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This article deals with the mechanisms that language users employ in historical periods to
represent spoken language in writing. I focus on a set of features known as SPEECH

DESCRIPTORS, which allow users to combine representation and evaluation of the SPEECH

(and, possibly, of the SPEAKER), such as most disgusting in ‘he used most disgusting
language’. The study shows that such speech descriptors in combination with the lemma
LANGUAGE are used for a number of sociopragmatic purposes in the Old Bailey Corpus
which includes legal materials, especially testimony, from 1720 to 1913. The descriptors
can be used to avoid having to repeat a more specific, and possibly offensive and socially
or morally inappropriate utterance; they can be used to put the spotlight on the evaluation
and impact of the wording rather than the original speech itself; and they can help users
mitigate, deflect, or disprove an accusation or guilt. Overall, the article demonstrates that
studying the speech of the past must necessarily involve investigating the complex
choices made by language users in terms of what to represent, what means to use to
represent the speech, and how they evaluate the speech (and speaker).

Keywords: speech representation, speech descriptor, sociopragmatic, stance, Late Modern
English

1 Introduction

Reconstructing the spoken language of the past has been of perennial interest to English
historical linguists and scholars of related fields (see e.g. Culpeper & Kytö 2010;
Schneider 2013). Whether the focus is on phonology, morphology, syntax, or some
other aspect of the language, this pursuit of historical speech has involved negotiating
the well-known problem of having recourse to written sources only (until the early
twentieth century or so). As has been pointed out in present-day research on speech

1 I amgrateful to the editors and two anonymous reviewers for helpful and constructive feedbackon an earlier version
of this article. Thanks also go to the participants at the Friday LunchMeeting of the Department of Linguistics, Yale
University, who provided insightful comments on a talk related to this research.
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representation (e.g. Vandelanotte 2009: 118–30), the written language cannot fully and
straightforwardly capture the spoken language. Inevitably, then, the reconstruction is
also – or should also be – concerned with the mechanisms and dynamics of the
representation itself. That is, we cannot hope to understand what the representation of
speech entails without understanding the linguistic tools that language users employ to
represent speech in writing and the varying functions and implications of the choices at
the users’ disposal. These mechanisms cannot simply be dismissed or peeled away to
reveal the essence of the spoken language; rather they have to be analyzed, described
and theorized as a vital part of reconstructing the spoken language of the past. While
there is a growing body of research concerned with these features in the history of
English, much remains unknown about historical-synchronic and diachronic aspects of
speech representation (for an overview, see Grund & Walker 2020b).

In this article, I explore one aspect of this mediation of speech: how language users
integrate evaluation of the speech they represent in the representation of the speech
itself. Specifically, I explore how speech reporters (whether witnesses, the scribes taking
down the records, court officials or others) evaluate, frame and position the speech that
they represent in the court records in the Old Bailey Corpus, which covers the late Early
Modern English and especially the Late Modern English periods (1720–1913). In this
article (as part of a broader interest and project), I investigate SPEECH DESCRIPTORS (Grund
2017, 2018), which are metalinguistic features of the kind seen in (1) and (2).

(1) It was said exultingly (t18210411-64)2

(2) he usedmost disgusting language (t18460706-1443)

Here exultingly andmost disgusting add the speech reporters’ evaluation of the deliveryor
the nature of the original speaker’s language. The type illustrated in (2) is the focus of my
analysis, where the lemma LANGUAGE refers to a previous speech event, and the adjective
or adjective phrase (most disgusting) supplies an evaluative component to the speech
representation.

So far, as regards mechanisms and functions, speech representation in Late Modern
English has primarily been studied in literary works, while other genres remain
understudied (see section 2). This article begins to fill that generic gap, and it
complements the angles taken in other contributions to this special issue, which focus
not on the mechanisms of representation (that is, the features used to signal, frame or
convey language as spoken) but on how the spoken language can be traced in written
representations. My discussion also provides scholarly attention to pragmatic and
discoursal features of Late Modern English, which remain relatively unexplored (Lewis
2012: 911).

In section 2, I provide a background to the study of speech representation in the history
of English and of speech descriptors in particular. Section 3 is devoted to the material (the

2 Thefirst four digits in the corpus reference represent theyear of the trial followedby twodigits for themonth and two
for the day; the final digits are the trial identification number. The text of the examples follows the format of the
CQPWeb version of the Old Bailey Corpus (see section 3).
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Old Bailey Corpus) and the methodology of the article. Section 4 covers the overall
quantitative patterns of the data as well as more qualitative analyses of examples and
contexts. I pay special attention to the sociopragmatic goals of language users in
deploying speech descriptors in their representation of other people’s speech. I
summarize and discuss the broader significance of the results in section 5.

2 Background

Research into speech representation in the history of English has focused on a number of
overlapping topics, including the mechanisms used to mark language as reported speech
(speech reporting verbs, quotation marks, etc.), the categories of speech representation
(direct speech, indirect speech, free indirect speech, etc.), and the functions of speech
representation for users in various contexts and genres (see Grund & Walker 2020a;
Grund forthcoming). In all of these different areas, we see continuity, variation and
change in the history of English. As Moore (2011, 2020) and Vandelanotte (2020),
among others, have shown, our convention of using quotation marks to signal direct
speech is a much-negotiated development, and we do not see the convention firming
up until well into the nineteenth century. Speech reporting verbs (such as SAY, ANSWER,
RETORT) show a variety of developmental trends: while some verbs more or less
disappear over time (such as QUEÞAN/QUETHEN, most commonly found in the forms
quoth and quod), the overall number increases across the history of English, new
members being added especially in the Early and Late Modern English periods,
including the quotative BE like (e.g. D’Arcy 2017; Cichosz 2019; Walker & Grund
2020a). Throughout the history of English, redeploying speech has frequently
(always?) involved more than simply repeating in writing (or conversation) what
someone has said; rather, speakers ‘revoice’ the language or ‘reanimate’ the voices for
specific social and pragmatic purposes (see Collins 2001). Scholarship on genres
ranging from early news writing to letters and witness depositions has outlined
functions such as adding credibility and authority to speakers and speech reporters,
foregrounding and backgrounding of voices and speakers, as well as delineating voices
and structuring reported speech (e.g. McIntyre & Walker 2011; Evans 2017, 2020;
Walker & Grund 2017).

Aspects of speech representation have been studied for all periods, but we lack a clear
overarching narrative of change and stability over time and a picture of the usage within
specific periods. In LateModern English – the focus of this article and this special issue –
attention has mainly been paid to literary texts. This is to some extent understandable.
Major developments appear to have taken place in this period in the representation of
voices and speakers in fiction, especially as part of the development of the novel in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Notably, these developments include the adoption
and solidification of so-called ‘free indirect speech’ as a separate speech representation
mode (e.g. Lambert 1981; Page 1988; Sotirova 2007; Busse 2020; Grund 2020a,b;
Vandelanotte 2020). Newspaper writing and letters have also been studied to some
extent (e.g. Jucker & Berger 2014; Nevala & Palander-Collin 2010; Palander-Collin &
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Nevala 2010), but, to my knowledge, other genres remain unexplored, including legal
records, as discussed in this article.

As evidenced also by other contributions to this special issue, the reconstruction of Late
Modern spoken English is attracting increasing interest, including aspects of regional and
social dialect (e.g. Cooper 2023; Gardner 2023; Hodson 2017, 2023; Ruano-García 2023),
and phonological variation and developments (e.g. Beal, Sen, Yáñez-Bouza & Wallis
2020; Beal 2023; Wiemann 2023). The Old Bailey Corpus, which provides the data for
my investigation, has been a popular source for research of Late Modern English
speech, in large part because of the assumed proximity of the court materials to the
actual voices of speakers from all walks of life, including people of the lower social
classes (see Huber 2007). These studies have explored a variety of speech-related,
sociolinguistic and interactional features in Early and Late Modern English (e.g.
Traugott 2011, 2015; Archer 2014; Säily 2016; Widlitzki & Huber 2016, 2017; Claridge
2020; Claridge, Jonsson & Kytö 2020a,b; see section 3).

