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Decline of the Master-Servant Institution in Three 

Corpora 
 

 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 
 
Corpus linguistics is a relatively new methodology in the field of 

historical linguistics. Only three decades have passed since the 

publication of the first diachronic corpus of English, the Helsinki 

Corpus of English Texts, which for the first time provided linguists with 

easy access to a balanced, computer-readable selection of texts from 

Old English to the end of the Early Modern period (see e.g. Kytö 1996). 

More recently, advances in digital technology have enabled the 

compilation of increasingly large corpora and other text repositories, 

which have permitted linguists to study the development of less 

frequent grammatical and lexical phenomena in the history of English. 

For instance, the Corpus of Historical American English (COHA; see 

Davies 2012) is composed of c. 405 million words of text published in 

1810–2009, while the British and American English sections of the 

Google Books Corpus (see Michel et al. 2011) comprise an astounding 

189 billion words of text. At the same time, commercial publishers have 

made historical newspaper texts available in unprecedented ways. The 

British Newspaper Archive (BNA),1 for instance, includes scans of over 

40 million pages from newspapers published in Britain and Ireland in 

1710–2009, opening new avenues for anyone interested in carrying out 

more quantitatively oriented research on the newspaper register and its 

evolution over time. 

 
1  https://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/ 
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The increased availability of linguistic “big data” has also 

attracted the attention of researchers working on questions related to 

cultural history. For example, in Michel et al. (2011), the authors 

introduce a number of corpus-based case studies of culturally 

significant phenomena. The topics studied range from wars and 

pandemics to artists and politicians, scientific discoveries, and even 

men and women. In their widely-cited article, the authors advocate a 

new multi-disciplinary field of inquiry, culturomics, where changes in 

word frequencies are taken as indicative of cultural change. Another 

example of this approach is Greenfield (2013), who seeks to establish 

whether increased individuality and diminished respect for authority-

based relationships in the western culture can be observed in corpus 

data by examining frequency changes in words like obedience, choose 

and get. Studies like these are certainly thought-provoking, but they 

have also received some well-deserved methodological criticism. For 

instance, as recently argued in Hilpert (2020), words are seldom 

connected to abstract concepts like individuality in a straightforward 

way. Thus, while some meanings of get can arguably be connected to 

individuality and self-gain, get is also used in many functions that have 

nothing to do with individuality. Indeed, based on a carefully designed 

case study of the use of get in a specific linguistic construction that can 

plausibly be associated with individuality, Hilpert (2020: 25) concludes 

that there is no convincing evidence to support Greenfield’s arguments 

about the fading of authority-based relationships. This conclusion 

makes the future look rather cloudy for culturomics or other approaches 

that draw a straight line between the text frequencies of individual 

words and cultural change. 

While Hilpert’s criticism of the methodological naivety of these 

studies is well-taken, we think that the case for extrapolating the 

progress of individual cultural developments through frequency data is 

far from closed. More specifically, we argue that the evidence provided 

by different kinds of corpora can complement the more descriptive 

historical accounts by introducing a quantitative, statistical dimension 

to research, and by drawing attention to data which might otherwise be 

ignored in general history writing. Furthermore, by introducing register 
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as a variable in the analysis, we can contextualise the changes better 

than what has been done in previous research. It is well-known, for 

example, that changes in the grammar and lexis of a language may 

proceed at varying rates in different registers (Hinrichs/Szmrecsanyi 

2007; Biber/Gray 2013), and we hope to show in this study that the 

same is true for the linguistic expression of macro-level cultural 

changes. Finally, we argue that in order to diminish the amount of 

“noise” in the data, it is necessary not only to consider the frequencies 

of individual words, but also the constructions they co-occur with, 

following the line of reasoning in Hilpert (2020). 

The research presented in this article is part of a larger project 

investigating the democratization of British society.2 In our earlier 

research (Vartiainen/Palander-Collin Forthcoming), we have examined 

the field of employment from the perspective of democratization, 

focusing on the highly unequal relationship between masters and 

servants in nineteenth-century Britain. Our research has thus far 

focused on parliamentary discourse, and while we have made some 

interesting findings (see section 4), the results provide a rather limited 

view to social democratization from the perspective of employment; 

after all, parliamentary discourse is a very particular register in terms of 

its level of formality and speaker base, and as such it can hardly be 

regarded as representative of the ways in which employment relations 

were generally constructed linguistically in the nineteenth century. In 

this chapter, we will complement the findings of our earlier study by 

investigating two additional data sources. By doing so, we seek to offer 

a more convincing account of how the employment relationship became 

renegotiated in the course of the nineteenth century, leading to the 

eventual demise of the master-servant institution. In other words, by 

investigating different kinds of public texts, we can examine language 

practices in their proper context and analyse each linguistic source as 

part of a more complicated network of public texts. 

