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Abstract 

The aim of the present study has been to investigate how titles of social rank used in 

Tudor and Stuart England are modified by attributive adjectives in pre-adjacent position 

and the implications that become possible to observe. Using the Corpus of Early English 

Correspondence Sampler (CEECS) the present work set out to examine adjectival 

modification, gender perspectives and MI (Mutual Information) scores in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of how and why titles were modified in certain ways. The titles 

under scrutiny are Lord, Lady, Sir, Dame, Madam, Master and Mistress and these have 

been analysed following theories and frameworks pertaining to the scientific discipline 

of sociohistorical linguistics. 

   The findings of the present study suggest that male titles were modified more frequently 

than, and differently from, female titles. The adjectives used as pre-modifiers, in turn, 

stem from different semantic domains which reveals differences in attitudes from the 

language producers towards the referents and in what traits are described regarding the 

holders of the titles. Additionally, a type/token ratio investigation reveals that the 

language producers were keener on using a more varied vocabulary when modifying 

female titles and less so when modifying male titles. The male terms proved to be used 

more formulaically than the female terms, as well. Lastly, an analysis of MI scores 

concludes that the most frequent collocations are not necessarily the most relevant ones. 

   A discussion regarding similarities and differences to other studies is carried out, as 

well, which, further, is accompanied by suggestions for future research.   
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1. Introduction 

“For just as there is no society without language, there is no language without society.” 

(Breton 1991:11)  

 

Today, in certain societies, being called sir or ma’am, et cetera, is not very unusual. In 

America, for instance, people can use these kind of titles out of courtesy, as they are polite 

forms of address, and they are used fairly often, as well. However, although ma’am is an 

abbreviation for madam, these two are not used in the same way or sense. Ma’am can be 

a respectful and polite form of address towards a female stranger, customer or teacher 

while madam is restricted to more (highly) formal environments – madam Mayor and 

madam President, for instance. Meanwhile, in Britain, the title ma’am is only rarely used 

to express respect in everyday speech, and usually only occurs in contexts where royals 

(or other very important people) are addressed. More or less the same can be said about 

the male equivalent sir, too. (McArthur 1998) But although these titles appear to have 

specific usages today, an increasingly visible trend is also that they are unable to tell us 

much more than which sex we belong to – and sometimes not even that: Lord of Mann is 

a title currently held by the Queen (a woman) and we also have female Lord Mayors, for 

instance. For this reason, it becomes arguable that titles have lost in significance in 

contemporary society.  

   From a historical point of view, however, the spectrum of what forms of address and 

titles can tell us is much wider. Today, bridegrooms and brides are usually pronounced 

‘husband and wife’ but only a generation ago, they were pronounced ‘man and wife’. 

(Curzan 2009:158) And the further back one goes into history (although, perhaps not 

endlessly far), the more complex forms of address and titles become and this is especially 

true in Tudor and Stuart England (i.e. the period of time between 1485 and 1714 [Guy 

1998, Coward 2003]). This is a particularly interesting period of time where titles often 

were synonymous to social rank (Nevalainen 2002:190) and although the nature of the 

present study is mainly linguistic, paying attention to social factors can help add to our 

understanding of diachronic language change (Nevalainen 1996:3). Therefore, delving 

into this period of time can help us approach questions like ‘what roles have the various 

social ranks played in shaping the English language?’ This will be investigated in the 

present work, as well, by relating Renaissance English to social factors. More specifically, 

in the present study pre-adjacent adjectives in attributive position in noun phrases 

containing specific titles of social rank will be investigated in relation to relevant social 

history. This is done in order to shed light upon what we can tell by looking at adjectives 

used in Tudor and Stuart England.  

 

1.1 Historical Background 

One of the main focuses of the present study is titles of social rank - and more specifically, 

those used in Tudor and Stuart England. With titles, I refer to markers of social rank that 
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are presented in combination with personal names – e.g. ’Lord Hastings’ or ‘Lady 

Barrington’. For an overview of titles in relation to estate and grade, see Table 1.1.1 

Table 1.1.1 Titles in relation to estate and grade in Tudor and Stuart England. 

 

Source: Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:26) 

   Table 1.1.1 also gives a good overview of society in Tudor and Stuart England, which 

was strictly hierarchical (see e.g. Lockyer 2005:139-162, 379-392, 511-531). The notion 

of a strictly hierarchical society is further echoed by Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:25), as 

well, who explains that there was a clear social hierarchy of literacy:   

1) Professionals (100% literacy). 

2) Gentry (97-98% literacy). 

3) Yeomen and wealthier merchants. 

4) Tradesmen and craftsmen. 

5) Husbandmen. 

6) Servants.  

7) Labourers. 

8) Women. 

   It is also noteworthy that women, generally, had the same level of literacy as men of 

the lowest social ranking. Despite the fact that there was a general social hierarchy of 

literacy, however, it is likely that there were at least a few people in every local 

community who knew how to read and write. (1996:25) On the whole, the vast majority 

of people were not literate, though, as the gentry and the professionals made up for a very 
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small portion of the entire population (see e.g. Cressy [1980:176] and Stone [1966:20]). 

Further, the professional occupations did not belong to the gentry unless they managed to 

receive a coat of arms and, thereby, acquire the title of ‘Gent’ (‘Gentleman’) and 

sometimes even ‘Esquire’ (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:29, Stone 1966:53). This honour 

was only given to those (men) who had studied at University and were able to live without 

manual labour, though (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:29). 

   Connecting to Table 1.1.1; in medieval England, society was divided into three estates: 

the clergy (whose concerns regarded prayer and spiritual wellbeing), warriors (the 

defenders of the country) and labourers whose hard work supported the other two estates. 

However, over time a new kind of social hierarchy came into play (the one portrayed in 

Table 1.1.1). In this new hierarchy, the main dividing line went between the gentry and 

the non-gentry - the gentry, in turn, was also divided into two kind of categories; nobility 

and gentry proper. Additionally, although not presented in Table 1.1.1, there was also a 

group called the ‘pseudo-gentry’ which was basically town dwellers without land but 

who, still, had a gentry-like way of life. (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:25-27) It should also 

be noted that Table 1.1.1 is not absolute as there were exceptions and social climbers – 

through certain means (successful careers and marriages, et cetera) one could climb to 

new levels of rank.  

   Within the gentry, one’s grade (or rank) was almost entirely based on land ownership 

and according to Stone (1966:16) approximately 5% represented the nobility and the 

gentry. However, Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:37) argues that this is a relatively generous 

number and that a more accurate account of the proportion belonging to the gentry would 

be a figure around 1.2%. But then again, one should keep in mind that the proportions 

differed over time. Late Medieval and Early Modern England was also a rural society, 

and according to the more optimistic estimates only 10-12% of the English population 

lived in towns around 1500. (Nevalainen 2000:256) 

   When it comes to the social rank of women during this period of time, things were fairly 

simple. Before they were wed, their social status was the same as their fathers’ and after 

they were wed, it was that of the husbands’. Despite the limitations of social and economic 

activity for women, however, Raumolin-Brunberg points out that their situation might not 

have been so underprivileged. (1996:38) Widows, for instance, could act as they deemed 

fit and could still have economic independence stemming from complex marriage 

settlements.        

   The education of sons of élite families during the 15th and early 16th centuries took place 

at home or at households of respected families. Spending some time in Oxford, 

Cambridge and the Inns of Court together with a ‘Grand Tour of Europe’ was also 

common, however. Training for a life of power and social authority, manners, morals and 

proper behaviour of their rank was considered very important. In contrast, the education 

of women concerned skills needed for domestic purposes – thinking it was necessary to 

teach women how to read and write was uncommon and all institutions of higher 

education was closed to them. (1996:28-29) 

   Moreover, in Tudor and Stuart England, amongst the people of the gentry, there were 

many and strong incentives to be wed – marriages had a very central and important role 
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in relationship building, in power and in money. Marriage was also an important part of 

the definition of social status. (Peters 2000:63) Because of this, arranged marriages 

between powerful families could be decided when the children to be wed were still very 

young, for instance. And for men, in particular, marriages could be especially beneficial, 

as well, as “the property a woman brought to marriage – her dowry or portion – all came 

under the immediate control of her husband.” (Erickson 1995:24) Consequently, in this 

world of power and social status, producing legitimate heirs (i.e. not bastards) was of 

paramount importance – which required the parents to be wed first. This connects well 

with Adair’s findings in 1996 regarding illegitimacy ratios in England from 1538-1754: 

 

Figure 1.1.1 Estimated levels of illegitimacy in England from 1538-1754. 