In this article, I take an approach to speech representation in Late Modern English that
extends beyondcurrent approaches and areas of concentration. I focus on a fairly neglected
feature of speech representation in general – SPEECH DESCRIPTORS – and their functions and
implications for how we understand speech representation dynamics in this period. These
descriptive and evaluative features are mostly mentioned only in passing in secondary
literature (e.g. Caldas-Coulthard 1987: 165–6; Brown 1990: ch. 6; Oostdijk 1990: 239;
de Haan 1996: 36–7; Urban & Ruppenhoffer 2001: 84–5; Ruano San Segundo 2016:
117; Eberhardt 2017: 239–41; cf. also Lippman & Tragesser 2005). In their exploration
of swear words and taboo language in the OBC, Widlitzki & Huber (2016: 320) refer
to disgusting language as a ‘metalinguistic comment’ on reported language, but do not
pursue the significance of these types of comments.

The lack of focused scholarly attention to speech descriptors does not accurately reflect
the important work they perform in speech representation. Indeed, they are not infrequent
and have various social and pragmatic functions (Grund 2017, 2018, 2020a,b). Examples
(3) and (4) provide illustrations of prototypical speech descriptors.

(3) she said faintly, yes, I have got it (t17920113-24)

(4) He refused to satisfy us, but damn’d us, and gave us very opprobious Language

(t17350116-6)

As shown in (3) and (4), speech descriptors come in different forms, but they are usually
adjective, adverb or prepositional phrases attached to or modifying a noun, verb or other
structure that signals the reporting of a speech event. Faintly in (3) gives an indication of
how the speech reporter assesses the speech to have been delivered. In (4), very
opprobrious signals more of an evaluation about the nature or intent of the language
used by the original speaker. Importantly, speech descriptors give us access to more
intangible aspects of the speech that are otherwise difficult or impossible to convey in
writing (and to some extent in speech), including aspects of the (perceived) social and
pragmatic characteristics of the representation.
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3 Material and methodology

My data comes from the Old Bailey Corpus 2.0 (OBC), drawn from the larger source of
Old Bailey Online: The Proceedings of the Old Bailey, 1674–1913, available at www.
oldbaileyonline.org. The corpus covers 637 of the proceedings from the Old Bailey
Court (later renamed the Central Criminal Court) in London; it amounts to 24.4 million
of what the compilers consider ‘spoken’ words from the end of the Early Modern
English period and especially the Late Modern English period, 1720–1913 (Huber,
Nissel & Puga 2016a).3 Most of my data is not surprisingly from the nineteenth
century, as the proceedings are particularly plentiful from that period (Huber, Nissel &
Puga 2016b: 5–7).

The records (and hence the corpus) present a complex textual product. They include
various kinds of legal records as part of the regular trial process at the time, such as
indictments, witness testimonies and defense statements. However, the proceedings do
not provide complete records of the trials. At certain points, aspects of the trials were
‘routinely omitted’ from the published records, including opening statements, legal
arguments, discussions among legal counsel and the presiding judge, and summations
by judges (Shoemaker 2008: 571–2; Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. a). The
ways the trials were conducted changed over time as did the way the records were
produced and published. The corpus is based on contemporaneous commercial
publications of the court proceedings stemming from notes taken down by one or more
short-hand writers present at the time. Especially in the late seventeenth and early
eighteenth centuries, these publications were sensationalist, aiming to cover only the
most salacious trials and only the parts that were deemed interesting to a broad public.
That approach changes over time so that the proceedings become more comprehensive
in terms of the trials covered and more formal in tone, especially after the 1780s, but
even then not all the aspects of the trial proceedings were necessarily recorded
(Shoemaker 2008; Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. b). Of the various materials,
the testimonies are the most important for this study, as the speech representation and
evaluation mostly (though not exclusively) occur in witness statements.

Despite these complex publication issues, the proceedings and hence the OBC have
been claimed to be as close as we can get to the spoken language of the time (e.g.
Huber 2007; Archer 2014; Widlitzki & Huber 2016). For my purposes, whether the
language accurately represents the original speech is less important; I focus on how the
reporters take charge of the language they represent and evaluate and frame it in
various ways.

As noted in section 1, I explore how speech descriptors occur with the lemma
LANGUAGE. I chose this particular lemma as my previous studies of court language in
Early Modern English have shown it to be a site of negotiation and evaluation of

3 The corpus compilers do not provide the explicit number of total words, as they focus on ‘spoken’ words, but the
total number of words can be accessed through an associated Excel file (accessible at https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-
saarland.de/oldbailey/documentation.html); the corpus amounts to about 30.2 million words.
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speech (e.g. Grund 2017). I searched the corpus using the CQPWeb interface (http://
corpora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/cqpweb/) with a ‘Word lookup’ search of ‘language*’
(capturing both language and languages; no spelling variations were detected). This
search resulted in 948 instances of LANGUAGE. Of these instances, some pertain to
written language and are obviously not relevant for my focus here on the
representation of spoken language. Of those instances that refer to spoken language, we
see three basic patterns, only one of which is relevant for this study. Examples such as
(5) and (6) are not included in this study: (5) includes no modification or evaluation,
and (6) uses a descriptor of language variety. Although this use can be seen as a
speech descriptor (see e.g. Grund 2020b: 122), I do not consider it here, as I focus on
the sociopragmatic evaluation.

(5) Barwell, when he heard this language, shook his head (t17970920-31)

(6) I looked upon it, and said to my Son in the Hebrew Language, I am afraid that Watch is not

honestly come by (t17431207-24)

With these exclusions, the dataset consists of 521 instances of LANGUAGE with an
evaluative marker indicating the nature or character of the speech. At 17.25 instances
per million words, this is overall a low-frequency feature. But as we shall see, it is an
important tool for some speech reporters as they negotiate their roles in the trials and
present their evidence. Examples are provided in (7)–(11).

(7) The prisoner felt himself agrieved, and made use of very bad language (t18161204-93)

(8) Mrs. Avery depos’d, That in the Pastry-Cook’s Shop the Deceased gave the Prisoner very

insulting language (undefined in the OBC)

(9) she called him names, and used shameful language about his sleeping with his sister

(t18320705-108)

(10) Williams came up and spoke to me three times in indecent language (t18991120-24)

(11) she became violent, and used violent and obscene language (t18950722-563)

Most examples represent what Semino & Short (2004: 43–5, 52–3) would term
‘narrator’s representation of voice’ (NV) or ‘narrator’s representation of speech acts’
(NRSA). These types involve minimal representation of the previous speech itself,
simply indicating that speech took place (NV) or that speech amounting to a particular
speech act occurred (NRSA). In (7), we see an NV example where we simply get a
sense that ‘the prisoner’ said something and that the reporter evaluates it as bad, but
not what the actual formulation or content was. In (8), on the other hand, the
designation of the language as insulting suggests that the speech expressed the speech
act of insult (at least in the speech reporter’s estimation). The exact cutoff point for the
two types is not always clear, however. In (9), we see more detail about what was said
(according to the reporter), and the representation could be seen as pointing to the
speech act of a claim, statement or assertion, but it is short on detail.

The evaluation of language may not be the focus of the actual representation; in some
cases, illustrated in (10), the descriptor + LANGUAGE occurs in a prepositional phrase that
modifies another speech representation expression. Here the prepositional phrase as a
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whole functions as a speech descriptor for spoke. These structural differences are not
considered further in this article.

Finally, there are nineteen instances of multiply-modified instances of LANGUAGE, as in
(11). In these cases, I count each of the descriptors separately, which means that the total
dataset considered is 541 instances.

4 Results

4.1 Quantitative overview

Table 1 gives an overview of the results of the study. A few results stand out from the table.
The speech description is dominated by a few adjectives, most notably bad and abusive.
There are some adjectiveswithmiddling frequencies (fromfilthy and obscene to improper
and rough), and then a large number of adjectives with low frequencies, especially with a
single instance (such as affronting, civil, quarrelsome, ugly). This kind of distribution is
not unusual in linguistic studies and indicates the kind ofA-curve thatKretzschmar (2010:
276–9) has theorized in language variation and change. The top adjectives are all negative
in nature; in fact, about 98 percent of the adjective instances are negative. For criminal
court records, it is not unexpected that there should be a focus on negative evaluation,
but the predominance is notable (yet explainable, as we see below).

Table 1. Speech descriptors with LANGUAGE

Speech descriptors with LANGUAGE N (%)

bad 176 (32%)
abusive 67 (12%)
ill 37 (7%)
filthy 23 (4%)
obscene 20 (4%)
foul 19 (4%)
violent 16 (3%)
disgusting 11 (2%)
gross 11 (2%)
provoking 10 (2%)
indecent 9 (2%)
strong 9 (2%)
opprobrious 8 (1%)
threatening 8 (1%)
coarse 7 (1%)
insulting 7 (1%)
improper 6 (1%)
rough 6 (1%)
Other (1–5 instances each; 50 types) 91 (17%)
Total 541 (100%)
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The use of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE increases over time, as seen in table 2. The
table excludes thirty examples that are given as ‘undefined’ in terms of period and
other information in the OBC.

