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Abstract 

This study investigates how power relations were negotiated and expressed through the use of 

certain linguistic practices in a public context. More specifically, it looks closer at how job 

applicants presented themselves publically through newspaper advertisements and which 

discursive codes they made use of to portray themselves as reputable, desirable employees that fit 

into the bourgeois concept of respectability. The survey accordingly moves within the theoretical 

frameworks of the respectability discourse, altering power relations, self-presentation and the 

public sphere, and does so through the application of linguistic methods on a very specific 

material not commonly looked at from these macro-perspectives. 

     The first part of the analysis identifies which specific social groups that used the press as a 

channel for self-presentation, focusing on the aspects of gender, marital status, work experience 

and occupational title. Through establishing this information, we reach an understanding of who 

can be ascribed an active participation in the public sphere and where to place these individuals 

along the social scale. Thereafter, the vocabulary of the advertisers is scrutinized and compared to 

see how strategies to create an air of respectability around yourself may have differed with the 

personal aspects mentioned above. Conclusively, the results from these enquiries serve as the 

basis for a larger discussion on whether the assertive self-promotion of the job advertisers can be 

interpreted as a self-empowerment among a section of London’s labourers, or whether the 

publication of the adverts rather is to be seen as a consolidation of already existing power 

relationships. The findings prove that through their strict adherence to the concept of 

respectability in a desire to win the favour of their social superiors, the linguistic strategies of the 

adverts cannot be interpreted as an early form of working class-movement with the intention of 

overthrowing the social order. On the contrary, the hierarchical structure of the 18th century was 

as present as ever when society moved towards the next centenary and was consolidated even 

further by the linguistic strategies of the advertisers. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 A New Perspective on the Public Sphere and Social Hierarchies 

A young Woman, of good character and morals, in a regular Family, as Shop-Woman, or to 

work at her needle, and attend upon a Child, or wait on a single Lady. Wages not so much 

an object as kind treatment.1 

 

The above written lines are taken from an advertisement found in an issue of The Times, 

published on January 30th in the year 1800. The text informs us of a woman without a current 

position who hopes to catch the interest of an employer. She is described as a young worker who 

not only has an understanding of childcare, needlework and the duties of a lady’s maid, but on 

top of this comprehends the importance of moral principles. The advert also enlightens us of her 

own personal wishes and sentiments – that she desires a position within a regular sized 

household, either as a shop-woman or, if preferred, as a number of other necessary household 

occupations, and that to her salary is of less significance than being well-treated by her employer. 

     This woman was far from alone in her quest for a new job. In year 1800 alone, several 

hundreds of adverts such as this one were published, and the number only increased over the 

following decades. With such a huge quantity there has of course emerged some sort of 

standardized appearance. An advert usually begins with a short declaration of the occupation the 

person is applying for, followed by an account of the advertiser’s gender, age, marital status, 

special skills as well as (almost always) a pronouncement of their undeniable or unexceptional 

character that they sometimes can have from a reference. Even so, in spite of this standard form 

the adverts often differ slightly. Sometimes the differences are small and only natural, concerning 

aspects such as the number of years they have been employed or which skills they choose to 

highlight. However, many times one can, as in the example above, trace the individuality of the 

workers portraying themselves. Some people admit having only a little knowledge of needlework 

while some describe themselves as knowing it perfectly well. Others are aware of them lacking 

previous experience and therefore state that a comfortable situation rather than a salary is the 

object, while more assertive advertisers have salary requirements. Others still have special 

language skills or are used to travelling and consequently emphasize their flexibility; one man 

applying for the position of either steward or bailiff even boasts about having won a prize for his 

ingenuity in inventing an ‘implement for draining’ that was acknowledged by the Society of Arts.2 

                                                 
1 The Times, 30/1, p. 4. 
2 The Times, 12/3, p. 4. 
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     Hence, even if many of the adverts look alike and more or less contain the same type of 

information, it is evident that behind these short presentations are individuals who have made 

careful considerations on how to best promote themselves. From the seemingly endless rows of 

news items and advertisements, re-appearing in issue after issue, there emerges a notion of a large 

labour force eager to make use of the public nature of the newspaper medium. Although far from 

the political discussions held at clubs and coffee houses, and at equal length from the fashionable, 

cultural arenas of the public parks, art salons and city theatres, adverts still functioned as a ticket 

into a shared social space. Having your character published in a newspaper meant you stepped 

out of your private, small world and entered another. In short, you created a trademark around 

your person and made sure this favourable portrait was exposed to the public. The wish to 

present an advantageous image of your character in this way is not entirely unlike the desire to 

show off your person dressed in the latest fashion, talking about the bespoken authors of the day 

while waiting for a modern musical performance to commence; in other words the display of 

your fashionable, respectable character in front of other individuals. 

     This practice – so often described in terms of consumption behaviour – is usually ascribed the 

middling sorts, those who could afford to visit the theatre and purchase new clothes in 

accordance with the latest fashion and had the leisure time to do so.3 An important difference 

between the individuals behind the adverts and this social group is that the advertisers did not to 

the same extent possess the time and money that would have allowed them to pay frequent visits 

to the salons, parks, theatres, music halls and tailors to create an impression of a respectable, 

genteel and fashionable character. Nevertheless, as the advert quoted at the beginning clearly 

states, the ambition to appear respectable within the public sphere was something that also 

concerned a young woman of little means and connections. Thus, the adverts through which 

these individuals endeavoured to find a source of income provide us with a number of useful 

insights. First, they serve as evidence of people outside the bourgeoisie both claiming and being 

granted access to the public sphere. Secondly, they report of the fact that these citizens did not 

enter the public domain of the newspaper without knowing how to handle this room; on the 

contrary they seem to have had an awareness of how to express and portray themselves to fit into 

this context, an understanding of the terms surrounding individual publicity and respectability at 

this time. If they had not, they would not have been employed and perhaps not even published, 

thus being denied entrance to the open forum that was ever-more starting to permeate society. 

Thirdly, the variation in language and appearance of the adverts is yet another sign of this 

awareness as well as the workers’ active participation in the production of their public image. 

Therefore it seems as if housemaids, wet nurses, shop assistants and valets also had an 

understanding of the discourse surrounding respectability and work, and knew how to actively 

make use of this system of values to their own advantage. 

                                                 
3 Grieg (2012), p. 50. 
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     The basis of this investigation thus is a group of individuals who traditionally is not placed 

within the bourgeoisie but still used the public sphere as a means for self-presentation. They were 

themselves active in the production of their public image and had an awareness of the discourse 

enclosing the fields of publicity and respectability. The questions that remain to be answered are 

who these individuals were – i.e. which ones of London’s tens of thousands of workers that were 

granted access to, and took the initiative to enter, the public domain of the paper – which 

strategies they applied when doing so and what implications this dialogue between lower and 

higher social categories in a public setting had for the negotiation of socio-hierarchical relations 

of the late 18th century. The overall purpose of this investigation is accordingly to analyse how 

power relations within a modernizing and ever more public society were manifested and 

negotiated through the labourers’ active participation in the public sphere. Job advertisements are 

excellent for approaching this phenomenon, since through them regular London labourers 

entered the public labour market with the ambition to make their presence known within this 

social room so often ascribed the bourgeoisie. With an analysis of which kind of workers that 

made use of the public press in this way, as well as of the linguistic strategies they applied to 

achieve self-promotion and to what extent these were influenced by the concept of respectability, 

one can grasp mainly two things; firstly the social scope of the public sphere, i.e. the range of 

social categories participating in this communal room, and secondly what implications the 

advertisers’ use of the respectability discourse had for their placement within the social hierarchy. 

This issue is addressed through a discussion of whether the publication of the adverts can be seen 

as an indication of self-empowerment among a portion of the city’s labourers, or if it rather led to 

a consolidation of already existing power relations. Such a look into the discourse implementing 

the publication of self-promoting adverts offers useful perspectives on the matter of how social 

relationships were manifested and negotiated around this time period. 

     Hence, the idea behind this investigation is to widen our notion of who can be attributed an 

active participation in the public sphere and relate this to a discussion of power relations within a 

society at the brink of transformation. Although both Habermas’s theory on the public nature of 

a bourgeois society and a changed social order around the turn of the century have been covered 

by many researchers before, there is reason to once again return to this topic from yet another 

angle. At the core of Habermas’s definition of the bourgeois public sphere is rational argument 

and how cultural institutions such as salons, coffee houses, literary societies, journals, academies 

and lodges functioned as a hotbed for the development of this intellectual debate. When 

addressing this phenomenon, focus is usually put on public opinion and how that concept 

widened to include a larger part of the European population. People now started to think and 

talk about politics, science, philosophy and culture in a rational, critical way, a development that 

Habermas very much puts in the hands of a more interested, politically aware and financially 



4 

powerful middle class. He does not deny the participation of ‘mere humans’ in this room of 

public communication, but nonetheless sees the bourgeoisie as the standard-bearers.4 

     Accordingly, the public sphere has most commonly been treated as a stage for critical debate 

initiated and dominated by the bourgeoisie. In many respects this is true, but since Habermas first 

published his extensive works, many researchers have criticized and re-worked the concept of the 

public sphere. In fact, Habermas himself has recognized some of these critical remarks.5 One 

point of critique is that with a focus on the bourgeoisie and rational debate, other aspects of this 

cultural experience are not always attended to. Therefore, this study focuses on a group not 

typically connected to the intelligent and opinion-crammed character of this room, namely the 

large urban work-force of London. With this perspective, the concept of the public sphere is 

being reviewed from another angle that brings people such as gardeners, housemaids, 

governesses, valets and shop assistants into the discussion of a phenomenon usually treated as a 

refined room for intellectual, political and cultural debate. Thus, not only does this investigation 

widen our concept of the social constitution and nature of the public sphere, but it also puts in 

focus the more functional everyday-aspect rather than the reactionary feature of it. For people 

looking for jobs in order to support themselves, the public medium would primarily have been 

seen as a practical tool for survival rather than an instrument for political change. Although, 

having this said we still have to recognize the fact that these individuals entered a sphere 

somewhat estranged to them and did so on their own initiative and with certain specific 

ambitions. The advertisements can therefore be approached in two ways. One way to look at 

them is to take their existence as an indication of self-empowerment among the workers, who 

used the public medium as a means to step out of poverty and challenge the lot they were given 

by the order of things. A less optimistic view would on the other hand claim the adverts may 

have been a way for workers to leave a meagre, penniless existence, but since they still had to 

adjust their content and appearance to prevalent customs and the interests of the employers, their 

publication would merely have served to cement the inferior position of these workers within the 

hierarchical structure. Whether the self-initiated participation and personal promotion in a public 

medium should be treated as a token of self-empowerment or supporting already existing power 

relations is hence an issue to be discussed further in this investigation. 

 

1.2 A Cornerstone of Public Communication and Trade 

1.2.1 The Dutiful ‘Register of the Times’ – Newspaper Culture in England 

Around year 1800, newspapers had been circulating across Europe for a long time and were a 

well-established medium. In Britain the press culture had developed significantly already during 

                                                 
4 Wiesner-Hanks (2006), pp. 329, 332-333; Blanning (2002), pp. 8-10. 
5 Garnham (2007), the article in its entirety but p. 201 in particular. 
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the tumultuous Civil War, but it was not until the following century that the paper came to 

blossom into an essential part of public life. The nature and importance of the press, especially in 

a British context, has functioned as the subject of many investigations, including Jeremy Black’s 

The English Press in the Eighteenth Century (1987). In his work Black focuses on how the press 

culture progressed during the late 17th and entire 18th century, as well as what influence it had on 

political and social developments of this period. He introduces us to the development of the 

’metropolitan press’ and points to a significant difference between the two centuries regarding 

governmental control of the press. During the domestic political turmoil of the 1600s there 

existed a stronger aspiration among the power holders to strictly monitor what was published in 

the papers. However, towards the end of the century the press activity started to increase. With a 

more energetic press and a higher number of publications, it became more difficult to control 

what was published. Furthermore, many started to oppose the government’s restriction, and 

when the question of the renewal of the restricting Licensing Act was brought to Parliament in 

1695, it was rejected. This did not end the debate of press control, however bills and motions 

proposing regulations were denied and did not result in any legal actions. The 18th century 

English press therefore came to enjoy a relatively high degree of liberty.6 

     This freedom led to a high number of publications, all competing against each other for 

readers and the income-bringing adverts. The matters filling the papers were mainly news reports 

of domestic and foreign events, written accounts of parliamentary discussions, announcements of 

deaths and marriages, the arrival of certain ships, the price of stocks and grain, auction sales, 

poems, essays, general declarations and admonitions to the public, reports on newly published 

books and a wide variety of advertisements. The pieces of writing found in the published paper 

were produced by the publishers as well as correspondents and the general public. Adverts, 

articles, public letters and other items could be sent in by people who wished to have their text 

published, and many times the pieces lacked the name of the author. Black maintains that the 18th 

century press cannot be described as a well-organized business with a defined corps of 

journalists; nor can the editor be said to have had a distinct function or be one certain individual 

since his (for it was generally a man) job was done by several contributing hands. In fact, very 

little is at all known about the internal structure of newspaper offices during this period.7 

     As a conclusion, Black turns to a discussion of the larger impact of the press on society and 

politics. The purpose of the study, ‘to provide a general introduction to the eighteenth-century 

English press’ has throughout the entire work been accompanied by Black’s contradiction of the 

general belief among researchers that press culture went hand in hand with and contributed to 

political change and societal modernization. He does acknowledge many changes in press culture; 

newspapers grew in physical size, got larger columns, smaller print and a more colloquial literary 

                                                 
6 Black (1987), pp. 1-12. 
7 Black (1987), pp. 19-22; 26-32; 37-42, 278, 283-285. 
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style, became more organized with headings over certain sections, improved their distribution 

and employed more staff. There also was a slow re-organization in ownership, moving from 

collectives of several booksellers to individual editors, and the papers had undoubtedly become 

an established form of public communication. However, Black stresses that it is difficult to 

pinpoint when these changes occurred; in fact most did not see the light of day until a few 

decades into the 1800s. Thus, from his investigation he emphasizes continuity and conservatism 

rather than change, especially since little altered content-wise. Furthermore, he also opposes the 

idea that readership grew, claiming there is little evidence judging from the subject matters and 

circulation of the issues that newspapers ever intended to address readers beyond those groups 

already accustomed to the consumption of periodicals. This is not to say that papers were an 

exclusivity to the upper and middling sorts (on the contrary there are clear indications that people 

of the lower orders also participated in the newspaper culture, not least from the material used in 

my own investigation), but they were in no way all-inclusive. In fact, Black prefers to describe the 

phenomenon as a polite rather than public culture.8 This leads us to believe that there were rules 

and customs dictating the publication and consumption of newspapers, meaning they were not 

an entirely free room accessible to everyone and open to anything. Publicists and advertisers 

consequently must have had some sort of understanding and awareness of this set of rules and 

regulations, a fact that puts the target group of this investigation (labourers seeking employment 

through public adverts) in quite a different light. Rather than being a group of individuals who 

simply wrote to the newspaper offices, they somehow must have qualified into this polite culture 

and demonstrated an understanding of how to function within it. 

     Newspapers thus served as a way into publicity for individuals who wished to enter that 

sphere and knew how to manage the codes around it. Exactly who these individuals were in 

terms of social categorization and how they strategically went about to achieve this is the subject 

of this investigation, and therefore little can be said about it for the moment being. Before 

moving on to that analysis, a few paragraphs should be dedicated to the very paper they chose to 

express themselves through, The Times. It was first launched in January 1785, although by then 

and the three succeeding years it went under the name The Daily Universal Register. As is clear from 

Black’s account, around this time England, and London in particular, was crammed with 

newspaper publications. Still the publisher John Walter thought it both necessary and profitable 

to introduce yet another one. The very first issue looks much like the they would do during the 

following decades, consisting of four pages in total with information in fairly small print, 

structured by several sub-headings and dealing with issues of both trade, politics and general 

interest such as auction sales, grain prices and recent deaths. However, one feature that separates 

this issue from the rest is the long account written and signed by the publisher himself, directed 

at the public, in which he explains the nature of his paper and why he thought it necessary to 

                                                 
8 Black (1987), pp. 278, 281, 291-93, 297-98, 300-304. 
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produce a new publication when so many already were in circulation. In this account he claims 

the papers filling the streets of London may be high in number but are many times too focused 

on a specific area of interest. He states that although titles relate in great detail of parliamentary 

debates, political issues on the continent and at home as well as advertisements and matters of 

trade, the merchant reader will find little interest in the papers produced for the parliamentarians 

and vice versa. Instead, Walter will publish a paper which reports of both politics, parliamentary 

debates and trade, but only includes the most vital information from every area. If anything, a 

certain preference will be given to issues related to the mercantile world since they are of use to 

most people in society.9 He also professes to ‘be of no [political] party’10 in an aspiration to unite 

rather than divide his readership. With all of these measures, Walter hopes to reach as wide an 

audience as possible and fulfil the fundamental purpose of the press, which in his own words is 

‘to be the Register of the times, and faithful recorder of every species of intelligence’ and ‘not 

engrossed by any particular subject; but [...] contain something suited to every palate’.11 

     Walter admits that it will be difficult to assert himself in the jungle of existing papers, but with 

his general approach aimed to suit the taste of several target groups he hopes to gain an 

advantage over his rivals. Furthermore, he claims that his paper is sold at a price ‘[o]ne halfpenny 

UNDER the price paid for seven out of eight of the morning papers’.12 To even further promote 

his publication, he explains that due to technological innovations he has made printing both 

cheaper and faster, which means his paper will reach the market at six o’clock every morning and 

thus not be subject to the delays he claims hit so many of his rival papers. The same guarantee 

for quick publication goes for advertisements, which according to his account many times suffer 

from the said delays; in his paper adverts will ‘to a certainty, be inserted on the very day that they 

shall direct’ [his emphasis].13 If the news reports should be so comprehensive that there would 

not be enough room for the insertion of all submitted and paid adverts, Walter promises to, 

without additional charge, produce an extra sheet of paper only so that these items can be 

published. He furthermore spends a few lines on explaining his view on censorship and editorial 

selection, claiming that the only instances in which he will turn to censoring is when the language 

used in the items has the ability to wound, corrupt and promote vice in the mind of the reader. 

The same principle goes for the publication of adverts; he asserts he would ‘violate my duty to 

the public, in refusing to insert them when paid for’ as long as they did not ‘contain any thing 

contrary to law or morality’. He even goes as far as comparing himself to an inn-keeper who ‘is 

                                                 
9 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, pp. 1-2. 
10 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, p. 2. 
11 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, p. 1. 
12 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, pp. 1-2. 
13 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, p. 1. 
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obliged to give the use of his house to all travellers, who are ready to pay for it, and against whose 

persons there is no legal or moral objection’ [his emphasis].14 

     The attitude he expresses is thus that he and his publication serve the morality and openness 

of society at large, and again he highlights his desire to be of use rather than make profit. 

Whether this formal statement simply is a sales strategy or a genuine standpoint can of course be 

debated; however it still provides us with valuable insight into the newspaper culture of this time 

and of the perceived role this medium had in the period’s discourse on publicity and utility. With 

the standpoints professed by John Walter, one can easily distinguish a desire to become one of 

the most popular papers of his time. Looking at the longevity of the publication, the increasing 

number of both advertisers and issues in circulation as well as the dominant position it was to 

hold towards the middle of the 19th century15, it appears as if Walter and his successors were 

successful in their ambition. Furthermore, from his account one can also gather that the paper on 

the one hand was dictated by certain principles on how to govern yourself within this room, but 

on the other Walter’s announcement as well as the rather liberal press culture indicate that the 

route to publicity was fairly open. Who it was that had the opportunity to use this channel for 

self-promotion and how they did so is an important question not yet addressed by researchers, a 

fact this investigation aims to remedy. 

1.2.2 The Financial Pillar of the Press 

In the 18th century, advertisements constituted a popular feature of the newspapers and normally 

occupied a lot of space within the issues; in some cases they stood for 75 percent of the entire 

content. They had an important function both as a means of mercantile communication in a 

developing market economy, as well as a financial pillar for publishers in the otherwise not so 

profitable newspaper business.16 In spite of this fact, few press historians have looked closer into 

the nature and function of advertisements within the newspaper culture. If they have attended to 

them, there is often a tendency to focus on adverts of commodities and connect their circulation 

to the emergence of a consumer society. Other studies look at advertising from the perspective 

of the publishers and what they meant for the income and circulation of the papers.17 However, 

very little research has been done on adverts concerning employment situations and how they 

can be used in an analysis of how public image and social status was created. 

     One researcher who does approach adverts is Ivon Asquith with his investigation of what 

advertising meant for the production and circulation of newspapers. The source for his analysis is 

mainly the daily publication The Morning Chronicle, with particular attention paid to the years 1790-

                                                 
14 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, pp. 1-2, quote found on page 2. 
15Encyclopaedia Britannica online, keyword ‘The Times’, http://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Times, retrieved 
28/1 2016. 
16 Asquith (1975), pp. 703-705, 721; Walker (1973), p. 112. 
17 Asquith (1975), Walker (1973). 



9 

1821. In his article he explains that when you inserted an advert in a public paper you had to pay 

a standard fee of between 2-3 shillings.18 As a comparison, a woman employed as a general 

servant by a surgeon, apothecary and man-midwife in 1799 received an annual salary of £4 4s.19 

This would leave her with an income of 7 shillings per month, which means placing an advert 

would have cost roughly 40 percent of her monthly earnings. Besides, if your insertion was longer 

than the standard set number of lines, you had to pay more. Additional charges were also made if 

you wanted your advertisement to be placed on the first page among the general announcements 

and notices rather than further back in the paper under the heading ‘Want Places’. The revenue 

gathered from these fees was of great importance to the paper since, Asquith argues, they played 

a significant part in the maintenance of a politically independent press. The income from sales 

alone was not enough to make the newspapers profitable, but with the additional profits from the 

adverts – which grew towards the end of the century – the press could afford to carry out their 

work without the governmental influence that came with support such as subsidies, official 

advertisements and priority of intelligence. Besides, a high number of adverts concerning 

different branches of trade did not only bring in more money but also meant the paper caught 

the attention of a wider readership. Thus, in addition to creating profit adverts also helped 

increase the circulation of a paper.20 

     This research reveals useful information regarding the important role of adverts in the 

newspaper business, namely that the job advertisement used for this investigation was not only 

central for the financial stability of the applicants but were equally significant for the publisher 

himself. The question of censorship and editorial selection then appears in another light; even if 

John Walter, as quoted a few paragraphs above, claimed to serve the good of the public and the 

market when declaring to insert every advert as long as it was not morally corrupt or unlawful, it 

is clear personal profit also was a motive behind this declaration. Consequently, this created a 

situation where the power was not in the hands of the publishers alone. Job applicants were 

indeed dependent on the owner of the papers to have their character made public and known to 

possible employers, but publishers were at the same time forced to be complaisant with the 

advertisers if they wanted to keep this important source of income. Thus, the information in the 

adverts should not only be perceived as a product of those managing the public sphere. Just as 

what was written by the advertisers can be explained by the respectability and publicity discourse 

permeating the public sphere, it was equally influenced by the agenda of the applicants 

themselves. In other words, while Asquith explains the function adverts had for the running of a 

newspaper, the analysis at hand uses the adverts as a means to grasp the situation surrounding 

                                                 
18 Ivon Asquith claims that due to an increased demand for advertising space in the papers, the publication fee was 
raised from 2s. to 3s. 6d. over the period 1770-1821. He does not state a price for the year 1800 in particular, and 
therefore we can only presume that the fee would have been somewhere around 2-3s. around the period of our 
investigation. See his article ’Advertising and the Press’, p. 707. 
19 Humphries & Weisdorf (2015), p. 411. 
20 Asquith (1975), pp.  703-05, 713, 720-21. 
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those at the other end, the applicants. Whereas we both look at advertising practices, what 

distinguishes my investigation from his is the group that becomes visible through the material. 