   Source: Adapted from Adair (1996:56) 

   Schofield’s and Wrigley’s study (1989) clearly indicates that marriage had a very high 

priority, too, and that the majority of people not only got married once, but even when 

marriages ended (one way or another, by means of death or annulment, et cetera) many 

chose to remarry, as well. In fact, in the sixteenth century, about 30% of all marriages 

were remarriages. (1989:190) 

 

1.2 Aim and Scope 

Nevalainen stresses the importance of further examining “the ways in which titles were 

attributed to and appropriated by women and men in the past” (Nevalainen 2002:191) as 

this strand of historical sociolinguistics (together with many others) is still in its fact-

finding stage. As will be shown in the present study, female titles tend to have a wider 

social application than male titles which suggests there is a certain fluidity in determining 

women’s social status of this time, and this cannot be explained by simply looking at 
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shifts in politeness cultures. (2002:191) Therefore, gender asymmetries call for further 

research and it is against this background that this project began. As Nevalainen stresses, 

and as the present work will come to show, the question of whether there is a difference 

in the type of adjectives that are used to describe people of different social rank during 

this period of time or not, remains unanswered. And whether it is men or women that are 

the producers of these adjectives, also remains unknown. Therefore, the present study 

aims at answering these questions and the ones presented in what follows:  

1) Is there a difference in the type of adjectives that are used in texts to pre-modify 

(male and female) titles of different social rank belonging to the gentry in Tudor 

and Stuart England? 

2) Is it men or women that are the producers of these adjectives? And if both, what 

does the distribution look like? 

3) With regards to MI (Mutual Information) value, which collocations are deemed 

to have the strongest relationships? 

   In conjunction to these questions this study is also particularly interested in observing 

whether the titles were modified accordingly to their social status or not and if the specific 

usages of adjectives reveal any underlying attitudes of the language producers towards 

the referents. Question 1) will, therefore, in addition to statistical models, employ a 

semantic categorisation method and a type/token analysis in order to entertain this branch 

of interest.        

   Moreover, the present study uses a variationist approach in that it is interested in 

creating statistical models of factors that can explain frequently occurring collocations of 

adjectives and titles of social rank. This is done in order to give a more extended view of 

how titles were pre-modified. The main idea has been to make a ‘fairly general account’ 

(see e.g. Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:165-181) a ‘fairly precise account’.  

   Lastly, the present work has chosen not to include the plural forms of the titles nor 

related ones (such as ‘lordship’ or ‘eminence', et cetera). The present study also assumes 

that in Tudor and Stuart England ‘Sir’ and ‘Sire’ were synonymous in meaning (see e.g. 

OED, s.v. sir & sire) and encourages its readers to bear in mind that ‘Lord’ might refer to 

Jesus or God, occasionally. Furthermore, with this study I have been interested in looking 

at singular and distinct forms of titles because these are the ones who collocate with names 

and boost individuals directly when being addressed in some way and that has been the 

aspect the present study has been wanting to touch. The findings will also be related to 

other studies in section 3.4.    

 

1.3 Material and Method 

1.3.1 Material 

Although there are several (computerised) corpora covering (at least) parts of the period 

of time of interest, the one I deemed best for the present study is the Corpus of Early 

English Correspondence Sampler (CEECS). This is a corpus that was compiled 

specifically with sociolinguistic research in mind and its aim “has been to reach as broad 

a social representativeness as possible” (Nurmi 1998:53). The CEECS is a sampler corpus 
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based on the full Corpus of Early English Correspondence (the CEEC), but because of 

copyright the full version has been unable to go public. The texts in the CEECS, however, 

are out of copyright since all the editors have died more than 70 years ago which means 

the CEECS could be published. Nevertheless, both the CEEC and the CEECS consist 

purely of personal letters which, in this case, refers to letters “written by an identifiable 

individual to another identifiable individual” (1998:57). Many of the letters in these 

corpora are written by royals as these were the letters editors were most keen on 

preserving and publishing. 

   Table 1.3.1.1 demonstrates the differences between the CEEC and the CEECS:  

Table 1.3.1.1 Differences between the CEEC and the CEECS. 

       

Source: Nurmi (1998:56) 

   As the selection criterion for the CEECS was the date of the editors’ deaths, the corpus 

compilers point out that the CEECS might not be representative of the CEEC (1998:55-

56). The CEECS is less representative than the CEEC is of Tudor and Stuart England but 

it is still of substantial weight.    

   The main reason this particular corpus was chosen to serve as the primary material was 

because it consists entirely of personal letters. Previous research has shown that even in 

early correspondence, letters, et cetera, often resembled spoken registers to a larger extent 

than other types of writing did (Biber 1995:297). Curzan (2009:54) also argues that there 

is a correlation between written and spoken language of early English. This is desirable 

for the present project since spoken registers tend to show greater evidence of 

spontaneous utterances (Tieken-Boon van Ostade 2000) which serves well when studying 

what Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:16) deems very important, i.e. speakers’ behaviours. 

Therefore, other corpora I considered to use for the present study - such as Shakespeare’s 

Complete Works, The Century of Prose Corpus, The Lampeter Corpus of Early Modern 

English Tracts, The Old Bailey Corpus and The Corpus of Late Modern English Texts, et 

cetera - seemed less suitable for this type of study since they either (a) do not provide as 

authentic material (literary creation versus personal letters [authentic data]) or (b) do not 

cover the period of time this study focuses on. There is also another corpus consisting of 

letters, The ICAMET: Letter Corpus but from the period 1500-1700 it only has 94,000 

words. 

1.3.2 Method 

The present study subscribes to the ‘uniformitarian principle’, which is the assumption 

that the same natural laws and processes that operate today also have done so in the past. 
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From a linguistics stand point, this means that the “linguistic forces which operate today 

and are observable around us are not unlike those which have operated in the past”. 

(Romaine 1982:122) And today, we know that social factors are relevant to language 

variation and change – consequently, they should also have been so in the past. This is 

further echoed by Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:16) who says that no matter what the 

linguistic constraints of a language are, in the end, it is still individual speakers who make 

the choices, on a conscious level or on an unconscious level. Therefore, understanding 

speakers’ behaviour and the factors that affect their choices is of vital importance. For 

this reason, I will be looking at linguistic features in connection to social factors. The 

best-known external social factors, in turn, are social stratification, gender, age and 

regional variation (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:13). However, age and regional variation 

will not be considered in the present work as the chosen primary material (the CEECS) 

does not provide sufficient information in order to entertain these two branches, on its 

own.   

   As regards one of the main focuses of the present work, i.e. titles, the OED defines these 

as an “appellation attaching to an individual or family in virtue of rank, function, office, 

or attainment, or the possession of or association with certain lands” (OED, s.v. title). 

Titles are also strongly connected with forms of address, which Eckert and McConnell-

Ginet (2013:135) describe as something we can use to call someone, get someone’s 

attention with or make explicit the identity of, or our relationship to, a person. However, 

in the present study I will only be able to investigate titles belonging to the gentry, due to 

the nature of the material used. Since I will be using a corpus consisting of authentic 

correspondence, only literate people (i.e. the people of the upper social strata, see sections 

1.1 and 2.2.1 for additional information) will be represented. The people of the upper 

social strata, in turn, were the gentry and the professional people. However, the 

professional people are not included in the chosen corpus (the CEECS) as there, 

throughout history, has been a strong tendency to only preserve letters of important 

historical events and letters written by historically important people, and to disregard 

everything else (Nurmi 1998:53-54). As regards the people who were literate, the levels 

of literacy varied – from poor abilities in both reading and writing to perfection in both 

domains (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:23). Taking this into consideration, the present work 

has chosen to focus on the following seven titles: Lord, Lady, Sir, Dame, Madame, Mr 

and Mrs.   

   Furthermore, it goes without saying that this study cannot include all subfields of 

sociolinguistics and must thereby narrow its focus of interest. Consequently, in the 

present work adjectival modification refers to pre-modifying adjectives in pre-adjacent 

position only. Gender distribution of adjectives and MI (Mutual Information) value will 

be taken into account, too, however. The reason I chose these particular tactics was 

because I judged them to be interesting and effective ways to find out more about this 

subject and because they are part of the research gap.  

   The research questions will be answered by studying the Corpus of Early English 

Correspondence Sampler (CEECS) with the hypotheses that there 1) is a difference in the 

type of adjectives that are used to describe men and women of different social rank and 

2) that men produce most of these. The first hypothesis will be tested by means of a 
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semantic categorisation model and the second by means of statistical models. The 

answers to the research questions will also be discussed in relation to the social history 

presented in the present work and put in contrast to other studies.  

   To lessen the risk of human error, ‘WordSmith Tools’ (in short, WordSmith) version 6 

has been used in the present work, as well. This is a software program consisting of 

different modules that can be used to search for patterns in languages.  

   Further, one benefit with corpus-based approaches is that they provide means “of 

handling large amounts of language and keeping track of many contextual factors at the 

same time” (Biber et al. 1998:3). What is more, many researchers have noticed “that 

comprehensive studies of use cannot rely on intuition, anecdotal evidence, or small 

samples; they rather require empirical analysis of large databases of authentic texts” 

(1998:8). Biber et al. (1998) further stress that corpus-based analytical techniques have 

grown popular, lately, for studies in historical linguistics and this for natural reasons, 

since historical linguists mainly rely on texts from earlier periods in order to trace 

linguistic phenomena. In addition, and as can be seen in Table 1.3.1.1, the CEECS is a 

diachronic corpus since it consists of texts from 1418-1680 and according to Biber et al. 