There is an overall increase between the eighteenth and the following centuries
(nineteenth and twentieth). A breakdown of the data according to decade shows a great
deal of fluctuation across decades (table 3). These fluctuations require more detailed
study than is possible here. While there is no clearly linear development, we see an
overall difference between the period up to and including the 1830s and the 1840s and
after. The average normalized frequency for the former period is 9.57 and for the latter
26.17.

Table 2. Diachronic pattern of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE

Century Frequency per million words (raw frequency)

eighteenth 8.4 (91)
nineteenth 21.7 (366)
twentieth 21.6 (54)

Table 3. Decade breakdown

Decade Raw frequency Frequency per million words

1720s 2 3.43
1730s 21 14.90
1740s 6 3.76
1750s 13 8.88
1760s 12 8.72
1770s 6 3.82
1780s 7 4.96
1790s 24 16.88
1800s 16 10.33
1810s 13 8.72
1820s 21 14.72
1830s 39 15.73
1840s 51 28.90
1850s 55 33.15
1860s 37 20.18
1870s 47 32.24
1880s 42 23.62
1890s 45 31.75
1900s 42 25.40
1910s 12 14.08
Undefined 30
Total 541
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It is not clear how to interpret this diachronic trend. Part of the reason may lie in the
nature of the OBC materials. As we saw in section 3, the proceedings from the Old
Bailey were not uniformly recorded over time, and the differing publication
circumstances may affect temporal patterns. McEnery (2006: 99–100) has pointed to
the impact of a developing standard of language ‘purity’ in the eighteenth century, tied
closely to morality and pushed by a number of religious societies in particular (see also
Widlitzki & Huber 2016: 321–2). This push seems to have had a long-term effect. One
such effect may be reflected in the temporal trend in speech descriptor+LANGUAGE,
where reporters stay away from repeating ‘impure’ language, and instead focus on the
description of the language and hence their stance towards the language and the
speaker (see section 4.3.3).

Why there should be a dividing line in the 1830s and 1840s on this score is unclear, and
the reason for the change may lie elsewhere. The court and the publication of the
proceedings did see some changes at this approximate time. Emsley, Hitchcock &
Shoemaker (n.d. b) note that ‘[t]he Central Criminal Court Act of 1834 changed the
name of the court and enlarged its jurisdiction’, and that ‘the Proceedings were now
essentially a publicly funded publication for the use of judicial officials’. However, I
have not been able to trace convincingly a connection between this shift and the use of
speech descriptor+LANGUAGE.

There may also be larger linguistic dynamics at play. Other related speech
representation choices may impact overall patterns of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE,
including closely aligned choices such as speech descriptor+WORD or speech descriptor
+EXPRESSION, as in (12) and (13). Possible interchangeability among these expressions
(and/or others) could thus affect the result (see Grund 2020b).

(12) he swore and made use of bad expressions (t17770910-19)

(13) Buckingham said that the defendant used abusive words to him (t18961214-91)

Trends for individual speech descriptors are difficult to discern, especially since most
of them do not occur in large numbers. The two most common speech descriptors,
bad and abusive, occur across the centuries, and both are represented in all
decades. At the same time, their representation in the speech descriptor+LANGUAGE

context differs. Abusive represents 14% of the examples in the eighteenth century,
13% in the nineteenth and 9% in the twentieth, while bad mirrors (and probably
substantially influences) the general increase and leveling shown in the overall
distribution in table 2: 15%, 36% and 37%. This increasing dominance of bad in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries is not directly correlated with a
straightforward decrease of types in those centuries, as we see 25 types in the
eighteenth century, 52 types in the nineteenth and 12 types in the twentieth. In the
twentieth century, there is a clear preference for bad, with just a sprinkling of other
types. The relatively small size of the corpus in this century (c. 2.5m words) may
be a factor in these results.

In terms of other adjectives, many types are only or predominantly found in the
nineteenth century, again perhaps partly because of the larger size of this part of
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the corpus (c. 16.9m words), including threatening, violent, foul and improper (a
breakdown according to decade is mostly unhelpful here since there are overall few
instances). Two words show trends that cannot be accounted for by corpus size,
however. Ill represents 24 out of 91 instances (or 26%) in the eighteenth century,
11 out of 365 (or 3%) in the nineteenth (and none after the 1850s) and 0 instances
in the twentieth. Part of this drop may be correlated with the rise of bad. It is not
always clear what ill language means (see e.g. example (15) below); the OED (s.v.
ill) records a number of related meanings, from ‘evil’ and ‘depraved’ to ‘malicious’
and ‘hurtful’. Frequently it seems to mean something ‘bad’ in general in the OBC
records and may thus be increasingly replaced by bad over time. This development
may also, of course, be related to broader changes in the semantics of ill, where,
perhaps, the predominant meaning shifted over time to be more closely associated
with a person’s health condition.

Obscene is only used once in the eighteenth century, 9 times (or 2%) in the
nineteenth (7 of 9 examples in the 1880s and 1890s), but represents 19% in the
twentieth century (or 10 instances). It is not clear what is behind this trend. Larger
language trends and preferences may of course be behind this and other choices.
These adjectives are not always (or perhaps never) exactly in variation in the sense
that language users choose one or the other to express the same thing. The variation
and change may thus simply be attributable to speech reporters (or others)
evaluating slightly different aspects of the content of the speech or the verbal
behavior, or expressing slightly different evaluations over time (see also the
discussion of recorders in section 4.3.2.).

4.2 Qualitative groupings

From a qualitative perspective, a few, partly overlapping, semantic-functional groupings
of speech descriptors emerge. The most prominent group involves evaluations that focus
on the inherent value or nature of the represented language (in the speech reporter’s
estimation). Here we find adjectives such as bad, coarse, dirty, gross, ill, indecent, vile,
vulgar and filthy, illustrated in (14) and (15).

(14) he used very filthy language (t18990912-611)

(15) onMonday the 16th ofMay, between 11 and 12 at Night, he, with his Father was going home,

when over against Suffolk-street theymetwithMr. Clifton;who gave themvery illLanguage,

which his Father could not take (undefined in the OBC)

Although these evaluations ostensibly focus on the language itself, there are often hints,
and sometimes not so subtle ones, that these evaluations also apply to the original speaker.
That is, it is not only the language that is filthy or coarse, but, by extension, also the
original speaker (see section 4.3.3).

The second group of evaluative adjectives overlaps in some ways with the first.
However, in this category, the usage is more explicitly concerned with evaluating
how the language reflects on or relates to the original speaker, as in the use of
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blackguard, civil, uncivil, disgraceful, scurrilous, unbecoming and shameful in (16)
and (17).

(16) he then used most shameful language – I told him it was not fit language to use in female

company (t18410920-2512)

(17) the woman was using unbecoming language (t18520614-626)

Theway the language is evaluated as reflecting speaker characteristics varies: some speech
reporters concentrate on perceived correlations between the speech and criminal behavior,
whereas others appear more related to social mores or gender constructions. Both (16) and
(17) hint at gender expectations in the nineteenth century, but from slightly different angles.
The reporter in (16) suggests that the original speaker broke conventions regarding
appropriate language around women. Example (17), on the other hand, points to
inappropriate language used by a woman (according to the reporter), suggesting clear
gender-related language standards: this is not language that is unbecoming for anyone,
man or woman – if so, that would presumably have been clarified by a more explicit
evaluative term, such as filthy or abusive. Instead, the choice of unbecoming in the
context of reporting the woman’s language was clearly seen as significant and weighty to
give a sense of the social impropriety of the language and the damning nature of it. As
McEnery (2006: 199) notes, in the nineteenth century, from which both examples derive,
women were seen as ‘guardians of the nation’s morality’, and ‘immodest behaviour such
as using bad language became the negation of womanhood’.

While different from the first two categories, the final two groups also overlap. Though
not very common in terms of types, the group that focuses on the effect of the language on
a hearer or the target of the language has some frequent adjective members, especially
abusive, but also offensive and shocking, as in (18) and (19).