     Since adverts have not been considerably looked at in previous research, there is not much 

said on the theoretical approaches towards such a material. One historian who actually has 

addressed the issue is R.B. Walker. He explains that adverts have been approached in three 

different manners by historians. They have either been treated within the history of advertising 

per se, analysed as part of history of journalism or used as a source for literary, economic and 

social history. The first approach has resulted in many important works produced about a century 

ago, and little new has happened on this front since. Walker continues with explaining that the 

second approach has a significant gap when it comes to the majority of the 1700s and London in 

particular. Lastly, the third attitude had started to be well-recognized by researchers at the time of 

Walker writing his article, and he claims that London is remarkably suitable for such analyses and 

much still remains to be said on the subject. His own analysis uses a combination of all these 

three perspectives and reaches a conclusion similar to Asquith’s, namely that advertisements 

helped the newspaper culture grow strong through providing publishers with an important 

source of income.21 Walker thus contributes with a distinction of different theoretical approaches 

when studying adverts and working from this, the investigation at hand can be said to follow the 

third line in which adverts are treated as a window into socio-historical practices. 

 

1.3 Approaching the material 

1.3.1 Selection 
For this investigation, adverts from the first six months of the year 1800 alone have been 

selected. The reason behind this choice is partly practical. Newspapers are one of the most 

information-crammed sources to turn to and as a result there is an endless amount of material to 

work with, especially when it comes to such an established and well-spread paper as The Times. A 

thorough analysis of material selected from a longer time period therefore unfortunately does not 

fit into the framework of a master’s thesis. One could have imagined a study that stretches over a 

longer period and instead only looks at one month per year to increase the chronological spread 

of the survey; however, since the purpose is to describe the prevailing circumstances regarding a 

social group’s position within society rather than explain change over time, a wider sample from a 

specific period is more useful than smaller ones spread out over several decades. 

     Why the year 1800 in particular has been chosen is related to the transformation of society 

occurring around the turn of the century. The move from an early modern world structure to a 

modern, industrialized class society is a process that has concerned many researchers and is not 

                                                 
21 Walker (1973), pp. 112-13, 130. 
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easily explained. Still, even if we have not yet agreed on exactly where, when and why the changes 

took place, we can hardly deny the fact that old social structures started to crumble and that a few 

decades into the 19th century individuals faced a very different reality dictated by other power 

relations compared to their ancestors 50 or 100 years before. In particular, the emergence and 

establishment of a middle class replacing the old elite has been explained by this societal 

transformation and this class set a new framework for the social hierarchy. The desire of the elite 

to stand out in their refinement did not disappear with the decline of the nobility and 

respectability continued to play an important part in the social demarcation of a group.22  Nor 

was the concept of public life something that weakened; on the contrary publicity came to be 

perceived as central to the ‘modern cultural phenomenon’23 that developed along with the 

bourgeoisie climbing the social ladder and becoming the new upper crust. With all of the above 

in mind, the time period is perfect for an analysis of workers’ opportunities to appear in public 

and the strategies they employed to negotiate for their right to this publicity. When old power 

structures started to dissolve and work was to be valued differently (due to both industrialization, 

professionalization and the developing class society), we are particularly motivated to investigate 

how publically active labourers positioned themselves within a world of respectability and 

emerging class structure. 

     For such an analysis, Georgian London serves as an excellent geographical location. The 

political, mercantile and densely populated character of the capital means this was an area where 

many different social categories met and interacted. Furthermore, the concentration of 

newspaper publications was particularly high in the city.24 This in combination with the great 

variation and flux of people meant a large number of papers reached a wide readership consisting 

of many different target groups. If one adds the aspect of a relatively free press climate and a 

public sphere available to a wide variety of people, it is even more understandable why an 

investigation of publicity and power relations within society would do very well to focus on 

London around the year 1800. 

     Another selection that has been made is that of a specific newspaper. There were many papers 

in circulation around the turn of the century, and The Times is only one of several candidates. The 

choice of this paper is easily motivated based on two factors; accessibility and character. First of 

all, the material is very easy to get hold of and browse through thanks to The Times Digital Archive. 

This archive is available through Gale Databases which is part of Cengage Learning, a company 

that describes themselves as a research tool providing its customers with digital solutions to the 

investigation of libraries and collections.25 Practically all issues printed from the paper’s 

instigation in 1785 up until the mid 1980s have been digitalized and are easy to go through, either 

                                                 
22 Huggins (2000), pp. 586-587; Smith (2002), pp. 24, 243-246; McKay (2009), p. 661. 
23 Salmon (1997), pp. 1-3. 
24 Black (1987), pp.14, 278. 
25 Cengage Learning, http://gale.cengage.co.uk/about-us.aspx, retrieved 29/1 2016. 
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through word search or browsing by date. The issues are digitalized in their entirety and easy to 

navigate thanks to a list of contents, in which the various sections of the paper are hyper-linked. 

Other newspapers from the same time period can also be found in online databases, however few 

are as extensive and easy to investigate as The Times. The second motive behind choosing this 

specific publication is that it had a general approach regarding what it chose to publish with the 

aim to reach as wide a readership as possible. Furthermore, in spite of the publisher’s declaration 

of its all-embracing nature, he does confess to having a certain preference to matters of trade and 

adverts in particular.26 For a work aiming to study the power structure between social groups 

through the public medium of the newspaper, such a publication in which people of various 

backgrounds and belongings were granted a place and connected to each other can hardly be 

surpassed in suitability. Adding to its advantages are the paper’s wide circulation and availability 

as well as the publisher’s explicit inclination towards the publication of advertisements, the 

channel through which regular labourers most easily gained access to the public sphere. 

     The choice to focus on advertisements in particular was influenced by the fact that their 

content was affected by both the personal wishes of the advertisers as well as the conventions 

around what made up a good character. Since the latter usually was dictated by the middling sorts 

and their values, both unemployed workers and the social elite can be said to have had a role in 

the production of the adverts. Therefore they serve as an excellent window into how social 

relations were manifested and negotiated between these two categories. There were many types 

of advertisements during this period, and only those published by individuals looking for a job, 

directing their insertion towards an employer, are included in the analysis. Adverts concerning 

fashionable products or personal services have not been taken into consideration, nor have 

insertions dealing with the letting and selling of houses or apartments, the management of 

schools and the informing of public meetings and events. They were spread out all over the 

paper, some of them being published on the first page while others were to be found on the back 

under the heading ‘Want Places’. Job adverts from both of these sections have been included in 

the analysis. Although it might prove fruitful to also analyse the adverts produced by the 

employers, they were not inserted by job applicants wishing to portray themselves as respectably 

as possible to social superiors. Therefore, they lack the dependant kind of relationship between 

employee and employer so central for this investigation, wherefore they have been left out. 

1.3.2 Difficulties and How to Address Them 

When using newspapers for research purposes there are a number of issues one has to consider 

depending on your purposes, such as veracity, censorship and bias. When it comes to job 

advertisements the applicants naturally wanted to be portrayed in a favourable light, and it is 

                                                 
26 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, pp. 1-2. 
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possible they exaggerated or even lied about certain characteristics. Most likely, easily confirmable 

information such as gender, marital status and the number of years you worked under your 

reference in the majority of the cases is correct. As for the degree to which they knew needle-

work, book-keeping or the French language, on the other hand, one has to be more careful in 

taking their accounts at face value. Nonetheless, for the purpose of this investigation the most 

important aspect is not whether they actually possessed the alleged talents or not, but the fact 

that they chose to say so. In other words, even if there is exaggeration and falsehood among the 

advertisers one can still capture the strategies they used to negotiate their position within the 

public sphere and reflect upon how respectability was achieved by them through these tactics. 

     A more relevant objection against the adverts is that from the material itself it is not clear who 

the author behind the insertion actually was. The text is always written in third person, referring 

to the applicant as he or she rather than I. This could be a stylistic phenomenon simply explained 

by the fact that it was the way you wrote when composing a text for a newspaper. However, 

browsing through the rest of the issues shows this was not a general praxis since the written 

contributions were produced in a wide variety of forms, ranging from official, well-structured 

political accounts and short news items without the mentioning of any real subject, to free-styled 

personal poems and direct letters to the reader or editor where there is a clear author. Still, 

adverts made up a particularity within the paper and were subject to their own literary style, and 

the issue of the lack of an active subject still remains. Another possible explanation is that the job 

applicant went to the office of the paper and had their account told orally to some sort of scribe 

or journalist, who thereafter made the effort of writing it down and publishing it. Such a process 

would mean that the applicant would not lie behind the production of the actual written account 

of their own character, which might obstruct an analysis of how the workers actively chose to 

portray themselves based on the language used in the adverts. 

     However, there is enough evidence to argue that the adverts function as a window into the 

minds of the applicants in reflecting how they actively chose to present their persons. Firstly, 

even if a scribe penned down the personal portrait this employee would not have known all the 

particularities surrounding the individual’s background. Thus it is an inevitability that the 

applicant him- or herself partook somehow in the production of the advert. Furthermore, the 

variation in length, content and phrasing of each item is reason to believe that the applicant was 

involved in the very wording of the report. One objection might be that this variation is the result 

of stylistic differences between several scribes. Although, since variations in expressions come in 

such a huge number of shapes, it is highly unlikely that would be the explanation. Rather, the 

reason behind some people claiming themselves to perfectly understand mantua-making, while 

others confess to only knowing something of that business should be that the individual 

applicants were involved in the production of their own written report. Whether they in the end 

stood for the actual writing themselves is not of great relevance, since it is clear they had to 
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participate in the choice of which personal traits to highlight and in which manner they would do 

so when looking for employment. We would benefit from recognizing that the publication was a 

joint effort between applicant and newspaper staff. The individual workers had to go to the office 

or send them an account of their characters on their own initiative, but they also needed the 

assistance of the newspaper team to be allowed access to the public room. Thus, the creation of 

these adverts should not be placed in the hands of either the workers or the newspaper but be 

perceived as something they both participated in and accomplished together. 

     This argument also demolishes the protest against the workers’ active participation based on 

the question of literacy; even if the applicants could not read and write themselves, they would 

have had to be involved in the publication of their adverts. Additionally, the fact that there also 

are adverts written by the employers in which they seek workers for vacant positions, as well as 

the high number of other, general pieces of information in the paper directed at the general 

public, indicates people outside the refined orders were expected to be able to read. There is 

always the possibility of them having had the paper read to them, but the fact that several 

applicants actually mentioned their ability to write strengthens the former conclusion. What is 

more, the high degree of literacy in early modern Europe and cities in particular has long been 

known to researchers, as has the increased demand for literature among both higher and lower 

social groupings. This research claims regular workers showed an interest in literary culture and 

were very much consumers of textual productions.27 There is no reason to believe the individuals 

applying for a job through the paper would have been exempt from this reading public. 

     Another issue of newspaper publication is that of censorship and editorial selection. 

According to Black’s investigation, the English press suffered little from government control and 

instead enjoyed a relatively high degree of freedom, especially in the 18th century. However, 

judging from the very same investigation, the number of both papers and adverts in them 

increased significantly during this period.28 This means that an inescapable selection had to be 

made by the editors. What this selection was based on unfortunately has been lost to us over 

time. It is difficult to draw any firm conclusions on editorial choices since the activity of the 

paper’s staff has left little trace in the historical archives. We know that adverts were paid for, but 

since both Black and Asquith point to a standard fee for every section within each paper, the 

theory that those who paid most were the ones who made it to publication does not suffice. 

Another one is that a selection was made based on which adverts the editor thought most fit and 

proper to enter the paper. What made an advert proper according to those in charge of 

publication is of course difficult to determine. It could have to do with market trends and public 

interest, i.e. editors published the adverts thought to sell most issues. It could also have to do 

with the notion of respectability and gentility, which would mean that those best adapted to the 

                                                 
27 Houston (1988), pp. 1, 137-145; Stephens (1990), pp. 546-48. 
28 Black (1987), pp. 52, 304. 
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common perception of what made up a decent worker and citizen were the ones who entered the 

paper. As is evident from the source analysis, terms of respectability and gentility were often used 

by the applicants in their adverts to make sure they were perceived as such, and therefore this 

explanation seems probable. 

     This conclusion is further buttressed by the editor of The Times himself. John Walter claimed 

he would show little restriction when it came to the insertion of adverts as he would act against 

his duty if he were to deny publication to those who had paid for it (provided that the advertiser 

did not speak in contradiction to ‘law and morality’29). Believing the publisher himself, it then 

seems as if censorship regarding adverts was not largely employed. Of course Walter could have 

said one thing and then done another, but this nevertheless tells us that there was a praxis 

meaning that as long as you paid the fee and stuck to the accepted discourse on honour, 

respectability and morality of the time period, the road to publication should have been fairly 

open. The ability to afford an advertisement and an understanding of the respectability discourse 

meant that self-promotion through adverts was more accessible to workers from some social 

categories than others. Still, it does not appear as if there were any objections on the publisher’s 

side to the inclusion of everyday labourers in his public medium, as long as they adhered to the 

accepted behaviour. Censorship should accordingly not have had a great influence on whether 

you were allowed to introduce your person to the public or not; rather, personal income would 

have been more likely to restrict you in this. Yet another aspect that speaks in favour of an open 

attitude towards the publication of adverts is the conclusion reached by Asquith and Walker that 

the revenue from adverts was vital to the financial stability and continued existence of the 

newspapers. With such a reality, it seems unlikely that publishers were to reject people prepared 

to pay for themselves, especially in the context of a liberal market economy developing in 

England around this time. 

     To sum up, there are many things to take into consideration when using newspapers and 

adverts in particular for research purposes. Indeed the content of papers was dictated by many 

factors, such as market forces, existing journalistic practices, censorship and the personal 

preferences of the editor. Likewise, the style of the adverts may have been very standardized and 

at first do not seem to leave much room for individual expression. However, as the discussion 

above argues, there is strong evidence that the applicants themselves were involved in the 

production of their items, and accordingly that a certain degree of individualism can be spotted 

between different adverts. Moreover, it is evident that those who chose to take the step into 

publicity and make use of the newspaper medium had an understanding of the concept of 

respectability and how to utilize this for their own purposes. Working from this assumption, that 

among the advertisers there was a strategic use of a relatively open road to publication, the 

                                                 
29 The Daily Universal Register, 1/1, p. 2. 



16 

chosen material has a lot of potential and is an excellent source for the purpose of investigating 

how social relationships were negotiated through the public press. 

1.3.3 The Structuring of a Vast and Diverse Material 

The methodological approach towards the material is instructed by the research questions leading 

up to the main purpose of the investigation. The aim to examine what public activity among 

labouring individuals can tell us about social relationships and power dynamics of late Georgian 

England, is reached through an analysis of who the advertisers were as a social group and how 

they made use of the discourse on respectability and publicity according to their own agenda. 

     The first step in such an analysis is to identify the individuals behind the advertisements. To 

do so, it is necessary to find certain markers of identity in the advertisers’ descriptions of 

themselves. After having analysed all of the 1,028 cases, it has become clear that the markers that 

stand out are gender, marital status and work experience. There are also other pieces of 

information included such as place of birth, level of education and physical appearance. 

However, these aspects are not as salient since they are much less often referred to by the 

advertisers and accordingly do not seem to have been considered very important by the general 

applicant when constructing his or her public image. Besides, to structure such a vast amount of 

material it has been necessary to make simplifications so that the presentation will be 

comprehensible, and the only aspects guiding the categorization will therefore be the three 

mentioned above. 

     The information gathered from this analysis helps answering the question of where to place 

the advertisers in the social hierarchy, i.e. to identify which social groups that were represented in 

the newspaper and visible participants of the public sphere. However, to fully position them 

within the social order, one also needs to take their professions into consideration since your 

occupation was another important factor determining your personal status. The findings from 

this enquiry function as the base for a second categorization of the material, the details of which 

are made clear in connection to the analysis of the material itself as the categories will be more 

comprehensible if discussed in relation to the presentation of the adverts. All that needs to be 

stated now is that occupational titles will be compiled into larger groups and the results from this 

inquiry put in relation to the findings from the question of personal characteristics, meaning that 

I look into how gender, marital status and work experience relate to certain occupational groups. 

    With the outcomes of the questions of who the advertisers were as individuals as well as which 

occupations they applied for, their social status can be pinned down, which then serves as a point 

of departure in the discussion of how they negotiated their position within the public sphere 

through the use of the respectability discourse. The third step in the analysis thus consists of an 

examination of the strategies employed by the applicants to fit into the respectable state, which is 
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done through a linguistic analysis of the adverts. As words were the tool at hand for these 

individuals to gain access to the public sphere, words were also the means through which they 

could create an air of respectability around their characters. The vocabulary of a time period is 

very much a reflection of the shared concepts that dominated an epoch30, and therefore an 

analysis of the words and phrases used by the advertisers serves as a window into the notions that 

dictated social life and human relationships. Hence, this investigation rests on the same 

fundaments as discourse analyses and conceptual history in seeing language as a key factor in 

detecting the social reality of a time period and in its understanding of how individuals positioned 

themselves in relation to the world around them through linguistic practices. 

     In the final part of the analysis focus is thus on vocabulary and the findings from the first two 

questions are related to those of the third one. In other words, this study examines which 

categories of individuals (based on gender, marital status, work experience and occupational title) 

used which strategies (linguistic, discursive codes) to negotiate for their character within the 

public room. Thereafter, a comparison between various groups is performed to evaluate whether 

certain categories of advertisers used different strategies and perhaps had better opportunities to 

bargain for their respectability and employability. More precisely, the investigation looks at if for 

example men seeking employment within the public offices faced different obstacles and used 

different strategies when arguing for their own character, compared to young, inexperienced 

women applying for domestic work. The matter of how the individuals spotted in the material 

negotiated their position within the context of publicity and respectability is then brought to a 

higher level in a discussion of whether the publication of these adverts indicates a self-

empowerment among the individuals behind them, or if they through the reproduction of the 

already defined framework of respectability rather led to the consolidation of existing power 

relationships. 

 

1.4 Language as a window into social realities 

The theoretical standpoint of this investigation is consequently very much in line with those 

researchers who side with the kind of historical writing referred to as the linguistic turn. At the core 

of this theory is the understanding that language is central to the human experience of the world, 

since it only is through language that we report and think about the events around us. Language 

and the concepts it is an expression of are thus imbedded in the historical contexts in which they 

emerged, and therefore vocabulary and social realities cannot be understood separately from one 

another. Even though written and spoken words are the linguistic features that first come to 

mind when thinking about language, symbols and images are also part of a time period’s 

                                                 
30 Boettcher (2005), pp. 76-77; Lafont (1999), pp. x in Preface. 
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vocabulary and can be taken into consideration in linguistic analyses of larger concepts.31 

Language is in turn influenced by culturally constructed thought patterns, discourses, which 

function as a determining agent in how individuals perceive society and behave in it. The 

discourse affects how people speak and think of events and consecutively which values they 

adopt. The discourse thereby also dictates what is considered appropriate and inappropriate, and 

through demarcating what is wrong it plays a part in the creation of structural power 

relationships in society. As a result, language cannot be said to merely reflect events; rather it 

generates them since it is the chief constructing force in how humans understand and position 

themselves in the world around them. In fact, according to linguistic theorists, language is such a 

fundamental pillar in an individual’s perception of the world that the self is seen as an object only 

to be understood in relation to the leading discourse.32 

     Since historical sources often (as is the case with the adverts) are created through language, 

they are highly shaped by the prevailing discourse. Texts can therefore be said to serve as a 

window into the social reality, cultural ideas and dominating concepts of a time period. Theorists 

of the linguistic turn do not see texts as separated from context since what is written or 

symbolically produced (rituals and artefacts are also understood as a sort of ‘text’ to be read) is 

influenced by the historical circumstances permeating the text’s moment of birth. The entire 

world is built upon discursive articulations and can therefore be said to function as a text in itself 

to be both read and ‘written’. Accordingly, the linguistic turn offers an approach towards source 

material that does not focus solely on aspects such as objectivity and bias. Rather, instead of 

concentrating on the intentions and purpose of the author, it looks at the larger social structures 

that helped shape the material. With such an approach, the individual tends to get out of focus 

for the benefit of structural forces, an aspect of the linguistic turn that has been heavily criticized. 

However, it is important to recall that a linguistic approach does not necessarily deny the agency 

of individuals entirely, but maintains that their actions and choices to a large extent are influenced 

by culturally constructed codes regarding what is seen as socially accepted behaviour.33 

     With this theoretical line as the starting point, one can assume that the linguistic content of 

the advertisements is heavily influenced by the discourses dominating public life in early 19th 

century England. A close analysis of the words and phrases used by the advertisers thus reveals 

something of how these individuals viewed the world and which values that were held high in 

society back then. The adverts were created through an interaction between unemployed workers 

and their socially superior employers, and the language that was used in this communication 

reveals which concepts and power relations that were made manifest through their publication as 

well as what was considered appropriate when promoting your person in public and how you 

                                                 
31 Boettcher (2005), pp. 76-77; Müller (2014), pp. 76, 85. 
32 Boettcher (2005), pp. 72-78. 
33 Boettcher (2005), pp. 74-78, 86-87; Clark (2009), pp. 131, 134-135. 
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positioned yourself in relation to those above you. Hence, we have a lot more to learn from the 

vocabulary of the advertisers than their gender, age, personal preferences and working skills. In 

short, the language of these public insertions is an opening into how the discourse of 

respectability and publicity influenced the social relationships dictating the reality of London 

labourers around the turn of the century. 

1.4.1 Language and the Construction of Social Order 

The inclination towards language as a source for historical information means a number of 

sources have been turned to with new eyes. One influential researcher who has joined those in 

favour of linguistic analyses is Peter Burke. He in particular discusses how images, symbols and 

language can provide us with information about the social stratification of past societies. He sees 

society as an organic construction and therefore avoids strict classifications of individuals into 

social categories such as classes or estates. Such concepts are anachronistic, ‘false friends’ that 

create a misleading image of a complex reality. Instead, order is something that is constantly 

being constructed by the activities of all social groups and the way to reach this construction is to 

analyse language and symbols used and produced by the implicated individuals. In Burke’s own 

words, language ‘creates the social reality it purports to describe’. Thus, to capture the real, 

contemporary models of social identities and relations, Burke asserts we need to study the 

vocabulary of the time period. With such a methodological approach, he highlights the 

importance of looking at both the consciousness within the orders about the social structure as 

well as their contributions to it.34 This is precisely what I aim to do; to identify the advertisers and 

investigate how they as a social group had an awareness of the importance of language for the 

creation of order. It is true their vocabulary was dictated by larger frameworks and discourses, 

but still the variation in terms and phrases mentioned above reveals there was a consciousness 

behind the choice of words. These individuals were attentive to how language could be used as a 

tool to negotiate their respectable state as well as their place within the public order. How this 

was done exactly is discussed in the latter part of the analysis. 