(1998:203) diachronic corpora can be used to study a myriad of research questions with 

historical perspectives.  

 

1.4 Previous Research 

1.4.1 Adjectival Pre-modification 

As far as adjectives are concerned, Sveen (2005) points out that the most relevant 

syntagmatic relationship is the one between the adjective and the noun it describes. 

Culpeper reinforces this point by saying that “personality traits usually have adjectival 

labels, and in fact it has been suggested that this is a defining feature” (2001:105). This 

echoes Dixon’s findings, that the usage of adjectives can reveal attitudes held by language 

producers (1982).  

   Furthermore, when one analyses adjectives, Aarts’ and Calbert’s study (1979) explains 

that the semantic analysis of adjectives should involve establishing its predicative force 

and its non-predicational content. In the phrase angry man (which can be paraphrased ‘a 

man who experiences anger’) this refers to ‘experience’ and ‘anger’, respectively. Warren 

(1984) gives a similar account of this notion and insists that in order to understand the 

meaning of an adjective in actual use, one must understand both the denotational value of 

the adjective and the nature of its relation. (1984:21) 

1.4.2 Categorisation of Adjectives into Semantic Domains 

Previous studies who have employed semantic categorisation models as part of their 

methodologies are Hene (1984) and Sveen (2005), for instance. Both of these studies 

made a distinction between intrapersonal semantic domains (where adjective phrases 

describe a person as an individual) and interpersonal semantic domains (where the 

adjectival description regards the person as a social being). Sveen (2005) explains that 

classification of adjectives into semantic domains is expected to reveal differences, e.g. 
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regarding what properties are most extensively described, between men and women. 

Similarly, Cruse’s study (1986:104) argues that adjectives, in a modifier-head relation, 

can function as selectors, i.e. items that can “presuppose one or more semantic traits of 

their selectees”. This can be exemplified with the word pregnant, which presupposes the 

trait ‘female’ in its selectee (1986:104). Furthermore, Persson (1990:119) claims that 

specific nouns collocate with specific adjectives for a reason, i.e. they share semantic 

properties: “collocations serve to highlight the inherent meanings of lexemes, and hence 

put into relief the conceptual distinction between partial synonyms”.   

1.4.3 Collocations and Type/Token Ratios 

As an introduction, collocations are words that commonly co-occur with other words 

(Biber et al. 1998:8) and Manning’s and Schütze’s study (1999:152) explains that by 

studying collocations one can discover “social phenomena like the reinforcement of 

cultural stereotypes through language”. In turn, types and tokens are the number of 

different words and the total number of words there are in a text, respectively (Scott 

2015). In conjunction to this, Biber (1988) maintains that by studying collocations and 

their type/token ratios, one can learn about precise lexical choices “resulting in an exact 

presentation of information content. A high type/token ratio results from the use of many 

different lexical items in a text, and this more varied vocabulary reflects extensive use of 

words that have very specific meanings” (1988:104).   

1.4.4 Historical Sociolinguistics 

An impressive amount of research has been carried out in the field of historical 

sociolinguistics and about Late Medieval and Early Modern England, but in terms of 

research with particular focus on language in relation to social rank, and this from a 

historical perspective, there are two researchers who stand out, namely Terrtu Nevalainen 

and Helena Raumolin-Brunberg. These two have contributed considerably to the field 

and their work will serve as a theoretical foundation for the present study for three reasons 

– it is of high quality, it is thorough and both Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg are 

very well regarded in the academic community. Other scholars who agree on this are, 

e.g., Kastovsky and Mettinger (2000:5-6) who argue that the group of scholars working 

with Matti Rissanen in Helsinki (Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg included) were, and 

still are, the ones who “provided the groundwork for this new direction – historical 

sociolinguistics within the framework of variationist theory –“. From a more general 

perspective it has also been commonly accepted that “linguistic change is inextricably 

connected with synchronic variation, variation which involves space (diatopic variation), 

social strata, gender (diastratic variation), text type and type of discourse as well as 

subject matter (diaphastic variation), and possibly a number of additional factors.” 

(2000:5) As regards the very term ‘historical sociolinguistics’, it immediately suggests an 

interconnection between separate and distinct disciplines and some scholars view this 

field as one including linguistics, history, sociology, anthropology, education, poetics, 

folklore and psychology. (Romaine 2009:5) 

   Furthermore, sociolinguistics, be it historical or contemporary, “always requires 

attention to both sides of the coin: language and society” (Nevalainen & Raumolin-

Brunberg 2005:35). This means that linguistic data, data on variation and change of 
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linguistic phenomena, for instance, need to be put in contrast to social analyses carried 

out by historians. In historical sociolinguistics the variationist approach (or framework) 

has become very popular, too. Nevalainen and Raumolin-Brunberg describe it as an 

approach that “is based on the assumption that language change does not take place 

without variation” and as an approach that goes hand in hand with “the uniformitarian 

epistemological stance”. (2005:34) This is further echoed by Bailey et al. (2013) who 

state that one of the core beliefs within variationist sociolinguistics is that in order to 

understand language, you need to understand the variables as well as the categorical 

processes surrounding that language, with the mind-set that the variation of the language 

witnessed is not random. 

1.4.5 Forms of Address in Tudor and Stuart England 

Raumolin-Brunberg (1996) conducted an extensive study regarding forms of address in 

Tudor and Stuart England with a two-folded aim:  

1) To see “how letter conventions change with the loosening of formalities that 

resulted from the growth of literacy […] and the improvement of postal services 

that took place in the 17th century. In particular we set out to find out whether the 

growth of literacy and privacy led to an increase in the use of positive politeness 

strategies, as might be expected” (1996:168). 

2) To find out “whether the use of these differentiated forms of address could be 

looked upon as anything more than expressions of conventional politeness” 

(1996:168).  

   This study focuses on linguistic change on two different levels, i.e. pragmatisation and 

politeness in forms of address. The primary material for the study, in turn, consisted of 

about 30 letter collections (most of which are included in the 1995 version of the Corpus 

of Early English Correspondence) and of two collections with modernised spelling that 

are not part of the CEEC – i.e. The Lisle Letters and the correspondence of Joan and 

Maria Thynne. The study shows how forms of address reveal “a carefully graduated scale 

of social hierarchy reflecting the power relations of Late Medieval and Early Modern 

English society” (1996:168). Additionally, in the study Raumolin-Brunberg provides an 

illustrative, but limited, sample of forms of address in the framework of politeness theory 

displaying the development of forms of address from 1420-1680. These forms of address 

(together with a few additional ones) are, thereafter, discussed from different angles 

approach pertaining to the umbrella that is politeness theory. In what follows, a few of 

the main conclusions (also relevant to the present work) drawn by Raumolin-Brunberg 

are presented: 

1) “The inventory of adjectives and participles used as honorifics and terms of 

endearment is larger than that of nouns, and the stock of prototypical 

adjectives used in the address forms has undergone continual change” 

(1996:170). Further, Raumolin-Brunberg observed that there was a need to 

create more expressive and less stereotyped forms of expression, resulting in 

new adjective-plus-noun collocations and an area where repeated 

pragmatisation took place. ‘Worthy/noble Sir’ came to replace ‘worshipful 

Sir’, for instance (1996:170).   
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2) Overall, the development of forms of address proceeds from more complex 

ones to more simple ones. For instance, compare the following two typical 

examples from 1500-1570 and 1630-1680, respectively: ‘Right honourable, 

and my own most trusty and heartily beloved good lord in our saviour Christ 

Jesus’ and ‘my lord’ (1996:168-179).   

3) Increased literacy led to an increase of letter writers. (1996:179). 

4) Power and social status proved to be decisive factors correlating with choice 

of address form. Both aspects were frequently encoded in the forms of 

address, between people of equal and unequal status alike. A higher social 

status licenced one to use positive politeness strategies in the address forms 

that an addressee of lower social standing could not reciprocate. The 

reciprocal use of positive terms, in turn, signified equal social status and 

relative closeness. (1996:180) 

   The account that Raumolin-Brunberg gives when it comes to modification of titles of 

social rank is fairly general and limited, however, as the study points out, as well. 

Different kinds of modification in relation to titles (and not just of adjectival sort) are 

illustrated but exact statistics regarding adjectival modification of titles were never a 

product of the study. Although, exact statistics might not have been a necessity to satisfy 

the purpose of the study, as partial light could still be shed. 