(18) he followed me and behaved in a very indecent manner, and made use of very abusive

language, pulling me by the arm, and said he would not leave me till he had something

from me; he made use of very abusive language, calling me b—r, and those names

(t17921031-33)

(19) Shemade use of shocking language in the coach, both tome andmywife that at last I said she

should not come to my place again. (undefined in the OBC)

In examples of this kind, speech reporters often appear to put themselves at the center of
the language negotiation rather than focus on the inherent nature of the language. In (18),
the language was abusive (or insulting) to the speech reporter and target of the language;
in (19), on the other hand, the reporter (and again target) of the represented language
stresses the reaction or effect of the language on the reporter and his wife, hinting at the
breach of social decorum.

Similar dynamics are evident in the final group, where speech descriptors specify the
language as belonging to particular speech acts. These speech acts affect a hearer or
target, and are, not surprisingly, inherently negative in the sense that they are
connected with verbal behavior that is deemed transgressive in terms of social

527DISGUSTING, OBSCENE AND AGGRAVATING LANGUAGE

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


norms. Here we find examples such as threatening, provoking, affronting, insulting and
taunting, as in (20) and (21).

(20) he used other taunting language in the street (t18300218-73)

(21) I stood there two or three minutes, while he was making use of the most awful and

threatening language – he said if I called anybody to my assistance, he would serve them

as he did me – (t18481218-357)

In (21), we get at least a partial sense of what it is that the speech reporter considers
threatening,while (20) provides no context for the evaluation of taunting (see section 4.3.1).

Overall, the descriptors are concerned with various overlapping aspects of the original
speech. They put the spotlight on thewords, the original speaker and/or the hearer or target
of the language.

4.3 The sociopragmatics of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE

4.3.1 What is evaluated?
A central aspect of the use of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE in the OBC is that the original
language towhich the construction refers is not usually available in the record. That is, it is
mostly impossible to see exactly what the speech reporter interpreted and evaluated as
gross, abusive, insulting and the like.We do see some glimpses in some records, as in (22).

(22) the prisoner had used threatening language to him – I think it was, “I will give you something

to quiet you,” (t18680504-480)

Here the speech reporter gives the representation as direct speech (indicated in the printed
version of the record with quotation marks), which suggests that the record is somehow
faithful to what was originally said. However, the reliability of the record can often be
questioned, for a variety of reasons (section 4.3.2). In (22), the speech reporter even hedges
the representation with I think, leaving open the degree of accuracy of the representation.

In some cases, the representation structure in the record renders it ambiguouswhether a
particular string of representation is the object of the evaluation expressed in speech
descriptor+LANGUAGE. Examples (23) and (24), which come from different witness
statements from the same trial, are illustrative cases.

(23) then the prisoner came to the kitchen with his barrow – the deceased was there, she used bad

language to him, she called him a f—g ponce. (t18980913-640)

(24) afterwards Alice Loft-House came in — she made use of bad language — she said, “You

dirty ponce” (t18980913-640)

Both witnesses evaluate some language usage as bad, and they follow up with more
specifics about what was said. It seems reasonable to assume that the name calling and
verbal abuse here represents the ‘bad language’,4 but it could also be that the bad

4 A reviewer suggests that the m-dash here represents an omitted follow-up question from a lawyer seeking
specification. If so, it would make it likely that the represented speech is the ‘bad language’.

528 PETER J. GRUND

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


language refers to something else or some additional language not specified; that is, she
used bad language and she made use of the language reported more explicitly. The
language reported in the two examples is also not the same. This may partly be
because of the different reporting structures used. Example (24) is reported in direct
speech, with quotation marks and direct address ( you), while (23) can be interpreted in
different ways, as an indirect speech structure with fucking directly quoted or perhaps
even as a type of free indirect speech.5

The records often ‘bleep’ out words that were seen as particularly offensive or
unacceptable with the help of hyphens and dashes, as seen in (23). This is a common
strategy for taboo words in the OBC (Widlitzki & Huber 2016: 316–17). The
convention may seem surprising considering the fact that the Old Bailey Proceedings
represent legal records where accurately recording what the speech reporter said would
seem to be paramount. In this context, it is important to remember that the Old Bailey
Proceedings were also commercial products, intended for a broad audience.
Authorities tried to strike a balance where the ‘trial accounts should not be presented in
such detail that either morals were corrupted or judicial authority was jeopardized’
(Devereaux 1996: 491). It is thus tempting to see speech descriptor+LANGUAGE
formulations as another device of suppressing actual offensive language but at the
same time retaining some of the detail needed to reflect content that was legally
necessary (see section 4.3.3).

However the words are treated in the speech representation, it is unclear whether this
language represents what the original speaker said, since it is filtered through
witnesses, the court recorders, court officials and the publisher of the proceedings (cf.
Walker & Grund 2017; see section 4.3.2). The upshot is that most of the time we
cannot tell what it is that the reporter considers bad, abusive, shocking or threatening.
The lack of reliable access to the original speech is perhaps disappointing and slightly
surprising, as we would expect the language to be central in the trials. However, as I
argue in section 4.3.3, there are several reasons why we see these patterns, and
exploring those reasons will give us some purchase on the kind of social and pragmatic
functions that these speech representation structures and evaluations had.

For the most part, judging by the contexts of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE, this
reporting structure and evaluation was acceptable to the court, unless substantial
portions of language negotiations have been left out of the published records (see
section 4.3.2). The acceptability perhaps partly stems from the fact that the language is
never the central point of the case. Defamation cases, for example, were never heard at
the Old Bailey, but would have been handled in other court systems. The Old Bailey
did have purview over written libel (Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. c), but since
speech representation is not involved there, such cases are not relevant here. ‘Seditious

5 The exact nature of free indirect speech is much debated, and different scholars apply different criteria (see e.g.
Walker & Grund 2020b: 175–6, for an overview). The representation structure in (24) is possibly what Semino
& Short (2004: 54–5) refer to as a ‘quotation phenomenon’, where a speech is quoted more directly ( f––ing
ponce) within the frame of a more indirect representation.
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words’ (that is, ‘[s]peaking scandalous, seditious, and traitorous words against the King’)
were prosecuted at the Old Bailey, but no examples of this type appear to be part of my
dataset (Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. c).

On rare occasions there are follow-ups from a court official that lead to specification.
The example in (25) illustrates such a case, where the witness, Roberts, notes the use
of ill language but is questioned (‘Q’) about its nature, and he provides further, though
not exact, detail.

(25) and there were some ill language given to them.

Q. What about ?

Roberts.

About spitting in their faces, such words were mentioned, and shitting in their mouths very

indecent expressions. (t17611021-30)

Notably, the court (presumably the judge or judges) does not ask for specifications of
exactly what was said but a specification of content. The witness gives a paraphrase,
but a graphic one focusing on particular words reflecting the ‘ill’ nature of the
language. This focus on content is in keeping with what previous studies have shown
about the focus on substance and lexical content rather than exact formulations in
speech representation in historical legal contexts (see section 4.3.2).

4.3.2 Who is the evaluator?
The instances of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE are predominantly found in statements
from witnesses and victims: 463 of the 541 instances occur in their statements.6 Since
these instances predominate, I discuss them in particular detail in section 4.3.3, as I
analyze the purpose of the evaluation. Here I focus on the less common speaker roles
and broader considerations of how to gauge who the evaluator is.

In addition to victim and witness statements, we also find instances in statements from
defendants, judges and lawyers.7 Evaluative remarks by judges (six instances) and
lawyers (eleven instances) are infrequent, but they do occur in contexts such as those
represented in (26)–(28).

(26) Here’s a Parcel of Whores and Bands that will swear any thing against me.

Court.

If you have any thing to say in your Defence the Court will hear you, but you must not be

suffer’d to give such abusive language. (t17330628-7)

6 The OBC includes a coding of speaker role, as well as of gender and social class (see Huber, Nissel & Puga 2016b:
6‒7). Here I consider only speaker role. To consider the full impact and interrelationship of social factors and this
usage requires a dedicated study. The statistics for speaker role cited here are primarily based on the coding provided
by the OBC, although some mistakes have been corrected, and some roles classified as ‘undef’ have been
reclassified on the basis of a close examination of the trial text.

7 Lawyers start to appear in the eighteenth century, but do not have standardized roles for the prosecution or defense
until much later (Shoemaker 2008: 571).

530 PETER J. GRUND

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


(27) she hit him a Slap o’ th’ Face, and spit in his Face, and pull’d him by the Breeches, and

said, You Son of a Bitch, you want to go to your Whores, do you?

And at 11 a Clock I left ’em good Friends.