Our data sources in this study represent three kinds of public texts 

that were available to a substantial part of the population of Britain in 

the nineteenth century: reports of parliamentary discourse, legal 

proceedings, and newspaper texts. Our main focus is on newspapers, 

 
2 This research was supported by the Academy of Finland, project number 295383. 
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and in this respect the registers that we have chosen for analysis show 

a degree of overlap: both parliamentary debates and trial proceedings 

were regularly reported in nineteenth-century newspapers, which also 

makes these two text types relevant from the perspective of historical 

newspaper writing. Furthermore, and related to our methodological 

argument, by comparing the results obtained from different kinds of 

texts, we can more convincingly establish a connection between 

changing linguistic frequencies and cultural trends. For example, the 

legal proceedings allow us to examine the ways in which the master-

servant relationship was constructed in first-person accounts given by 

witnesses who had a master, which is something that cannot be done 

with a corpus of newspaper texts or parliamentary debates due to the 

sparsity of first-person accounts. Newspaper texts, on the other hand, 

provide an excellent opportunity for a more general investigation of the 

kind of discourse pertaining to the master-servant institution in 

nineteenth-century Britain and the potential changes related thereto. 

In addition to investigating discourse related to masters and 

servants, we are also interested in assessing the feasibility of corpus 

linguistic methodology in the kind of cross-disciplinary endeavour 

where changing linguistic patterns are taken as indicative of cultural 

change. Here, we take stock of Hilpert’s (2020) criticism discussed 

above and formulate our corpus queries in a way that takes into account 

the precise meanings expressed by the linguistic constructions studied 

(see section 3.4). We argue that if our method proves to be successful, 

it can introduce new perspectives for the study of cultural change and 

offer new types of evidence that have not been of primary interest to 

historians who have studied social democratization, for example. 

Indeed, we generally feel that while historical studies can often identify 

micro-level cultural changes that sweep through the various layers of 

society and then connect them to more general cultural trends, there 

have thus far been few studies where a historical, qualitatively-oriented 

analysis has been complemented by a well-informed corpus-linguistic 

analysis of texts that brings quantitative support to the research project 

(however, see the work done by Tony McEnery and Helen Baker,  e.g. 

McEnery/Baker 2016). 
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2. Masters and servants in the history of Britain 

Masters and servants provide a good test case for examining how social 

change is constructed linguistically, as we know that the master-servant 

relation changed in fundamental ways in the nineteenth century and was 

eventually abandoned as the primary way of conceptualising 

employment relations. We can thus hypothesise that this 

sociohistorical, cultural and legal change is somehow detectable in 

language and test this hypothesis.  

The master-servant institution, which stems from medieval 

legislation, is characterised by the servant’s dependent status under the 

master. In An Analysis of the Laws of England, William Blackstone 

(1756: I, 24) included the master-servant relation as one of the private 

relations alongside the husband-wife and parent-child relations, 

illustrating the fundamental importance of the master-servant 

relationship in the Late Modern period. Pre-industrial work and family 

relationships were tightly interlinked, as production and consumption 

often took place within the family and for the family. In this context, 

servant referred to many types of workers who were dependent on a 

master and who sometimes lived in the master’s household (Blackstone 

1756: I, 24; Steinfeld 1991: 18–20; Meldrum 2000: 25; Atkinson 2013: 

209). In the course of the Industrial Revolution, work became 

increasingly separated from the family, and workers started to be 

regarded as independent and self-reliant owners of their labour, which 

they could sell to whomever they liked in the labour market. 