1.4.6 Significance of the Present Work 

The studies presented in section 1.4.1-1.4.5 are all of special value and relevance to the 

present work as the importance of further investigating adjectives and gender differences 

by means of the frameworks and theories pertaining to the field of historical 

sociolinguistics becomes highlighted. What is more, many researchers emphasise the 

need to conduct further research. E.g.: Nevalainen (1996:88 & 2002:191) urges historical 

sociolinguists to further study gender differences, Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:180) 

stresses that more data should be studied, Biber (1995:363) stresses the need for more 

studies investigating language in relation to diachronic and literacy patterns and Nurmi 

(2000:358-359) puts emphasis on continuing to carry out sociohistorical linguistics 

research in connection to social variables such as social stratification, to name a few. The 

present study aims to shed light to part of the research gap which Raumolin-Brunberg’s 

study (1996) provides a promising point of departure for.      

   

2. Methodology 

2.1 Definitions and Explanations  

2.1.1 Titles Included 

The titles that the present study will focus on are (1) Lord, (2) Lady, (3) Sir, (4) Dame, 

(5) Madame, (6) Mr (Master included) and (7) Mrs (Mistress included) because these are, 

as can be seen in Table 1.1.1, the identifiable titles belonging to the gentry. The current 

section is dedicated to explaining their meanings and will give a (perhaps) oversimplified 
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view of rather varied and complex state of affairs, but still enough to satisfy the purpose 

of the present work. 

   Nevalainen (2002:190) mentions that in Early Modern Britain, social rank and title 

generally went together. And as we can see from Table 1.1.1, the main dividing line went 

between the gentry (nobility included) and the non-gentry. Commonly, people bore titles 

according to their social rank, and the gentry was no exception to this. (1) Lord and (2) 

Lady were reserved for the nobility, (3) Sir and (4) Dame were reserved for the ranks of 

baronets and knights (i.e. the upper gentry) and (5) Mr (the abbreviated form for Master) 

and (6) Mrs (the abbreviated form for Mistress) were reserved (mostly) for the lower 

gentry. Mistress (or Mrs) was the traditional title for a gentlewoman and Master (or Mr) 

was the traditional title for a gentleman. (2002:188-190)  

   However, although Lord and Lady were titles of equal rank, Lord was a title that could 

only be used by noblemen whereas Lady could also be extended by courtesy to wives of 

knights and baronets. The boundaries between the ranks of knight (which was non-

hereditary), in turn, and the ranks of the lower gentry were permeable, as well. And in 

time, Sir also came to be used by ordinary gentlemen, and the equivalent title Dame 

climbed even further down the ladder and could be given to wives of citizens and yeomen. 

Moreover, the final title of social rank that could be used to address the gentry is a female 

title not mentioned in Table 1.1.1, and it is Madam. Out of all titles of social rank, this 

one is certainly the most controversial one in that it could be used by both nobles and 

non-gentry people. (Nevalainen 2002:190) The title started out as a polite substitute for a 

person’s name and was used by servants when speaking to their mistresses but it was also 

used by people in general who spoke to a lady of high rank. Clearly, we can also see that 

the title is related to Dame, which is further enhanced by the etymology that the OED 

presents as a word stemming from Old French, i.e. ‘ma’ (my) + ‘dame’ (dame/lady) = 

madame (OED, s.v. madam). In the seventeenth century, Mistress and Master took a 

similar route as Madame – these two titles were extended to the non-gentry, as well. But 

despite the fact that Madam was a title that was able to refer to all the domains of people, 

i.e. the ‘better’, the ‘middling’ and the ‘poorest’ sorts of people (Nevalainen 1996:58) it 

came to replace both Dame and Mistress in many and most contexts, and became “the 

form of general applicability” (Raumolin-Brunberg 1996:178). This can also be seen in 

the CEECS where pilot tests, indeed, reveal that Madam (in all its spelling variants) has 

a far higher frequency than the frequency of both Dame and Mistress combined. However, 

and contrary to what Raumolin-Brunberg claims (i.e. that Dame is not found at all in the 

corpus as an address form in letter salutations [1996:178]), both titles can be found. In 

fact, according my searches the titles occur at least 20 and 59 times in the CEECS, 

respectively. 

   Table 2.1.1.1 demonstrates a portion of what was elaborated above. 
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Table 2.1.1.1 The widening social application of titles among the upper ranks in Early Modern 

England. 

Source: Nevalainen (2002:190) 

   Despite the complicated relationships elaborated above, however, acquiring titles does 

not mean acquiring literacy, so in spite of the fact that many wore these titles, only the 

people who bore these titles and were literate will be found in the CEECS. And as 

explained earlier, that does not mean people of the non-gentry nor people who had, so 

called, pragmatic literacy (see e.g. Nevalainen & Raumolin-Brunberg 2005:39).  

   As a concluding note and considering what has been explained above, the titles that will 

be investigated in the CEECS are therefore Lord, Lady, Sir, Dame, Madam, Master and 

Mistress.   

2.1.2 The Remaining Considerations 

This study falls within the scientific discipline of sociohistorical linguistics. In the present 

section, important theories and terms pertaining to this discipline and this study’s 

methodology will be explained and exemplified.  

   In relation to the titles, the present work will look at (1) adjectival modification, (2) 

collocations, (3) MI value and (4) if it is men or women that are the producers of the 

adjectives. However, as the study is of limited size, so is the spectrum of consideration it 

can take – therefore it will only consider directly pre-modifying cases when it comes to 

these four aspects. Nevertheless, these are all quantitative measurements and are in line 

with the requirements Biber et al. (1998:8) mention if one wants to compare language use 

patterns. 

   The present work has also chosen to adopt the LSGSWE’s (Longman Student Grammar 

of Spoken and Written English) definition of adjectives, i.e.: “Adjectives describe the 

qualities of people, things, and abstractions” (Biber et al. 2002:22). As regards adjectival 

modification (1), pre-modifying adjectives in attributive position in NPs which include 

the titles of interest will be studied in order to tell what kind of adjectives occur in 

collocation with given ranks and to give statistics. A semantic categorisation and 

type/token analysis will be carried out, as well, in order to further interpret the data.  

   Turning to collocations (2), these are words that commonly co-occur with other words 

(Biber et al. 1998:8). For the present study, that means not only looking at adjectives + 

nouns but any type of words that occur together with the titles in order to see what the 

most frequent (and meaningful) collocations are. This allows one to provide a picture of 

the contexts surrounding the titles investigated.  
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   However, in some cases information about frequency (how commonly words occur 

with one another) can present a biased measure of the strength of associations between 

words. Because of that, including a way to judge the strength of associations between 

words is important and one way to do this is to calculate (3) MI (Mutual Information) 

scores (a.k.a. MI value or index). The MI score “gives a measure of the strength of 

association between two words. It focuses on the likelihood of two words appearing 

together within a particular span of words” (1998:265). If the words are related they will 

get a high(er) score, and if they are not related they will get a low(er) score. The present 

work will present the most relevant directly preceding collocates in relation to the titles 

investigated, and disregard those that are irrelevant (such as ‘the’). N.b. the formula 

WordSmith Tools uses to calculate MI is described in Oakes (1998:174).   

   Finally, (4) refers to the number of times male and female writers pre-modify the titles 

of interest with adjectives. This is investigated in order to get a more extensive gender 

perspective. In addition, these four considerations constitute the framework of the present 

study.  

 

2.2 Approaching the Research Questions   

For each of the titles under investigation, a concordance search was carried out, to provide 

the immediate context of the terms. Once the pre-modifying adjectives had been found, a 

manual search provided information as to the gender of the author of each instance of 

adjectival pre-modification. The adjectives were also categorised into three semantic 

domains: one intrapersonal domain where the adjectives refer to inherent qualities in the 

person described (e.g. honourable), one interpersonal domain where adjectives describe 

how the language producer feels towards the referent (e.g. dear and great) and one neutral 

domain where the adjectives denote neither of the aforementioned traits (e.g. said). As 

regards the intrapersonal domain there was a need to further categorise it into two sub-

domains for a clearer analysis, which are presented in section 3.1.2. A cut-off point of 

three adjectives minimum per title was decided following Scott (2015), who declares that 

if an item only occurs once or twice, the relationship is unlikely to be informative. The 

semantic categorisation is also accompanied by a type/token analysis (types divided by 

tokens) where ‘specific type/token ratio’ refers to the adjectives that occur ≥ 3 times per 

title and ‘overall type/token ratio’ refers to all adjectives per title. Lastly, MI value was 

computed with the Relationships computing function of WordSmith.  

   Please also note, because of the varying quality of spelling in the letters, a variety of 

spelling options for the titles was included in the searches, to make sure no occurrences 

of adjectives + titles were missed. 

 

3. Results and Discussion 

Labov (1994:11) says that “historical linguistics … can be thought of as the art of making 

the best use of bad data”. Contrary to this claim, the data used to further study the 
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complexities and state of affairs in the present study has not been bad. It has been both 

authentic and representative of a certain group of people and it has enabled me to shed 

more and credible light onto the subject. Furthermore, for this particular study it can be 

thought of as positive that the majority of people were not literate, et cetera, because it 

has allowed for a much sharper aim. Additionally, there is also strength in the large 

amount of material corpus linguistics enables one to access and especially when the 

corpus consists of authentic data and natural language.  