Court.

Tho’ she had spit in his Face, and given him such gross language! (t17330912-56)

(28) Mr. Oliver was talking withMrs. Young at the bar; the watchman came, the prisoner did

not say any thing that I heard; I picked up the pocket-book under the tap-room table,

about a yard and a half from the prisoner.

Q. Did any abusive language pass?

A. Not to my knowledge. (t18000528-128)

In (26), the ‘court’ responds to actual language used in the court room, turning against the
verbal abuse that a defendant levels against witnesses in her case, and calling on the
defendant to limit herself to appropriate language. Example (27), on the other hand,
suggests that the court is skeptical about the report provided by the witness, either
regarding the language represented or regarding the account that the witness provides
(how could the husband and wife be so quickly reconciled after the woman’s verbal
and physical abuse?). Finally, example (28) represents the court’s framing of language
in a particular way, perhaps drawing on earlier evaluation provided by another witness
in the case.

Defendants also make use of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE (twenty-seven instances).
Most of the instances concern language that the defendants attribute to others. But they
also address their own language, usually in the negative, as in (29).

(29) I have never pleaded being drunk.

I was not using obscene language.

It was an elderly man who was drunk was using obscene language when Stevens came up.

He was swearing at me and I swore back. (t19060430-64)

Example (29) comes from a cross-examination of a defendant. Here the defendantmay be
pushing back against a number of claims or accusations from others. The string of negated
statements (only a couple ofwhich are cited here)may also have been triggered by specific
cross-examination questions that are not explicitly given here. If that is the case, the
framing of some alleged language as obscene was possibly that of the examiner
(whether a lawyer or a judge). These negated statements are not only found in
defendant statements, but also occur when witnesses push back against other witness
statements or when they make clear that they did not hear verbal behavior that has
been ascribed to an accused (see section 4.3.3).

As is obvious from these examples, we see representation from many different parties
in the trial process. But there are yet more complex issues involved in the evaluation
provided in speech descriptor+LANGUAGE sequences that pertain to the production and
the textual state of the OBC material. The records from the Old Bailey were taken
down by scribes in short-hand (at least from 1749, but probably earlier; Huber 2007:
3.2.2; Shoemaker 2008: 563). The transcripts they produced (possibly after expansion
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from short-hand and editing) were handed over to a printer and associated staff
for publication (Huber 2007: 3.2.1). The details of this process are not known,
including what procedures were used during typesetting and possible proofreading
(Traugott 2011: 72), and they changed somewhat over time, for example, with the
Criminal Appeal Act of 1907 when ‘taking of full shorthand notes of trials … became
a statutory requirement, with the appointment of the shorthand writer made by the
Lord Chancellor, and their fees paid by the Treasury’ (Emsley, Hitchcock &
Shoemaker n.d. b).

In a complex situation of textual production and transmission, the question is
whether some of the speech descriptor+LANGUAGE examples are provided by the
recorder or at least whether the choice of the particular speech descriptor deployed was
that of the recorder. We know from other contexts that language provided in historical
court documents rarely represents the type of verbatim recording that we expect from
present-day court records.8 Often, even when a string of represented speech is given as
direct speech (with features resembling actual spoken language), what we get is a
court-sanctioned representation of speech based on a particular legal understanding of
what it means to represent speech directly. Courts in the early modern period, for
example, were concerned with content or substance and hence a kind of lexical or
meaning-related accuracy rather than exact accuracy and verbatimness in terms of
formulations and grammar (cf. Kytö & Walker 2003; Shoemaker 2008: 566; Moore
2011: 88–98; Grund 2017: 63–4).

Indeed, in the context of the OBC, there is evidence that the languagewas manipulated
in various ways by the recorders of the documents. ThomasGurney, whowas active in the
second half of the eighteenth century, indicates that his recording strategy was not
necessarily focused on the exact words used, but on the substance of what was said
(Huber 2007: section 3.2.2.2). Traugott (2011) has shown that the OBC recorders (or
‘reporters’ in her terminology) added often highly evaluative commentary, sometimes
explicitly addressed to the reader (see also Shoemaker 2008: 568). Such overt reader
address declines in the eighteenth century and appears to be absent after the late
eighteenth century, as the reporting and publication standards of the proceedings were
transformed (Traugott 2011: 77; see section 3).

Considering the flagged intrusions identified by Traugott (2011), it is also possible that
the recorders made less overtly signaled changes (as also indicated by Gurney’s approach
to recording). This may have involved taking away the exact language and replacing it
with more expressive, evaluative or legally more important language (depending on
the time period of the proceedings): in the early publications of the proceedings in the
eighteenth century, the focus was on the shocking or sensational aspect of
the proceedings, which may have led recorders to highlight such aspects of the trial
with particular speech evaluations. On the other hand, by the late eighteenth century,

8 Rickford & King (2016: 951–5), among others, show that, even in present-day court contexts, trial records can be
severely biased and inaccurate.
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the record was supposed to represent a ‘true, fair, and perfect narrative’ of the trial
proceedings (Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. b), and the focus may have been
on the legal formalities. Recorders may thus have replaced particular evaluative
adjectives from witnesses (or others) with similar, near-synonyms, such as replacing
provoking with the less common, but perhaps more technical aggravating. That would
follow the principle of retaining substance.

Revealing such potential dynamics is not straightforward of course. Enabling the
exploration of possible scribal manipulation, the OBC gratifyingly includes
information on recorders involved in initially taking down the records; their names are
often specified in the front matter of the published proceedings (Traugott 2011: 72; see
also Huber 2007). If we first focus on the specific adjective usage, correlating the
usage of specific speech descriptor adjectives and recorders does not highlight any
particular pattern. No recorder appears to have applied a favorite adjective
indiscriminately; rather, all recorders reveal a number of different types. Not
surprisingly, some adjectives are more commonly used by some recorders than others.
For example, six out of seven instances of coarse and three out of four examples of
blackguard appear in records written by Henry Buckler, who was active in the first half
of the nineteenth century. But such patterns may be influenced by the uneven time
coverage and the different sizes of the corpora over time as well as the uneven time the
recorders were operating. Particular language phenomena may also have been the focus
of evaluation at different times or in different cases. Indeed, as noted in section 4.1, it
is important to remember that many of the adjectives are not substitutable in the sense
that they express exactly the same evaluation and sentiment.

More broadly, whether speech descriptor+LANGUAGE formulations were part of
censoring carried out by the recorders (or by authorities or publishers) is more difficult
to determine. We would perhaps expect to find a more streamlined and systematic
usage (equivalent to ‘bleeping’ of swear words in the OBC; Widlitzki & Huber 2016)
if that were the case. And, of course, the fact that individual words or parts of words in
strings of abusive language were left out but not the whole string shows that authorities
and publishers were willing to leave explicit language in the records, perhaps in order
not to have ‘judicial authority … jeopardized’ (Devereaux 1996: 491) or in order to
appeal to a readership that was looking for salacious detail (see section 3).

Overall, then, it is likely that we are seeing the evaluation of the speech reporter
(whether the witness, defendant or the court), although the influence upon the usage
from previous testimony, from the court, publishers or the recorders of the statements
cannot be discounted.

4.3.3 What is the goal of the evaluation?
The function of speech descriptor+LANGUAGEwas clearly not the same across the board for
different users. Here I focus on the use by witnesses and victims, whose usage
predominates in the data (463 out of 541 instances). There are strong reasons to think
that not providing the actual language is a strategic move for many of the speech
reporters. One reason for using speech descriptor+LANGUAGE would be to avoid
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repeating words and formulations that are deemed generally inappropriate, offensive and/
or a sign of lower class. As noted in section 4.1, throughout the period covered by the
OBC, using bad language had clear social connotations: it was seen as ‘irreligious’,
indicative of ‘a lack of education’ and a sign of lower class (McEnery 2006: 99). What
we see in the use of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE, then, may be an avoidance strategy.
Minimal indication of the actual original language allows the language reporter not to
have to use language that was associated with undesirable qualities. Even if the
language is not the speech reporters’ originally, using the language verbatim – or even
using particular terms – may have been seen as ‘tainting’ the reporting speaker as well.
At the same time, the speech descriptor+LANGUAGE also enables the speaker to express
their (mostly) negative evaluation of and stance toward the speech and hence to
distance themselves from the speaker and the connotations of the ‘bad’ language (cf.
Du Bois 2007: 163).