     It is important to understand the process of negotiation between the advertisers and the 

authoritarian groups dictating the standards of public life. Power operates in many ways through 

complex hierarchies based on aspects such as gender, age, status and class (although I would 

prefer not to use this controversial and in many respects anachronistic term for the period of my 

investigation). What is more, it is constantly re-negotiated between several groups within both the 

elite and the wider population and cannot be described as a simple dichotomy of 

dominant/subordinated. This is the view Michael Braddick and John Walter take in their work on 

order, hierarchy and subordination in early modern Europe. They maintain that social order 
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merely is a theoretical construction; if we are to get to the heart of the stratification of people we 

need to look at behaviour such as rituals, ideology, texts and vocabulary. What is seen as 

legitimate is thus a collective notion informed by a set of ideas of how to behave – in other 

words a discourse – and this is in turn expressed through language. How much power you 

possess in terms of influence and status is very much dependent on how well you manoeuvre the 

existing vocabulary. So, in line with what Burke claims, language is a key to the analysis of order 

and social relations. Interpersonal relationships on a daily basis are much more important than 

political constitutions in the realization of actual power relationships. To capture how social 

order was created and experienced through complex everyday interactions, micro-sociological 

studies with focus on the active linguistic choices are therefore a necessity.35 

     This investigation aims to exemplify this in being an analysis of how local groups in a vibrant 

city actively made use of the vocabulary to create an air of legitimacy around themselves and 

negotiate their position within the social order. With the theories of Burke, Braddick and Walter 

as a basis, the adverts can be treated as a window into how power relationships were constantly 

re-negotiated through everyday activities and linguistic practices. Braddick and Walter are careful, 

though, to accentuate that it was the terms of the advertisers’ subordination rather than the 

subordinate state itself that was under negotiation.36 Still we have to acknowledge that through 

language people possessed an opportunity to bargain for their position and possibly improve it, 

as is evident from the source material of this investigation. Furthermore, we cannot deny the 

structural changes that took place around the turn of the century when the early modern world 

slowly began to dissolve. In this context, an analysis of how free or restricted people were in the 

linguistic negotiation of their subordination, as well as what this negotiation eventually led to 

regarding larger power structures, becomes highly motivated. Whether the advertisers managed 

to win some social standing and enjoy a degree of self-assertion towards their superiors, or if 

their efforts rather ended in a continued subordinate position remains to be seen. 

 

1.5 The Concept of Respectability and Social Status 

When appearing in public, humans are more than well aware of how they are perceived by the 

people around them. To give off a favourable impression, individuals carefully consider how to 

best behave and express themselves to communicate an image of them as correct and decent 

persons. In the vocabulary of the sociologist Erving Goffman, the entire social existence can be 

seen as a stage on which all individuals play a part carrying a social mask, a constructed version of 

yourself that you constantly struggle to maintain and impart to others. The appearance of this 

mask is very much influenced by the conventions of how to behave appropriately to achieve the 
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aim of being well-received; in other words, decisions on how to compose your public image is 

shaped by the dominating discourse. According to communal notions and values, you choose to 

highlight certain features of your character and hide others. Your personal façade is in turn read 

and interpreted by people around you, and depending on who you interact with the image you 

display may differ. Alas, your external person is fragile and may easily be shattered or misread, 

which is why people spend a lot of energy to make sure their public representation is constantly 

upheld.37 Seen from this perspective, the human existence can be described as an endless 

performance instructed by structural notions on how to act in a public context. 

     This is applicable to any society regardless of time period. Thus, the act of social performance 

was as relevant for the citizens of late 18th and early 19th century London as it was when Goffman 

published his work in 1959 and still is for us today. During the time period of the study at hand, 

one vital social concept that shaped ideal public performance was that of respectability.38 

Woodruff Smith approaches this phenomenon and describes it as something that emerged during 

the 18th century and came to have a large influence on how interpersonal relationships and status 

were manifested during that century and the next. At the core of his study is representative publicity, 

by which he means that a part of our social experience as humans is a constant need to present 

our persons and build up a sense of status in front of other individuals (much like Goffman’s 

concept of masks and social performance). He joins the postmodern view on culture as 

‘something that is continually constructed rather than simply given’ and focuses on how the 

concept of respectability was something that had to be created and regularly maintained by those 

wishing to fit into its framework. This is something he means separates respectability from the 

much older concept of gentility; while the latter was granted to you through birth and did not 

need to be maintained through a certain behaviour, respectability could be earned by practically 

anyone regardless of their decent as long as they acted in accordance with communally accepted 

notions on how to best display your good character, moral standards and unquestionable. One 

could be born a gentleman and remain one without necessarily displaying a good character, but to 

be esteemed and seen as respectable you had to acquire and demonstrate skills such as 

moderation, industry and honour. Through this behaviour, you gained a status that served both 

as a ground for deference from social inferiors as well as a foundation for trust from peers and 

superiors. These values circulated and influenced social life during the entire 1700s but truly got 

cemented into its own concept around the turn of the century and came to heavily influence 

interpersonal relationships of the Georgian and Victorian periods.39 

     The ambition of portraying yourself as respectable was to strengthen the position you held in 

relation to those around you, in short to improve your social status. So far this term has been 
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inserted rather routinely without any real precision, and therefore a few sentences should be 

spent on this investigation’s understanding of the concept. One pioneer on the theory of social 

status is Ralph Linton and his work from the 1930’s still is of assistance in discussions of 

interpersonal relationships. He defines status as an individual’s ‘position with relation to the total 

society’. Status is dynamic and shifts between both individuals and situations, and the concept 

one refers to when talking about ‘the status’ of a person is a compilation of all the different 

statuses he or she possesses in various situations. Furthermore, the issue of social standing is 

culturally constructed and only becomes relevant in relation to other humans within the 

framework of civilisation. In Linton’s theory, there is a difference between ascribed and achieved 

status with the former being a social position that is given to you and fostered from birth in line 

with social expectations, while the latter is something you can earn through merits. Social order is 

mainly dictated by ascribed status, which is decided by aspects like gender, age, marital status, 

family relationships, occupation, inclusion in social units and birth into specific social groups. 

While it is possible to transcend social boundaries and earn a higher status, especially in times of 

new or transforming social conditions, most individuals’ existence has always been and continues 

to be dictated by these features.40 

     The issue of social distinction has also been approached by the notorious sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu, whose elaborations on older theories have been very influential in how we speak of 

interpersonal relationships, class structures and human behaviour. Elliot B. Weininger has 

approached Bourdieu’s view on status specifically, and concludes he sees it as a certain degree of 

standing determined by how well you imitate the lifestyle of the dominating social category. 

Around the time of the analysed advertitements, the bourgeois, respectable lifestyle was the most 

esteemed one and consequently set the standard for how to behave in a prestigious way.41 

Accordingly, the closer a group’s actions and perceptions were to those of the bourgeoisie, the 

higher their status was. Similar to Linton and Goffman, Bourdieu treats social boundaries as 

man-made and continuously constructed through an ongoing manifestation of social practices. 

These practices are, according to Bourdieu, essential for the maintenance as well as 

transformation of social structures.42 

     Translated to the context of this investigation, the advertisers’ ascribed status was very much 

determined by facets given to them at birth and fostered by prevailing social structures. The 

practice of publishing self-promoting advertisements to achieve a more respectable state similar 

to that of the bourgeoisie and accordingly gain higher status, however, makes one question 
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whether the job applicants did not also make an attempt to improve their position within the 

hierarchy through earning what Linton calls achievable status. Furthermore, as suggested by 

Linton himself, such an analysis is even more motivated for an investigation focusing on the turn 

of the 18th century, since periods of change and the demolition of old structures made individuals 

particularly perceptible to achievable status.43 Hence, this examination looks closer at regular 

workers’ actions for the improvement of their social position and aims to prove that the issue of 

self-image and status was as relevant for people of lower standing as it was for the socially 

superior bourgeoisie. Working from this, it is moreover possible to discuss whether the actions of 

the advertisers led to the maintenance or transformation of the social order, to use the 

terminology of Bourdeiu. 

     Both Bourdieu and Smith see consumption as crucial in the creation of status and 

differentiation between upper and lower orders. Returning to Smith, his point of departure is that 

the acquisition of certain fashionable items and commodities was a tool for achieving a sense of 

social distinction, especially for the gentility whose identity largely depended on this demarcation. 

Through consuming products such as tea, sugar, coffee and fashion with some moderation, as 

well as enjoying services like theatre visits and strolls through the public parks, one displayed a 

sense of good taste, refinement, moral standing, self-regulation, good health and personal status – 

all central virtues of the time period. Thus, commodities had a function beyond the material 

aspect of the products, they were imbedded with meanings that helped both create and maintain 

social order. According to Smith, it was very much thanks to this consumption behaviour and 

contemporary notions on the connection between consuming certain goods and developing a 

good, reputable and virtuous character that the context of respectability could emerge.44 

     Smith goes as far as describing the moral qualities and virtues imbedded in the respectability 

concept as vital criteria for participation within the public sphere since it was a way of saying 

what belonged in this communal room and what did not. It was there that all aspects of 

respectability were articulated and connected, and if you did not possess the skill of making 

yourself appear respectable or to effectively include yourself in the conversations within this 

room, you would have been excluded from it. There were several ways to acquire these skills, and 

Smith maintains that thanks to its focus on constant performance of features that could be 

learned, respectability (as opposed to gentility) was something that was accessible to individuals 

of practically all social belongings, with the exception of the ones furthest down the hierarchical 

ladder. One could be a respectable servant, carpenter, merchant, housewife, daughter, 

government official and nobleman since all of these could display themselves as virtuous, worthy 

people. However, Smith sometimes argues in a somewhat contradictory manner. While he claims 
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that in theory, a respectable state was achievable by ‘almost anyone of any class’45, he at the same 

time emphasizes that ‘a significant part of the population was excluded from the pool of people 

that could conform to the public aspects of respectable behavior’46. For example, women were 

seen as virtuous and respectable if they adhered to the role of the good mother and housewife, 

and were not deemed correct or reputable if active in public. Thus, respectable publicity was 

something that according to this standpoint would have been unattainable for most females. 

Likewise, Smith stresses that the adoption of respectability as a mode of thinking and behaving 

very much was what defined the bourgeoisie. Even though respectability in theory was something 

everyone could achieve, he still describes it as created by and more relevant to the middling sorts 

and sees it as directly connected to their consumption behaviour and lifestyle.47 

     With the adverts as a basis, it is my ambition to bring the question of respectability one step 

further than Smith. First of all, I question whether the creation of a respectable character was 

something that mainly defined the behaviour of the middling sorts. As a part of this investigation 

is to identify the exact social constitution of the advertisers, too much cannot be said about them 

as a social category at this stage, but we already know that the adverts were inserted by the 

everyday labourers of London rather than the gentility. Furthermore, Smith’s statement that the 

only road to respectability for women was to be found within the household should be put under 

scrutiny, given that women could use the paper as a medium to advertise themselves as decent 

workers. Thirdly, I also question that consumption was the only way to reach a respectable state. 

While Smith sees tea, coffee, sugar and fashionable items as the way to display a virtuous, 

respectable person of good morals, this investigation looks at if linguistic strategies could be used 

to achieve the same. Accordingly, I share the cornerstone of his theory that a good, respectable 

character was something that had to be constantly manifested and that people themselves were 

very active in the creation of their public image, but I differ in my focus on the social categories 

that made use of the concept of public respectability as well as the strategies they employed when 

doing so. 

     Not only is the aspect of respectability made relevant through the public nature of the press; 

the fact that the advertisements concerned employment made it even more pertinent to adhere to 

a reputable discourse. Towards the latter part of the 18th century and throughout the next, an 

institutionalization and reorganization of occupations occurred. This process, referred to by 

researchers as professionalization, meant professions became more distinct, well-structured and 

qualified. This in turn led to some professionals enjoying improved standards, higher self-regard 

and a superior reputation. Central to this raised status was the concept of respectability with its 

features such as sobriety, responsibility, industry, trustworthiness and self-control constituting the 
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ideal employee. Hence, professional competence became a virtue and respectability was the 

framework within which a better occupational status was built.48 

     When Smith turns to this discussion of respectability in relation to occupations he focuses on 

relatively skilled professions such as doctors and lawyers. Again, he turns his attention towards a 

group rather high up the social hierarchy. Nonetheless, the ambition to appear as distinguished, 

ideal workers should have been as tangible among domestic servants and shop assistants as it 

apparently was among more qualified professions. In fact, there is research supporting this view. 

In her work Women in Business, Nicola Phillips examines the reality of trading women (mainly 

within the millinery line) in early modern England and tells of both the obstacles and 

opportunities they met in their doings. Law, personal networking and insurances are a few issues 

she tackles, but of more interest to this investigation is her chapter on the women’s use of 

advertisements in 18th century London. Her approach towards the practice of advertising is to 

view it as an ‘imagined community of trade’ in which women constituted an accepted and well-

integrated minority. This practice meant you engaged with public print culture and thus 

constructed a place for yourself within the ‘eighteenth-century public sphere’. Exposing yourself 

in such a public medium in order to conduct business could also be seen as something vulgar and 

incompatible with the concept of politeness. Accordingly, to maintain an honourable and 

respectable character, it was important to adjust your actions so that you fit into this discourse. 

This was particularly problematic for women, whose virtuous character, based very much upon 

sexual honour, was fairly incompatible with a life exposed to the public where she interacted with 

men without any supervision and possibly neglected the duties of a housewife.49 

     Among her advertisers Phillips thus sees a need to conform to existing customs regarding 

how to promote your business respectably as well as the obstacles working women faced when 

trying to do so. With her investigation, she manages to prove that male labourers had to share the 

public space in both newspapers and the city streets with working women equally attentive to 

their respectable character. Accordingly, one can assume that the advertising men and women of 

The Times also felt a need to develop strategies to conform to the discourse on respectable 

publicity when presenting themselves as desirable employees. Phillips does point to some simple 

yet forceful strategies of the advertising women, such as presenting themselves as humble females 

demanding little or no salary, or emphasising that their business activity simply meant they made 

use of their personal accomplishments in the best possible way.50 Which strategies the advertisers 

of The Times used to present themselves as respectable, good workers remains to be ascertained, 

and Phillips teaches us that such an undertaking is just as relevant for workers of lower 

professions and female gender as it is for Smith’s more qualified, male middle class occupations. 
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2. A WEB OF SOCIAL IDENTITIES 

Around the turn of the century, few European cities were as vibrant as London. It was the capital 

of an industrializing, commercial and increasingly imperialistic nation and housed the largest 

population in Europe, if not the world. Through its convenient position along the Thames, it 

served as England’s port where local products met foreign exotics and thus joined together the 

two colossal networks of domestic and over-seas trade. As a result, it was the centre of ship-

building as well as banking and insurance. The intellectual climate was coloured by a sense of 

religious and political tolerance and a press that did not suffer much from censorship or other 

restrictions. In this city people of all sorts and backgrounds lived and worked side by side, 

making it a true melting pot as well as the hub of social life. During the investigated period, it was 

subject to both industrialization and modernization, the latter being a process heavily assisted by 

the city’s wealth and size. As the country’s heart of innovation, fashion and commerce it can also 

be dubbed the centre of luxury and consumption with a wide range of individuals – high and low 

– turning to the boutiques and workshops to find the latest products to spend their money on. In 

many respects, all of these features made late Hanoverian London a unique spot, both in 

comparison to other metropoles and earlier phases of her own existence.51 

     There is plenty of research on how a social differentiation dictated the existence of the 

thousands of individuals inhabiting this lively city. Even though people of different social 

standing would have met on the streets, these investigations claim there were clear structures 

separating them from each other. One such survey is Hannah Grieg’s article with the telling title 

‘All Together and All Distinct’, in which she describes how activities such as visits to the pleasure 

gardens, coffeehouses, theatres and masquerades helped demarcate the genteel middling sorts 

from other social categories. Her main line of argument is that social distinction was not 

something of natural existence but had to be constantly performed and created through a certain 

culturally decided behaviour. This differentiation could also be achieved through fashion since 

there were sumptuary laws dictating which social groups that could wear which types of clothing, 

as well as through the possession of certain material objects whose meaning beyond the pure 

materiality delineated your social status. In her investigation of the social elite of the small 

Swedish town Arboga, Gudrun Andersson for example looks at the material possessions of this 

social group and how they manifested their superior state through a display of these items. This 

display could be done in places such as the square, church, harbour or markets, in other words 

public locations were many people met and were in a position to see each other’s prosperity and 

                                                 
51 Sheppard & Rudé (1971), pp. ix-xi in Introduction; Inwood (1998), pp. 330-331. 



27 

refinement.52 Consumption and the public demonstration of what you had purchased was thus a 

well-established way to achieve social differentiation, which we also learned from Smith’s 

account. Some researchers have furthermore ascertained that with the industrialized, capitalist 

class society of the rising bourgeoisie, men and women were more rigidly separated between a 

public, business-oriented and an opposite private, domestic sphere. While men had the 

opportunity to make a name of themselves in public, women were more bound to the tasks and 

duties of a good daughter and housewife. She was to nurture her domestic virtues and although 

she was acknowledged an important role in the shaping of the nation’s morals as the virtuous 

mother, she was to keep her actions within the four walls of the home.53 The separation of the 

sexes has even been described as ‘one of the fundamental organizing characteristics of middle 

class society in late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century England’.54 

     However, there are researchers who challenge the perception of a strict separation of 

individuals. For example, Amanda Vickery strongly opposes the theory that women were 

excluded from public life and manages to show that at least gentlewomen had several 

opportunities to dedicate themselves to plenty of activities outside the house. Furthermore 

Burke, Braddick and Walter claim that the concept of social order is complicated since we cannot 

talk of a strict dichotomy between dominant and subordinate classes; instead power was very 

much negotiated and existed in several forms and at many levels within the social hierarchy.55 

     This investigation sides with the assumption of the latter standpoint. Looking at the source 

material, the job advertisements published in The Times clearly support the image of 18th century 

London as a pluralistic universe. Among the advertisers there are men and women of most ages, 

backgrounds and abilities. They describe themselves as young, middle-aged, married, single, new 

to the business, well-experienced, of liberal education, with a good hand-writing, from the 

country, with a perfect understanding of accounts, gardening or needle-work – just to mention a 

few examples. It is not my intention to deny the social segregation described above or that it 

affected the lives of these individuals – of course it did. Rather, my point of view is that the 

adverts and the variation found in them, which is presented in the following sections, sustain the 

view that individuals of various social positions did not live apart but very much worked within 

the same space. As will be clear from the presentation of the material, servants and government 

officials as well as men and women operated side by side within the public press. Whether they 

did so on equal terms is subject for discussion later on in the analysis, however at this point it is 

possible to conclude that even though there might have been distinctions between the various 
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categories of advertisers, they were not subject to a strict segregation based on assumptions of 

firm dichotomies between gendered and class-specific spheres, even if these features naturally 

mattered to some extent. The subsequent part of the analysis therefore looks at the details 

regarding the categorization of the advertisers. Through an initial analysis of the advertisers’ 

identities we understand more of which social categories that can be assigned an active role 

within the public sphere. This is a vital first step before the discussion on how power relations 

were manifested and negotiated through the linguistic codes apparent in the self-promotions, a 

methodology much in line with the already mentioned theories on how order and power were 

created and bargained for through language. 

2.1 Gender 

One very basic approach to the material is to make an initial division between men and women. 

Most individuals behind the 1,028 advertisements published from January until June in 1800 

choose to state their gender. In total, there are 504 male and 427 female advertisers, and even 

though there is a slight male predomination there is not a huge numerical difference between the 

amount of men and women who chose to apply for jobs through the public paper. In addition to 

these, there are 97 advertisements in which no gender at all is specified, although in most of these 

cases it is possible to deduce whether the applicant is a man or a woman depending on the type 

of occupation they apply for. However, for the sake of adhering to a strict organization of the 

material, these advertisements are still treated as a category of their own. In the table below, the 

numbers are presented in relation to each other in both absolute and relative numbers. 

 

Table 1. The number of male, female and unspecified advertisers in The Times, January-June 1800 (N and 

%) 

Men Women Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

504 (49%) 427 (41.5%) 97 (9.5%) 1,028 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

The numbers in Table 1 represent the material in its entirety. However, as has been stated, the 

analysed advertisements are found in two different sections of the paper. Some of them are 

spread out all over the first page while others are published on the last page under the heading 

‘Want Places’. A closer examination of this division reveals that there is a difference between the 

sections in terms of both number, gender and type of work. First of all, the number of adverts 

published on the first page is much smaller than those found in the latter section of the paper – 

411 compared to 617. Secondly, there is a striking difference in the relation between men and 



29 

women in the two sections. Among the adverts published on the first page, 250 had male 

instigators while only 80 were published by women. The total number of unspecified adverts is 

81, which means they occurred in larger quantity than applicants stating a female gender. The 

latter section, on the other hand, has 254 adverts published by men and 347 by women. Here the 

unspecified ones reach a meagre number of 16. Thus, the situation is reversed with a clear female 

predominance, even if the difference between the categories is not as drastic as in the first 

section. Table 2 and 3 present these results. 

 

Table 2. The number of male, female and unspecified advertisers found on the first page of The Times, 

January-June 1800 (N and %) 

Men Women Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

250 (61%) 80 (19.5%) 81 (19.5%) 411 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

 

Table 3. The number of male, female and unspecified advertisers found on the last page of The Times, January-

June 1800 (N and %) 

Men Women Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

254 (41%) 347 (56%) 16 (3%) 617 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

It is fascinating that the division between men and women vary so much between the three 

tables. In total, there are more men than women inserting advertisements. On the first page of 

the publication, on the other hand, there is a striking male domination, while the latter section 

instead shows a female majority. The reasons behind this are of course hard to find since there is 

no material preserved that informs us of how the choice of where to put an advert was made. 

However, there are two explanations that seem reasonable. Firstly, according to Ivon Asquith’s 

account of advertising practices in The Morning Chronicle around the turn of the century, the price 

charged for inserting a publication on the first page was higher than anywhere else in the paper.56 

Even though there is no written evidence for it, it is not unlikely that the same thing can be said 

about The Times given the similar nature between these two morning publications. If so, one can 

conclude that the individuals behind advertisements published on the first page of the paper had 

more money that they were willing to spend on what must have been perceived as a more 

prominent place in the paper given the fact that they were among the first things you saw when 
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getting hold of the issue, as well as that the front page usually was covered with important, 

noteworthy news reports. Considering the financial inequality between working men and women 

and the sometimes discriminating attitude towards the latter in this time period57, it only seems 

natural that in general men had more resources to invest in their public self-promotion. 

     The second explanation has to do with the nature of the work presented in the adverts. The 

occupations that the advertisers in the first section of the paper apply for is mainly of a public 

nature, while the advertisements found in the latter heavily represent domestic professions. What 

is understood as public work are for example clerks, book-keepers, secretaries, holders of 

governmental offices, merchants, apothecaries, clergymen, school teachers, bankers and 

warehousemen, while professions such as servants, cooks, gardeners, governesses, game-keepers, 

bailiffs and valets fall under the definition of domestic positions (for a full account of all 

occupations found in the material, see Appendix 2). Among the adverts found on the first page 

of the issues, 323 (79%) can be identified as public occupations while 88 (21%) belong to the 

domestic category. Regarding the adverts found later on in the paper, the opposite is true with a 

striking number of 558 adverts (90%) being classified as domestic work and only 59 (10%) as 

public. 