   Interestingly, despite studying Late Middle and Early Modern English, Tieken-Boon 

van Ostade (2000) argues that the observer’s paradox needs to be reckoned with, as well. 

Tieken-Boon van Ostade (2000:441-442) argues that when looking at language that 

comes close to unmonitored language, written or spoken, one has to take into account the 

observer’s paradox – or rather, the observer’s paradox in a different form from what we 

would normally expect. She maintains that register consciousness can create problems as 

especially written language shows little evidence of spontaneous utterances. The present 

study has been aware of this and taken it into consideration as written language tends to 

become more conscious.  

   In what follows, the results of the present study will be presented and discussed. 

 

3.1 Adjectival Modification 

3.1.1 Figures and Tables 

In the present section, a type/token table displaying the general type/token ratio picture 

of this study will be followed by subsequent figures and tables presenting more specific 

information regarding adjectival modification and semantic categorisations. Moreover, 

for an overview of the data that some of the figures are based on, see Appendices A-G. 
Please also note that here and elsewhere the spelling has been modernised.    

Table 3.1.1.1 Type/token ratios. 

 All pre-modifying adjectives 

(overall type/token ratios) 

Pre-modifying adjectives occurring ≥ 

3 times (specific type/token ratios) 

Types Tokens Ratio Types Tokens Ratio 

‘Lord’ 22 286 0.077 7 268 0.026 

‘Lady’ 23 132 0.174 8 113 0.071 

‘Sir’ 15 114 0.132 8 105 0.076 

‘Dame’ 3 4 0.750 - - - 

‘Madam’ 7 54 0.130 3 49 0.061 

‘Master’ 24 228 0.105 12 214 0.056 

‘Mistress’ 6 15 0.400 2 11 0.182 
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Figure 3.1.1.1 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Lord (spelling variants ‘Lord’ and ‘Lorde’), 

sorted by number of occurrences.  

 

Table 3.1.1.2 Adjectives pre-modifying Lord, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Good (172)  

  Said (49) 

Sovereign (21)   

 Blessed (14)  

Noble (5)   

Late (4)   

 Gracious (3)  
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Figure 3.1.1.2 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Lady (spelling variants ‘Ladie’, ‘Lady’ and 

‘Ladye’), sorted by number of occurrences.   

 

Table 3.1.1.3 Adjectives pre-modifying Lady, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Good (46)  

Honoured (24)   

 Best (18)  

 Dearest (8)  

  Said (5) 

 Sweet (5)  

Noble (4)   

 Dear (3)  
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Figure 3.1.1.3 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Sir (spelling variants ‘Sir’, ‘Sire’ and ‘Syr’), 

sorted by number of occurrences. 

 

Table 3.1.1.4 Adjectives pre-modifying Sir, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Worshipful (51)  

 Good (14)  

Master (9)   

  Said (8) 

Reverend (7)   

Honourable (6)   

Noble (5)   

 Worthy (5)  
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Figure 3.1.1.4 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Dame (spelling variant ‘Dame’), sorted by 

number of occurrences. 

 

 

Figure 3.1.1.5 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Madam (spelling variants ‘Madam’ and 

‘Madame’), sorted by number of occurrences. 
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Table 3.1.1.5 Adjectives pre-modifying Madam, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Dear (29)  

 Good (13)  

 Sweet (7)  

 

 

 

Figure 3.1.1.6 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Master (spelling variants ‘Maister’, ‘Maistre’, 

‘Master’, ‘Mayster’ and ‘Mr’), sorted by number of occurrences. 
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Table 3.1.1.6 Adjectives pre-modifying Master, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Good (88)  

 Worshipful (48)  

  Said (15) 

 Great (13)  

Reverend (11)   

  One (10) 

Honourable (9)   

Young (6)   

 Faithful (4)  

  Singular (4) 

Honest (3)   

 Worthy (3)  

 

 

 

Figure 3.1.1.7 The adjectives directly pre-modifying Mistress (spelling variants ‘Mistress’, ‘Mistres’ 

and ‘Mrs’), sorted by number of occurrences. 
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Table 3.1.1.7 Adjectives pre-modifying Mistress, sorted by semantic domains. Number of occurrences 

within brackets.  

Intrapersonal Domain Interpersonal Domain Neutral Domain 

 Good (7)  

 Worshipful (4)  

 

3.1.2 Discussion 

From Figures 3.1.1.1-3.1.1.7 it is interesting to note how many times the male titles were 

modified, i.e. 629 times (or 75.4% of the time), in relation to how many times the female 

titles were modified, i.e. 205 times (or 24.6% of the time). This means that male titles, in 

pre-adjacent pre-modifier-head relationships, were modified more than three times more 

often than female titles were in the letters. In conjunction to this, one can also note that 

there are not many adjectives denoting negative qualities. 

   Next, the semantic categorisation reveals that adjectives potentially stemming from the 

language producers’ attitudes towards the referents (the interpersonal domain) are in 

minority in terms of types as far as the male titles are concerned (3/7 types for ‘Lord’, 3/8 

types for ‘Sir’ and 5/12 types for ‘Master’)1 and, in contrast, in majority with the female 

titles (5/8 types for ‘Lady’, 3/3 types for ‘Madam’ and 2/2 types for ‘Mistress’)2. In terms 

of tokens the roles are reversed for the male titles (189/268 tokens for ‘Lord’, 70/105 

tokens for ‘Sir’ and 156/214 tokens for ‘Master’) and the same for the female titles 

(80/113 tokens for ‘Lady’, 49/49 tokens for ‘Madam’ and 11/11 tokens for ‘Mistress’).  

    In order to further investigate the adjectives in the intrapersonal domain, the adjectives 

were categorised into sub-domains, too (these are not displayed in Tables 3.1.1.2-3.1.1.7), 

for a clearer analysis - namely ‘External Inherent Traits’, EIT for short, (e.g. sovereign 

and master) and ‘Internal Inherent Traits’, IIT for short, (e.g. honourable and honest). 

The former refers more to a person’s rank, station and condition (exterior) while the latter 

refers more to a person’s individual qualities (interior) - compare the notions of a ‘noble 

Lady’ (a woman of high social rank stemming from noble blood) and an ‘honest Master’ 

(a man of high social rank who does not lie), for instance. Following this model, the 

following results become apparent3:  

 

                                                      

1 X/X is read ‘X out of X … from the interpersonal domain’.  

2 The title ‘Dame’ is not mentioned as there were too few pre-modifying adjectives collocating with the title. 

3 The titles ‘Dame’, ‘Madam’ and ‘Mistress’ are not listed in table 3.1.2.1 as no adjectives belonging to the 

intrapersonal domain precede these titles. 
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Table 3.1.2.1 Semantic categorisation of adjectives in the intrapersonal domain into External 

Inherent Traits (EIT) and Internal Inherent Traits (IIT). The adjectives in question are presented in 

brackets. 

The Title EIT IIT 

Lord 3 types, 30 tokens 

(Sovereign+Noble+Late) 

- 

 

Lady 1 type, 4 tokens 

(Noble) 

1 type, 24 tokens 

(Honoured) 

Sir 3 types, 21 tokens 

(Master+Noble+Reverend) 

1 type, 6 tokens 

(Honourable) 

Master 2 types, 17 tokens 

(Reverend+Young) 

2 types, 12 tokens 

(Honourable+Honest) 

The gist of Table 3.1.2.1 is that men who bore the titles ‘Lord’, ‘Sir’ and ‘Master’ most 

commonly had their ‘external’ traits modified, whereas women who bore the title ‘Lady’ 

were described more often by their ‘internal’ traits in the letters (in pre-adjacent pre-

modifier-head relationships).        

   However, when turning to types and tokens, one needs to consider their implications: 

As can be seen from Tables 3.1.1.2-3.1.1.7 and Figures 3.1.1.1-3.1.1.7, ‘good’, for 

instance, is a very frequent pre-modifier and especially of the male titles – but the word 

has also very low type/token ratios. This suggests that the language producers are 

reluctant to using a more varied vocabulary. Additionally, when the same adjectives 

frequently pre-modify the titles, lower variation in adjective modification and information 

density follows. When this happens it also becomes possible to claim that the meaning of 

the adjectives becomes bleached, which further proposes that the language producers use 

these adjectives (and other formulaic expressions) because it is expected (and needed) of 

them rather than of own volition. The latter is further exemplified when following Biber 

(1988:104) in an effort to rank the titles in order of volition from the language producers 

to pre-modify the titles with the most varied vocabulary to the least varied vocabulary - 

in terms of overall type/token ratios, the titles rank as follows (highest to lowest ratios): 

1) Dame. 

2) Mistress. 