Another reason that is tied more closely to the legal context is that, by not citing the
language as such, the speech act or evaluation becomes the focus. In other words,
the reporter assumes interpretive authority and does not give interpretive opportunity to
the reader or hearer (Collins 2001: 6, 70–1, 125, 273; Walker & Grund 2017: 15, 17).
This means that the reporter does not allow the court officials and jury to weigh and
interpret the words for themselves, perhaps suspecting that they would miss the point,
or miss the impact that the language had for the speech reporters or other targets of the
language. Perhaps the jury would have missed that the language was shocking to the
witnesses or a threat unless that was pointed out to them.

Speech reporters use various mechanisms to further frame the represented speech in
this way, especially by modifying the speech descriptors or in framing the speech
descriptor+LANGUAGE sequence as a whole. In around 170 instances, the adjectival
speech descriptor is scaled up with a boosting intensifier (such as most, rather,
exceedingly, grossly and especially very), as in (30). The amount of bad language can
also be stressed with a number of quantifiers, such as a good deal of, a great deal of, a
lot of, a volley of, all manner of and much, as in (31). There are around 40 instances of
such quantity-modifying phrases. Finally, perhaps related to the avoidance strategy
outlined above, more infrequent modifications stress that the language was so bad that
it cannot be repeated, as in (32) (cf. Widlitzki & Huber 2016: 319). Such examples are
in some ways related to the boosting uses we see in (30), but they scale up the
‘badness’ even further.

(30) he went about twenty yards, and uttered very ugly language (t17910216-26)

(31) he gave me a great deal of abusive language (t17911207-29)

(32) but she was using such filthy language I can not repeat it (t19070108-30)

Again, in most of these cases, the witness does not reveal the actual content and
formulation of the original speech. This strategy, then, gives additional focus to the
speech descriptor and hence the evaluation and the impact of the words on the speech
reporter. Emphasizing the severity, the abusive and threatening nature, or the indecency
of the wording matters for how the witnesses position themselves and others (for the
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use of intensifiers more broadly and speaker positioning in the OBC, see Claridge,
Jonsson & Kytö 2020a: 866–8; 2020b: 79–80). The witnesses were not only victims of
a regular string of abuse, but of language that was more abusive than ‘ordinary’ in
terms of quantity and/or severity, and hence the abuser is the more reprehensible. At
the same time, these kinds of upscaling devices also have a textual effect for readers of
the proceedings (whether court officials or a broader audience): they bring attention to
and put the spotlight on the evaluative adjective and its implications (cf. Grund 2021:
134). This is not only indecency or abuse, but INDECENCY and ABUSE in
(metaphorical) capital letters.

Another goal that is intimately tied to the legal context is tomitigate, deflect or disprove
an accusation or guilt. As I noted in section 4.3.1, language is rarely (if ever) the central
component of Old Bailey trials. At the same time, language use appears to be seen as a
powerful factor in cases that revolved around violence, battery and even murder, even
to the extent that provoking language could be seen as a mitigating circumstance (cf.
Langbein 2003: 303; Emsley, Hitchcock & Shoemaker n.d. c). In this context, we find
references especially to the kind of evaluation that had an effect on the hearer or
another target (see section 4.2), as is evident in examples (33)–(35).

(33) My passion, by her grossly abusive, provoking languagewas wrought to an ungovernable

pitch (t18110403-46)

(34) he insisted upon fighting him, and gave him a great deal of abusive language, which was

what a gentleman or officer could not put up with (t17510703-18)

(35) I had not heard them use any abusive language to provoke the soldier (t18430130-622)

Example (33) is from a casewhere the victim, the original speaker of the ‘grossly abusive,
provoking language’, was killed by the speech reporter. The speech reporter was her
husband, and he appears to claim that the language at least partially triggered his
violent response. In (34), the case revolves around what triggered a fight between two
men, and the speech reporter suggests a social connection: the language was such that
someone who has a particular standing and rank would not be able to suffer the
language without retaliating. In these and similar examples, it is arguably key that the
actual language is not quoted. That allows the speech reporter to focus on the nature
and effect of the language, and those aspects can be underscored with the help of
intensifiers (grossly) and quantifiers (a great deal of) (as we saw above). Reporting the
specific language used would have opened up the possibility for interpretation whether
the language was indeed provoking and abusive as claimed by the speech reporters.
Sometimes the claimed original language is cited, but even then the speech reporter
tries to put their stamp on the interpretation by following up with the speech descriptor
+LANGUAGE.

Finally, example (35) comes from a trial that contains a great deal of negotiation
between two parties whether abusive and provoking language was indeed used and
whether the language led to the accused committing the alleged violent act. The
accused, a soldier, appears to have claimed mitigating circumstances from provoking
language, and the witness pushes back. This negotiated use is clearly part of a larger
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set of strategies of stance whereby the witness aligns or disaligns with the accused or
accusers and their respective claims (Du Bois 2007: 163).

A fourth, equally important function of speech descriptor+LANGUAGE appears to be to
provide character portrayal or characterological evidence. In this context, the evaluation of
the language is tied to the type of person the defendant or some other person is perceived
or purported to be. This kind of evaluation has both legal and social underpinnings, as
illustrated in examples (36)–(39).

(36) The prosecutor said, before themagistrate, that in consequence of some ill languagemade use

of, it gave rise to the suspicion that we were bad characters (t18130113-60)

(37) she went into her own house, he followed, and dashed her down again with violence, using

violent language (t18481218-314)

(38) he began his blackguard language— I went into the shop— he came and placed the steps in

front of the door— I went to take them from him, and he threw them with all his violence at

me, and bruised my knuckles (t18500408-768)

(39) she began to swear and curse, and to use language not fit for a woman (t18520614-626)

In example (36), the connection between language and character is spelled out as the
speech reporter notes how the ‘prosecutor’ (which here means the plaintiff rather than
an officially designated member of the legal system) equated ‘ill’ language with the
speaker and another person being ‘bad characters’. In other words, language is seen as
indicative of character or group traits, here of course in a very negative sense (cf.
Traugott 2011: 75).

This kind of connection is rarely made explicit in the records; instead it seems
frequently to be implied, as in (37) and (38). In (37), the defendant is described as
violent and the language is also said to be violent. Exactly what violent language
would entail is unclear and presumably not important: we just get a sense of an
all-around violent offender in language as well as behavior. In (38), the deponent
seems to suggest indirectly through the language that the person is a criminal, lower
class or generally depraved, without saying so directly. Blackguard is of course a
multivalent term, with various social and moral connotations (OED, s.v. blackguard).
Whether connected specifically to criminality, lower class or immorality (or perhaps
some combination of those qualities), blackguard as an attribute of language could be
used to intimate that his attacker is a ‘blackguard’ (in some sense of the term) without
actually calling him such explicitly (which may have been seen as possible grounds for
a defamation suit). Indeed, while not spelled out, many of the descriptors of the nature
of the language, such as coarse, filthy, indecent and disgusting, also seem to be used to
imply something about the speaker using the words: who would employ words of this
kind other than someone who is criminal, depraved or generally disgusting?

Wefind infrequent examples that focus on gender, as in (39) (see also section 4.2). Here
the evaluation is slightly different. It is more social than legal, and the speech reporter’s
focus is on how a person does not fit into a particular group based on their language. It is
clear that the witness disapproves of the woman’s behavior in general and seems to
underscore this evaluation by making a gender-related determination in terms of her

536 PETER J. GRUND

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


language. These explicitly gendered comments are rare, but the explicit ones are always
about women and always found in witness statements bymen; they stress the language as
unfit or unbecoming of awoman.We do not get the same policing ofmen’s languagewith
gender highlighted in speech descriptor+LANGUAGE.

There is no explicit connection to social class or region. We get a sense that the speech
reporter considers something outside societal normswhen theymark something as uncivil
or improper. There are also references to low, base, inferior or vulgar language, as in (40),
but it is not clear that these are necessarily references to social hierarchies, and these
instances are overall rare.

(40) the prosecutrix used very low language indeed — the prosecutrix hit the first blow

(t18390513-1579)

But again, the understanding of the language described as lower class, as uneducated and
as ‘irreligious’ is likely implied. As noted above and in section 4.1, ‘bad’ language was
overall viewed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (and later) as associated with
such qualities and characteristics (McEnery 2006: 99–100). So, by ascribing these
descriptions to the language, the reporters may also be suggesting the original users’
status (and value) in society and, for women, their ‘fit’ for what it means to be a woman.