 

Table 4. A presentation of the number of advertisements categorized as public and domestic work respectively 

found in The Times, January-June 1800 (N and %) 

 Public work Domestic work TOTAL (N) 

First page in 
the paper 

323 (79%) 88 (21%) 411 

Last page in 
the paper 

59 (10%) 558 (90%) 617 

TOTAL  382 (37%) 646 (63%) 1,028 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

With such a domination of public work on the first page-section, it is not very surprising that the 

majority of the advertisers found here are men. Likewise, it is not unexpected that a section 

dominated by domestic work mainly display female advertisers, since house service was seen as 

an important educative step in the formation of young females into proficient housewives.58 

What is more noteworthy, on the other hand, is the fact that so many women used the public 

press to find these positions. The move towards the bourgeois society of the 19th century has 

traditionally been connected to a more rigid division between a public male and domestic female 
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sphere, where women were more confined to life within the household while the public domain 

more and more came to have a male hallmark. It is however true that lately some historians have 

started to challenge this assumption. One such example is Amanda Vickery, who in The 

Gentleman’s Daughter: Women’s Lives in Georgian England accounts for the many opportunities 

gentlewomen had to participate in public life. She is careful to make a distinction between male 

and female activity and do not claim they were on equal terms, however she states that the 

women of her study were far from confined to the homes of their fathers, brothers and 

husbands. In their leisure time they frequently enjoyed visits to the theatres, parks, concert halls, 

libraries, daytime lectures and any of the assembly rooms. They were furthermore important 

consumers of fashionable goods and services, had intellectual discussions in debating societies, 

led public charity work and spent time reading books and writing letters, thus contributing to the 

literary culture of the period.59 

     While Vickery’s conclusions are convincing, they mainly concern those individuals she calls 

‘gentlewomen’, females belonging to the middling sorts. This examination, on the other hand, 

focuses on working women not included in that social category. Even though housemaids, cooks, 

nurses, shop women and governesses did not primarily enter the public sphere in the same way 

as the women of Vickery’s investigation, the advertisements in The Times prove they still managed 

to gain access to this public room somehow. Accordingly, the results from this investigation 

provide further support to the view that women indeed partook in the public sphere in one way 

or another, both in constituting a part of the out-of-house working population as well as through 

applying for these jobs through the use of a public medium. In line with what Vickery claims 

regarding the gentlewomen, one cannot say that female advertisers entered this sphere on the 

same terms as their male counterparts did. Still, nor can one deny the fact that there does not 

seem to have been an aversion towards women using the paper as a medium to express 

themselves, in particular when looking at the numbers from Table 3 in which female advertisers 

even were more numerous than male ones. Thus, when analysing the identity of the workers 

behind the advertisements published in The Times, there is a number of individuals outside the 

group of the middling sorts who still managed to partake in the world of publicity. Among these 

individuals there were a number of working men, but, more remarkably, also a significant number 

of working women asserting themselves in public through the same medium. 

     A gender analysis of the advertisements accordingly reveals that both sexes were well-

represented in the material, even if there is a difference regarding where female and male 

advertisers were to be found in the paper. With gender being such a major part of your self-
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identification, especially in a time when it was determinative of so many aspects surrounding your 

social status, it is not a wonder one of the first things you mentioned in a self-presentation was 

whether you were a man or a woman. However, there is still a significant number of advertisers 

who do not state any gender at all. In most of these cases one can still determine the gender by 

looking at the type of work the person applies for; positions such as government officials, clerks 

and book-keepers heavily indicate the advertiser was male, while applications for the positions of 

housekeepers, lady’s maids and cooks rather hint at a female instigator (although there are a few 

examples of male cooks in the material60). Still, we need to remember that about one in every ten 

of the advertisers chose not to explicitly state their gender while so many decided to do so. 

Accordingly, even if gender indeed seems to have been deemed an important aspect when 

presenting your person in public, it does not appear to have been the most essential feature. The 

advertisers rarely describe themselves as merely men and women, but usually add some emotive 

words and phrases such as ‘respectable woman’, ‘steady, sober man’ and so on. Thus, your gender 

may have been a vital part of your personal character but was far from enough to create the aura 

of decency and propriety around you needed to fit into the otherwise so bourgeois public sphere. 

The main thing to bring from this discussion therefore is that both men and women were granted 

access to the public room and that elements of respectability were not only a male concern but in 

fact were of relevance to many a woman as well. This is a remarkable contrast to the theory of 

Woodruff Smith, who claims that female respectability could not be achieved if they were acting 

as ‘direct participants in the public sphere’ but very much rested upon them staying within the 

household and adhering to their domestic duties.61 The advertisements contain numerous 

examples of women who can be considered as direct participants in the public sphere, and as is 

true for their male counterparts, they very much used the language of respectability in their 

attempt to fit into that concept. Whether men and women applied different linguistic strategies to 

do this, however, is still unknown and therefore serves as the topic for a later section of the 

analysis. 

2.2 Marital Status 

So far the men and women found in the material have been distinguished. However, when 

working with such a vast number of advertisers, it is important to bear in mind that there are 

women and then there are women; in other words that the male and female applicants were not 

two uniform social groups but carried many internal differences between them. One such is their 

                                                 
60 See for example The Times, 5/3, p. 4. 
61 Smith (2002), p. 220. 
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marital status. Among the advertisers, there are married, single and widowed men and women. 

However, this aspect does not seem to have been deemed very relevant to individuals applying 

for jobs through a public medium in early 19th century London since most advertisers choose to 

not mention any marital status at all. In fact, only 98 out of the 1,028 specimens state whether 

they were single or married (see Table 5). Again there is a noteworthy difference depending on 

the type of work and placement of the advert – the public, male-dominated front page adverts 

tend to mention marital status less often than the adverts found under the section ‘Want Places’ 

(see Table 6). 

 

Table 5. The marital status of individuals placing job advertisements in The Times, January-June 1800 (N 

and %) 

Married Single Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

49 (5%) 49 (5%) 930 (90%) 1,028 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

Table 6. The marital status of individuals placing job advertisements in The Times, January-June 1800, 

divided between the two sections of the paper (N and %) 

 Married Single Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

First page 
in the 
paper 

7 (1.7%) 6 (1.5%) 398 (96.8%) 411 

Last page 
in the 
paper 

42 (6.8%) 43 (7%) 532 (86.2%) 617 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

For most people then, marital status does not seem to have been a paramount feature in the 

creation of a respectable brand around yourself. One possible explanation behind this is that the 

single status of young individuals many times was obvious, especially regarding work within the 

domestic sector. It was standard for workers such as housemaids, valets, governesses and butlers 

to be unmarried.62 However, this solution is less applicable to the number of people applying for 

public positions such as notaries, book-keepers, law office holders, shop assistants and clerks. 

The men behind advertisements for these positions might have been married or single, in fact it 

may even be more plausible that a man who has worked for a long time within a certain kind of 

business also has had the time to find a spouse and start a family. Besides, the material also 

contains a few examples of gardeners, nurses, cooks, coachmen, housekeepers and even a lady’s 

                                                 
62 Schwartz (1992), p. 45; Wiesner-Hanks (2000), p. 115; Humphries & Weisdorf (2015), p. 411. 
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maid that state to be married,63 thus contradicting the presumption that all domestic servants 

were single while serving their employers. There are even a number of advertisements, 19 in total, 

in which a husband and wife apply together, usually as some sort of domestic assistance such as a 

gardener and a cook. These joint advertisements are only found in the latter section of the paper 

and are entirely related to domestic work.64 Accordingly, even if the standard regarding household 

service was that the employees were single, there is plenty of evidence that this was far from 

always the case. 

     However, judging from the information in Table 6, it does seem as if advertisers found in the 

second sector, where advertisements most often concerned domestic service of some sort, were 

slightly more occupied with declaring their marital status compared to the individuals applying 

for jobs within the public sector. In total 85 (13.8%) advertisements of the second sector 

mention themselves as married or single, while only 13 (3.2%) of the first do so. This is most 

likely explained by the fact that since singlehood was the norm within domestic service, and as 

this kind of job often meant you lived in the household of the family you worked in, your marital 

status should have been of more interest to your employer than if you applied as a clerk or 

counting house-assistant. What is of interest for the purpose of this investigation is whether your 

marital status somehow affected the strategies you used when presenting your character. For 

example, a married status might have been perceived as a disadvantage in a market where you 

were competing against a number of unmarried individuals. If so, it is possible married applicants 

used a different language when promoting themselves to make their character appear respectable 

and desirable as an employee. Furthermore, widowhood might have been used as a means to 

evoke sympathy among the readers in an attempt to make employers more likely to hire you. This 

discussion will be returned to under the section concerning the linguistic tactics used by the 

advertisers and how this could differ between them. For now it will have to suffice with a 

recognition of the fact that in general, marital status was not something that was seen as worth 

mentioning, but when it was revealed it most often was so in relation to occupations being 

classified as domestic work. 

     Before leaving the discussion of marital status, a few lines should be spent on the gender 

aspect in relation to this. Among the total number of advertisers, more men than women chose 

to state whether they were married or single. Of the 427 female applicants, 35 (8%) revealed their 

marital status while 63 (12.5%) out of the 504 men did so. For women it was more common to 

announce yourself as married than single, while the exact opposite is true of male advertisers (see 

                                                 
63 See for example advertisers’ applications for the positions of gardener, cook, housekeeper and nurse on 22/1, 
30/1, 7/2, 26/2, 7/3, 10/3, 9/4, 11/4, 18/4, 23/4, 30/4, 7/5, 9/5, 14/5, 23/5 and 6/6, p. 4 respectively. 
64 The Times, 9/4, 11/4, 18/4, 23/4, 9/5, 23/5 and 28/5, p. 4 respectively. 
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Table 7). On the whole, however, these differences are rather small compared to the large 

number of both men and women that did not specify their family situation. To say something on 

gender variations regarding the announcement of your marital status, more material needs to be 

investigated. If so, one can see if these differences are accidental and of little relevance, or if this 

pattern continues to develop the more one looks into the advertisements published in The Times. 

The conclusion reached so far is that there is a slight divergence in the number of men and 

women proclaiming themselves as married and single respectively, but, as has been stated above, 

overall your marital status does not seem to have been deemed very important in the process of 

advertising your person in public. 

 

Table 7. The number of men and women advertising in The Times, January-June 1800, that were married, 

single or did not reveal any marital status (N and %) 

 Married Single Unspecified TOTAL (N) 

Men 28 (5.5%) 35 (7%) 441 (87.5%) 504 

Women 21 (5%) 14 (3%) 392 (92%) 427 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

2.3 Work Experience 

The male-female dichotomy is not only accompanied by an additional division between married 

and single individuals. What is emphasized even more in the material than marital status is the 

applicants’ work experience. Many of the advertisers refer either to a prior employment situation 

or to some other sort of valuable experiences and skills that are thought to be of relevance to the 

employer. Meanwhile, there is also a significant number of individuals that declare this is the first 

time they are looking for employment and that they thus are rather green to the task at hand. 

Among the total number of 1,028 specimens, 601 advertisers (58%) mention something 

regarding their previous work experience. The absolute majority of these, 543 (53% of the total 

number of adverts), state they have been employed before and thus have some experience in the 

line of business, while only 58 cases (5.5%) confess this is the first time they search for a job. On 

top of these adverts, there is also a large quantity that do not mention anything at all regarding 

previous work (427 cases, 41.5%), which makes it impossible decide whether they are looking for 

a job for the first time or not (see Table 8). In most of these cases, the mentioning of good 

references indicates that they indeed have been employed before, but still this cannot be taken for 

granted. For example, a person in their mid-twenties could have just moved to London from the 

country and have a lot of experience from working at the family farm, but still never have been 
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employed in a situation similar to the ones applied for in The Times. Likewise, a reference might 

be given to good friends or neighbours and does not necessarily mean the person has been 

engaged before. Therefore, those individuals not mentioning any specific comment about their 

previous work experience are classified as their own category to separate them from the ones that 

clearly do explain the history of their working life. 

 

Table 8. The work experience of individuals applying for a job through placing advertisements in The Times, 

January-June 1800 (N and %) 

First time 
applicants 

Have been 
employed before 

Do not mention previous 
work experience 

TOTAL (N) 

58 (5.5%) 543 (53%)  427 (41.5%) 1,028 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

Again, there seems to be a difference between advertisements placed on the first and the last page 

of the paper. Out of the 411 adverts found on the first page, a total number of 165 applicants 

stated their previous experience; 20 (5%) confessed to applying for the first time while 145 (35%) 

referred to prior employment. When it comes to the adverts found later on in the paper, among 

617 samples only 38 (6%) declared their inexperience and an impressive 398 (64.5%) claimed to 

have been employed before (see Table 9). As we recall, the advertisements found in the 

beginning of the paper usually tended to concern work of a more public nature, while the 

insertions later on rather dealt with domestic occupations. It thus seems as if individuals looking 

for employment of a more domestic-oriented nature thought it more pressing to maintain that 

they had had an employment situation prior to the placement of the advert. It is plausible that 

being able to produce decent references regarding your character might have been seen as more 

relevant when an individual was to work and live in the household of the employer, compared to 

when the situation meant an out-door employment consisting of only a few hours a day in a 

public setting. Even so, it is still striking that as many as 60 percent of the adverts found in the 

first section chose not to mention anything regarding their work experience. 
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Table 9. The work experience of individuals applying for a job through placing advertisements in The Times, 

January-June 1800, divided between the two sections of the paper (N and %) 

 First time 
applicants 

Have been 
employed before 

Do not mention 
previous work 

experience 

TOTAL (N) 

First page in 

the paper 

20 (5%) 145 (35%) 246 (60%) 411 

Last page in 

the paper 

38 (6%) 398 (64.5%) 181 (29.5%) 617 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

Relating the categories based on work experience with the gender division created above, one 

finds there is very little difference between men and women regarding the mentioning of your 

previous working life experience. In fact, the relative numbers are almost identical (see Table 10). 

The majority of both men and women (57.5 and 56.5% respectively) claim to have been 

employed before, while only 6 percent of the men and 6.5 percent of the women confess to 

being new to working life. This leaves us with 36.5 percent of the men and 37 percent of the 

women not mentioning anything about their previous work experience whatsoever. 

 

Table 10. The work experience of men and women respectively that apply for jobs through advertisements in The 

Times, January-June 1800 (N and %) 

 First time 

applicants 

Have been 

employed before 

Do not mention previous 

work experience 

TOTAL (N) 

Men 30 (6%) 290 (57.5%) 184 (36.5%) 504 

Women 28 (6.5%) 241 (56.5%) 158 (37%) 427 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

In total then, a majority of the individuals regardless of their gender chose to include some sort 

of information regarding previous work experience. Still, there is a surprising number of 

advertisements in which the instigator did not mention anything regarding their employment 

history. It is true many of these still mentioned some kind of experience and references. 

However, it is striking that 43 percent of the total amount of advertisers chose not give a 

reference to a prior employment, a piece of information that surely must have been to their 

advantage when applying for a position65 (provided they had some experience to mention). 

Looking at the low number of people admitting to having no experience and applying for the 

                                                 
65 Hecht (1956), p. 83. 



38 

first time, this was not a very common thing to do. This could be explained by the fact that 

perhaps most people looking for their first job usually gained it through some other means than 

the public paper, such as personal contacts (which was not uncommon for domestic service 

work66). However, this alone cannot be the reason since the existence of these adverts shows this 

channel was open to and indeed used by some first time-employees. Another explanation to this 

– as well as to the fact that so many left the question of previous employment unsaid – is that 

declaring your inexperience must have been seen as disadvantageous to your character when 

competing to people looking for the same type of job. Therefore, you would be wise (and as will 

be evident when analysing the linguistics of the adverts, these people were very wise) to omit the 

phrase ‘have not been employed before’ and instead enhance your personal skills and other 

references. 

     Furthermore, even if it seems natural to assume that if you had a previous employer to refer 

to you would do so, one cannot take for granted that all 43 percent not mentioning prior 

employment were entirely without work experience. It could also be the case that mentioning 

your personal abilities and declaring your indubitable character was by many individuals deemed 

enough to make them attractive on the market. There were multiple ways through which you 

could make your person appear respectable and proper, and even if it is reasonable to assume 

that having a former employer to refer to was one way of creating credibility, it does not seem to 

have been the only way of doing so since advertisers dedicated many lines to other features of 

their persons. Again, this aspect will be discussed in greater detail when analysing the specific 

wording of the advertisements. 

     Apart from the correlation between work experience and gender, this could also be put in 

relation to the categories based on marital status. Although, since your married or single state 

seems to have been of little relevance to most advertisers, especially in comparison to the issue of 

work experience, this correlation would not be very fruitful or reveal any ground-breaking facts. 

A quick look into the material reveals that out of all advertisers applying for a position for the 

first time, only five stated they were married while eight claimed to be single. Out of those 

mentioning a prior employment, 37 were married and 35 declared their singlehood. In total then, 

13 (23%) of the first time-employees and 72 (13%) of the individuals with work experience saw it 

as relevant to reveal their marital status (see Table 11). Even if these numbers are not 

insignificant, it is clear the vast majority of both of these categories thought it fairly irrelevant to 

mention whether they were married or single. It is true first time-employees had a slightly higher 

tendency to mention this aspect, however this group is so small in relation to the source material 

                                                 
66 Wiesner-Hanks (2000), p. 114. 
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at large that it is difficult to talk of any general trends. The conclusion reached in section 2.2 is 

thus confirmed when looking at it from the perspective of categories based on work experience – 

in general, the question of marital status was not emphasized much by the applicants. 

 

Table 11. The work experience of individuals applying for a job through placing advertisements in The Times, 

January-June 1800, in relation to marital status (N and %) 

 Married Single Do not specify 
marital status 

TOTAL (N) 

First time 
applicants 

5 (9%) 8 (14%) 45 (77%) 58 

Have been 
employed 

before 

37 (7%) 35 (6%) 471 (87%) 543 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

2.4 Conclusion 

The job advertisements in The Times reveal a large number of various identities present and active 

in the public sphere of late 18th and early 19th century London. There are men and women, 

married and unmarried, people with plenty of years behind them in a business as well as those 

entirely new to working life. These categories have emerged during the analysis of the material 

and are applicable to practically every insertion. Generally speaking, one can say that the most 

typical advertiser was a man who declared he had been employed before but chose not to reveal 

any marital status; 234, or 23 percent out of the total number. Women of the same type, i.e. of 

prior employment but without stating either marriage or singlehood, were not far behind with 

214 (21%) insertions. After them come the categories of men and women not specifying either 

marital status or work experience, landing at 184 (18%) and 158 (15%) respectively. A 

noteworthy number of advertisers went even further and chose to not even state their gender; in 

total this figure rose to 97 advertisements, or around 9% of the 1,028 specimens. In fact, a 

massive 930, or 90 percent, of the advertisers left out one or several of these pieces of 

information, which is rather surprising since aspects such as gender, marital status and work 

experience should have been deemed rather significant to how you as a regular labourer identified 

yourself socially. (For a more detailed presentation of all the categories and their relation to each 

other, see the table and figure found in Appendix 1.) It therefore seems as if gender and marital 

status, facets otherwise detrimental to your social position67, were not considered as important 

when creating a public representation of yourself with the aim to find a job. Instead focus may 

                                                 
67 Linton (1936), pp. 115-117. 
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have been put on other details such as a presentation of your specific work skills or a description 

of your general aptitude and respectability, something that actually seems rather reasonable 

considering that the purpose of the advertisements was to get an employment situation. 

     Apart from these general patterns the material also contains several examples of individuals 

that stand out from the rest and do not follow the norm regarding who were visible as advertisers 

in the paper. For example, there are a few adverts in which the applicant describes him- or herself 

as ‘brown’, ‘black’ or as ‘a native of Africa’. Furthermore, several insertions were produced by 

foreigners; in February we find a German man seeking employment as a servant and there is a 

French woman who states that she is ‘exiled from her native Country by the present existing 

troubles’ there and that a place to live therefore is ‘more important than money’. Another case 

that stands out due to his qualifications is an Oxford graduate who applies for the position of 

private teacher. On the other end of the spectrum is an inexperienced young boy wishing to 

become an apprentice who stands out in revealing that he has lost his mother and is currently 

living under poor circumstances with his father and many siblings.68 

     Thus, amidst the general trends in the material there are also more divergent cases, which 

shows that the newspaper provided room for a great variety of people. From this we have to 

acknowledge that the workers found in the newspaper cannot be referred to as one uniform 

social group. It is anachronistic to speak of ‘the London labourers’ as if they were all the same, 

even if their type of work and social background shared some common features which place the 

individuals at roughly the same level along the social scale. For example, most of them were both 

above beggars and unskilled manual labour as well as below more qualified professions such as 

doctors and attorneys. Even so, there were enormous differences between a man re-seeking 

employment within the public offices and a young woman applying for the position of a servant 

for the first time. This must be taken into account when discussing the relationship between the 

advertisers and their social superiors that both occupied and, in many respects, dictated the 

public sphere. Furthermore, from this pattern of diversity it seems as if your social background 

was not the single most important aspect when applying for positions publically. Rather, the 

terms for entering this open sphere of respectable, public communication, was that you mastered 

the discursive system of codes surrounding activity within this communal room. As long as you 

somehow made sure your person fitted into the concept of respectability and propriety, it 

mattered little if you were married or unmarried, male or female, green or experienced and, in 

some cases even, black or white. What did differ, on the other hand, was the type of work you 

                                                 
68 The Times, 28/1, 26/2 and 3/5 p. 1 respectively, and 30/1, 17/2, 12/3 and 18/6, p. 4 respectively. 
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could apply for as well as the strategies you employed when doing so, two issues that now will be 

turned to. 

3. THE STATUS OF PUBLICIZED WORK 

As was explained in the beginning of the last section, London in the late 18th century can indeed 

be described as a cultural and social melting pot with a high number of inhabitants of all kinds. 

This is true for the city’s entire population but is perhaps made clearer in the context of work 

than anywhere else. As the nation’s capital, London served as the centre of politics and culture 

and also had an important function for the country’s commerce-oriented economy. In his concise 

history of the metropolis, Steven Inwood describes it as ‘a city of trade’ and consumption. Here 

ships loaded with raw materials met and swapped places at the wharf with vessels carrying the 

products of the domestic industry on its way to distant ports. Not far from the river were the 

large banking houses, making sure that there was enough capital to support both the northern 

industrialists as well as the city’s merchants. In the streets there were plenty of workshops in 

which manufacturers were quick to adopt new techniques brought in from abroad, making the 

city the world’s greatest and most innovative manufacturing town. The items they produced 

were, together with the ones brought in from afar, consumed by the inhabitants of the 

metropolis who took a liking towards fashionable goods such as tea, coffee, pottery, clothes, 

handbags, cotton, furniture and metalware. The circulation of money resulting from this as well 

as the high concentration of people, power and politics helped stimulate economic and social 

modernization both in London and the nation in general. Thus, the character of the capital was 

an important factor in Great Britain’s development towards the industrial, world-dominating 

empire it was to become during the following century, and an important factor for this character 

was all the various occupations filling the streets of the city and making both the financial and 

political wheels turn.69 

     Looking at it from the perspective of Inwood’s account, it seems as if the success of the 

capital in some respects rested upon the skills and activities of its workers. This goes for both the 

highly influential occupations dealing with the governance of the realm as well as the merchants, 

manufacturers and even domestic servants and unskilled labourers, who despite their unassuming 

positions filled an important role as cogs in a big wheel. With this as a point of departure, it is 

rewarding to look at the advertisers not only as human beings with a certain gender or marital 

status that defined them, but also as urban labourers with specific occupational functions. This 

step facilitates the positioning of these individuals within the social hierarchy, which is necessary 

                                                 
69 Inwood (1998), pp. 317-331. 
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for a discussion on their relation to the public sphere and the social category of the middling 

sorts that dictated this communal room. The following sections therefore focus on which types 

of job the advertisers applied for, how representative the occupations spotted in the material 

were of the London work force at large and what their occupational titles tell us about their social 

status. The issue of status has already been addressed in the discussion of respectability and social 

distinction, but it is also worth approaching this concept from the perspective of work. As 

presented above, your social standing was influenced by your ability to position yourself in 

relation to the leading social category through the use of their vocabulary. However, the starting 

position from which you worked when trying to negotiate your relationship to the superior order 

was very much influenced by aspects such as gender, age and – not least – your occupation. In 

being regular workers, the advertisers were positioned at a distance from the dominating order 

whose identity and normative practices to a large extent built on leisure time activities.70 Hence, 

just from their condition as daily labourers, they enjoyed a lower social status. Although, as has 

been stated in the previous section, there was a lot of variation among the advertisers, and all of 

them can therefore not be said to have had the same social position. For example, a maid servant 

would have been distanced further from the bourgeois ideal lifestyle than a male public office 

worker. The last part of this section therefore discusses how the occupational titles of the 

advertisers contributed to their placement within the hierarchy and how their social standing (and 

thereby status) might have differed depending on what kind of work they did. 