These developments were not straightforward, and throughout 

the nineteenth century legal scholars debated whether to situate 

employees within the private household, as dictated by the traditional 

master-servant relations, or within the market, as commanded by 

freedom of contract and free labour ideology (Atkinson 2013: 214). The 

legislation of the century reflects the changing trends in the master-

servant relationship. For example, the Master and Servant Act of 1823 

still made it criminal for a workman to disobey his master. The first 

large-scale expressions of working-class discontent and trade union 

pressure occurred in the 1840s, and the legal disputes and 
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dissatisfaction over the master and servant acts focused on the 

harshness of the laws and the types of workers they should concern 

(Frank 2004: 412–413). The latter half of the century in particular saw 

laws improving the status of workers, such as the Employers and 

Workmen Act in 1875 that put “masters” and “men” on an equal footing 

regarding breaches of contract. In earlier legislation and legal practice, 

breaches of contract were typically interpreted in favour of the masters, 

and the punishments primarily concerned the workers (Frank 2004; Hay 

2004; Atkinson 2013). 

The changing relations of masters and servants were also noted 

by contemporary observers. Many farmers and landowners in particular 

felt the impact of the depopulation of the countryside and the increasing 

migration to urban areas. Howkins (1991: 175), for example, cites a 

Northumberland farm steward who in 1892 said that “There has been a 

great change in the demeanour of the men in the last 10 years. They are 

more independent”, and a Devon farmer in the same year that his men 

were “more independent and careless of their masters’ interest.” 

Historically, servants included both private and public servants, 

which can be seen e.g. in Blackstone’s (1756: I, 24) classification of 

servants into two types: the first type included menial servants, 

apprentices and labourers, that is, servants who were employed by 

private citizens, while the second type included stewards, bailiffs, and 

factors, who were in public service. In our data, we can see both types 

of servants, public servants often being civil servants in the service of 

their (rather abstract) master, i.e. the King or Queen. The decline of the 

domestic service is usually placed at the First World War, and some 

scholars say that the servant population reached its peak in the 1871 

census (see Higgs 1983: 202). This could suggest that the master-

servant model persisted in domestic service until the end of the 

nineteenth century due to the diminishing employment possibilities in 

the countryside and increasing urbanization in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century. We will come back to this point in section 5. 
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3. What can corpus evidence tell us about social change? 
 
 
3.1. Masters and servants from the perspective of corpus-
linguistic methodology 
 
Corpus linguistics can be understood as a field of linguistics which 

comprises an open and developing set of procedures that allows 

researchers to ask questions about linguistic or discursive phenomena 

that would be difficult or even impossible to answer without access to 

corpus data (see e.g. McEnery/Hardie 2012: 1). Although there are 

multiple ways of doing corpus linguistics, all corpus-based approaches 

to the study of language share certain basic principles: analyses are 

based on empirical data, and they make use of the fact that the corpus 

materials are searchable and amenable to a quantitative analysis of 

frequencies and co-occurrence preferences. In some corpus-linguistic 

work, a distinction is made between corpus-driven and corpus-based 

research, where in corpus-driven research, the categories used in the 

analysis are argued to arise from the corpus itself, while in corpus-

based research, certain predetermined categories (such as word classes, 

phrase structure) are accepted as the basis of analysis (see e.g. Biber 

2010). 

Our approach to the question of how masters and servants are 

represented in different public discourse registers, and how those 

representations might change as a reflection of social/societal change, 

is a corpus-based one. We take as our starting point our three datasets 

(The Hansard Corpus, The Old Bailey Corpus and the 19th-century 

Newspaper Corpus), which are interrelated and complement each other 

from the perspective of the present analysis: both parliamentary debates 

and trial proceedings were regularly reported in nineteenth-century 

newspapers. 

We argue that by studying the same constructions in these 

datasets, we can obtain a more comprehensive understanding of how 

the waning importance of the master-servant institution was constructed 

linguistically in different kinds of public texts in nineteenth-century 

Britain. The Hansard Corpus and the Old Bailey Corpus are publicly 
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available corpora accompanied with appropriate documentation, while 

the 19th-century Newspaper Corpus was extracted and compiled by us 

for the purposes of this study. Consequently, the first two corpora are 

presented only briefly below, and the discussion focuses on the 

composition of the 19th-century Newspaper Corpus and the 

methodological challenges pertaining to this type of data.  