5 Conclusion

Wehave seen that speech descriptors can be a powerful tool for investigating the dynamics
of speech representation and the evaluation of speech in late Early Modern English and
especially Late Modern English. I have focused on a constrained slice of the
evaluation; speech descriptors can occur with a range of other speech expressions
beyond LANGUAGE. But clearly, as indicated by speech descriptor+LANGUAGE sequences,
speech descriptors are part of calculated strategies of framing evidence and positioning
the witness as well as defendants and others. The speech reporters frequently put the
evaluation at the center of the statement rather than the actual words and thus constrict
the interpretation of the words. By focusing on evaluation rather than the actual speech,
speech reporters can use the evaluation for larger legal and social purposes, such as to
underscore or mitigate guilt or cast the original speaker in a particular light (as lower
class or unwomanly). In other words, even when what was said is not the central
component of legal negotiation, witnesses strategically manipulate the voices of others
to put the spotlight on spoken language and frame it for their own pragmatic and social
purposes.

More broadly, the study shows that, when we investigate the spoken language of Late
Modern English in general or of the OBC in particular, we need to pay attention to various
means of speech representation at speech reporters’ disposal. A sequence such as speech
descriptor+LANGUAGE referring to a more explicit or detailed representation of the speech
obviously provides a clear evaluation of how the speech was perceived or received by the
reporter. It is a kind of metalinguistic commentary, which, in the case of the OBC, clearly
had important sociopragmatic functions in this legal context; these comments can cue us
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into expectations related to social and moral behavior. There is potentially important
sociolinguistic information in such commentary that can be tied to specific
formulations of spoken language. At the same time, when more detail about the speech
is not available and speech descriptor+LANGUAGE is the representation, we get a sense
of the larger dynamics of speech representation as a tool that is part of the nature of the
spoken language of the past. Taking charge of the speech of others by suppressing or
backgrounding their voices serves important functions for speech reporters in the
situational role they are performing. In the OBC, this role is clearly legal, but also
interpersonal and social, depending on relationships between speech reporters and
original speakers and attitudes among speech reporters. The speech descriptor
+LANGUAGE shows that representing speech is not simply a question of transferring
previous speech into a spoken report or straightforwardly translating speech into
writing. It is a negotiated process, full of strategic decisions. Paying attention to the
decisions and who makes them will give us a more nuanced and deeper sense of what
speaking English in the late modern period was like.

Author’s address:

Yale Divinity School and Department of English
Yale University
409 Prospect Street
New Haven, CT 06511
USA
peter.grund@yale.edu

References

Archer, Dawn. 2014. Historical pragmatics: Evidence from the Old Bailey. Transactions of the
Philological Society 112(2), 259–77.

Beal, Joan C. 2023. ‘Practised among the common people’: ‘Vulgar’ pronunciations in
eighteenth-century pronouncing dictionaries.English Language and Linguistics 27(3), 447–67.

Beal, Joan C., Ranjan Sen, Nuria Yáñez-Bouza &ChristineWallis. 2020. Special issue on studies
in Late Modern English historical phonology using the Eighteenth-Century English Phonology
Database (ECEP): Introduction. English Language and Linguistics 24(3), 471–4.

Brown, Gillian. 1990. Listening to spoken English, 2nd edn. London: Longman.
Busse,Beatrix. 2020. Speech,writing and thought presentation in 19th-century narrative fiction: A
corpus-assisted approach. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Caldas-Coulthard, Carmen Rosa. 1987. Reported speech in written narrative texts. In
Malcolm Coulthard (ed.), Discussing discourse, 149–67. Birmingham: University of
Birmingham.

Cichosz, Anna. 2019. Parenthetical reporting clauses in the historyof English: The development of
quotative inversion. English Language and Linguistics 23(1), 183–214.

Claridge, Claudia. 2020. Epistemic adverbs in theOld Bailey Corpus. In Jonsson&Larsson (eds.),
133–51.

Claridge, Claudia, Ewa Jonsson & Merja Kytö. 2020a. Entirely innocent: A historical
sociopragmatic analysis of maximizers in the Old Bailey Corpus. English Language and
Linguistics 24(4), 855–74.

538 PETER J. GRUND

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:peter.grund@yale.edu
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


Claridge, Claudia, Ewa Jonsson&MerjaKytö. 2020b.A little something goes a longway:Little in
the Old Bailey Corpus. Journal of English Linguistics 49(1), 61–89.

Collins, Daniel E. 2001. Reanimated voices: Speech reporting in a historical-pragmatic
perspective. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Cooper, Paul. 2023.Yorkshire folk versusYorkshire boors: Evidence for sociological fractionation in
nineteenth-century Yorkshire dialect writing. English Language and Linguistics 27(3), 469–89.

CQP. Web. http://corpora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/cqpweb/ (accessed April 2022).
Culpeper, Jonathan &Merja Kytö. 2010. Early Modern English dialogues: Spoken interaction as
writing. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

D’Arcy,Alexandra. 2017.Discourse-pragmatic variation in context: Eight hundred years of LIKE.
Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Devereaux, Simon. 1996. TheCityand the Sessions Paper: ‘Public Justice’ in London, 1770–1800.
Journal of British Studies 35(4), 466–503.

Du Bois, John W. 2007. The stance triangle. In Robert Englebretson (ed.), Stancetaking in
discourse: Subjectivity, evaluation, and interaction, 139–82. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Eberhardt, Maeve. 2017. Gendered representations through speech: The case of the Harry Potter
series. Language and Literature 26(3), 227–46.

Emsley, Clive, Tim Hitchcock & Robert Shoemaker. N.d. a. The proceedings – The value of the
Proceedings as a historical source. Old Bailey Proceedings Online. www.oldbaileyonline.org,
version 7.0 (accessed April 2022).

Emsley, Clive, TimHitchcock & Robert Shoemaker. N.d. b. The proceedings – Publishing history
of the Proceedings. Old Bailey Proceedings Online. www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 7.0
(accessed April 2022).

Emsley, Clive, TimHitchcock&Robert Shoemaker. N.d. c. Crime and justice –Crimes tried at the
Old Bailey. Old Bailey Proceedings Online. www.oldbaileyonline.org, version 7.0 (accessed
April 2022).

Evans, Mel. 2017. Royal language and reported discourse in sixteenth-century correspondence.
Journal of Historical Pragmatics 18(1), 30–57.

Evans, Mel. 2020. ‘Saying thes woordes or the lyke’: Speech representation in sixteenth-century
correspondence. In Grund & Walker (eds.), 183–211.

Gardner, Anne-Christine. 2023. Speech reflections in Late Modern English pauper letters from
Dorset. English Language and Linguistics 27(3), 491–516.

Grund, Peter J. 2017 Description, evaluation and stance: Exploring the forms and functions of
speech descriptors in Early Modern English. Nordic Journal of English Studies 16(1), 41–73.

Grund, Peter J. 2018. Beyond speech representation: Describing and evaluating speech in Early
Modern English prose fiction. Journal of Historical Pragmatics 19(2), 265–85.

Grund, Peter J. 2020a.What it means to describe speech: Pragmatic variation and change in speech
descriptors in Late Modern English. In Merja Kytö & Erik Smitterberg (eds.), Late Modern
English: Novel encounters, 295–314. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Grund, Peter J. 2020b. The metalinguistic description of speech and fictional language: Exploring
speech reporting verbs and speech descriptors in Late Modern English. In Grund & Walker
(eds.), 102–30.

Grund, Peter J. 2021. The sociopragmatics of stance: Community, language, and the witness
depositions from the Salem witch trials. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Grund, Peter J. Forthcoming. Speech representation in the history of English. In Joan C. Beal (ed.),
The new Cambridge history of the English language, vol. III: Transmission, change, and
ideology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Grund, Peter J. & Terry Walker (eds.). 2020a. Speech representation in the history of English:
Topics and approaches. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

539DISGUSTING, OBSCENE AND AGGRAVATING LANGUAGE

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://corpora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/cqpweb/
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org
https://www.oldbaileyonline.org
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


Grund, Peter J. & Terry Walker. 2020b. Speech representation in the history of English:
Introduction. In Grund & Walker (eds.), 1–28.

de Haan, Pieter. 1996. More on the language of dialogue in fiction. ICAME Journal 20, 23–40.
Hodson, Jane L. 2017. Introduction. In Jane L. Hodson (ed.), Dialect and literature in the long
nineteenth century, 1–14. Abingdon: Routledge.