3) Lady. 

4) Sir. 

5) Madam. 

6) Master. 

7) Lord.   

   The gist of the list above is that whereas ‘Lord’ and ‘Master’, for instance, nearly always 

occur with the same adjectives, the adjectives pre-modifying ‘Dame’ and ‘Mistress’, for 

instance, display more variation. Additionally, it becomes possible to observe that the 



 

 

24 

 

male terms were used more formulaically than the female terms. In fact, if ‘Sir’ and 

‘Madam’ switched places, all female titles would rank above the male titles. Apart from 

what has been discussed earlier, further investigating what this could mean and why this 

is the case could serve as an interesting and new point of departure for future research. 

3.1.3 Difficulties in Classification Processes 

In this research, there have also been difficulties. The primary focus of this study has been 

adjectival modification and since the words in the corpus have not been tagged 

accordingly to word class or otherwise, this has required me to make that call. In turn, the 

complex nature of words has allowed for multiple interpretations of certain instances. 

E.g.: Besides more clear cases, a surprising number of the adjectives discussed in the 

present work can have multiple meanings and belong to different word classes. The word 

‘good’ is such as example. Moreover, understanding the language producers’ behaviours 

and intentions with the letters is a difficult task which further problematises the 

categorisation processes of adjectives into semantic domains. An example of sarcasm is 

noticed by Raumolin-Brunberg (1996:180), for instance, where ‘thou ugly, filthy camel’s 

face’ is a positive address form not unlike ‘my own sweetheart’, because the high social 

status of some of the language producers license such use of words. In the same sense, 

and as the type/token ratios analysis displays, the question of whether the writers 

addressed the addressees out of own volition and with truth behind the words, is difficult 

(if not impossible) to tell. Categorising adjectives like ‘good’ into the interpersonal 

domain has, thereby, been done with a feeling of scepticism. Further, and as will be shown 

in section 3.4, the present work has looked at some of the words under scrutiny differently 

from other researchers.  

   The fact that the results of the present study partially rely on my judgement might prove 

problematic, as well, but at the same time the present work assumes that for this kind of 

situation human analysis rather than computer-based analysis has a higher success rate in 

interpreting the words and their contexts in a more correct manner. The methodology has, 

thereby, allowed for a combination of quantitative and qualitative analyses. In spite of the 

difficulties presented earlier, however, the results of the present study are highly 

encouraging and intriguing. 
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3.2 Gender Distribution  

3.2.1 Figures 

The data that these graphs are based on can be seen in Appendix H.  

Figure 3.2.1.1 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Lord’. 93.7% of the adjectives are produced by men and 6.3% 

are produced by women.     

   Please note: There is one unique case here where there were ten women representing 

one adjective, but they are still counted as just one because the numbers represent number 

of adjectives. The letter where the adjective occurred was written by ten court ladies.   
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Figure 3.2.1.2 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Lady’. 72.7% of the adjectives are produced by men and 27.3% 

are produced by women.    

 

 

Figure 3.2.1.3 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Sir’. 82.5% of the adjectives are produced by men and 17.5% 

are produced by women.     
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Figure 3.2.1.4 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Dame’. 100.0% of the adjectives are produced by men and 0.0% 

are produced by women.     

 

 

Figure 3.2.1.5 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Madam’. 44.4% of the adjectives are produced by men and 

55.6% are produced by women.     
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Figure 3.2.1.6 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Master’. 92.5% of the adjectives are produced by men and 7.5% 

are produced by women. 

 

 

Figure 3.2.1.7 The number of adjectives produced by men versus the number of adjectives produced 

by women that pre-modify the title ‘Mistress’. 80.0% of the adjectives are produced by men and 

20.0% are produced by women.   
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3.2.2 Discussion 

From Figures 3.2.1.1-3.2.1.7 one can tell that all titles together were modified 834 times 

by adjectives and that men produced 710 (85.1%) and women 124 (14.9%) of these. A 

comparison with Table 1.3.1.1 shows that this is disproportionate to the number of men 

and women producing material for the corpus, as these make up for 77% and 23% of it, 

respectively. Other noteworthy discoveries are that women tend to represent the least 

number of adjectives when male titles are modified, and the most when female titles 

(‘Lady’ and ‘Madam’, et cetera) are modified. An attention-grabbing contrast is that 

‘Madam’, a female title not exclusive to the highest ranks, is modified the least by men 

(percentage wise) – and even fewer times than the times the women modify the title. No 

absolute conclusions can be drawn from these observations alone, though, as more things 

need to be taken into account. However, since the present study subscribes to the 

variationist approach and follows Bailey et al. (2013), it is reasonable to assume that the 

variation of language witnessed is not random. Moreover, Nevalainen’s and Raumolin-

Brunberg’s sociopragmatic study (2005:41) has revealed that people’s social standings 

are directly reflected in how they are addressed. Brown and Gilman (1989), too, argue 

that forms of address can reflect power relations and social distance and Curzan (2009:46) 

states that some variants of language are favoured over others and can function as prestige 

forms. In light of this, the present work suggests that there are underlying reasons as to 

why men produced more adjectives than women did in letters and as to why there are 

asymmetries in the ways people of different social rank are described.  

3.2.3 Difficulties in Classification Processes 

There were a few instances where it was difficult to determine whether the writers of a 

few letters were male or female, since the only available information were surnames that 

could belong to either gender. In these cases extra searches were conducted to see if 

information regarding this could be found elsewhere, and it could – by looking at how the 

letters ended, et cetera, e.g. ‘by your loving son’ or ‘from your most intirely loving aunt’ 

(CEECS: 2015). 
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3.3 MI Values 

3.3.1 Tables 

Table 3.3.1.1 All the titles of interest together with all the directly preceding words deemed most 

relevant according to their MI-score.      

The pre-adjacent word The title The MI score 

Sovereign Lord 7, 46 

Blessed Lord 7, 33 

Said Lord 5, 38 

My Lord 5, 03 

Good Lord 4, 26 

Our Lord 3, 45 

Honoured Lady 7, 78 

Dearest Lady 6, 68 

Best Lady 4, 94 

My Lady 4, 47 

Good Lady 3, 91 

Furthermore Sir 9, 95 

Master Sir 6, 77 

Worshipful Sir 6, 20 

Friend Sir 5, 31 

Reverend Sir 4, 70 

Body Sir 4, 54 

Noble Sir 4, 32 

Worthy Sir 3, 98 

Said Sir 3, 81 

Father Sir 3, 31 

Wife Dame 9, 05 

Lady Dame 7, 21 

Sweet Madam 7, 81 

Dear Madam 7, 61 

Truly Madam 7, 40 

Good Madam 4, 66 

But Madam 3, 19  
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Table 3.3.1.2 The title ‘Master’ together with all the directly preceding words deemed most relevant 

according to MI-score. PA = Pre-Adjacent. MI = Mutual Information.     

PA word MI score PA word MI score PA word MI score 

Honourable 11, 84 Friend 5, 87 Morning 3, 53 

Britten 9, 10 Questions 5, 78 Honoured 3, 52 

Farer 9, 10 Aunt 5, 78 Said 3, 51 

Proxy 9, 10 Inform 5, 64 Move 3, 49 

Louser 9, 10 Fele 5, 52 She  3, 44 

Lord-Treasurer 9, 10 Sufficiently 5, 52 Paid 3, 40 

Flint 9, 10 Troubles 5, 40 Meet 3, 40 

Worshipful 8, 88 Proceeding 5, 29 By 3, 36 

Honour 8, 10 Took 5, 10 His 3, 34 

Agues 8, 10 Done 5, 10 Told 3, 13 

Letten 8, 10 Family 5, 10 Whether 3, 08 

Salute  8, 10 Great 5, 10   

Preach 8, 10 Good 5, 00   

Desired 8, 10 Considerable 4, 93   

File 7, 52 Young 4, 84   

Tyne 7, 52 Point 4, 78   

Neal 7, 10 Week 4, 78   

Pound 7, 10 Ague 4, 71   

Safety 7, 10 Honest 4, 64   

Neighbour 7, 10 Whereas 4, 64   

Thereupon 7, 10 Steward 4, 58   

Perfected 7, 10 Between 4, 52   

Minister 7, 02 Wednesday 4, 52   

Opportunity 6, 78 Heretofore 4, 40   

Arrest 6, 78 Named 4, 40   

Son 6, 70 Wherefore 4, 35   

Fault 6, 52 My 4, 34   

Vice-Chamberlain 6, 52 Chosen 4, 29   

Further 6, 52 Friends 4, 29   

Other 6, 52 Government 4, 19   

Employ 6, 29 Nephew 4, 10   

Bide 6, 29 Bearer 3, 99   

Bray 6, 10 Whereof 3, 93   

Cousin 6, 09 Reasons 3, 93   

Flushing 5, 93 Commanded 3, 85   

Considering 5, 93 Desirous 3, 85   

Regarded 5, 93 Wife 3, 69   

Fits 5, 93 Worthy 3, 67   

None 5, 93 Caused 3, 64   

Mistress 5, 93 Excerpt 3, 61   

Gain 5, 93 Parties 3, 58   

Acquaintance 5, 88 Even 3, 56   
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Table 3.3.1.3 The title ‘Mistress’ together with all the directly preceding words deemed most relevant 

according to MI-score. MI = Mutual Information.     