 

3.1 Professional Titles in the Press 

The multitude of occupations filling the streets and houses of London is reflected in the job 

advertisements published in The Times. Among the specimens analysed in this investigation, a 

total number of 80 different professions have been identified (for an exhaustive list of these, see 

Appendix 2). They differ widely in nature as they stretch from public work within the 

governmental offices and specific trades requiring years of education, to unspecified domestic 

assistance and farm work. Nevertheless, many times it is also possible to trace certain patterns 

regarding type of work and which individuals that typically applied for the positions. Although, to 

be able to discuss the occupations in a constructive way and to correlate the professions to the 

personal characteristics identified above, it is necessary to compile the occupations into larger, 

more comprehensible categories. With such a high number of diverse professions, it will 

                                                 
70 For a more comprehensive analysis of the occupational status of the advertisers, see sections 3.2 and 3.2.1. Le Faye 
also briefly approaches the hierarchical view on labour in 18th century England, see Le Faye (2002), pp. 72-73. 
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sometimes be difficult to decide how to categorize certain types of jobs. The following report will 

therefore be accompanied by some comments upon the method used when analysing and 

structuring the material. 

     Before going into detail about the various occupations, an initial division between what I have 

chosen to call domestic and public work has been made. This distinction has already been hinted at 

when the difference between adverts found on the first and last page of the paper was presented. 

Even though all of the occupations found were advertised in public, a large quantity of them falls 

within the kind of work associated with the running of an estate or a household (31, or 39% of 

the 80 occupations). With a relationship to their employer floating somewhere between an 

extended family member and employed staff, as well as the fact that women constituted a large 

part of this working force,71 this type of work was in many respects different from the work of 

school teachers, shop assistants, clerks, public office holders and so on. Therefore a 

differentiation of public and domestic work is of relevance, especially since the nature of the 

work furthermore had an impact on the status of the individual. 

    Even with this primary division, it is problematic to organize the occupations found in the 

material since two household professions could differ a lot in nature (as could most of the public 

work, for that matter). Thus, many different categories are embraced under the domestic and 

public hallmarks respectively and a more detailed classification of the occupational groups is 

necessary. An attempt has therefore been made to group together occupations that concern 

similar lines of business or in some way remind of each other. These are presented in detail in the 

following report, however a list of them can also be found in the table in Appendix 2. 

     Out of all the professions being classified as domestic, four different categories have been 

created. The first one of these consists of work that has to do with Estate management and 

agriculture. Under this title there are bailiffs72, gardeners, gamekeepers, a park-keeper, farmers, 

dairy maids and one plantation inspector, and what unites all of them is that they somehow 

concern outdoor work on a larger estate. The total number of adverts belonging to this group is 

55 and is to a large extent dominated by male applicants; apart from the five dairy maids and one 

woman wishing to do farm work73, they are all men. A few of them chose not to specify any 

gender, but given the nature of the occupation one can safely assume that the bailiff and 

gamekeepers doing so were male. This category also has a higher degree of married individuals 

                                                 
71 Schwartz (1992), p. 17; Tadmor (2001), pp. 19-23, 38, 63, 272; Sullivan (2007), p. 87; McKay (2009), pp. 668-669. 
72 In this context, bailiff means an overseer of an estate and has nothing to do with the bailiffs related to sheriffs. 
73 The Times, 18/4, p. 4. The woman wishes to ‘superintend the management of a farm’, but applies for this work 
together with her husband in one and the same advert. That is usually the case with the dairy maids as well, i.e. that 
both husband and wife are behind one advert. The husbands normally apply as gardeners, bailiffs or managers of an 
estate, thus dealing with a similar category of work as their wives. 
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than many others. The professions that most often gave away their married state were gardeners 

and bailiffs, although this only happened in six and four cases respectively.74 In general your 

marital status seems to have been of little relevance when applying for a job (see section 2.2). 

     The next categories under the heading domestic work concern duties related to the running of 

the household rather than the estate. Among all servants, maids, kitchen staff and stable boys 

there was a strict hierarchy and division between the individuals. Thanks to the popular television 

production Downton Abbey most people have a general understanding of this system and how it 

affected the lives of those it concerned. Sometimes however, the boundaries between various 

household tasks were less strict, which can be seen in the material since many applicants applied 

for several positions within the same advert.75 Another common feature was a tendency to 

declare yourself as prepared to undertake various duties or be helpful in any way deemed 

necessary. For example, one man applied ‘[a]s Butler, or Valet and Butler, or Servant’ and another 

one seeking employment as gardener but stating that he can do ‘any thing to make himself useful’ 

to his employer.76 These are merely two examples, but many adverts were written in this style. 

     However, in spite of the tendency to unite different kinds of work, it is still apparent that 

there were fine distinctions between household staff that distinguished the duties of valets, 

grooms, footmen, lady’s maids, butlers, nurses and cooks from each other. This variation and 

demarcation is represented in the material with a wide range of occupational titles regarding 

domestic service. With the clear separation of various household occupations from each other, 

there was also a domestic hierarchy shaping the lives of employees within large families. One 

differed between upper and lower domestics, the former containing servant work of a more 

executive and supervisory nature while lower staff performed work that was controlled, directed 

and relatively unskilled. This division was very much felt by the workers since it was manifested 

through living quarters, diet, dress, leisure time and where the meals were consumed.77 In the 

context of this, it is noteworthy that so many different servant titles are found in the material 

since it tells us something of the target group of the adverts. Only fine families of substantial 

means could afford to keep such a large household, and furthermore it was important for their 

social standing to do so since employing a large set of servants was a way to distinguish yourself 

as a family of respectability and prominence.78 Thus, the adverts concerning this type of domestic 

work were aimed at employers of a rather high social position. 

                                                 
74 See for example The Times, 26/2, 7/3, 30/4, 9/5 and 26/5, p. 4 respectively. 
75 Two very popular combinations were for example cook/housekeeper and steward/bailiff. 
76 The Times, 2/2, 31/3, p. 4 respectively. 
77 Hecht (1956), pp. 35-36. 
78 Smith (2002), pp. 211-212; Le Faye (2002), p. 123. 



45 

     Given the theoretical and very much real distinction between household servants, the 

occupations found among the advertisements have been divided into the groups Upper staff and 

Lower staff. For a detailed description of which occupations that belong where, again see the table 

in Appendix 2. Of these groups the first one containing professions of higher distinction and 

responsibility was by far the largest one; 314 adverts compared to 234. This is largely due to the 

high number of lady’s maids (107) and housekeepers (61), two professions that were relatively 

high in rank and exclusively female. In fact, these are the two most numerous occupations among 

the 1,028 analysed advertisements. However, even if there is a clear majority of adverts falling 

within the category of more qualified servant work, both groups are significantly larger than any 

other found in the material. This has not only got to do with the fact that they contain a lot of 

titles, since the same thing can be said about categories such as Trade and Sale and Administration 

and office work. Rather, the explanation lies in the fact that domestic work was the most common 

among the adverts analysed in The Times. As will be clear when the presentation proceeds, the 

public occupations may have been more numerous regarding the variety of titles, but in terms of 

applicants domestic occupations compose a clear majority with 646 (63%) to 382 (37%), as was 

presented in Table 4. Within the category of domestic work there is a predominance of female 

applicants, even if there also is a significant number of male ones. This is particularly true for the 

upper staff where we have 242 women and 64 men. When it comes to lower staff the ratio is 118 

to 114 and not as striking. If the two categories are put together, though, we have 360 women 

applying for household work compared to 178 men. 

     Before moving on to the occupations classified as public, a few words should be spent on the 

somewhat more problematic category of Education. This group consists of governesses, private 

teachers, school teachers and instructors. The difficulty with these individuals is that they worked 

somewhere between the domestic and public realms. As a governess, you were in some respects 

like other household staff in the sense that you usually lived with the family and accompanied 

them in their daily lives, but many times they had a rather strained relationship to the parents and 

children and were far from treated as an additional family member.79 Also, the kind of duties they 

performed were very much different from those of housemaids and footmen, and the fact that 

they often had an education backing their qualifications is something that clearly demarcated 

them from other domestic workers. Furthermore, while a lady’s maid virtually only had one way 

to go, instructors could also seek employment within public schools and thus work out of the 

house. In fact, among the advertisers there are a few men and women who applied for the 

                                                 
79 Sullivan (2007), p. 87. 
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position of teacher in such premises.80 This makes it difficult to label this kind of work as either 

public or private, and furthermore reminds us of the fragility of simplifying real circumstances for 

research purposes. This aspect might be clearer here than in any other context, but in general one 

should be careful in making too clear distinctions between different kinds of occupations since 

they might not have been obvious or relevant to people living in a period just before the 

professionalization of work had started transform the view on distinguished, independent 

labour.81 For the sake of this investigation, nonetheless, teaching that occurs within the house has 

been classified as domestic while educative work done within schools are defined as public. The 

ratio between these groups in the material is 43 advertisers to 31, so among the advertisers 

private teaching in the house was more common to apply for. If the two are put together though, 

the total number of advertisers classified as some sort of teacher becomes 74, which makes it the 

second largest occupational group (pushing the 61 housekeepers down to a third place). Due to 

the high number of governesses, women dominated this category with 46 compared to 15 cases. 

     When it comes to work of a more public nature, there is much more variation which has 

resulted in more categories compared to the domestic work (although, as stated above, public 

occupations are still fewer in number). The largest and most diverse of these categories is the one 

compiling advertisers that somehow deal with Trade and sale. Within this category we for example 

have several merchant’s assistants, travellers, wholesalers, warehousemen, shop men and even a 

few shop women. In total they reach a number of 109 adverts and thus constitute the largest 

group within the field of public work. Although there is a certain spread within this group, the 

absolute majority of these applicants belong to the lower range of the sales business. There are a 

lot of different sorts of assistants and subordinate positions rather than entrepreneurial 

individuals looking for chief positions or wishing to establish their own businesses. Overall this 

group, like most categories that fall under the heading public work, is dominated by male 

applicants. There are six shop women but other than that the applicants are all men. 

     The second most common type of public work is that categorized as Public offices with 97 

adverts in total. The kind of work that falls within this group is professions related to 

government, law and executive work. Governmental work was the most popular kind with 51 

adverts, followed by 30 advertisers wishing to be employed within what they call ‘any of the 

public offices’. The majority of these adverts were published somewhere on the more prominent 

first page of the paper and they are unsurprisingly dominated by men entirely, although it is 

remarkable that 36 of them (37%) chose not to state any gender at all. However, one should not 

interpret this fact as a possibility of there being female applicants among the adverts concerning 

                                                 
80 The Times, 13/1, 12/2 and 3/3, p. 4 respectively. 
81 Corfield (1995), pp. 176-177; Wiesner-Hanks (2000), pp. 104-106. 
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public office work; rather, the male identity of the advertisers should have been seen as natural 

and therefore needed not be stated. Even if the kind of government and administration work 

applied for here cannot be said to be equal to the positions of high politicians or influential state 

officials, these occupations are significantly different from both domestic work and public 

occupations such as shop assistants, waiters, carpenters, brewers and apprenticeship, which are all 

found in the paper. Thus, there seems to be a difference regarding how qualified the professions 

of the advertisers were. Some of them required little education or a very manual-oriented type of 

training (such as carpenters) while others (public officials as well as the book-keepers, teachers 

and surgeon assistants that will be presented a few paragraphs down) required more. 

   A third fairly common category of work is that of Administration and office work. The most 

popular occupation within this group is clerk, however there are also many advertisers applying 

as secretaries, book-keepers and notaries. As expected, these 66 individuals were all male (again 

we have a few with unspecified gender, ten in total, however the type of work makes it 

reasonable to conclude that the applicants were men). This kind of work must have required 

training of some sort, if not any formal education at least years of experience, which to a certain 

extent is reflected in the material. There are two first-time applicants within this category, 

compared to 36 advertisers stating they have worked within this line of business before. There is 

also a significant number (28, or 42% of the adverts of this category) that did not mention any 

previous employment at all. However, they were very careful to still mention their personal skills 

and good character, so again it is clear you could argue for your aptitude and desirability as a 

worker through other means than referring to a prior employer; namely emphasizing your 

abilities using the discourse of respectability and propriety (for more on this, see section 4). 

     As the analysis goes on, we find more scattered and smaller occupational groups. There are a 

few advertisers that fit into the fields of medicine (four), banking and money management (eight), 

apprenticeship (eleven) and artisanal work (four). Among the applicants there are also five 

clergymen and another five seeking a position within the army or navy, as well as seven adverts in 

which the applicant did not state any specific kind of work but merely wished to be of assistance 

in one way or another. Ten individuals wanted to work as alcohol producers or within the public 

houses and inns, and four people applied for the more responsible positions of manager or agent 

over some small business. Some of these occupational categories contain the occasional female 

applicant, but in most cases the advertisers were men. 

     The last category to be presented is the one labelled Entrepreneurs. These 20 individuals stand 

out in the material in their aspiration to lead and develop a business of their own instead of 

merely seeking employment under someone else. Within this group we find a ‘Gentleman’ 
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wishing to ‘employ a portion of his time, together with a few thousand pounds, in some very 

respectable and profitable private Concern’82 and 19 samples where the advertisers look for some 

sort of partnership. I have only included those advertisers who describe their proficiency and 

wish to enter someone else’s already established business as partner. There are several adverts in 

which the advertiser seeks for a partner to include in his own establishment, however this 

situation is more similar to an employer applying for staff than the opposite and therefore those 

adverts have not been included in the analysis. 19 applicants of this category are male, however 

there is one woman searching for an ‘active share’ in a ‘Ladies’ Boarding-School, or in a 

preparatory school for young Gentlemen’.83 

3.2 Hierarchies Within a Jungle of Occupations 

With such a wide range of ways to earn a living represented in the material, it becomes 

problematic to talk of their position as a social group since it is bound to have differed between 

individuals. Furthermore, the issue of which position you held in society in relation to the 

individuals and institutions around you – in short your status – was influenced by a number of 

factors and subject to change over time. Aspects such as gender, age, marital status, wealth, 

family name, education, affiliation to a specific social group and occupation all mattered in the 

creation of a person’s social image and standing,84 as did the concepts of respectability and 

fashionable consumption. As a result, the phenomenon of status is difficult to capture and 

discuss. Nevertheless, we cannot deny that it was a highly influential factor in early modern 

Europe with a decisive impact on the lives of all individuals, high-born as well as those of a lower 

background. Nor can we overlook the fact that work was very much related to the position you 

held within the social hierarchy. To reach the purpose of discussing the advertisers’ opportunities 

and limitations as actors within the public sphere, it is therefore necessary to explore what 

implications their occupations had on their social status. 

     To do so it is necessary to organize the occupations found among the adverts and relate them 

to each other based on their prestige. When approaching historical occupations and attempting to 

structure them hierarchically one encounters a number of problems. To begin with there is the 

issue of occupational terminology and how that differs between periods and geographical areas. 

What we value as skilled, well-qualified work today may have been perceived very differently back 

then. For example, professions such as valets, housemaids and butlers would have had another 

connotation to both workers and employees when the household and class structure was 

                                                 
82 The Times, 25/1, p. 1. 
83 The Times 5/5, p. 1. 
84 Linton (1936), pp. 115-117, 124, 126-128. 
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considerably different. Likewise, governmental or secretarial work should have been valued 

differently when the roads to those positions were closed to the majority of the citizens lacking 

the correct social capital (i.e. gender and education). Secondly, the way of categorizing and 

differentiating various types of work from each other may also in many respects be a modern 

invention resulting from the professionalization of work and administration, and therefore not be 

entirely applicable to the time period under study.85 Carpenters and milliners may have performed 

very different tasks, but essentially they both fit into the category of semi-skilled, manual labour 

related to production and retail trade. Thus, one needs to be careful when categorizing work and 

placing labourers in relation to each other. 

     What now is necessary is to take the categories identified in section 3.1 and order them in 

relation to each other. In order to understand the status value of these professional groups, we 

need to look at London’s labour force in its entirety. The adverts in The Times do not reveal much 

on this topic, and therefore we must turn to the existing bulk of historical research and see what 

else has been said on the subject. One such study of great relevance is L.D. Schwartz’s London in 

the age of industrialisation. Entrepreneurs, labour force and living conditions, 1700-1850. In his examination 

he looks closer at the social and economic structure of London during the said time period with 

particular attention towards the changes resulting from an industrialising nation and city. When 

doing so, he works a lot from the perspective of the labourers since they were the substance of 

the city’s population. He goes through aspects such as living standards, wages, larger economic 

trends, mortality rates and demographical development. Of more interest to this investigation is 

his section on London occupations. He provides us with a detailed account of which different 

kinds of work there were, which ones that were more common as well as the gender division 

between professions. In short, he states that the most common occupational field within the city 

was manufacture, which employed 33.48 percent of the working population. Another large 

category was domestic service with 22.42 percent. After those two there are not any considerably 

large categories, however dealing (11.91%), transport (7.46%), building (6.34%) and ‘other 

services’ (6.5%) are worth mentioning. Government work occupied a rather small portion 

(1.21%), as did banking and insurance (1.63%).86 

                                                 
85 L.D. Schwartz warns us about this in London in the age of industrialisation. Entrepreneurs, labour force and living conditions, 
1700-1850 (1992). When discussing the various types of occupational categories that constituted the labour force of 
London around year 1851, he highlights the danger in assuming there was a high degree of precision between similar 
kinds of work (pp. 48-49 in particular). It therefore becomes difficult to create distinct categories based on 
occupational titles. A solution to this problem is to base categories on the overall type of work rather than specific 
professions, which for example leaves Schwartz with groups such as manufacturers, service workers and bankers. 
This solution is much in line with the one I have employed for this very investigation (see section 3.1). 
86 Schwartz (1992), pp.11-13. 



50 

     One should however be careful to take these numbers at face value. Firstly, even though 

Schwartz sets out to investigate the period 1700-1850, a large part of his data comes from the 

1851 census (as the percentages presented above). Secondly, he confesses that the census is 

inaccurate regarding female workers since the wives of male artisans seldom were entered as 

workers in their own right. Furthermore, there would have been marginalized ways to earn 

money not recorded, such as prostitution and mudlarking87. Still, his presentation can be of some 

use to this investigation. Schwartz argues that over his investigated period little altered regarding 

larger working hierarchies. One can spot a shift from manufacture towards more service oriented 

work during the analysed period, and as industrialization progressed production work decreased 

in the capital due to competition from other British cities. However, Schwartz maintains these 

changes did not overturn the existing order of things. The transformative powers did accelerate 

during the 19th century, but they did not lead to any fundamental changes of the work structure 

until the latter part of the 1800s.88 Thus, the precursors of the occupational groups and 

hierarchies noted in 1851 can be found in the previous century and the time for this investigation. 

Even though the census was written outside the set time frame and in spite of some occupational 

groups being omitted, it gives some indication – and the information at hand is taken as mere 

indications rather than facts – of how the capital’s labour force was structured. 

     A comparison between Schwartz’s presentation and the information gathered from the 

advertisements is therefore done with caution and some reservations. Nevertheless, there are a 

few noteworthy points worth bringing up. First of all, it is remarkable that while manufacturers 

constitute the largest occupational group in the 1851 census, out of the 1,028 analysed adverts in 

The Times only five89 fall within that category. Secondly, 548 adverts (53%) are related to domestic 

work while that category makes up just under a quarter in the census. This cannot be explained 

by Schwartz’s point about wives many times being excluded from the census since female 

workers within the domestic sphere tended to be unmarried90 and therefore should have been 

included in it. Furthermore, transport and building are two not entirely insignificant groups that 

are not represented at all among the advertisers (the coachmen usually apply for a position within 

a household and have therefore been categorized as a type of domestic service). On the other 

hand work within the public offices is fairly common among the advertisers (97 samples, or 9%) 

while they only reach a meagre number of 1.21 percent in the census. 

     Matching the two sets of data, it is thus clear there are a few differences in terms of which 

occupational categories that are the dominating ones. The advertisers show an inclination 

                                                 
87 Scavenging river mud for valuable items. 
88 Schwartz (1992), pp. 3-5, 14-17, 233, 238-241. 
89 The Times, 10/3, 18/3, 16/4 and 14/6, p. 1 respectively. 
90 Humphries & Weisdorf (2015), p. 412. 
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towards service work, trade and the public offices, and there seems to have been a large category 

of workers outside these groups filling the streets of London that are not visible in the source 

material of this investigation. Manufacturers have already been mentioned, but there are also a 

number of professions not mentioned in either the census or the adverts. For example, we do not 

find any blacksmiths, tanners, weavers, washerwomen, shoemakers or tailors. Nor do we find 

many occupations of a more qualified nature such as doctors, professors or engineers. 

Unsurprisingly, the very poorest and exposed part of the population such as beggars, prostitutes 

and vagrants are not seen in the material either. There thus seems to be a clear pattern among the 

workers applying for jobs through the adverts. It is true there are occasional examples from both 

ends of the spectrum; we have very green, unskilled apprentices and general labourers, as well as 

a few surgeon assistants and an Oxford graduate.91 Overall, however, the workers that made 

themselves known through the public press cannot be described as either the lowest or highest 

ranked occupations. We have to recognize that they were not entirely representative of the 

general work structure of London, and an understanding of this is paramount in the discussion of 

how power relations were manifested and negotiated through these workers’ participation in the 

public sphere. When investigating their opportunities and strategies for self-promotion, it is 

important to comprehend that the conclusions reached here are not applicable to the labouring 

poor overall but rather to some sort of ‘middle class’ among the capital’s urban work force. 

3.2.1 The Historical International Classification of Occupations 

A research tool that is of great assistance when discussing and comparing work status was created 

a few years ago by a group of historians and sociologists from a number of universities across the 

world under the name HISCO (Historical International Classification of Occupations). The 

ambition with this project was to create an ‘occupational information system’ that can be used in 

comparative analyses of professions, both within and between different periods and locations. 

Based on several indices of occupational status and classifications, demographical databases as 

well as a wide range of primary sources, they have coded thousands of historical professions 

from the years 1690-1970 into a system of seven main categories with several subdivisions. The 

classifications can be said to resemble a tree structure, with branches of work closely related to 

but still distinctly different from each other. Based on information about the qualifications 

behind a certain occupation, these groups have then been placed in order of precedence.92 This 

has resulted in the main categories presented in Table 12. 

                                                 
91 See for example 25/1, 28/1, 7/2, 31/3 and 4/6, p. 1 respectively, and 19/5, p. 4. 
92 History of Work Information System, details on the Historical International Classification of Occupations, 
http://historyofwork.iisg.nl/detail_page_28771.php, retrieved 7/4 2016. 
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Table 12. A presentation of the occupational categories as structured by the HISCO-project. 

 

Category Examples of occupations 

Professional, technical and related workers Qualified work within technology, 
economy, industry, science, engineering, 
law, medicine, art, literature and education. 

Administrative and managerial workers Legislative officials, government 
administrators, managers, inspectors. 

Clerical and related workers Government executive officials, 
typographers, clerks, bookkeepers. 

Sales workers Work within wholesale and retail trade, 
salesmen, travellers, shop assistants, 
insurance salesmen. 

Service workers Maids, servants, cooks, housekeepers, 
hairdressers etc. 

Agricultural, animal husbandry and 
forestry workers, fishermen and hunters 

Farmers, hunters, forestry workers, 
husbandry workers. 