 
 

3.2. The Hansard Corpus 
 
The Hansard Corpus (Alexander/ Davies 2015) draws together c. 1.6 

billion words of text published in the Official Report of the records of 

the House of Commons and the House of Lords from 1803 to 2005. As 

pointed out on the website of the Hansard, the Official Report is a 

“substantially” verbatim report, which in this context means that the 

substance of parliamentary discourse has been retained in the reports, 

but the linguistic structures used by the speakers have been changed in 

some ways (see e.g. Mollin 2007). For instance, false starts and 

hesitations have been removed, and changes have also been made to 

make the discourse stylistically more formal. In other words, all studies 

examining the Hansard data must pay due consideration to the validity 

of the results and evaluate the potential effect of editorial work with 

great care. The Hansard Corpus, accompanied with a built-in corpus 

tool, is available online for research purposes, and it includes the 

necessary metadata with which the quantitative results based on the 

corpus can be normalised according to smaller periods. 

 
 
3.3. The Old Bailey Corpus 
 
The Old Bailey Corpus Version 1 (OBC; see 

Huber/Nissel/Maiwald/Widlitzki 2012) comprises a total of c. 14 

million words of text from trial proceedings that took place in the 

Central Criminal Court of England and Wales, more commonly known 
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as the Old Bailey. These texts were originally published in a periodical 

called The Proceedings of the Old Bailey, which was produced from 

1674 to 1913, and the more scandalous and bloody cases that were 

published in the Proceedings were commonly reproduced in 

nineteenth-century newspapers. Similarly to the Hansard Corpus, and 

importantly for our purposes, the corpus includes the necessary 

information that allows us to normalise the frequencies of the analysed 

items and thus trace the developments in which we are interested 

through time. 

Just like the Hansard Corpus, the texts in the OBC have been 

edited, and should therefore be regarded as representations of speech 

instead of authentic spoken discourse (Shoemaker 2008). Nevertheless, 

the texts published in the Proceedings have been argued to be amongst 

the most accurate representations of historical spoken language that are 

available for linguistic research (Schneider 2013: 62), and as such, they 

open an interesting window into the speech patterns of Londoners in the 

Late Modern period. 

 
 

3.4. The 19th-century newspaper corpus 
 
To obtain data for analysing how the demise of the master-servant 

institution is constructed linguistically in newspaper prose, we used a 

purpose-built corpus extracted from British Library Newspapers 

(BLN), a proprietary electronic collection, which is distributed by Gale 

Historical Newspapers and based on the holdings of the British 

Library.3 While unparalleled when it comes to coverage (see Figure 1), 

the use of the database for corpus linguistic analysis is not entirely 

straightforward. For example, it is not obvious what the best way of 

extracting a sufficiently balanced corpus from the massive database is, 

and this problem is compounded by the fact that the accuracy of the 

Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software, i.e. the software that 

makes it possible for the researcher to carry out plain text queries from 

the corpus, varies considerably across the database, often in 

unpredictable ways. An additional pertinent problem with the BLN 

 
3 See https://www.gale.com/intl/primary-sources/british-library-newspapers. 
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texts is the fact that it is possible to categorise the texts in multiple ways, 

and different category sets are likely to yield different results (for a 

more detailed discussion, see e.g. Hiltunen Forthcoming). 

The present corpus is built from texts from four newspapers 

representing different localities in Britain: Bath Chronicle and Weekly 

Gazette, Bury and Norwich Post, Morning Post (London) and York 

Herald. Figure 1 shows the chronological distribution of the number of 

newspaper issues in the BLN as a stacked barplot. As can be seen, the 

nineteenth century is well represented and each of the four newspapers 

span the entire century. The fact that the dataset contains texts from 

every decade of the nineteenth century enables the analysis of 

diachronic trends in the use of the terms master and servant. Samples 

from these papers were extracted at 10-year intervals. 

The initial sampling frame was refined using two additional 

criteria: register and accuracy. The register criterion is operationalised 

with the help of the text category labels provided by BLN, such that 

each of the seven labels is treated as a sub-register of newspaper prose. 

The register variable is expected to capture relevant dimensions of 

contextual variation in the data. The accuracy criterion is necessary to 

ensure that the corpus is actually useful for linguistic analysis; if there 

is an excessive amount of OCR errors, making reliable generalisations 

about linguistic usage becomes difficult. Accuracy was operationalised 

by using a metric called OCR confidence, which is provided for each 

text in BLN. To safeguard against the possibility that the corpus would 

contain large amounts of low-quality samples, only texts with an OCR 

confidence of 90% or more were considered. 

The corpus, which comprises 3,475 texts and 4.9 million words, 

is summarised below as Table 1. 




