The pre-adjacent word The title The MI score 

Courtesan Mistress 15, 26 

Sovereign Mistress 12, 38 

Garnet Mistress 11, 27 

Kindness Mistress 9, 01 

Wall Mistress 8, 39 

Worshipful Mistress 7, 98 

Friend Mistress 7, 18 

Sweet Mistress 7, 17 

Dear Mistress 6, 75 

Their Mistress 6, 63 

Let Mistress 6, 55 

Still Mistress 6, 35 

His Mistress 5. 24 

Good Mistress 5, 24 

Nor Mistress 5, 09 

My Mistress 4, 94 

See Mistress 4, 88 

In Mistress 4, 07 

 

3.3.2 Discussion 

It is interesting to see how frequency (or number of occurrences) does not necessarily 

mean relevance. If one compares Figures 3.1.1.1-3.1.1.7 and Tables 3.3.1.1-3.3.1.3 and 

look at which adjectives occur the most for each title (i.e. good ‘Lord’, good ‘Lady’, 

worshipful ‘Sir’, said ‘Dame’, dear ‘Madam’, good ‘Master’ and good ‘Mistress’) in 

relation to which adjectives that get the highest MI scores (i.e. sovereign ‘Lord’, honoured 

‘Lady’, master ‘Sir’, sweet ‘Madam’, honourable ‘Master’ and sovereign ‘Mistress’) we 

can see that these do not overlap with one another. (N.b. in the case of Dame, no adjectives 

managed to get an MI score ≥ 3.) A possible explanation as to why they do not overlap 

might be because some words modify the titles too frequently and even to the point where 

the meaning fades. Good, for instance, is one of these words. They become overused, 

almost automatic. This is also why words with higher frequencies than 3% are often 

disregarded in discussions (Scott: 2015).   

   Furthermore, as shown in Tables 3.3.1.1-3.3.1.3, a large number of adjectives get high 

MI scores. In turn, high MI scores signify high strengths of association between words 

(Scott 2015). This suggests that adjectives have an informative and important role to play 

when it comes to titles of social rank in Tudor and Stuart England. Moreover, with regards 

to the asymmetrical image presented in section 3.2 (regarding how many times [and by 

whom] the titles are modified), it is also interesting to note the number of words that get 

an MI score ≥ 3 with male titles (i.e. 111 words) compared with female titles (i.e. 30 

words).       
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 3.4 Differences and Similarities with Other Studies 

Surprisingly, the findings of the present work do not support a number of claims that have 

been made by Terrtu Nevalainen (2002), Breuer (1983) and Raumolin-Brunberg (1996). 

The following paragraphs will discuss similarities and differences between our works. 

   The primary material used in the present work is the CEECS and the material used in 

Nevalainen (2002) is the CEEC. In her work (2002:188), she claims that wives writing to 

their titled husbands could use either (a) a plain title, like ‘Sir’, or (b) combine the title 

with a positive politeness modifier, e.g. ‘my dear Lord’. In Figure 3.2.1.3 we can see that 

women (a [big] portion of which, presumably, are also wives) certainly do use the plain 

title ‘Sir’ - this means that the findings of the present study come in support of (a), but in 

the case of (b) they do not. In fact, as can be seen in Figure 3.1.1.1, ‘dear’ modifies the 

title ‘Lord’ in pre-adjacent position only twice in the CEECS. This is further highlighted 

by Scott (2015) who states that if an item occurs only once or twice, the relationship is 

unlikely to be informative. One can also see from Table 3.3.1.1 that ‘dear’ does not make 

it to the list of words that get an MI score ≥ 3, which means the linkage between the node 

(‘Lord’) and the collocate (‘dear’) is likely to be tenuous. However, the data presented in 

the present work does not convey whether, or not, the words ‘dear Lord’ are produced by 

wives when writing to their husbands. But since the collocation occurs only twice it would 

be interesting to further investigate this and to compare the number of occurrences of the 

collocation in the CEECS and the CEEC. 

   Interestingly, Nevalainen also claims that ‘my own dear sovereign Lady’ occasionally 

occurs and that deference is shown by means of these terms. (2002:188) According to the 

present study, ‘sovereign’ only modifies the title ‘Lady’ once in pre-adjacent position in 

the CEECS (see Figure 3.1.1.2) and ‘sovereign’ does not get an MI score ≥ 3 (see Table 

3.3.1.1) in relation to ‘Lady’. For this reason, further comparisons with the CEEC would 

be of interest. 

   Additionally, Nevalainen claims that ‘dear Madam’ “rarely occurred in husbands’ 

letters” (2002:188). However, as can be drawn from Figure 3.1.1.5 and Figure 3.2.1.5 in 

the present study, ‘dear’ is the most frequent adjective in pre-adjacent position to 

‘Madam’ of all, and 44.4% of these adjectives are produced by men. The present work 

does, thereby, not convey a picture that is synonymous to ‘rarely’ but rather one that 

claims that husbands did use ‘dear Madam’, and fairly often, as well. This will be 

elaborated in what follows:  

   As an introduction, one could argue that there is a meaningful distinction to be made 

that could sway things one way or the other, namely that Nevalainen talks about 

‘husbands’ and the present study talks about ‘men’, between which an equal sign cannot 

be put. However, most men were also husbands in Tudor and Stuart England (see e.g. 

Peters [2000:63], Erickson [1995:24], Adair [1996:37-60] and Schofield & Wrigley 

[1989:189-190, 262]). It is true that the men and the husbands might have been writing 

to other women than their wives, but since ‘dear’ is the most frequent pre-modifier of 

‘Madam’, and since 44.4% of the adjectives are produced by men, in the present study, it 

would be of great interest to further investigate this and, again, compare how the CEECS 

fends against the CEEC. Perhaps what has been mentioned suggests that the CEECS 
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might not be representative of the CEEC, after all, which the compilers point out might 

be the case (Nurmi 1998:55-56).  

   In other and most cases our works have reached the same conclusions – as in (a) and in 

the cases of ‘Master’ and ‘Sir’, et cetera. Nevalainen mentions that a “plain gentleman 

could be addressed as (good) Master” (2002:188) and that ‘worshipful Sir’ certainly were 

terms employed by wives (2002:187) and the findings of the present study do come in 

support of this, as ‘good’ and ‘worshipful’ are, in fact, the most frequent adjectives in 

pre-adjacent position to ‘Master’ and ‘Sir’, respectively (see Figures 3.1.1.6 and 3.1.1.3) 

and women (a portion of which, presumably, are also wives) represent 17.5% of the 

adjectives produced to modify ‘Sir’ (see Figure 3.2.1.3). 

   Lastly, Breuer (1983:59) argues that the adjectives noble and honourable should only 

be considered concepts of rank as late as Shakespeare’s time. Following this argument, 

these adjectives would be categorised into the intrapersonal domain and, in the next step, 

into the category of External Inherent Traits (EIT), in the present study. In the case of 

honourable, however, the present work chose to categorise the adjective into the domain 

of Internal Inherent Traits (IIT), i.e. to the group of adjectives that can denote more 

individual qualities. This choice was justified following the method of paraphrasing 

presented in Warren (1984), since ‘honourable Sir’ can be paraphrased ‘a man of high 

social rank who is characterised by principles of honour, such as honesty’ (see e.g. OED, 

s.v. honourable). On a similar note, Raumolin-Brunberg (1996) mentions that good can 

be used in the sense of denoting social rank, as well, which, in the present study, would 

mean an adjective categorised into the intrapersonal domain. In the present work, it was 

categorised into the interpersonal domain, however, as the more probable interpretation 

appeared to be an adjective that could denote what the language producers felt towards 

the referents. Although, and as pointed out by the OED (s.v. good), the word is extremely 

multi-faceted.       

 

4. Conclusions  

As an introduction it can be noted that the fairly broad hypotheses of the present study 

turned out to be correct – there is a difference in the type of adjectives that are used to 

describe men and women of different social rank during this time and men produced most 

of these. Furthermore, in addition to what is presented in section 3.4, the present work’s 

general point is tenfold (see table 4.1): 
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Table 4.1 The ten main findings of the present work answering research questions 1-3, respectively.  

Adjectival Modification Gender Distribution MI Values 

(1) Male titles were 

modified more than three 

times more often than 

female titles were in the 

letters.   

(2) Adjectives potentially 

reflecting the attitudes of 

the language producers 

towards the referents have 

lower frequencies with 

male titles than with 

female titles (in terms of 

types). 