Production and related workers, transport 
equipment operators and labourers 

Tailors, miners, food and beverage 
processors, spinners, weavers, wood 
preparation, shoemakers, blacksmiths, 
jewellers, glass formers, painters, 
carpenters. 

Source: The Historical International Classifications of Occupations, http://historyofwork.iisg.nl/major.php 

 

This explanatory model is deeply focused on the work itself and the education required to 

perform the occupational tasks basically determines its place within the hierarchy. The advantage 

of this classification is that it is easy to put the occupational groups constructed from the adverts 

within a system and thereby position them in an ordered relation to each other. On the other 

hand, and this is stated by the initiators themselves, the HISCO database does not pay particular 

attention to non-occupational dimensions of status. Occasionally, work information is 

complemented with other markers of status such as education and ownership, but in general this 

is not included in the organization of the work titles.93 The system thus is of some utility to this 

study, but it should be used with care. Work is but one factor that determines the status of the 

advertisers, and as long as one acknowledges that the professional status shares importance with 

the aspects of gender, marital status, wealth etc., the results from this systematization can be used 

as yet another indicator, nothing more, of the individuals’ social position. 

     Placing the advertisers within this hierarchical scale, one finds that this group has its position 

somewhere in the middle, which is in line with the results gathered from the comparison to 

                                                 
93 History of Work Information System, details on the Historical International Classification of Occupations, 
http://historyofwork.iisg.nl/detail_page_28771.php, retrieved 18/3 2016. 
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Schwartz’s social structure. There is the above mentioned surgeon assistants and Oxford graduate 

that pass for very qualified, and a few other examples stand out in their merits.94 However, the 

majority of the work represented among the adverts is occupied within service and sale and is of 

a more long-term, contractual nature. Some stand out in being higher up along the scale under 

the category of administrative and managerial work, such as the government officials, lawmen 

and bankers. The more prominent placement of these adverts on the front page of the paper 

further indicates a slightly higher standing of those advertisers. Alongside these, there are also 

several examples from the lower occupations related to agriculture and production, but these 

estate workers, farmers and manufacturers are a minority among the advertisers. As has been 

stated before, it is necessary to acknowledge the great variety of workers and if using the HISCO 

as a blueprint, it is clear the adverts contain representatives from almost each hierarchical 

category. With carpenters, brewers, farmers, domestic workers, shop assistants, clerks, medically 

trained professions and public office holders, pretty much all degrees of status are found among 

the advertisers. Although, the majority of these workers can be placed somewhere in the middle 

with a status far from the top but nonetheless at a safe distance from the occupations found at 

the bottom of the scale (as well as those outside it). Thus, even though advertising in theory was 

open to any individual wishing to apply for a job in public, it is clear this tool in general was not 

used by the city’s labourers with the lowest social status. 

3.3 Conclusion 

To conclude, there is a wide spread of occupations among the adverts, especially within the 

group classified as public work. Some work is more qualified than other and the status of the 

workers can therefore be said to vary a lot.  Women mainly belonged to the domestic field of 

work, much in line with what Nancy Locklin says in her survey of female work and identity in 

18th century France95, while men are found within both service and public work. In general, men 

should have enjoyed a higher social working status judging from the HISCO-system in which 

typically female professions are found further down the scale. This agrees with existing research 

on female work which claims women chiefly were occupied with service and faced much larger 

obstacles than male workers due to the patriarchal structures that permeated social life. Many 

occupations were closed to them by law or custom and their inferior position was to a large 

extent regarded as a scientific fact or religious truth. In general, female identity was more 

connected to marital status and family roles, and the working women who defied this notion 

                                                 
94 Such as a man boasting about a prize he has won for an invention that facilitates gardening (12/3, p. 4), as well as a 
widow claiming she has been ‘extremely well educated’ (3/6, p. 4). 
95 Locklin (2007), p. 47. 
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were accorded a much lower status, badly paid and treated as unskilled. With the 

professionalization process and rising capitalism, occupations became more demarcated and 

related to activity within the market economy rather than around the house, which led to women 

being even more excluded from the concept of work.96 Thus, individuals of a lesser type of work 

and women in particular possessed a low status and as a result had a lower starting point than 

some of the more qualified advertisers when it came to negotiating their space in public. 

     It is noteworthy that not every kind of work is represented in the paper. One does not find 

occupations from the top of the hierarchy, nor are there employers of the lowest status. In 

general, the majority of the advertisers were involved in some sort of domestic or public service 

work. Some were more qualified than others, but the larger part can be placed somewhere in the 

middle of the status scale. What we have is thus a varied group of male and female workers that 

were below the upper and middling sorts in their need to earn money through labour, as well as 

in many cases well above the manual, unskilled labour that occupied so many poor people of the 

streets of London. Even those advertisers found at the bottom of the hierarchy still can be said 

to have been in possession of some sort of social capital since they had the money, knowledge 

and opportunity to create a public self-presentation with the purpose of finding a job. What 

unites these individuals is this use of the newspaper medium to improve their own, unemployed 

situation and, very importantly, that they did so on their own initiative. This shows there was a 

desire among the workers to make their characters known in public as well as an awareness of 

how to best do so. They were all using another tool than consumption and fashionable display – 

the primary strategy of the middling sorts to publically present their persons and social standing. 

Instead, language was their main instrument to create an air of respectability, which was necessary 

if they wanted to reach their ambition of appearing as decent, trustworthy, upright citizens of 

some status well worth employment. The next step in the analysis is therefore to turn to a closer 

examination of which linguistic strategies that were employed in the negotiation of your public 

character as well as how this might have differed depending on your social status. 

 

4. THE LANGUAGE OF RESPECTABLE WORKERS 

The gender, marital status, work experience and occupational title thus assigned these advertising 

individuals a certain status, a position within the social hierarchy. This position in turn set the 

conditions for the workers’ opportunities to act in public. What they could and could not do was 

                                                 
96 Schwartz (1992), pp. 14, 18-22, 46; Wiesner-Hanks (2000), pp. 14-15, 104-106, 113-114, 119; Locklin (2007), pp. 3, 
47-48, 114. 
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dictated by norms regarding the character and nature of individuals of their status. For example, 

there were sumptuary laws restricting their choice of clothes and a clear perception that urban 

pleasures such as coffeehouses, public parks, theatres and masquerades were the doings of 

gentlemen and –women.97 There was an apparent social differentiation within society that was 

very much felt by all groups. Beside these discursive constraints, there were of course financial 

ones; housemaids, clerks and waiters could not afford to join the commercial culture in the same 

way as the middling sorts. Some advertisers applied for more well-paid positions within the 

public offices, and as will be clear from the linguistic analysis these often argued differently for 

their employability than the majority of the advertisers. However, the greater part of the 

applicants belonged to a social category clearly screened off from the polite culture that had 

started to develop more intensely during the 18th century and now was transferring its values into 

the next. Consequently, they had a longer climb to do if they were to enter the concept of 

respectability when acting in public, and they had to perform this climb using a different tool – 

language. As Burke, Braddick and Walter state in their theoretical models (see Introduction, 

section 1.4.1) language could be used as an instrument to negotiate one’s position within the 

social order, i.e. one’s status. As mentioned on several occasions, status is a phenomenon that is 

influenced by a number of factors, one such being the concept of respectability. 

     In fact, respectability and status have a rather complex relationship to one another. Your 

social status in many ways determined your degree of respectability since high status qualities like 

a good education, substantial income, prominent family name, prestigious occupation, inclusion 

in distinguished social units (such as fraternities or societies) and the performance of certain, 

highly regarded behavioural codes established your level of refinement.98 At the same time, the 

act of being respectable through adhering to a certain conduct increased your personal status. 

Woodruff Smith touches upon this in his presentation of how respectability was created, claiming 

that to achieve a respectable state one had to act in accordance with what was seen as virtuous. 

He further explains that the demonstration of personal status also was connected to the 

manifestation of these honourable qualities.99 Thus, in your attempt to appear respectable and 

virtuous, you also enhanced the kind of values that contributed to your social refinement and 

improved status. The following section therefore deals with how an air of respectability – and in 

the long run increased personal status – was achieved through the employment of certain 

linguistic strategies by those London workers who chose to make use of the public press to 

promote their characters. 

                                                 
97 Vincent (2003), pp. 117-124; Grieg (2012), p. 50. 
98 Linton (1936), pp. 115-117, 124, 126-128; Weininger (2005), pp. 122, 126; Wiesner-Hanks (2006), p. 264. 
99 Smith (2002), p. 207. 
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     This part of the investigation has been done through an initial identification of which terms 

and phrases that were most commonly used by the advertisers. A full list of these can be found in 

Appendix 3. Once the vocabulary was identified, the terms were correlated with the social 

categories discovered and presented above. For example, it was noted every time a woman 

seeking domestic work for the second time used phrases such as respectable, active, healthy, 

good morals or useful. Such an analysis has been performed for every occupational category 

presented in the section above. As a consequence, one can find out whether the linguistic 

strategies of how to best present yourself and negotiate your character in public might have 

differed depending on your social position. Furthermore, a closer look at the language used by 

the advertisers tells us something of how well they adhered to the existing, discursive framework 

on respectability and what this meant for their own status as well as the reproduction or 

challenging of the prevailing social hierarchy. Accordingly, this investigation opens up for a 

discussion on whether the adverts are an indication of self-empowerment among the labour force 

of London, presuming the advertisers used the paper as a tool to speak up and negotiate the 

terms of their subordination, or if the publication of the adverts rather led to a cementation of 

the social stratification that was to characterize the emerging, differentiated class society. 

     Of all the 1,028 analysed advertisements, the by far most popular phrases are the mentioning 

of your unexceptionable or good character and some sort of reference to a previous employment; 

these expressions are found in 331 (32%) and 307 (30%) cases respectively,100 very often in 

combination with each other. It was much more common for applicants within domestic work to 

mention previous employment compared to advertisers of public work; 61percent of the former 

did so while only 47 percent of the latter category used this vocabulary. The difference between 

these groups is even more striking if looking closer at the mentioning of a good character, with 

household related occupations declaring this in 45 percent of the adverts while only 11 percent of 

public workers did the same. If instead looking at gender variations, one finds that in general the 

situation is pretty similar between men and women, especially regarding these two phrases. 

Female advertisers used the reference to previous employment slightly more than male ones 

(37% compared to 28%), but other than that the percentages are almost identical. For a closer 

look at the vocabulary of specific categories of workers, see Appendix 3. 

                                                 
100  The percentages are based on how many times a certain term or phrase occurred among the total 1,028 
advertisements. Thus, when we say that the phrase ‘an unexceptionable/good character’ appeared in 32% and a 
reference to a previous employment appeared in 30% of the cases, both numbers are from the total amount of 
adverts respectively. This needs to be stated so that the reader will not get confused regarding the proportion 
between the terms; since many words and phrases are used in combination, we do not have a situation where one 
third only used the term ’good character’ and another third only used the phrase ‘previous employment’, leaving us 
with a last third using some other vocabulary. Rather the numbers should be interpreted as a certain percentage using 
a specific phrase in contrast to the remaining percentage not using that phrase at all. 
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     Given that the intention of the adverts in the end was to provide the applicants with a job, it 

is of little surprise that a good character and reference to previous employment were the two 

most common phrases. It is important to remember that finding an occupation was the 

fundamental purpose of the adverts. Hence it is only natural that a large part of the short texts 

was dedicated to an account of your working skills, personal qualities and recommendations. The 

third most common phrase among the advertisers is consequently the mentioning of some sort 

of unspecified reference. While some individuals referred to a previous employment specifically – 

the 307 cases mentioned above – there are 207 ones (20%) that instead claimed that he or she 

‘can be well recommended’ or that ‘the most satisfactory reference can be given’.101 Some 

advertisers took it one step further and inserted the term ‘respectable’ in front of the reference, as 

did a woman applying for the position of lady’s maid who claimed that ‘respectable references 

will be given as to character &c’.102 What is curious about this example is that the woman also 

confessed she had never been in service before. Thus a reference does not only have to be to a 

prior employer but could be to some other individual or institution of repute. This is why 

‘unspecified references’ is categorized as a phrase of its own; it may be to a previous employment 

but as long as the advertiser does not say so explicitly, we cannot take this as a certainty. 

     In total then, 514 adverts (50%) mentioned some sort of reference, be that to an employer or 

some unspecified else. Accordingly, it was far from uncommon to do so when applying for a job. 

Yet, there is an equal amount (the remaining 514 or 50%) that do not mention any kind of 

reference at all. It is striking that so many chose not to do so. These advertisers naturally had the 

same ambition as the rest – to find a job – and therefore must have used other strategies to make 

them attractive on the labour market. Besides, mentioning a reference was not only a step to 

ensure the future employer of your aptitude as a worker. It was also a way to enhance your 

respectability since you illustrated that you were a decent, diligent worker with a character that 

could be guaranteed by others than yourself. Many times (151 cases, or 15%) the applicants even 

included the word ‘respectable’ in relation to their reference or the place they now applied for a 

position in. This strategy is very clever, for through complementing the prior and future 

employers by way of putting them within the context of respectability, they also placed 

themselves within that framework in stating that they only move between reputable circles and 

would not consider other, unrespectable work. 

     If we look closer at the advertisers that did not mention any references we find that there is 

no huge difference between the genders; 45 percent of the women and 47 percent of the men did 

not do so. Nor do we have a significant difference between domestic and public work since 20 

                                                 
101 See for example 13/1, 30/1, 26/2 and 5/3, p. 4 respectively. 
102 The Times, 28/2, p. 4. 
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percent of the housemaids, valets, gardeners etc. left out a reference and 30 percent of workers 

such as clerks, shopkeepers and government officials did the same. Thus, the difference seems to 

lie at an individual level rather than in the larger patterns. There is not enough space to go 

through each of the 504 cases, but a closer look at a selection of them reveals some of the 

strategies the advertisers employed to appear desirable and respectable. Some of those omitting 

references are very short and direct, only including the most essential information. One good 

example that represents this well is an insertion from April 30th, which reads ‘As Upper 

Housemaid or Upper Nurse, a young Woman, who can get up small linen, and knows something 

of mantua-making’103. The advert is brief and includes the gender of the applicant, the work she 

applied for and her work experience. Focus is thus on what she can do for her future employer 

and not on what has been done before. Another case in which skills rather than previous work 

relations are the focal point is a music professor applying for the position of organist. He claimed 

to be of ‘established eminence’ and that he himself would pay for the furnishing of an organ if he 

was appointed.104 This advertiser was very confident and trusted that his title of professor and 

financial assets would be enough to ensure the readers of his aptitude and decency as an 

employee; a reference therefore needed not be given. 

     It is of course possible these two applicants lacked a reference to refer to, but there are other 

samples in which that was clearly not the case but they still chose not to mention that a reference 

could be produced. A man applying as a valet or groom on May 14th stated he ‘has lived in a 

Gentleman’s service for 10 years’ but said nothing of the fact that a testimonial could be had 

from this employer. On the other hand, he declared to be able to ‘play on the Pedal and Welch 

Harp’105, which of course made him stand out among other applicants. This might be some sort 

of compensation for the lack of a guaranteed character, a strategy which is even more clear in 

some other cases. For example, one person (presumably a woman) that applied for the position 

of either governess or lady’s companion mentioned no reference or previous employment, but 

did state she was ‘of respectable character’ and that ‘salary will not be required’.106 She lacked 

experience but hoped that emphasizing her respectability and low expectations on payment 

would work to her advantage. The statement that salary was not a great object is in fact common 

and appears in several of the adverts (56, or 5% of the 1,028). It is clearly a strategy used by 

individuals without experience, certain skills or references to make themselves more desirable as 

workers. However, it is worth mentioning that this strategy is far from exclusive to those without 

references and was used by a variety of people. Furthermore, far from all advertisers lacking a 

                                                 
103 The Times, 30/4, p. 4. 
104 The Times, 8/4, p. 4. 
105 The Times, 14/5, p. 4. 
106 The Times, 12/2, p. 4. 
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reference compensated in this way, some merely stated the work they applied for and the skills 

they possessed, trusting that this would be enough to grant them a situation. 

     From this one can conclude mainly two things. First of all, there is even more evidence of 

there being room for a lot of individualism and variation among the advertisers. Even if some of 

them faced the same obstacles, such as not being able to produce a reference, they addressed the 

problem differently. Some compensated by highlighting other parts of their characters and 

abilities while others created a sense of humbleness around them through renouncing payment. 

Secondly, we learn that references do not appear to have been seen as the most significant piece 

of information to include. Even if it constitutes the largest category in the list of the vocabulary 

(if ‘previous employment’ and ‘unspecified reference’ are joined together), the high number of 

adverts omitting this information is telling. 

     It is natural that work related information make up a large part of the adverts. Apart from 

references, most advertisers mentioned their skills in fields such as needle-work, keeping 

accounts, writing, gardening, housekeeping and cooking, or they stated the depth of their 

education in languages, mathematics, history and music.107 Sometimes they also stated the level of 

their expertise; in 131 of the adverts (13%) the applicants claim to ‘perfectly’ or ‘thoroughly 

understand their business’. When it comes to service work, there also seems to have been a 

tendency to describe your physical condition. For example, 12 percent of the men seeking 

domestic employment described themselves as being of ‘light weight’ and most nurses described 

themselves as healthy and ‘with a good breast of milk’. A few advertisers (6 in total, 0.6%) even 

mention their ‘good appearance’. However, the adverts also contain a lot of information related 

not so much to the work itself but to the character of the advertiser. It is now that we start to 

approach the issue of how the applicants made them seem as respectable, decent people. Being a 

good worker with excellent skills, respectable references or a humble attitude to payment surely 

helped you in your strive towards employment. Nevertheless, the amount of words and space 

many of the advertisers spent on making their persons fit into the concept of respectability and 

propriety proves the aspect of being included in this framework was far from something that 

passed them by unnoticed when promoting their persons in public. 

     Two of the most popular words that relate to character rather than work are steady and 

gentle/genteel. The former appears in 103 cases (10%) and ensured the employer of the advertiser’s 

reliable, stable personality. Gentle or genteel was spotted in 98 of the adverts (9.5%) and 

although it most often was used in relation to the employer, with the applicants expressing their 

                                                 
107 See for example 16/1 and 20/2, p. 1 respectively. 
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wish to work in a ‘genteel’ family, school or house108, it was also in several cases used to describe 

their own character. It was more common for women to use this term with 15.5 percent of them 

doing so while only 5.5 percent of the men did the same. Two typical examples of this are a man 

seeking employment as a servant, claiming that he was a ‘clean, active, regular, genteel Man’, and 

a ‘steady, young Woman, of genteel connections and respectable parents’ applying as a lady’s 

maid.109 It is extraordinary when humble workers such as servants and maids used the term 

genteel to describe themselves, but it is also noteworthy when they used the very same term to 

describe either previous employers or the place they wanted to be in. For, through making use of 

the term genteel, they demonstrated that they had an awareness of this concept and understood 

the importance of its values. Even if not all of them felt they were in a position to assign that 

term to their own persons, they still managed to place themselves within the framework of 

gentility in stating that they comprehended the weight of this concept and only wished to work in 

association with it. 

     The same thing can be said of the term respectable. In total this word is seen in 231 (22.5%) of 

the adverts. In most of these cases – 151, or 15 percent of the total amount of adverts – the term 

was used in relation to past or future employers, but in 80 instances (7.5%) the advertisers used 

the word to describe their own character. Nevertheless, as was the case with genteel, the advertisers 

still made themselves appear respectable even when they used the term to describe others. A 

great example of this is a traveller stating that he wished to work for a house of respectability and 

‘none other’110, by which he maintained that he only associated with respectable individuals and 

thus had no disreputable connections. This practice was in fact rather common; advertisers often 

used terms such as genteel, respectable and honourable in a flattering manner towards the people they 

wished to be employed by. Through inserting these terms in the adverts, they displayed a 

consciousness of the discursive codes encompassing publicity and decency, which in the end 

helped labelling them as individuals of public respectability. 

     Some other terms that the advertisers used to describe their characters were, in order of 

frequency, useful, sober, active, honest, healthy, diligent and faithful. The workers thus exhibit a desire to 

be perceived as composed, hard-working, vigorous and trustworthy. The most popular of these 

terms was useful which appeared in 72 cases (7%), while only 6 advertisers (0.6%) described 

themselves as faithful (for a more detailed presentation of the numbers, see Appendix 3). 

Sometimes the words appear in combination – ‘sober and active’ was a particularly prevalent pair, 

as was ‘sober and steady’. With these terms, the advertisers not only used the newspaper to depict 

                                                 
108 See for example 3/3, 5/3, 7/3 and 14/3, p. 4 respectively. 
109 The Times, 17/3, 14/5, p. 4 respectively. 
110 The Times, 2/6, p. 1. 
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themselves as industrious workers but also as decent, upright persons. It shows they saw public 

advertising as something more than a means to get a job; while exposing your character in such a 

way, you also had an opportunity to build up a sense of prestige and repute around your person 

and gain social status. With respectability and propriety being two concepts of great weight 

during this time period, especially regarding public activity, it is not surprising they are found in 

the press. What is more striking, on the other hand, is that they are seen among a group relatively 

far down the social scale. It is true some workers had a higher status and fine education (as was 

stated by some in their adverts111), but the majority of them performed less qualified work and 

had not been subjected to these values through school. Thus, the ideals of the socio-cultural elite 

– the rising middle class that set the standard for activities within the public sphere – managed to 

trickle down the hierarchy and influence the way regular workers chose to describe themselves in 

the paper. Given that the people whose favour they wanted to win many times belonged to this 

middling sort, it is not a wonder they emphasized values honoured by them. In fact, Steven 

Inwood states in his historical account of London life that servants many times mimicked the 

habits of their employers and spread it down the social scale, making poorer groups equally eager 

to consume fashionable goods such as cotton, metalware, pottery, handbags and tea.112 

     While this is easily explained in situations when the lower orders lived in close proximity to 

their superiors, as the case was with servants, the same thing cannot be said of public workers. 

Even so, it seems as if these individuals also managed to get influenced by their social superiors 

since the vocabulary presented above can be found among clerks, shopkeepers and book-keepers 

alike. Although the behaviour Inwood refers to mainly has to do with consumption, the results 

from this investigation furthermore shows the same thing can be said about cultural values. 

Notions on which characteristics that were deemed good and desirable (and in a sense 

fashionable) was also something that the lower groups copied from the elite. Adverts was one 

way through which this practice was made concrete, and consequently we must acknowledge 

their importance in the applicants’ strive for recognition as respectable, decent workers that 

employers could rely on. Many of these terms and phrases are found so frequently that one could 

start questioning whether their presence is not rather the result of routine and that the advertisers 

did not give that much thought into the real significance behind the words. Nevertheless, even so 

it is noteworthy that the discursive codes of respectability and decency were reproduced by the 

advertisers. Even if it was done routinely, the fact that characteristics like respectable, genteel, 

honest, useful and sober were held in high regard in the context of public self-promotion, 

indicates that respectability was a concept that influenced the way workers negotiated for their 

                                                 
111 See for example 17/3 and 18/4, p. 4 respectively. 
112 Inwood (1998), p. 317. 
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position as desirable employees. However, a closer look at how the vocabulary differed between 

the individuals suggests that routine did not dictate every case since many of them were careful to 

present the specific conditions surrounding their own situation. What follows is therefore an 

analysis of in what ways the linguistic strategies varied among the applicants. 

