statement as that. 

 

In the next domain, Situation, there are, once again, no large differences between the 

amount of adjectival phrases used to denote men and women (3 instances for women, 5 

instances for men). Of all adjectives denoting women, 2 % belong to the Situation 

category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting men is 5 %. Many of the 

instances are men and women being described as a married man or a married woman. 

However, premodifying adjectives describing men as smart, wealthy and powerful 

occurred, while women in this domain are always described as a married woman; (see 

(23), (24), (25) and (26).  
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(23) Evans is a very smart young man, taller than myself, with bushy hair, 

and I should say very well educated.  

(24) Scott was a fine strong, powerful man; he was rather irritable; he was 

not a drunkard. 

(25) I told him, and he said "One of our firm, Mr. McEwen, is a very wealthy

  man, and in October he will be placing 20,000 l .in the firm. 

(26) I do not live with Lemore. I am a married woman. 

 

Finally, I will present a few findings for the domains where great differences in the 

number of instances between genders could be observed or which held so few instances 

as to not be important to the overall findings. 

        In the domain of Sociability there is only one instance of a premodifying adjective 

(charitable) denoting a woman and none for men. Since there is only one instance of 

such an adjective belonging to this domain, it makes it difficult to analyze it in a 

meaningful way. For this reason, I have chosen to exclude this domain from the 

discussion. 

       And to conclude, the last domain, Age, contained great differences between men 

and women with the description of women as young or old being almost a third higher 

(women 78 % versus men 54 %). There are 152 instances of Age adjectives denoting 

women in this domain, and 56 instances denoting men. There are primarily four 

different ways to describe women in terms of age: young woman (60 instances), little 

girl (39 instances), old woman (36 instances) or old lady (15 instances). For men, there 

are primarily three different ways: little boy (30 instances), young man (20 instances) or 

young gentleman (6 instances); see (27) and (28) 

 

(27) The little girl had described them at the station-house. 

(28) When I came back the prisoner was gone, and my little boy said 

something to me. 

 

The reason for why there were more adjectives describing women seems to be that 

collocations such as little girl, young woman or old woman has become almost like part 

of the expression and occurred more often together with girl and woman than for boy or 

man as in little boy. 

 

4. 1 Statistics 

To conclude whether the results are statistically significant or not, the expected 

frequencies of the collected adjective phrases (token instances) were determined. The 

expected frequencies are based on my hypothesis that the adjectives used for 
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characterizing the selected central terms for men will focus more on status and mental 

properties than for females which will focus more on looks. 

The next step was to calculate the observed frequencies (see Table 2 below). 

 

Table 2. Observed and expected frequencies of adjectives (token instances) used to describe men 

and women 

 Female 

192 adjectives: 

Expected 

frequencies  

Observed 

frequencies 

Male 

103 adjectives: 

Expected 

frequencies  

Observed 

frequencies  

Age 110 150 50 56 

Appearance 50 5 10 6 

Mental 

Property 

5 13 20 16 

Physical State 9 9 10 10 

Attitude 10 10 5 10 

Situation 5 4 5 5 

Sociability 3 1 3 0 

 

Total adjective 

phrases (token 

instances) 

 

192 192 103 103 

 

Chi-square is X2 = (O - E)2 

(O is the Observed Frequency in each category and E is the Expected Frequency in the 

corresponding category).  

 

The next step was to use the formula to calculate, as mentioned above, whether the 

hypothesis is valid or not: (see table 3 and 4). 
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Table 3. Chi-square test for expected and observed frequencies of adjective phrases used to 

describe women 

Formula: O E (O - E) (O - E)^2

 (O - E)^2 / E 

Age 152 110 42 1764 16,0364 

Appearance 5 50 -45 2025 40,5 

Mental Property 13 5 8 64 12,8 

Physical State 8 9 -1 1 0,11111 

Attitude 10 10 0 0 0 

Situation 3 5 -2 4 0,8 

Sociability 1 3 -2 4 1,33333 

     71,5808 

Degrees of freedom 7-1=6 

Level of significance is = 12.59   

Conclusion: 12.59 < 71.5808.  