Hodson, Jane. 2023. Talking to peasants: Language, place and class in British fiction 1800–1836.
English Language and Linguistics 27(3), 543–60.

Huber, Magnus. 2007. The Old Bailey Proceedings, 1674–1834: Evaluating and annotating a
corpus of 18th- and 19th-century spoken English. In Anneli Meurman-Solin & Arja Nurmi
(eds.), Annotating variation and change, n.p. Helsinki: VARIENG. https://varieng.helsinki.fi/
series/volumes/01/huber/ (accessed April 2022).

Huber, Magnus. 2017. Structural and sociolinguistic factors conditioning the choice of relativizers
in LateModern English: A diachronic study based on theOld Bailey Corpus.Nordic Journal of
English Studies 16(1), 74–119.

Huber, Magnus, Magnus Nissel & Karin Puga. 2016a. Old Bailey Corpus 2.0. hdl:11858/
00-246C-0000-0023-8CFB-2 (accessed April 2022).

Huber, Magnus, Magnus Nissel & Karin Puga. 2016b. The Old Bailey Corpus 2.0, 1720–1913
Manual. https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/oldbailey/downloads/OBC_2.0_Manual%
202016-07-13.pdf (accessed April 2022).

Jonsson, Ewa & Tove Larsson (eds.). 2020. Voices past and present – Studies of involved,
speech-related and spoken texts. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

Jucker, Andreas H. & Manuel Berger. 2014. The development of discourse presentation in The
Times, 1833–1988.Media History 20(1), 67–87.

Kretzschmar, WilliamA. Jr. 2010. Language variation and complex systems. American Speech 85
(3), 263–86.

Kytö, Merja & Terry Walker. 2003. The linguistic study of Early Modern English speech-related
texts: How ‘bad’ can ‘bad’ data be? Journal of English Linguistics 31(3), 221–48.

Lambert, Mark. 1981. Dickens and the suspended quotation. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press.

Langbein, JohnH. 2003. The origins of adversary criminal trial. Oxford: OxfordUniversity Press.
Lewis, Diana M. 2012. Late Modern English: Pragmatics and discourse. In Alexander Bergs &
Laurel J. Brinton (eds.), English historical linguistics: An international handbook, vol. I, 901–
15. Berlin: De Gruyter Mouton.

Lippman, Louis G. & Sarah L. Tragesser. 2005. Constructing something funny: Levels of
associative connection in Tom Swifties. Journal of General Psychology 132(3), 231–42.

McEnery, Tony. 2006. Swearing in English: Bad language, purity and power from 1586 to the
present. Abingdon: Routledge.

McIntyre, Dan & Brian Walker. 2011. Discourse presentation in Early Modern English writing:
A preliminary corpus-based investigation. International Journal of Corpus Linguistics 16(1),
101–30.

Moore, Colette. 2011.Quoting speech in early English. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Moore, Colette. 2020. Before quotation marks: Quotative parentheses in early printed books. In
Grund & Walker (eds.), 29–50.

Nevala, Minna &Minna Palander-Collin. 2010. ‘O England! England! she says –my father –my
sisters –my friends! – shall I ever see you more?’ – Reporting in 18th-century correspondence.
In Sanna-Kaisa Tanskanen, Marja-Liisa Helasvuo, Marjut Johansson & Mia Raitaniemi (eds.),
Discourses in interaction, 133–49. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.

OED =Oxford English Dictionary. www.oed.com (accessed April 2022).
Oostdijk, Nelleke. 1990. The language of dialogue in fiction. Literary and Linguistic Computing 5
(3), 235–41.

540 PETER J. GRUND

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://varieng.helsinki.fi/series/volumes/01/huber/
https://varieng.helsinki.fi/series/volumes/01/huber/
https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/oldbailey/downloads/OBC_2.0_Manual%202016-07-13.pdf
https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/oldbailey/downloads/OBC_2.0_Manual%202016-07-13.pdf
https://fedora.clarin-d.uni-saarland.de/oldbailey/downloads/OBC_2.0_Manual%202016-07-13.pdf
https://www.oed.com
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X


Page, Norman. 1988. Speech in the English novel, 2nd edn. Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities
Press International.

Palander-Collin, Minna & Minna Nevala. 2010. Reporting and social role construction in
eighteenth-century personal correspondence. In Päivi Pahta, Minna Nevala & Arja Nurmi
(eds.), Social roles and language practices in Late Modern English, 111–33. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins.

Rickford, JohnR.&ShareseKing. 2016. Language and linguistics on trial: HearingRachel Jeantel
(and other vernacular speakers) in the courtroom and beyond. Language 92(4), 948–88.

Ruano-García, Javier. 2023. ‘Well, taakin about he da bring inta me yead wat I promised var ta tell
ee about’: Representations of south-western speech in nineteenth-century dialect writing.
English Language and Linguistics 27(3), 561–90.

Ruano San Segundo, Pablo. 2016. A corpus-stylistic approach to Dickens’ use of speech verbs:
Beyond mere reporting. Language and Literature 25(2), 113–29.

Säily, Tanja. 2016. Sociolinguistic variation in morphological productivity in eighteenth-century
English. Corpus Linguistics and Linguistic Theory 12(1), 129–51.

Schneider, Edgar W. 2013. Investigating historical variation and change in written documents:
New perspectives. In J. K. Chambers & Natalie Schilling (eds.), The handbook of language
variation and change, 2nd edn, 57–81. Oxford: Blackwell.

Semino, Elena&Mick Short. 2004.Corpus stylistics: Speech, writing and thought presentation in
a corpus of English writing. Abingdon: Routledge.

Shoemaker, Robert. 2008. The Old Bailey Proceedings and the representation of crime and
criminal justice in eighteenth-century London. Journal of British Studies 47(3), 559–80.

Sotirova, Violeta. 2007. Historical transformations of free indirect style. In David L. Hoover &
Sharon Lattig (eds.), Stylistics: Prospect & retrospect, 129–41. Amsterdam: Rodopi.

Traugott, ElizabethCloss. 2011.Constructing the audiences of theOldBaileyTrials 1674–1834. In
Päivi Pahta & Andreas H. Jucker (eds.), Communicating early English manuscripts, 69–80.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Traugott, ElizabethCloss. 2015. ‘Ah, pox o’ your Pad-lock’: Interjections in theOldBaileyCorpus
1720–1913. Journal of Pragmatics 86, 68–73.

Urban,Margaret & Josef Ruppenhofer. 2001. Shouting and screaming:Manner and noise verbs in
communication. Literary and Linguistic Computing 16(1), 77–97.

Vandelanotte, Lieven. 2009. Speech and thought representation in English: A cognitive-functional
approach. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Vandelanotte, Lieven. 2020. Clearer contours: The stylisation of free indirect speech in
nineteenth-century fiction. In Grund & Walker (eds.), 131–55.

Walker, Terry&Peter J. Grund. 2017. ‘Speaking base approbiouswords’: Speech representation in
Early Modern English witness depositions. Journal of Historical Pragmatics 18(1), 1–29.

Walker, Terry & Peter J. Grund. 2020a. Saying, crying, replying, and continuing: Speech reporting
expressions in Early Modern English. In Jonsson & Larsson (eds.), 63–78.

Walker, Terry & Peter J. Grund. 2020b. Free indirect speech, slipping, or a system in flux?
Exploring the continuum between direct and indirect speech in EarlyModern English. In Grund
& Walker (eds.), 156–82.

Widlitzki, Bianca & Magnus Huber. 2016. Taboo language and swearing in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century English: A diachronic study based on the Old Bailey Corpus. In María
José López-Couso, Belén Méndez-Naya, Paloma Núñez-Pertejo & Ignacio
M. Palacios-Martínez (eds.), Corpus linguistics on the move: Exploring and understanding
English through corpora, 313–36. Amsterdam: Brill.

Wiemann, Marco. 2023. Representations of phonological changes in GOAT and /r/ in the
Collection of Nineteenth-century Grammars (CNG). English Language and Linguistics 27(3),
591–616.

541DISGUSTING, OBSCENE AND AGGRAVATING LANGUAGE

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432300031X

	Disgusting, obscene and aggravating language: speech descriptors and the sociopragmatic evaluation of speech in the Old Bailey Corpus1
	Introduction
	Background
	Material and methodology
	Results
	Quantitative overview
	Qualitative groupings
	The sociopragmatics of speech descriptor+language
	What is evaluated?
	Who is the evaluator?
	What is the goal of the evaluation?


	Conclusion
	References


