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[she denied] that ever she made any rhyme but she said a certeyne ryme and for goodwill she told the same to goodwife Willyams and her daughter and to the goodwife Cadman and her daughter because she thought it was made to there discreditt, and she hard it as she came to the markett to Oxford abowte Christmas last of one Robert Nevell who did singe it by the waye, and the ryme is this viz. yf I had as faire a face as John Williams his daughter Elsabeth hass then wold I were a taudrie lace as goodman Boltes daughter Marie dosse, and if I had as mutche money in my pursse as Cadmans daughter Margarett hasse then wold I have a bastard lesse than Butlers mayde Helen hasse ...

The fundamental way in which people interact socially is how they address each other (or, when not in face-to-face situations, refer to each other). In their interaction – circumscribed and influenced by emotional responses and (the avoidance of) embarrassment – social actors employ a variety of forms of address: names, nicknames, social titles, which impute familiarity and closeness; distance and respect; courtesy; or dismissiveness.
 Many of those responses are dispersed through the deposition in the archdeaconry court of Oxford above. Reported social address can thus furnish an insight into the praxis of social relationships with an elemental poignancy.

Quotidian social interaction through the ‘speech community’s’ language use in addressing individuals, when considered in its totality, moreover, can take us further than the relationships between individuals. The accumulation of this social interaction can reveal something about the ordering of local society. Two perceptions of early-modern social ordering – through ‘national’ and local lenses – though not necessarily antithetical, have been suggested, the one established on a social language of ‘sorts’ and the other of ‘chief inhabitants’, ‘core’ or ‘focal’ families.
 The language of address and naming informs that consideration of the ordering of society, but perhaps avoids two principal issues.
 First, although all language use consists of rhetoric, the self-acclamation of ‘chief inhabitants’ persuasively projected a self-representation of a particular group.
 Secondly, those social categories hitherto formulated were problematically and resolutely male-centred. Now, although local society’s use of names and forms of address was no less imbued with rhetorical overtones, it allows some penetration into the world of quotidian exchange and how female actors were incorporated into local social ordering – all at an elemental, fundamental social level.
� E. R. Brinkworth, ed., The Archdeacon’s Court. Liber Actorum, 1581 I (Oxfordshire Record Society xxiii, 1942), p.12.


� The approach here is stimulated by E. Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York, 1959); Goffman, Behaviour in Public Places. Notes on the Social Organization of Gatherings (New York, 1963). My apology for the influence of these sociological writings is below. My intention here is to examine empirical data about social interaction within their context. For that reason, I eschew the ‘symbolic interactionism’ of Mead and Blumer, but appreciate the relating of micro-sociology to macro-sociology presented in S. Stryker, Symbolic Interactionism. A Social Structural Version (Menlo Park, CA, 1980), that is inter-relating social interaction to social structure. On the other hand, there is much to be said for an approach which dissolves social structure and starts afresh from social relations: J. Scott, Social Network Analysis. A Handbook (London, 1991) (sociology) and P. Hage and F. Harary, Structural Models in Anthropology (Cambridge, 1983). For figurational sociology – predicated on social interdependence and group dynamic: S. Loyal and S. Quilley, eds, The Sociology of Norbert Elias (Cambridge, 2004). From Goffman, I especially respect his notion of ‘situational propriety’ and the primary influence of the social process. Those who suspect Goffman of cynicism are referred again to A. Giddens, ‘Erving Goffman as a systemic social theorist’ in Giddens, Social Theory and Modern Sociology (Stanford, 1987), pp. 109-39, a reference which I owe to W. I. Miller, Faking It (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 244-5, n. 9. Throughout, I prefer selfpresentation to the fashionable ‘New Historicist’ notion of self-fashioning, because I adhere to Goffman’s (and Mead’s) epistemology of the social process contributing to the formation and development of self. Without inferring any direct parallels or comparisons, my thinking has been much stimulated by S. J. Charlesworth, A Phenomenology of Working Class Experience (Cambridge, 2000). I also owe a great debt of gratitude to my Leicester colleagues, Barbara Misztal [Informality. Social Theory and Contemporary Practice (London, 2000)] and Eric Dunning (his patient conversation). Throughout P.R. denotes Parish Register(s).


� The context is discussed fully by H. King, ‘Social status, localism and the middling sort of people in England, 1620-1750’, Past and Present 166 (2000), pp. 66-99, so the arguments are not recapitulated here; for the proposition of ‘sorts’ and ‘degrees’ of people, K. Wrightson, English Society 1580-1680 (revised edn, London, 2003), pp. 25-46 and Wrightson, ‘“Sorts of people” in Tudor and Stuart England’ in J. Barry and C. Brooks, eds, The Middling Sort of People. Culture, Society and Politics in England, 1550-1800 (Basingstoke, 1994), pp. 28-51. For the language of ‘sorts’, for example, the charge to the constables for enforcing the Book of Orders in 1596 to sustain ‘the poorer sort’: V. Morgan, J. Key and B. Taylor, eds, The Papers of Nathaniel Bacon of Stiffkey volume IV 1596-1602 (Norfolk Record Society lxiv, 2000), p. 10; ‘The names of such recusantes as be either married wives or of the meaner sorte whose estates wee finde to be meane & uncertayne’ (1586): A. Hassell Smith and G. M. Baker, The Papers of Nathaniel Bacon of Stiffkey volume III 1586-1595 (Norfolk Record Society liii, 1987-8). p. 11; ‘The better sort of people beinge muche greived & offended that the ruder sorte would not be stayed nor by the magystrates restrayned …’ Norfolk Record Office NCR case 16 shelf c no. 5, fo. 279v. (assembly minute book, Norwich City Council, 1604); ‘And that the poorer sorte of people and others may not be oppressed by an unequal proporcion...’ (Northampton assembly minutes about measures for the prevention of the dissemination of plague): Northamptonshire Record Office NBR 3/1, p. 599 (1605).


� The implications of the excellent A. Wood, ‘“Poore men woll speke one daye”: plebeian languages of deference and defiance in England c.1520-1640’ in T. Harris, ed., The Politics of the Excluded, c.1500-1850 (London, 2001), pp. 67-98, should, however, not be ignored.


� S. Hindle, ‘The political culture of the middling sort in English rural communities’ in Harris, Politics of the Excluded, pp. 125-52.