The null hypothesis is rejected because the calculated value 

is GREATER than the table value. There is a significant 

difference between the data sets that cannot be due to 

chance alone.      

 

As can be seen by observing the results of the chi-square test for adjectives 

characterizing women, the hypothesis is not valid because the calculated value is higher 

than the table value. There is a significant difference between the data sets that cannot 

be due to chance alone. This indicates that while the hypothesis is invalid, the difference 

between the observed and expected results is not due to sampling error or due to chance, 

which suggests that the findings are statistically significant.  
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Table 4. Chi square test for expected and observed frequencies of adjective phrases used to describe 

men 

 

 

As can be seen by observing the results of the chi-square test for adjective phrases 

describing men, the hypothesis is valid since the calculated value is less than the table 

value. 

       The results of the chi-square test suggest that the findings are statistically 

significant. The chi-square test for expected and observed frequencies of adjective 

phrases used to describe men indicates that the hypothesis is valid in terms of the gender 

role of men. However, the hypothesis regarding women is not valid since the calculated 

value is higher than the table value. Although, the hypothesis was rejected by the chi-

square test for expected and observed frequencies of adjective phrases used to describe 

women, it was also ascertained that the results are not due to chance alone, indicating 

that the findings are statistically significant.  

 

 

 

 

 

Formula: O E (O - E) (O - E)^2

 (O - E)^2 / E 

Age 56 50 6 36 0,72 

Appearance 6 10 -4 16 1,6 

Mental Property 16 20 -4 16 0,8 

Physical State 10 10 0 0 0 

Attitude 10 5 5 25 5 

Situation 5 5 0 0 0 

Sociability 0 3 -3 9 3 

     8,12 

Degrees of freedom 7-1=6   

Level of significance is = 12.59. 

Conclusion: 12.59 > 4,280952  

The null hypothesis is true because the calculated value is 

LESS than the table value. Any differences are due to 

chance alone.      
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5. Discussion  

This study set out to answer the following research questions:  

 

• What are the most frequently used gender-related terms in the corpus? 

• What adjectives are used to describe these terms? 

• What conclusions can we draw from how adjectives are used in describing 

and characterizing such terms?  

• Is there a difference in how men and women are described? If so, how? 

 

The results of the study did not confirm the hypothesis that adjective phrases used for 

characterizing the selected central terms for men will focus more on status and mental 

properties than for women which will focus more on looks. Instead, it appears that the 

types that were used to describe men were also often used to describe women.  

      In the first domain, Appearance, 3 % of all adjectives denoting women belong to 

this category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting men was 6 %. These 

findings do not fit with the traditional image of women caring more about their looks 

than men. However, considering that Appearance adjectives occur as a part of an 

identification procedure, it would be natural for the witness to describe the overall 

appearance of the person described (see examples (1) and (2). Since most criminals 

were men, it is not surprising that a higher amount of Appearance adjectives denoted 

men. Lilja (2007: 165) mentions Appearance adjectives in her study of gender-related 

terms in English depositions, examinations and journals and concludes that Appearance 

adjectives occur more frequently with male referents in non-fictional text categories. 

This suggests that while Appearance adjectives tend to describe women more often in 

fictional material (Bäcklund 2006, Sveen 2005 and Sveen 2010); it might not be so in 

non-fictional material, such as the Old Bailey Corpus.   

       In the second domain, Mental Property, 7 % of all adjectives denoting women 

belong to this category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting men is 16 %. 

Men are also described as intelligent, orderly and professional which women are not 

described as. Although the percentage of men being described using this domain is 

almost twice as high, the fact that women were described using this domain suggests 

that adjectives denoting mental characteristics are divided among the sexes in this 

particular discourse. This finding does not tie in well with the traditional image of 

women not entailing much mental activity (see Sveen 2010: 217). This is an interesting 

result which may indicate that while in fictional material such qualities were more 

undesirable, (see Bäcklund 2006, Sveen 2005 and Sveen 2010) women were in fact 

believed to possess such qualities.  
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       In the next domain, Physical State, 4 % of all adjectives denoting women belong to 

this category. The corresponding for adjectives denoting men is 10 %. While the 

difference in percentage is quite large between men and women in this domain, the 

same Physical State types were almost equally divided between the gender-related terms 

investigated. Both men and women were described as healthy, dead, strong etc. Since 

previous research has shown similar results (see Sveen 2005 and Sveen 2010) the 

expected results and observed results are similar in the chi-square test. Considering the 

discourse under investigation, there is no surprise that testimonies concerning the 

persons involved showed similar results of adjective phrases denoting physical states 

such as dead, and healthy. Furthermore, surgeons were often requested to make a 

statement of the physical state of a certain individual with no regard for whether the 

individual was a woman or a man; see (29) 