4.1 Assertive Men and Humble Widows – Strategic Differences Between the 

Advertisers 

From the account above it is clear that respectability and the values it encompassed was 

something that concerned and influenced the advertisers. Therefore it is remarkable that one in 

ten of the applicants chose not to include this vocabulary at all. In fact, 101 of the analysed 

sample (10%) did not mention respectable, genteel, sober, steady or any of the other terms; they 

did not even include a reference or a statement of their good character. These adverts were very 

straightforward and only included information directly related to the work at hand. This 

phenomenon could be explained in two ways; either the advertisers did not possess the same 

understanding as the rest and could not manoeuvre the linguistic codes of respectability, or they 

could do so but simply did not feel the need to. This brings us to the important question of how 

the linguistic expressions differed between the various types of advertisers. Among the 1,028 

advertisements some used a more confident vocabulary and described themselves as respectable, 

highly skilled workers that were in a position to make certain demands, while others found 

themselves more subordinate and not at equal liberty to assert themselves so boldly. These 

differences may be due to individual circumstances, placing some in a more advantageous 

position than others, but a closer reading of the adverts reveals that there also are larger patterns 

related to the advertisers’ type of work and social status. 

     Let us first look at the group with the most prestige and dignity, men seeking employment 

within the public offices. According to the HISCO-scale, their work was high in regard and the 

fact that they were men put them in a stronger position compared to women appearing in 

public.113 The majority of these being placed on the front page of the paper, enjoying a more 

prominent position, further supports a distinction between these adverts and the rest; a 

distinction that to a certain degree seems to have been felt by the applicants themselves. Out of 

the 97 advertisers falling within this category, a striking 31 (32%) did not mention any of the 

                                                 
113 Several researchers have accounted for the fact that women faced many more obstacles than men when being 
employed, thus breaking from the ideal of the housewife that nurtures good, upright citizens from within the walls of 
the home. The researchers do not deny their presence as public workers, but still highlights that as such, women had 
to argue for their righteousness in a way male workers did not. See Phillips (2006), pp. 216-217; Schwartz (1992), pp. 
14, 18-22, 46; Linton (1936), pp. 128-129; Wiesner-Hanks (2000), pp. 14-15, 104-105, 119 and Locklin (2007), pp. 3, 
47-48, 114. 
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usual vocabulary otherwise spotted among the adverts. Instead, they often used the phrase ‘the 

strictest secrecy will be attended to/can be relied upon’ and the majority stated that they were 

willing to offer a sum of money in exchange for a position within the government or any other 

public office. When they did use a more rich vocabulary, they usually used terms such as 

respectable (referring to themselves), well educated, good character and that their ‘honour may be relied 

upon’.114 This is interesting for two reasons. First of all this group of advertisers – 9 percent of 

the total amount – come forth as more confident and assertive than the rest. They seldom felt the 

need to make themselves humble in positioning them as dependent upon the good will of the 

employers. Instead of using terms and phrases as diligent, ‘making himself useful to his 

employer’, ‘has no objection to travel’ and ‘salary no object’ – all tools to submit yourself to the 

wishes and ideals of the employers – they either used a more assertive language that declared 

their respectable, honourable characters or skipped this language entirely. Secondly, we find that 

these individuals possessed the financial means to buy themselves a position. This fact perhaps 

has to do with the first one; if you are in a position where you can pay for an employment 

situation (which seems to have been the customary thing to do for work within the public 

offices) you are probably less subjected to the conventions on how to position yourself in 

relation to your employers. Work further down the HISCO-scale was less prestigious and 

qualified, meaning the applicants were more dependent on winning the employers’ favour 

through adjusting the adverts according to their tastes, while being in possession of a significant 

amount of money indicated independence and an accompanying sense of status and uprightness. 

Offering a significant sum for your employment (usually a few hundred pounds) was a way to 

demonstrate your wealth and display that you enjoyed a certain degree of purchasing power, 

which contributed to the creation of a respectable trademark around your person. 

     One particularly assertive government aspirant deserves to be quoted in fuller length, to give 

the reader a notion of what it could look like. The advertiser wrote 

A place under government, or elsewhere. Wanted by a Gentleman of unblemished character and high 

respectability, and who has had a liberal education, any situation of real repute, where the annual profits will 

amount from 2 to 300l a year. This advertisement is more particularly addressed to those having interest to 

procure a situation of the above description in any of the Offices under Government, as such would be 

preferred. The Advertiser thinks it necessary to mention that he has considerable reversionary property, and 

wishes, till those prospects are realized, to employ his time in a way suitable to his situation and connections 

in life; none therefore need apply but those who can procure him the same by doing which, a proper 

                                                 
114 For example, see several insertions on 14/4, 15/4 and 21/4. 
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consideration will be given, which must of course be regulated by circumstances attending to the situation. 

The strictest secrecy will be attended to if required.115 

The applicant called himself a ‘Gentleman’ and spoke very confidently of his ‘unblemished 

character’, ‘high respectability’ and ‘liberal education’. These aspects, as well as the fact that he 

had a ‘considerable reversionary property’ put him in a position where he could make demands 

on both salary and who was to respond to the advert. Few advertisers possessed personal assets 

equal to this one and the example therefore is an extraordinary one, but it is still remarkable that 

some individuals made use of the public medium in this assertive way. It is also worth observing 

that even though this man was self-assured and confident, he still used his social capital to fit into 

the existing structure of respectability. He negotiated his position in relation to those employing 

him and did so with some bearing, but he nonetheless bargained for a position within a given 

framework that was confirmed even more through his desire to conform to it. Thus, even with 

assertive adverts such as this one, the values surrounding public activity and propriety were 

cemented rather than challenged. 

     There are examples from other categories of work that also displayed enough confidence to 

advertise themselves rather assertively. For example, there is a medical partner who inserted the 

same advert three times, in which he emphasized his ‘liberal education’ and claimed that ‘the 

most satisfactory vouchers of his abilities will be produced, and the most respectable references 

given of his indefatigable industry, and strict moral rectitude’.116 Few spoke of their own qualities 

with such certainty. There is also a clerk who described himself as being of respectable parents 

and connections, having a grammatical education, writing ‘a good hand’ and being an expert in 

accounts ‘used to the bustle of business’. He also stated that he did not doubt that in ‘due time 

proper encouragement will be given to merit’, trusting that his qualities would do him justice.117 

     Most of the applicants mentioned above can be categorized as more or less skilled work with 

a relatively high status. However, among the large number of adverts there are also those of a 

more humble position who still were not afraid to market themselves assertively and make 

demands. For example, a 29 year old gardener with a good reference did not mention much more 

about himself than the fact that he had lived between three and four years in his last place and 

preferred forcing. Still he dared make demands in stating that ‘[n]one need apply but those who 

keep men under the Garderner’. A ‘steady young Woman’ applying as housemaid claimed she 

had a good character, could get up linen and was good at needlework, but also maintained that 

she wanted a place ‘where hair-dressing is not required’, revealing some wishes regarding the 

                                                 
115 The Times, 4/1, p. 1. 
116 The Times, 24/6, p. 1. 
117 The Times, 19/2, p. 1. 
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undertakings of her work. We also have an upper servant who only would consider working in 

houses where other staff was kept and even uttered that ‘[g]ood wages are expected’, as well as a 

young lady’s maid ‘of respectable parents’ who wished to only have replies from employers of 

‘good repute’.118 This latter one is particularly significant considering that her age, gender and type 

of work would have placed her rather far down the status scale (although, her statement of her 

family’s respectability counterbalance this to a certain degree). It is striking that some individuals 

engaged in relatively low status work had the courage to assert themselves and make demands. 

They were confident enough to not jump at the first opportunity and take any kind of job; on the 

contrary they felt they had the power to negotiate the terms of their employment. It is 

unfortunate we cannot determine how effective they were in this method since we do not know 

who got the employment in the end, these or the more humble advertisers. Nonetheless, the fact 

that some of them wrote like this shows they did not perceive themselves as helpless workers 

without something to bargain with. 

     Accordingly, there were applicants of both higher and lower status that used a more assertive 

language. One thing the examples above have in common, on the other hand, is that the majority 

of them were male. Nevertheless there is also a number of assertive female applicants, even if 

they are much less common. In April, a woman applied for the position of superintendant and 

when doing so described herself as a ‘Gentlewoman’, claiming some sort of superior status and 

distinction. She furthermore depicted herself as having honour, integrity and an income of her 

own and wished to be employed within a comfortable residence with ‘agreeable society’. There is 

also a lady’s maid who stated she had a ‘small independence’ and therefore expected ‘liberal 

treatment’, as well as a woman applying as lady’s companion who described herself as being 

‘extremely well educated’.119 Another group of individuals that usually spoke of themselves with a 

relatively high degree of confidence is governesses and teachers. Unlike many of the other 

advertisers, they did not always use the vocabulary of respectability and gentility regarding their 

own characters (even though they occasionally did), but they were often very careful to 

thoroughly account for their educational merits. In January there is a female ‘who would instruct 

her [the presumed pupil] in French, Italian, Music, Geography, and every part of fashionable and 

useful Education’ as well as ‘pay particular attention’ to the ‘young Lady’s morals and domestic 

concerns’ and introduce her ‘into the genteelest company’.120 This woman mentioned the subjects 

and areas she was capable to teach and also made sure to place herself and her activities within 

                                                 
118 The Times, 23/4, 21/5, 30/5, 2/6, p. 4 respectively. 
119 The Times, 20/3, 7/4, 3/6, p. 1 respectively. 
120 The Times, 16/1, p. 1. 
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the concept of gentility, morality and fashionable culture. Through emphasizing her ability to do 

this, she can be said to advertise herself very assertively on the public market. 

     It is astonishing that these women felt they had the capacity to advertise themselves 

confidently given what the concept of respectability that permeated social life of late 18th and 

early 19th century England said of women. In Woodruff Smith’s perception of the concept, where 

social status and prestige to a large extent rested upon your embodiment of values such as virtue, 

honour, politeness, diligence and moderation, there were set codes for how to behave to reach 

the respectable state. Regarding women, these codes very much connected to a concept Smith 

calls domestic femininity. In short this notion meant that the home was seen as a crucial institution 

for the formation and nurture of civilized, reputable individuals and women were in turn 

understood as the pillar of this establishment. It was in their role as housewives and mothers, 

fostering proper citizens that they reached the definition of respectable females. Merry E. 

Wiesner-Hanks supports that this in many respects was the general view, especially within the 

bourgeoisie where the economic possibility to allow the wife to stay home was an important 

reference point for status. Smith acknowledges that historians many times have exaggerated the 

distinction between a masculine public and feminine domestic sphere (Vickery’s investigation 

into gentlewomen of 18th Century Yorkshire further supports this view) but maintains that the 

theoretical division still were of great relevance to contemporaries and their views on gender 

roles.121 Given this discourse on the nature and purpose of women, they seem to have been put 

in a much less advantageous position compared to male advertisers since female publicity and 

activity were not conceptually supported. In this light, the women feeling assertive enough to 

negotiate their position through highlighting their skills and putting demands on their employers 

appear even more extraordinary. 

     In addition to these more forward and confident adverts, there are also those at the other 

extreme; advertisers who found themselves in very exposed situations and had few qualities to 

bargain with. The language of their insertions is rather different from the ones quoted above as 

they generally took a much more humble and subordinate position. A few examples from this 

category will highlight this even further. One particularly exposed category were widows,122 of 

which there are a few examples in the material. In general, your marital status had little effect on 

how you argued for your character; the only difference worth mentioning is that married 

individuals to a slightly higher degree used the phrase ‘without incumbrance’ [sic] to clarify that 

their wedded state would not be an impediment to their flexibility and aptitude as workers. 

Gardeners, the type of occupation that most often mentioned a married state, habitually used the 
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122 Hunt (2010), p. 14. 
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phrase ‘perfectly understands every branch of his business’ but in general cannot be said to have 

had either a more assertive or humble language than other advertisers. However, the marital 

status of widowhood seems to have been somewhat more relevant. Usually, the adverts of 

widows were a bit longer and more detailed. In March, for example, there was one applying for 

the position of shop woman. She claimed she had not been previously employed but highlighted 

that she was ‘of respectable connections […] pleasing manners and address, active and good 

disposition’ and that she could ‘give the most satisfactory references respecting her character’.123 

It was rather uncommon for the advertisers to use as many terms and phrases as she does in one 

and the same insertion. About a month earlier, there is another example of a widow advertising 

herself with much detail. She wanted to work as a housekeeper and claimed she ‘perfectly 

understands the management of a large Family’ and how to set out a ‘genteel table with 

economy’. A more outstanding phrase is the one in which she stated she had ‘no objection to any 

other line she may be thought qualified for’ and proposed she could manage the care of an 

‘elderly or infirm Lady’ or the instruction of several young children, for which ‘the education she 

has received makes her competent’.124 Thus, she did not only highlight her skills and capacities 

but also underlined her flexibility, which was uncommon for the advertisers to do with such 

effort. It consequently seems as if these individuals were not as assertive as the examples quoted 

above but were rather eager to present themselves as useful and adjustable workers through 

giving a detailed account of their persons. 

     Apart from the widows there are other individuals who found themselves in a more exposed 

situation and as a result argued more humbly for their characters, such as a young boy of 14 who 

wished to be engaged in wholesale. His young age and inexperience did not speak much in his 

favour and the advert stands out in being very descriptive about the pitiful state of the applicant. 

We learn that his father was a ‘widower with a large family’ and regretfully ‘cannot offer a 

premium’ as a result from this. Furthermore, he was careful to emphasize his assets, calling him 

‘smart, active, of a willing disposition, and strictly honest’.125 He also mentioned respectable 

references, and here the difference is particularly clear from the more assertive ones who rather 

call themselves respectable. Another advertiser that brought up his personal misfortune to evoke 

sympathy is an old servant who had lost an eye and therefore ‘finds great difficulty in obtaining a 

situation’. He described himself as a ‘careful, trusty servant’ who was ‘perfectly capable of 

performing every part of the duty of such a situation’ since he had experience and could ‘produce 

                                                 
123 The Times, 22/3, p. 1. 
124 The Times, 28/2, p. 4. 
125 The Times, 3/5, p. 1. 
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indubitable testimonies’ of his ‘fidelity and zeal’.126 The unfortunate state of the man and his use 

of terms such as zeal, indubitable and fidelity, which in fact are very rarely seen in the material, 

make him stand out, and it is obvious his vulnerable condition put him in a much more humble 

and inferior position when it comes to his bargaining opportunities, which is reflected in his 

strategy. 

     A few more noteworthy cases deserve our attention. Among the advertisers there is a French 

woman who had been ‘[e]xiled from her native Country by the present existing troubles’ there. 

Since she mainly wanted a place to live, she applied as a governess and stated money was not very 

important.127 Hence, she in a way similar to the cases above tried to better her chances through 

evoking sympathy. The same thing can be said about a female advertiser describing herself as 

‘friendless and unprotected’ and being ‘compelled by severe misfortunes to intreat [sic] the 

attention of a Gentleman of honour and humanity, to relieve her’ from that situation. This also 

goes for a woman applying as housekeeper who said ‘a sudden afflictive family event has 

occasioned’ her to apply for a job. 128 She also called herself a gentlewoman, indicating that she 

was of a good, reputable nature and was not unemployed as a result of her immoral character. 

     A whole category of workers that had a much less advantageous starting point compared to 

the rest were those seeking employment for the first time. One fairly common way to 

compensate for this was to renounce payment, at least for the first period of your employment. A 

good example of this is found on April 16th when a ‘young Woman of creditable parents and 

connections’ applied as either under lady’s maid or nursery maid. She described herself as being 

from the country and having both an agreeable disposition and obliging temper. Furthermore, 

she wrote that ‘as this is her first attempt to get her bread, wages for the first year will not be an 

object’.129 This woman, as well as several advertisers like her, cleverly inserted reputable terms 

such as creditable and agreeable to improve the impression of her person, and used the payment 

disclaimer as a skilful compensation for her lack of experience and references. This can indeed be 

called skilful and not necessary since such a disclaimer is not found in every advert published by 

individuals without work experience. Thus, some of these spent more of an effort behind their 

advert and carefully considered how to move around their personal shortcomings. 

     Yet another group of exposed advertisers who did not use the strategy of sympathy to 

improve their chances of getting a position, is people referring to themselves as brown or black. 

In March we have a black man applying for a servant position with a single gentleman. He 

described himself as steady without any objection to go abroad and with a wish to ‘make himself 
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127 The Times, 26/2, p. 1. 
128 The Times, 22/5, 27/5, p. 1 respectively. 
129 The Times, 16/4, p. 4. 
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useful’. He could also have an ‘unexceptionable character from his last place’ where he lived close 

to 20 years. A few weeks earlier a ‘brown Woman’ seeking job as a lady’s maid was careful to put 

forth all of her qualities; she was able to ‘dress hair, get up fine linen, wash and mend lace of all 

kind, work well at her needle [and] understands mantua-making’, and have ‘an undeniable 

character from her last place’.130 This level of detail is particularly unusual and even higher than 

the case was with the widows. Both advertisers, but the woman in particular, stressed how they 

could be of extreme service to their masters. On the one hand, this is done by most applicants 

looking for domestic work, and perhaps skin-colour was not as disadvantageous as one might 

expect when it came to domestic employment, but the effort these two put into the particularities 

around their skills is striking nonetheless. Also, the fact that one only finds these individuals 

within domestic service and not more qualified work could also tell us something of the obstacles 

a darker skin tone possibly would have meant for your working opportunities. 

4.2 Conclusion 

There seems to be two distinct strategies that stand out among the bulk of 1,028 adverts. If you 

felt you were in a position to do so, you accentuated your personal assets and used them as a 

foundation for a more assertive attitude. In doing so some advertisers showed the confidence to 

make claims against their employers. The ones who advertised themselves most assertively were 

generally men with high status working titles. With their male identity and prestigious work, they 

were already well on their way towards being perceived as respectable individuals and did not 

struggle as much to achieve this as for example women or men of less qualified professions. 

Their self-confident attitude could thus be attributed to their social position and identity, which 

makes the fact that this kind of assertive behaviour also can be spotted among men and women 

of lower social status extraordinary. Most of the confident individuals argued for their self-

assured attitude through highlighting their prominent titles, personal assets and respectability, but 

some advertisers of less prominent work surprisingly made their demands without really having 

much to build this attitude on apart from an alleged good character and personal skills. Still, they 

made use of the assets they had access to and asserted themselves with some determination. 

     On the other end of the spectrum applicants saw themselves as very exposed and without 

much to offer, which they took into consideration when producing their adverts. They portrayed 

themselves as humble but with a good will to work and took care to underline the positive traits 

they did possess. Sometimes they also described the details of and reasons behind their miserable 

state, hoping to appeal to the sympathy of the employers. Some men fall within this category, but 
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it is dominated by women of less qualified work further down the status hierarchy. A common 

strategy found among these vulnerable advertisers (but that was not exclusive to them) was to 

claim that a comfortable situation rather than a salary was the chief object, hoping to make 

themselves more attractive as employees in spite of their low status and lack of skills. What is 

noteworthy is that these individuals still struggled to portray themselves as respectable. It is true 

most of them lacked either experience, good references or had some other feature working 

against them (such as a blind eye or being a French exile) but they nonetheless employed the 

strategies available to them to make them appear as decent, respectable employees. Hence, the 

desire to fit into the concept of respectability and propriety was not something that concerned 

only those of higher social standing; even these individuals relatively far down the hierarchical 

ladder showed an understanding of the concept and a yearning to be included in it. 

     Accordingly, the ambition to be perceived as respectable permeated the mindset of practically 

all advertisers, but the strategies of their self-promotions differed depending on who they were 

and where they found themselves in the social hierarchy. It should be noted, though, that the 

cases cited above are extraordinary ones that stand out; most advertisers adhered to the general 

vocabulary presented above and were neither assertive nor subservient. Even so, we cannot 

overlook the fact that there are clear differences in how certain individuals presented themselves. 

This indicates the advertisers were aware of their social position as well as how to best negotiate 

their way around it. Through presenting yourself as humble and pitiful you applied a strategy to 

help you overcome your disadvantages and make your person more employable. In doing this, 

you also enhanced your respectable character. The French exile woman had merely fled for her 

life, the blind servant was a good worker that had ran into misfortune and the young boy could 

not be blamed for the unhappy state of his widowed father. These individuals made sure to 

announce that they were not unemployed due to bad character, and through their wish to move 

away from their unfortunate situations they displayed a decency and diligence that helped 

increase their respectability. Surely their aspiration for survival would have forced them to do 

almost anything to find a job, but it is still striking that they showed an understanding of how to 

navigate the room of public advertising and bargain for their position within it. The same thing 

can be said about workers with more authority. Even if they found it much easier to assert their 

skills and respectable characters it is important to realize that both of these groups – as well as 

the majority of advertisers who used a more neutral language – employed linguistic strategies in 

an attempt to present themselves as respectable, indubitable workers. The final aim behind the 

insertions may have been to find an employment situation, however it is obvious that while doing 

so they adhered to the discursive codes surrounding public respectability. 
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5. POWER RELATIONSHIPS MANIFESTED OR CHALLENGED 

The analysis of job advertisements in The Times published between January-June 1800 has made 

evident that this was a channel through which many individuals could access the world of 

publicity. The high number of adverts during the short period of six months further indicates it 

was popular to search for a job in this manner among a wide range of people. In the material 

there are men and women of shifting marital status, age, education and work experience that 

applied for a large number of occupations ranging from unspecified domestic assistance to well-

qualified governmental work. When addressing the advertisers one consequently has to treat 

them as a diverse group of several social categories. The investigation has also shown that only 

certain occupational categories used this medium for their self-presentation; work further down 

the professional status scale was hardly seen in the material at all. It is an important result that the 

road to publicity only seems to have been open to a portion of the capital’s labour force.  

     Since the aim of the advertisers was to find a job, they naturally spent a lot of consideration 

on how to best promote themselves as reliable, diligent and skilled workers as well as decent, 

trustworthy individuals. In other words, the adverts were a medium for the workers to highlight 

their professional aptitude and respectability. Unlike the middling sorts referred to by Hannah 

Grieg, Gudrun Andersson and Woodruff Smith in their accounts of how status was created and 

displayed, these advertisers did not reach a respectable state through consumption practices. The 

tool available to them was language, hence it was through words and phrases they argued for and 

showed off their respectable persons. The general trend was to mention an ‘unexceptionable’ 

character, include some sort of reference and enumerate a number of relevant working skills. In 

addition to this the advertisers could include terms such as genteel, respectable, honourable, 

sober, steady, reputable, faithful and good morals. Since these virtues together with professional 

competence constituted the building blocks of an ideal, respectable worker, this was what 

dictated the public masks the advertisers constructed for themselves. Given the public 

environment of the press and the time period’s emphasis on reputability when appearing in this 

room, it is not surprising that this vocabulary entered the newspaper. What is more striking is 

that individuals relatively far down the social ladder of little or no education still showed an 

understanding of this refined concept and the discursive codes dominating it. 

     Most individuals adhered to these larger trends in their advertisements, but occasionally it 

seems as if aspects such as gender, type of occupation, work experience and personal misfortunes 

had an effect on the advertisers’ status and subsequently the conditions they were working from 

when presenting themselves. For example, there were assertive, male public office workers that 

referred to themselves as respectable and made use of their prominent position to make salary 
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demands. Opposite to these were individuals of a more exposed situation who denied payment 

altogether and were careful to describe themselves as diligent, honest, useful workers to win the 

favour of their possible employers. Thus, personal circumstances may have had an effect on the 

strategies the advertisers employed, which further strengthens the conclusion that they clearly had 

a deep understanding of how to manoeuvre the discourse on respectability and negotiate their 

space within the public sphere. 

     In many ways, this investigation has worked from Smith’s concept of respectability, however 

it adds a few layers to his theory. First of all, the advertisements show that the issue of 

respectability in a public context was of relevance to regular workers beyond the middling sorts. 

