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INTRODUCTION

• Personal letters: “speech-like” genre (Culpeper & Kytö 2010: 17), provide access to 
everyday language use in the past

• How has the genre changed over time? Sociolinguistic variation?

• Biber & Finegan (1997), Biber (2001): multidimensional studies of a number of 
linguistic features in the ARCHER corpus (17th–20th centuries)
• Letter genre becomes less informational and more personally involved over time
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FEATURES OF INVOLVED VS. 
INFORMATIONAL TEXTS IN 18TH-CENTURY 
ENGLISH 

Biber, Douglas. 2001. Dimensions of variation among 18th-century speech-based and written 
registers. Towards a history of English as a history of genres (Anglistische Forschungen 298), 
ed. by Hans-Jürgen Diller & Manfred Görlach, 89-109. Heidelberg: Universitätsverlag C. Winter. 
(p. 98) 
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• Säily et al. (2011, 2017): part-of-
speech ratios in 15th–17th-century 
correspondence (PCEEC)
• Proportion of nouns decreased, 

lexical verbs increased → 
colloquialization?

• Gendered styles of writing: women 
consistently used fewer nouns and 
more personal pronouns than men 
→ leaders of change towards 
involved style?
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TRENDS BASED
ON POS RATIOS (1)



Humanistinen tiedekunta

• Vartiainen et al. (2013): first- & second-person pronouns, 17th–18th c. (CEEC)
• Better match for involved style than all personal pronouns
• Support for gendered styles, but also audience design (Bell 1984)
• Gender differences decreased/disappeared in the 18th century → shared writing style

among upper classes?
‒ Similar result for nominal suffix -ity by Säily (2016, 2018)
‒ Societal factors: women’s increased access to education, “feminization” of culture

(McIntosh 2008: 231)
‒ More research needed!
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TRENDS BASED
ON POS RATIOS (2)
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• Long 18th century: data chiefly from 1680–1800
• Based on published original-spelling editions sampled & digitized by team at the 

University of Helsinki
• For this version, spelling standardized using VARD

• Compiled for historical sociolinguistics: metadata on letters, writers, recipients
• 2.2 million words, represents a wide social spectrum → enables more nuanced 

analyses than ARCHER
• POS tagging: CLAWS7 (Saario & Säily 2020)

• Accuracy c. 94.5%
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TAGGED CORPUS OF EARLY ENGLISH 
CORRESPONDENCE EXTENSION (TCEECE)
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• Noun frequencies ~ informational style
• Continued decline from PCEEC, supporting results from ARCHER?
• Continued gender difference from PCEEC or shared style as implied by pronouns?
• Influence of other social factors?

‒ Social rank
‒ Relationship between sender & recipient (FN = nuclear family, TC = close friends, T = other)

• Lexical verbs ~ involved style
• Continued increase from PCEEC, supporting results from ARCHER?
• Influence of social factors?
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS
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• Developed by students taking the 
Data Science Project course
at the University of Helsinki
• Clients: Tanja Säily and

Terttu Nevalainen
• Students: Arthur Hughes, Hilma 

Holappa, Miia Rämö, Mikko 
Lipsanen, Pyörni Vartiainen

• Visual exploration of POS ratios over 
time, filtering by social category
• POS tags can be grouped, as can 

years and social categories
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TOOL FOR
EXPLORATION
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PILOT RESULTS
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+ GENDER + RELATIONSHIP + SOCIAL RANK

NOUNS
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• Slight decrease in overall ratio
• Pretty consistent gender difference

• Men > women
• Relationship matters!

• Other acquaintances > nuclear family > close friends
• Middle period (1720–1759): differences sometimes disappear / slightly reversed

• Men+women: close friends
• Women: all relationships
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NOUNS: SUMMARY
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+ GENDER + RELATIONSHIP + SOCIAL RANK

LEXICAL VERBS
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• Slight increase in overall ratio
• Somewhat consistent gender difference

• Women > men
• Relationship matters

• Men: nuclear family > close friends > other acquaintances
• Women: close friends > nuclear family > other acquaintances (?)

• Middle period (1720–1759): differences often disappear / slightly reversed
• Men+women, also with close friends + nuclear family + gentry
• Women: all relationships (ish)
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LEXICAL VERBS: SUMMARY
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• Colloquialization of the letter genre slowly continues?
• Gender matters

• On the whole, women still more involved, men more informational (but differences small)
• Relationship matters!

• Close = more involved, distant = more informational
• Also intra-gender differences (cf. Vartiainen et al. 2013)

• Shared style: maybe in the middle period? Role of close friends?
• More research + verification needed!
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CONCLUSIONS
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