(3) Men who bore the 

titles ‘Lord’, ‘Sir’ and 

‘Master’ most commonly 

had their ‘external’ traits 

modified, whereas women 

who bore the title ‘Lady’ 

were described more often 

by their ‘internal’ traits. 

(4) Following Biber 

(1988), the findings reveal 

that the language 

producers were most keen 

on using a more varied 

vocabulary when 

modifying the following 

titles (in order of 

preference): ‘Dame’, 

‘Mistress’, ‘Lady’, ‘Sir’, 

‘Madam’, ‘Master’ and 

‘Lord’.            

(5) The titles were 

modified 834 times by 

adjectives and men 

produced 710 (or 85.1%) 

and women 124 (or 

14.9%) of these, which, 

further, is disproportionate 

to the number of male and 

female writers there are in 

the corpus. 

(6) Women tend to use 

fewer adjectives when 

modifying male titles and 

more adjectives when 

modifying female titles. 

(7) The most fluid female 

title in terms of social 

application and rank (i.e. 

‘Madam’) is modified the 

least by men (percentage-

wise). 

(8) High frequencies of 

adjectives modifying titles 

does not equal adjectives 

with the most relevance to 

these titles. 

(9) Many adjectives get an 

MI score ≥ 3 in relation to 

the titles of interest, which 

means adjectives rank high 

in terms of significance 

among word classes and 

fill an important role. 

(10) 111 words get an MI 

score ≥ 3 with male titles, 

and 30 words get an MI 

score ≥ 3 with female 

titles.     

Lastly, as the nature of this project is limited, all of the questions that presented 

themselves during the course of this research could not be entertained. However, the 

findings of the present study provide significant and new information as regards adjectival 

modification of titles of social rank used in Tudor and Stuart England and the roles the 

various social ranks have played in shaping the English Language. Additionally, the 

findings of the present work can function as a promising point of departure for future 

research. For instance, it would be interesting to compare the findings of the present study 
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with findings from other angles of approach that include pre- and post-modification of 

the same titles and with larger spans of words. One could also choose to widen the 

spectrum of consideration since people (and their titles) can be modified by means of the 

personal pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’, too, et cetera, or by including additional (e.g. 

occupational) titles, like ‘your grace’ or ‘your lordship’. More word classes can be taken 

into account, as well, as adjectives are not exclusive in being able to modify other entities. 

Testing additional semantic domains would be particularly interesting, too. 
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Appendix A 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.1  

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together with 

the title ‘Lord’ 

Beloved (belowyde) 1 (1) 

Blessed (blessed, blessyd, blissid, 

blyssed) 

14 (2+2+9+1) 

Dear (deere, dere) 2 (1+1) 

Dearest (deerest) 1 (1) 

Good (god, gode, good, goode, gud) 172 (1+3+165+2+1) 

Gracious (gracias, gracious) 3 (1+2) 

Heavenly (hevenly) 1 (1) 

Honoured (honored)   1 (1) 

Late (late) 4 (4) 

Living (liuinge, livgin) 2 (1+1) 

New (new) 1 (1) 

Noble (noble) 5 (5) 

One (one) 1 (1) 

Own (owne) 

Redoubted (redouted) 

1 (1) 

1 (1) 

Same (same) 2 (2) 

Said (said, saide, sayd, sayde, seid, seide, 

seyd, seyde) 

49 (6+1+7+1+21+11+1+1) 

Singular (singular) 1 (1) 

Sovereign (souverain, soveraigne, 

soverayn, soverayne, sovereign, 

sovereigne, sovereyn, sovereyne, 

sovraign)  

21 (4+3+6+1+2+1+1+2+1) 

Tender (tender) 1 (1) 

Then (then) 

Young (yonge) 

1 (1) 

1 (1) 

 

Total: 286 
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Appendix B 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.2 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together the 

title ‘Lady’ 

Any (any, eny) 2 (1+1) 

Best (best) 18 (18) 

Better (better) 1 (1) 

Blessed (blissid) 1 (1) 

Dear (deare)  3 (3) 

Dearest (dearest, deerest) 8 (7+1) 

Friend (friend) 2 (2) 

Good (good, gud) 46 (40+6) 

Grieved (grieved) 1 (1) 

Honoured (honored, honoured) 

Honourable (honourable) 

Incomparable (incomparable)  

24 (17+7) 

1 (1) 

1 (1)  

Next (next) 1 (1) 

Noble (noble) 4 (4) 

Old (ould) 

Poor (poore)  

2 (2) 

1 (1) 

Said (saide, sayd) 5 (4+1) 

Sovereign (soveraigne) 1 (1) 

Sweet (sweet, sweete) 5 (4+1) 

Well-beloved (wilbeloved)  1 (1) 

Woeful (wofull)  1 (1) 

Worshipful (worschypfull) 

Worthy (worthy) 

1 (1) 

2 (2) 

 

Total: 132 
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Appendix C 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.3 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together the 

title ‘Sir’ 

Dear (deare, deere) 2 (1+1) 

Good (good) 

Granted (graunted) 

14 (14) 

1 (1) 

Honourable (honorabille, honorable)  6 (1+5) 

Honoured (honored)  1 (1) 

Master (maister, master, mayster) 

New (newew, newewe) 

9 (2+4+3) 

2 (1+1) 

Noble (noble) 5 (5) 

Reverend (reverend, reverent) 7 (6+1) 

Said (said, sayd, seid)    8 (2+4+2) 

Thorough (thorrowghe)  1 (1) 

Touching (towching)  1 (1) 

Well-beloved (welbeloved) 1 (1) 

Worshipful (worchypfull, worschipefull, 

worschipffull, worschypfull, 

worshipffull, worshipful, worshipfull, 

worshippfull, worshypfull, worsypull, 

wurchipfull, wurshipfull, wyrshipful, 

wyrshypful) 

51 (1+1+2+2+3+6+28+1+2+1+1+1+1+1) 

Worthy 5 (5) 

  

Total: 114 
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Appendix D 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.4 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together the 

title ‘Dame’ 

Said (sayd) 2 (2) 

Wanton (wanton) 1 (1) 

Worshipful (worschypfull) 1 (1) 

  

Total: 4 
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Appendix E 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.5 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together the 

title ‘Madam’ 

Dear (dear, deare, deeare, deere) 29 (16+10+1+2) 

Good (good) 13 (13) 

Gentle (jentil) 1 (1) 

Reverend (reverent) 1 (1) 

Sweet (sweet, sweete) 7 (6+1) 

Sweetest (sweetest) 1 (1) 

Verily (verrayly) 2 (2) 

  

Total: 54 
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Appendix F 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.6 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 
variants 

Number of occurrences together the 
title ‘Master’ 

Dear (deare) 

Faithful (feithfull, feythfull) 

2 (2) 

4 (3+1) 

Friend (frende) 1 (1) 

Full (full) 1 (1) 

Full-good (fulgud) 2 (2) 

Good (god, gode, gud, gude, good, 
goode) 

88 (5+4+1+1+75+2) 

Gracious (gratious) 1 (1) 

Great (great, gret) 13 (12+1) 

Honourable (honorable, onerable) 

Honoured (honored)  

Honest (honest) 

9 (3+6) 

1 (1) 

3 (3) 

Late (late) 1 (1) 

Loving (loving) 1 (1) 

Old (old) 

One (one) 

Poor (poore) 

1 (1) 

10 (10) 

1 (1) 

Reverend (reverend, reverent, reverente, 
reverynd, reveryend) 

11 (2+5+1+1+2) 

Said (said, sayd, sayde) 15 (7+7+1) 

Singular (synguler, singular) 4 (3+1) 

Special (specyall) 

Which (whyche) 

1 (1) 

1 (1) 

Worshipful (worcheppell, worschypfull, 
worshipffyll, worshypfull, worshypffull, 
worshipful, worshipfull, worshippfull, 
worshipful, worschepful, wurshipfull, 
wurschipfull)    

Worthy (worthy)  

48 (1+2+1+1+1+6+31+1+1+1+1+1) 

 

 

3 (3) 

Young (yong, yonge, young) 6 (2+2+2) 

  
Total: 228 
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Appendix G 

The data behind Figure 3.1.1.7 

 

The adjectives and their spelling 

variants 

Number of occurrences together the 

title ‘Mistress’ 

Dear (dear) 

Good (good) 

1 (1) 

7 (7) 

Gracious (gratious) 

Sovereign (soveraigne) 

1 (1) 

1 (1) 

Sweet (sweet) 1 (1) 

Worshipful (worshipfull) 4 (4) 

  

Total: 15 
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Appendix H 

The data behind Figures 3.2.1.1-3.2.1.7 

 

The title The number of times the 

title is being modified by 

male writers 

The number of times the 

title is being modified by 

female writers 

Lord 268 18 

Lady 98 36 

Sir 94 20 

Dame 4 0 

Madam 24 30 

Master 211 17 

Mistress 12 3 
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