 

(29) I am a surgeon, of Red Cross-street I was sent for, and found the

 woman on the floor in a pool of blood, and pulseless. (Medical 

Doctor, Specialisation Unknown) 

 

Furthermore, Sveen (2010: 220) mentions in her description of her results in the domain 

Physical State that: “However, considering the themes and/or the subgenres the test 

included, the picture becomes clearer. It is part of the nature of an adventure story that 

the characters experience physical strains (hurt, hungry, worn out, etc.)”. This suggests 

that Physical State adjectives denote men and women coequally in both fictional, in 

terms of adventure stories, and non-fictional material.  

         The semantic domain of Attitude is dominated by the assessment adjectives poor 

and good, which were frequent in the material. This could be linked to constructing 

characters as being good, bad or poor (sympathy/poverty). These kinds of descriptions 

were found to describe men slightly more often than women (10 % versus 5 %). The 

financial poor occurred twice and both times describing male qualities. Since in Early 

Modern times men were thought of to be the provider (see Old Bailey Proceedings 

Online 2003-2012) it is of no surprise that such adjectives described men more often 

than women. Lilja (2007: 175) also mentions that since men were the main wage-

earners it would be more common to refer to that person’s financial situation if it was a 

man.     

      In the next domain, Situation, 2 % of all adjectives denoting women belong to this 

category. The corresponding figure for adjectives denoting men is 5 %. All of the 

instances denoting women described them as married while two of five instances 

described men as married. The rest of the adjective phrases described men as smart, 

wealthy and powerful. This suggests that while there was almost the same amount of 

instances for both men and women, desirable qualities did not include smart, wealthy 

and powerful for women. Moreover, the percentage further demonstrates that desirable 

qualities did not include qualities from this domain. In view of this, while there is a 
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similar amount of instances denoting both men and women, what was desirable 

attributes for men and women are different. The majority of women described using this 

domain established them as married women. Moreover, it was often used as a 

declaration of respectability, as in; “Mrs Stride is a respectable woman, her husband is a 

pensioner in the Navy.” Women were valued by their status as married or unmarried, 

while men could in turn be valued for other qualities belonging to the domain Situation. 

In view of this, the status or situation of males was of more significance in the 

nineteenth-century which confirms part of my hypothesis. 

          Lastly, the last domain Age contained great differences between men and women 

with 152 instances of adjectives belonging to this domain describe women and only 56 

instances describe men. It indicates that, as mentioned earlier, little, young and old 

seems to collocate much more often with female terms, such as girl, woman, wife and 

lady than the male terms boy, man, husband and gentleman. 

       Taken together, the results suggests that men and women are somewhat held to a 

different social standard in terms of situation, although women seem to, in this 

particular discourse, possess qualities not formerly associated with women but with 

men, such as mental characteristics. In other words, men and women are more similarly 

described in this particular discourse than what has been seen in previous research (see 

Bäcklund 2006, Sveen 2005, Sveen 2010 and Townsend 1990). 

       The fact that, in my material, there is nearly twice as many adjective phrases 

modifying gender-related terms with female reference (192 instances for women, 103 

instances for men) is interesting, considering that we can assume that 70 % of the 

speakers are men (see section 2, Material). As mentioned above (see section 4, Results), 

the reason why there are more adjectives denoting women seems to be that collocations 

such as little girl, young woman and old woman has become almost like a part of the 

expression and occurred more often together with girl and woman than for boy or man. 

It was also in this particular domain that the number of instances between men and 

women greatly varied. 