A part of this investigation was to identify exactly which kind of workers that used this medium 

for self-promotion, and it is clear there was a large amount of people outside the bourgeoisie who 

both thought themselves entitled to a place within the public sphere and developed strategies to 

negotiate this space for themselves. To appear virtuous, industrious, healthy, sober, moderate and 

trustworthy – in short respectable – was accordingly not only a concern of the gentility; the same 

tendencies can be spotted among a portion of London’s larger labour force. Hence, the results 

from this investigation opposes that the middling sorts with their focus on rational debate and 

fashionable display were alone in their use of the public room. We have to admit that the social 

scope of the public sphere was far more wide-reaching than what the bourgeois hallmark of this 

phenomenon would have us believe. Smith makes a similar statement131 but this investigation has 

shown that it is true for a larger part of the population than he admits. 

     Secondly, the study has found a high number of female advertisers, which contradicts Smith’s 

statement that to be seen as a respectable woman you had to fulfil your duties as a mother and 

wife. Not only were these women active as workers both within and outside the domestic sphere, 

they also displayed a thorough understanding of the concept of public respectability and how to 

best achieve it. In fact, it is striking that so many women are visible in the material given the 

dominance of concepts such as domestic femininity and sexual honour.132 Women generally faced 

larger obstacles than men when advertising in a public context, but the results from this 

investigation prove there was little difference between the genders in how they strategically 

constructed their adverts. Even though the most assertive advertisers were men, they are in equal 

contrast to some of the more exposed, vulnerable male advertisers as they are to female 

                                                 
131 Smith (2002), p. 220. 
132 Smith (2002), pp. 179, 187, 220, 234; Phillips (2006), p. 216. Their statements are further supported by the 
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themselves, which renders the relatively high number of female advertisers rather noteworthy. 
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applicants. Furthermore, we have a few women calling themselves ‘gentlewomen’ and adopting a 

more confident attitude, just as we have several male applicants describing themselves as humble 

and taking an inferior position. Besides, apart from these relatively few extraordinary cases, the 

majority of the advertisers used a very similar language regardless of their gender. This leads us to 

heavily rethink the gender division of the labour market in late 18th and early 19th century 

London. Similar conclusions have been reached by Amanda Vickery regarding gentry women in 

northern England, but this investigation has proven that the same thing can be said about women 

further down the social hierarchy and in relation to work rather than leisure time activities. 

     Thirdly, while Smith sees consumption as the primary tool for the creation of a respectable 

character, the advertisements in The Times indicate this could be done differently by individuals 

who did not occupy themselves with conspicuous consumption to the same degree as the 

bourgeoisie. Through adhering to the language of respectability when constructing their adverts, 

they managed to achieve the same thing as people visiting the pleasure gardens, drinking tea with 

sugar and purchasing the latest fashion aimed to do. Perhaps they never reached as respectable a 

state – after all the social hierarchies still separated these individuals from each other, putting the 

middling sorts in the superior position they would continue to enjoy as civilisation progressed 

towards a class society. Still, we cannot deny that some of London’s regular labourers of both 

higher and lower rank entered the public world and managed to create an air of respectability 

around their characters. They may have been incapable of asserting themselves in the same way 

as the bourgeoisie in lacking economic capital, but instead they made use of what Bourdieu 

would have called their cultural capital and what in this investigation is referred to as linguistic 

strategies to bargain for their recognition as respectable individuals of some status. Thus, regular 

workers were equally aware of and active in the establishment of a respectable, public person as 

those of higher social standing. 

     A linguistic analysis of the advertisements has consequently informed us of a social reality in 

which the respectability discourse clearly influenced the thinking and actions of the job 

applicants. Since this was the discourse they thought it necessary to adhere to, the publication of 

the adverts meant that the language of respectability and the values it revered were reproduced. 

Going back to the theories of Burke, Braddick and Walter, there is a close relationship between 

language and social order since your position within the latter is much dependent on how well 

you manoeuvre the vocabulary of the dominating discourse. In keeping with this approach, the 

language used in the advertisements was a way for individuals of late 18th century England to 

express social relationships and negotiate their place within the hierarchy. Through the 

demonstration of their ability to make use of the language of respectability, the advertisers made 
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known to the public that they mastered the necessary skills for being accepted within the public 

room and to be seen as worthy of a certain social distinction. Furthermore, in presenting 

themselves as respectable they put a sense of duty on the employers who, to fit into the context 

of reputability themselves, had to treat the advertisers with the respect they deserved. In other 

words, in displaying their respectable character through a particular linguistic pattern, they 

negotiated for a recognition as legitimate users of the public room. With linguistic codes, they 

entered the world of the middling sorts and bargained for their acceptance within it. 

     While that much is clear, it still remains to ascertain what effect this negotiation had on larger 

power structures in England around the turn of the century. The proletarian labour force of the 

industrialized cities was beginning to form into a distinct working class that constituted a social 

force to be reckoned with. A few decades into the 19th century this group had increased their 

confidence and made their presence known through collective actions such as demonstrations, 

strikes, marches and public meetings.133 To what degree can the negotiating process identified in 

the adverts be seen as a forerunner of this self-empowerment among the city’s labourers? Well, 

for one thing one cannot talk of the diverse number of advertisers as one uniform labour force in 

the sense that researchers often do when accounting for the dynamic working class. The job 

applicants were far from united in some sort of union-like organization with a pronounced 

ambition to challenge the predominant power structure or improve working conditions. 

Therefore the advertising practices should not be interpreted as equivalent to an assertive labour 

force; this investigation rather confirms that we have to wait a few decades before we can talk of 

such a phenomenon. Still, it is possible that an active use of the public press in the pursuit of self-

promotion towards social superiors may have had some effect on power relationships. 

     If pinpointing what the advertisers actually did, this examination has established that they took 

advantage of the newspaper to create an image of themselves as respectable individuals with a 

righteous, legitimate place within the public sphere. As remnants of this activity, the adverts can 

be seen as a window into how power relationships were constantly negotiated through everyday 

activities and practices, much in line with the theory of the linguistic turn and what has been said 

by Goffman, Grieg and Smith about social distinction as continually performed. This is reason to 

talk of some degree of self-empowerment among the advertisers. They took the initiative 

themselves to make use of the respectability discourse, actively apply and adapt it to their own 

persons and formed expectations on what this process would grant them in return. Through 

doing so, they displayed agency, an awareness of their social position as well as an understanding 

of how to utilize the values held high by their superiors to negotiate their own respectability, 
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distinction and recognition. They managed to raise their status from the large portion of the 

capital’s labourers who did not present themselves in such a way through the press. 

     This optimistic view of the influence and authority of the advertising labourers needs to be 

acknowledged. Still, one has to be careful in claiming that their self-assertive agency had any 

larger implications for power relationships in society in general. It is clear there is a case of 

negotiation of social status, but how free or restricted were the advertisers in their linguistic 

bargaining for a more respectable reputation? Looking at their strategies, it is clear they were 

based entirely on a concept dictated by and created for the purposes of the middling sorts. To be 

accepted within the public room and be granted an air of respectability, they had to fit into a 

framework decided by others of higher standing than themselves. This choice of word is telling – 

respectability had to be granted the advertisers, they had to adapt to the conditions of the gentility 

so that this group would acknowledge them as respectable. Hence, the advertisers could not 

make claims based on their own identity as workers, as opposed to the reactionary labour force 

of the more mature 19th century, but had to prove themselves worthy of another identity marker 

– that of public respectability. Regular workers had the possibility to enter the public sphere, but 

were only allowed to do so on the premises of the respectable bourgeoisie since they were the 

dominating social status group and their lifestyle and values were the practices to be mimicked by 

those wishing to gain social standing.134 Had the advertisers not adhered to this concept and its 

vocabulary, they would not have been seen as respectable individuals and would consequently not 

have had much to offer in the negotiation of their status and position. As explained above, about 

one in ten advertisers skipped the respectability vocabulary entirely, and as a result they appear 

much less certain of their reputability in comparison to those who make sure to portray 

themselves in such a manner. It is no wonder then that most chose to place themselves within 

this framework, since that surely would have put them in an advantageous position in the public 

labour market where a personal trademark guided by respectable decency was paramount. 

     It is noteworthy that the overall bourgeois concept of a shared social stage where there was 

room for discussion and self-presentation also included individuals of a lower social order who 

improved their inferior position through penetrating the sphere of those above them. Still, one 

should not interpret this as an indication of a general liberation of or self-empowerment among 

the urban labourers. They were not united into a uniform force, nor were all the city’s labourers 

included in this pool of publically active job applicants. Why occupations such as blacksmiths, 

tanners, washerwomen and shoe makers are not represented in the material is of course difficult 

to say. It could be because these workers did not possess the money to insert adverts or that it 
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simply was not customary for them to apply for positions through advertisements in the press. 

Another likely explanation is that it was harder to argue for the respectable nature of their rough, 

low status work compared to the more service oriented occupations of domestic servants, shop 

assistants, administrators and public office holders.  It is enticing to ask whether a blacksmith or 

baker even would consider to apply for a job and promote themselves through the press. The 

answer most likely is no since there is a huge diversity among the advertisers but no example 

from this category of work. The one and only carpenter among the adverts135 would be the 

exception that confirms this rule. Again, it appears as if the actions of the city’s labourers were 

very much dictated and restricted by the terms and values of the socially powerful middling sorts. 

     What then does this tell us of power relationships in early 19th century England and the 

advertisers’ placement within the social hierarchy? Through the use of the respectability discourse 

these individuals managed to raise themselves from their original state – they were not merely 

workers but respectable workers worthy of public recognition and acceptance. Their strategies 

helped them build up a self-distinction and placed them within the sphere of the middling sorts, 

which lead to a somewhat more prominent position within the social pyramid. While it is true the 

advertisers did this on their own initiative, the strategies they constructed were nonetheless 

entirely based upon values held high by the gentility. It was their concept of respectability that 

guided the applicants in the question of how to portray themselves to gain social prestige, and it 

was the bourgeoisie’s ideals and principles that were confirmed through the adverts. Hence, 

rather than serving as a means for self-empowerment, the practice of advertising cemented the 

prevalent social structure created and held high by the middling sorts. One cannot interpret the 

flexibility or the self-assertive language of some advertisers as a challenge to the established order, 

nor can one identify some sort of political agenda behind their insertions since their main object 

was to portray themselves as desirable workers and not overthrow the social structure. The 

workers’ presence within the public room was on the terms of the bourgeoisie and accordingly 

these terms were concretized and made even more manifest. The publication of the adverts 

reinforced rather than threatened the power structures of Georgian society, in which even the 

most assertive labourers were very much dependent on the good opinion of their superiors. 

5.1 Where to Go from Here 

The situation described above is the image we have been able to draw of the social life and 

interpersonal relationships in London for the specific year 1800. One question that is outside the 

scope of this investigation but still intriguing, given the societal changes that were to take place 
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during the 19th century as the world progressed towards an industrialized class society, is whether 

the result may have been different had the analysis been stretched another 30 or 50 years ahead. 

How bound were the advertisers of the 1850’s to the discourse of respectability? Which other 

discursive concepts may have influenced their linguistic strategies?  What does this have to say 

about the power structures a few decades into the 1800s? With the formation of a distinct 

working class and proletariat, it might also prove fruitful to investigate which occupational 

categories that are present in the public press to see whether there is a difference compared to 

the situation in 1800. An examination of this kind would allow us to consider how both discourse 

and relations of power might have changed over the subsequent decades. One can also think of a 

geographical comparison and look closer at the difference between the situation in London and 

provincial cities, or England and other nations for that matter, to see how representative the 

conclusions reached here are for the situation in the United Kingdom and Europe at large. 

     Another possible extension to this investigation is to look closer at some of the aspects 

covered cursorily in the analysis, such as gender. It would indeed be possible to look even closer 

at the difference between men and women regarding type of work, length of the advertisements, 

placement within the paper, vocabulary, marital status etc. and use this as a basis for a discussion 

on gender relations in late 18th and early 19th century England. It is also possible to perform an 

analysis of individual agency based on the results from this investigation. It is clear there was an 

activity among a portion of the city’s labourers, but at the same time we can see that their actions 

were bound to the larger structural framework of discourse. I have not gone further into a 

theoretical discussion of whether one can talk of an individualistic/idealistic or a 

structural/materialistic historiography, but my conclusions have planted a seed or two for such 

an analysis. If the investigation were to be extended a few decades into the next century, or 

perhaps even stretched into the 20th, we could discuss this theoretical approach in relation to 

whether a change in power dynamics and social relationships can be ascribed the workers 

themselves and their own agency, or if they rather had to wait for the larger structural framework 

to change before they could feel the effect of a transformed social organization. 

     Above all, we have learnt that to fully grasp the larger social structure of a time period, we 

need to look closer at what was happening at micro-levels. It is through everyday activities that 

interpersonal relationships are created and realities felt. In order to be able to say something of 

larger macro-structures we accordingly need to start with the small scale and relate that to 

contextual frameworks. Only then can we reach conclusions of a more grand, general nature such 

as the ones in this investigation. This is something we should bring into future research projects – 

only through studying how social concepts were experienced by individuals in their daily lives can 

we come closer to our utopian ambition of fully understanding a reality that will forever be 

separated from us by the veil of time and an inevitable cultural gap. 
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Appendix 1 – A presentation of the individuals found in the material 

 

CATEGORY NUMBER OF INDIVIDUALS 
Man, single, new to the business 4 
Man, single, has work experience 31 
Man, married, new to the business 3 
Man, married, has work experience 25 
Man, new to the business, unspecified marital status 23 
Man, has work experience, unspecified marital status 
Man, unspecified marital status and work experience 
 

234 
184 
 

Woman, single, new to the business 
Woman, single, has work experience 

5 
9 

Woman, married, new to the business 3 
Woman, married, has work experience 18 
Woman, new to the business, unspecified marital status 20 
Woman, has work experience, unspecified marital status 
Woman, unspecified marital status and work experience 
 
Unspecified gender, new to the business 
Unspecified gender, has work experience 
Unspecified gender and work experience 
 
TOTAL NUMBER 

214 
158 
 
0 
12 
85 
 
1,028 

  
Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 
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Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 
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Appendix 2 – The Occupations Found in the Advertisements 

The three first categories are classified as domestic work, as are 43 advertisers from the category 

Education (see footnote). Thereafter, the public occupations are presented in order of size. 

 

Table 1. All occupations found in the advertisements compiled into larger categories, and the number of 
advertisers applying for a job under each category (%, N=1,028) 
 
 

Occupational 
category 

Types of occupation Number of 
advertisers 

Men Women Unspecified 

Agriculture and 
estate management 

Bailiff, gardener, 
gamekeeper, park-
keeper, farmer, dairy 
maid, plantation 
inspector 

55 (5%) 45 6 4 

Domestic service; 
upper staff 

Butler, valet, 
housekeeper, cook, 
lady’s maid, upper maid, 
companion, steward  

314 (31%) 64 242 8 

Domestic service; 
lower staff 

Footman, nurse, 
housemaid, kitchen 
maid, laundry maid, 
groom, coachman, 
servant, postilion, 
general help 

234 (23%) 114 118 2 

Education Governess, instructor, 
teacher 

74136 (7%) 15 46 13 

Trade and sale Merchant, merchant’s 
assistant, traveller, work 
within the wholesale 
business, tradesman 
assistant, land waiter, 
counting house 
assistant, a ‘factor’s 
situation under a 
merchant’, shop man, 
shop woman, 
warehouseman, porter 

109 (11%) 86 6 17 

Public offices Government officials, 
public office holder, law 
office, stamp office, civil 
employment 

97 (9%) 61 0 36 

Administration and 
office work 

Clerk, book-keeper, 
writer, architect’s office 
employee, secretary, 
notary 

66 (6%) 56 0 10 

                                                 
136 Out of these 74 individuals, 43 are classified as domestic work (governesses working in families) and 31 as public 
employment (teachers within public and private schools). 
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Entrepreneurs People looking for 
partnerships or a share 
of a private concern 

20 (2%) 19 1 0 

Apprentices Apprentices of various 
professions 

11 (1%) 9 1 1 

Food and beverage Brewer, distiller, maid at 
coffee house or inn, 
waiter, cellarman 

10 (1%) 9 1 0 

Banking and 
money 
management 

Banker, custom house 
employee, rent or debt 
collector 

8 (0.8%) 3 1 4 

Unspecified, 
general work 

General help, ‘any 
work’, general assistant 

7 (0.7%) 5 0 2 

Manufacture Carpenter, work within 
the lace trade, dress 
maker, milliner 

5 (0.5%) 3 1 1 

Army/Navy 
employment 

Army men, ship steward 5 (0.5%) 3 0 2 

Clergymen Clergyman 5 (0.5%) 5 0 0 

Manager/Agent Manager or agent of a 
business 

4 (0.5%) 4 0 0 

Medicine Surgeon assistant, 
hospital work, 
apothecary assistant 

4 (0.5%) 2 0 2 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 
 
 
 
 
Since many of the duties of the domestic occupations mentioned by the advertisers are unknown 
to us today, a brief account of their main doings is presented in the table below. 
 
Table 2. An explanation of the tasks and duties of some of the most popular domestic service occupations 

Occupational title Duties 

Bailiff Middle agent between master and workers 
regarding the estate’s agricultural concerns. 

Steward Household administration, the employment of 
domestic staff, payment of bills and the 
master’s correspondence. In some cases, he 
also performed the duties of the bailiff. 

Housekeeper Supervision of the maids, cleaning and laundry. 
Middle agent between mistress and cook. 

Butler Answering the door, admitting callers. 
Supervised the footmen, tended to the fires, 
candles and silver polishing. Oversaw the wine 
cellar. 

Cook Supervision of the kitchen and preparation of 
food. 

Valet Cared for the master’s clothes and personal 
needs. Kept himself separate from other 
servants. 
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Lady’s maid Attended to the mistress’s clothes, jewellery 
and hair. 

Governess The instruction of children. Kept herself apart 
from lower servants. 

Footman Serving at dinners, delivering messages, carried 
home goods purchased in the shops, fetched 
general items, delivered calling cards. Generally 
useful. 

Nurse The care of children too young for a 
governess. 

Housemaid Cleaning of public areas of the household. 

Coachman, groom Took care of the horses, drove and maintained 
the carriages. 

Manservant Heavy tasks such as lifting, cleaning up of dirty 
areas (for example after animals). Usually the 
helping hand of households that could not 
afford to hire footmen. 

Gardener Looked after the garden of the estate, 
sometimes with several underlings. 

Source: Sullivan, Margaret C., The Jane Austen Handbook. Proper Life Skills from Regency England (Quirk 
Books 2007) 
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Appendix 3 – The vocabulary of the advertisers 

The amount of times every word or phrase was used by the advertisers has been counted and 

inserted in the first table. The numbers are thus a compilation of how many times a certain term 

occurred among the 1,028 advertisements and the percentages are calculated for each and every 

expression, denoting the ratio between the advertisers that used that specific term and those that 

omitted it entirely. The subsequent tables present the same thing, the vocabulary of the 

advertisers, but in relation to aspects such as gender, type of work and work experience. To avoid 

an overwhelming amount of tables as well as a chaotic presentation of all the data, the work will 

be presented as either public or domestic. Thus, we do not have one table for every occupational 

category that has been related to both gender and work experience. For the same reason, those 

tables will not include an account of all 30 words and phrases presented in Table 1, but only 

those that were of most relevance to the specific group that the table concerns. 

 

 

Table 1. The most common vocabulary of all the advertisers in The Times, January-June 1800 (%, 

N=1,028) 

Word or phrase Number of times it appears among the 

1,028 advertisements 

Undeniable/Good character 331 (31%) 

Reference to a previous employment 307 (30%) 

Can be well recommended/Is of good 

connections (unspecified references) 

207 (20%) 

Respectable (in relation to others than 

themselves, e.g. employers or references) 

151 (15%) 

Has a thorough/perfect understanding of the 

business 

131 (13%) 

Steady 103 (10%) 

Mentions none of this vocabulary 101 (10%) 

Gentle/Genteel 98 (9.5%) 

No objection to travel/go abroad 79 (8%) 

Useful 72 (7%) 

Respectable (in relation to themselves) 64 (6%) 

Writes a good/expedious hand 61 (6%) 

Wages/Salary no object 56 (5%) 

Sober 48 (4.5%) 

Active 36 (3.5%) 
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Honour/Honourable 36 (3.5%) 

Of light weight 29 (3%) 

Healthy 25 (2.5%) 

The character will bear the strictest 

scrutiny/investigation 

25 (2.5%) 

Free from incumbrance 24 (2.5%) 

Respectable (both in relation to themselves 

and others) 

16 (1.5%) 

Unexceptionable 16 (1.5%) 

Good/Highest morals 14 (1.5%) 

Is accustomed to travel 10 (1%) 

Cheerful 6 (0.6%) 

Diligent 6 (0.6%) 

Of good appearance 6 (0.6%) 

Faithful/Fidelity 6 (0.6%) 

Reputable 5 (0.5%) 

Agreeable 5 (0.5%) 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 
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The following tables present the most common vocabulary in relation different categories of 

advertisers. To make the information comprehensible and to prevent us from getting 

overwhelmed by the amount of tables, the all-embracing categories of public and domestic work 

as well as men and women are the only ones that will be included rather than one table for all 

male and female advertisers within every occupation. Moreover, as the numbers of the most 

unusual vocabulary are so small they sometimes become trivial, solely those words and phrases 

that are used by 10% or more of the category are presented. 

 

Table 2. The most common vocabulary of the advertisers applying for domestic work in The Times, January-

June 1800 (%, N=646) 

Word or phrase Number of times is appears among the 646 

advertisements related to domestic work 

Reference to a previous employment 391 (61%) 

Undeniable/Good character 290 (45%) 

Can be well recommended/Is of good 

connections (unspecified references) 

118 (18%) 

Has a thorough/perfect understanding of the 

business 

113 (17%) 

Steady 84 (13%) 

Respectable (in relation to others than 

themselves, e.g. employers or references) 

79 (12%) 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

 

Table 3. The most common vocabulary of the advertisers applying for public work in The Times, January-June 

1800 (%, N=382) 

Word or phrase Number of times is appears among the 382 

advertisements related to public work 

Reference to a previous employment 179 (47%) 

Can be well recommended/Is of good 

connections (unspecified references) 

86 (23%) 

Respectable (in relation to others than 

themselves, e.g. employers or references) 

72 (19%) 

Mentions none of this vocabulary 64 (17%) 

Writes a good/expedious hand 54 (14%) 

Undeniable/Good character 41 (11%) 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 
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Table 4. The most common vocabulary of the male advertisers in The Times, January-June 1800 (%, 

N=504) 

Word or phrase Number of times is appears among the 504 

advertisements inserted by men 

Undeniable/Good character 166 (33%) 

Reference to a previous employment 139 (28%) 

Can be well recommended/Is of good 

connections (unspecified references) 

103 (20%) 

Respectable (in relation to others than 

themselves, e.g. employers or references) 

74 (15%) 

Has a thorough/perfect understanding of the 

business 

63 (12.5%) 

Writes a good/expedious hand 58 (11.5%) 

Steady 54 (11%) 

No objection to travel/go abroad 48 (10%) 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 

 

 

Table 5. The most common vocabulary of the female advertisers in The Times, January-June 1800 (%, 

N=427) 

Word or phrase Number of times is appears among the 427 

advertisements inserted by women 

Reference to a previous employment 157 (37%) 

Undeniable/Good character 147 (34%) 

Can be well recommended/Is of good 

connections (unspecified references) 

78 (18%) 

Gentle/Genteel 66 (15.5%) 

Respectable (in relation to others than 

themselves, e.g. employers or references) 

64 (15%) 

Has a thorough/perfect understanding of the 

business 

57 (13%) 

Steady 48 (11%) 

Source: The Times, January-June 1800, accessible online through The Times Digital Archive. 

 