       An important question to ask is whether the results are particular to the chosen 

samples in the concordance list from the Old Bailey Corpus in the present study. The 

samples were chosen randomly, and present the witnesses’ use of adjectives to describe 

a certain character. The present study does not show a complete picture of English 

society during the nineteenth-century by any means, however, similar studies have been 

made in non-fictional material and fictional material which yielded similar results, (see 

Bäcklund 2006, Lilja 2007, Sveen 2005, Sveen 2010 and Townsend 1990) which 

supports the findings in the present paper. Therefore, it can be assumed that the results 

in this paper represent, in part, the social roles prevalent in the nineteenth-century. 

         As mentioned in the introduction, recent studies confirm that some of these 

stereotypes linger today (see Bem 1974, see also Carranza and Prentice 2002). In spite 

of this, Carranza and Prentice (2002: 275) mention that while these stereotypes may 

linger, women are seen more positively than men are and they are rated as high, or 
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higher, than men in various forms of competence not usually prescribed for them as 

women. In view of this information, one answer that Carranza and Prentice found was 

that as women moved increasingly into the workplace, they have taken on additional 

roles, roles that was usually only prescribed for males. While the traditional roles and 

stereotypes for males and females may never fully disappear, it has been argued by 

recent studies (see Carranza and Prentice 2002), that they are changing. The findings 

and conclusions are important because they may give an input into why social roles for 

men and women are the way they are in contemporary society. Further studies may wish 

to include a comparison whether the courtroom of the Victorian era and the courtroom 

of today have changed in terms of how witnesses use adjectives in characterization to 

denote men and women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



22 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study investigated how adjectives are used in the characterization of men and 

women in the courtroom of the Proceedings of the Old Bailey, London’s central 

criminal court, with the attempt to determine whether the findings mirror the prevalent 

social roles in nineteenth-century society. By looking at gender-related terms and the 

adjective phrases used to describe them, we can gain information of traditional 

stereotypes that were prevalent during that particular time, as well as how they may 

differ in various contexts.  

       The first hypothesis predicted that adjective phrases characterizing men would 

focus more on status and mental qualities. A look at the data revealed that while this 

was the case women had almost as many instances as men of Mental Properties 

adjectives, concluding that women’s mental qualities were seen as equally worthy of 

description as those of men. Furthermore, the second hypothesis, that adjectives 

denoting women would focus more on looks, was disproved as men were described 

more often by Appearance adjectives. One explanation why the present research 

provided different findings from previous research, which was mentioned in section 7, 

Discussion, could be that the investigated context, courtroom discourse, demanded 

witnesses to describe women and men in a similar fashion, regardless of gender.  

      In conclusion the present study has shown that studying fictional and non-fictional 

material can give insights into the prevalent ideologies of social roles in the Victorian 

era. 
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8. Appendix A 

This appendix comprises the adjective phrases distributed in different semantic 

domains. The figures displayed below demonstrate the number of instances (types and 

tokens) found. If there is more than one occurrence of the same type, the number of 

instances (tokens) will be listed next to the type.  

 

List 1.  Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Age. 

Women Men 

little 39  

old 51 

young 60 

 

little 30 

young 26 

 

List 2. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Appearance. 

Women Men 

dark 

short 2 

stout 

tall 

fat 

largest 

small 

smallest  

stout 

tall  
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List 3. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Mental Property 

Women Men 

cruel 

gay 

hard-working 

honest 

independent  

industrious 

respectable 3 

passionate 

sober 

quiet 

violent 

cruel 

gay 

gentle 

hard-working 

honest 

independent 

intelligent  

kind-hearted  

orderly 

professional  

respectable 3 

ready-money  

well-conducted 

 

List 4. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Physical State. 

Women Men 

dead  

deceased  

drunken 2 

healthy  

strong 

sick 

blind 

 

dead 3 

drunken 

hale 

healthy 2 

lame 

strong 

unhealthy 

 

 

List 5. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Attitude. 

Women Men 

bad 

good 2 

good-for-nothing 

poor 3 

unfortunate 

wicked 2 

good 3 

poor 4 

silly 2 

wicked 
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List 6. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Situation. 

Women Men 

married 3  married 2 

powerful 

smart 

wealthy 

 

List 7. Adjective phrases (types) from the semantic domain of Sociability. 

Women Men 

charitable  
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