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Abstract 

The public opinion on the favourability towards the police varies greatly in the different 

populations in the United States. This is a corpus linguistic study that investigates a possible 

change in semantic prosody of the word cop. The study also investigates the distribution of 

the keyword in the different subcorpora to see if it has driven an overall change in the 

semantic prosody. The source is the Corpus of Historical American English, dating from 1800 

to 2009. The Corpus of Historical American English is divided into four subcategories that 

have a median of 51% fictional material throughout the corpus. The four subcategories in the 

corpus are fiction, news, popular magazines, and non-fictional books. The data are divided 

into two categories, the first one being the positive/neutral category and the second category 

being the negative category. Neutral/positive is when cop is used with neutral or positive 

connotations and the negative is when cop is used with negative connotations. The period 

studied is that of 1859 to 2009 and this time span is divided into four periods to be more 

manageable. The distribution of the word in the subcorpora shows that the cop is used mostly 

in fictional material. The results show that the use of cop in contextual positive or neutral 

situations increase during the time span. To further this matter additional studies on cop in 

other corpora from America and other parts of the speaking world would benefit the 

knowledge on the noun’s semantic prosody and to further knowledge in the public opinion on 

the police.   
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Sammanfattning på svenska 

Befolkningens attityd i de Förenta staterna varierar kraftigt mellan olika grupperingarna inom 

landet. Detta är en korpuslingvistisk studie som undersöker en möjlig semantisk prosodisk 

förändring hos ordet cop. Studien utgår ifrån Corpus of Historical American English som 

dateras mellan 1800 – 2009. Den semantiska prosodin undersöks genom att dela in träffarna i 

två kategorier, användning i neutral/positiv semantisk prosodi och användning i negativ 

semantisk prosodi. Studien undersöker även distributionen av ordet i korpusens underkorpus 

för att se om distributionen kan ha en koppling till semantisk prosodi. Underkorpusen är 

skönlitteratur, nyheter, populärmagasin och icke skönlitterära böcker. Tidsperioden som 

undersöks är 1859 – 2009 och denna period delas in i fyra mindre, mer hanterbara perioder. 

Resultatet visar att cop använts i en majoritet av skönlitterära texter i korpusen. Undersökningen 

visar att det finns en majoritet av negativ semantisk prosodisk användning under period 1 och 

2. Period 3 skiftar lite mellan kategorierna men från 1940 hamnar cop i neutrala/positiv 

majoritet och Period 4 har en stark positiv semantisk prosodisk trend. Studien visar att cop har 

genomgått en förändring i ordets semantiska prosodi från negativ till neutral/positiv. För att 

utöka kunskapen kring detta ämne skulle fler undersökningar i fler korpus från de Förenta 

staterna och resten av den engelsktalande världen behöva göras. Detta skulle öka kunskapen 

kring ordets semantiska prosodi och kunna ge viss insikt i den offentliga attityden gentemot 

polisväsendet.  

Nyckelord: Korpuslingvistik, semantisk prosodi, cop, korpus 
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1. Introduction 
 

This study is a corpus linguistic study on semantic prosody of the noun cop and it is the first to 

study this narrow subject in this capacity. More precisely, it is a study of “how” and “if” the 

noun cop, in the denotation of a police officer or an officer of the law, has undergone semantic 

prosody. The attitudes towards the police have been a case of division in the United States 

where different racial groups have a vast difference in opinion on the matter. According to 

Ekins’ survey (2016:12-13) the average American has a 64% favourability towards the police. 

However, the racial divide is larger where Caucasian Americans have a 68% favourability, 

African Americans have 40% and Hispanic Americans 59%. Another survey (Pew Research 

Center, 2017:1) rated different occupations on a feeling thermometer, ranging between 0–100, 

where Police ended up on 67 degrees. The study also shows a disparity between Republicans 

(84) and Democrats (62) when these groups rated the police. These numbers all display a 

disparity in the attitude towards the police in the American public. Most Americans have a 

generally favourable view of a police officer or a cop but only one of the surveys use both 

nouns.  

A word can undergo several different kinds of change during a certain period of time. For 

example, a word can undergo amelioration which means that the meaning of a word undergoes 

a change to a positive status in a language. Changes may also occur in the other direction, 

namely pejoration. The meaning of the latter is a change to a less favourable or somewhat 

negative status. These two kinds of change will play an important part later in the study.  

Investigating a word in regards to pejoration or amelioration is a part of the semantic prosody 

area in linguistics and the keyword will be investigated to see if there has been any change in a 

neutral/positive or negative way. There will be an additional investigation of the frequency 

distribution of the word cop in the subcorpora to see if the distribution has driven an overall 

change in semantic prosody. The corpus used is the Corpus of Historical American English and 

it has 4 subcorpora consisting of fiction, non-fiction books, popular magazines, and news. The 

corpus has texts from 1810–2009. The concept of semantic prosody will be further defined and 

discussed in Section 2.1.  

Some of the words today have experienced monumental changes in their semantic context when 

compared to their original meaning. As society develops and evolves so does the language it 

uses: 
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1. Has the semantic prosody towards cop changed during the period 1859 – 2009, and if 

so how?  

2. What is the frequency distribution of the word in the subcorpora in the Corpus Of 

Historical American English?  

2. Background 
 

The word corpus comes from Latin and translates to body and a corpus consists of a large 

gathering of computational data. Usually, the sheer size of a corpus defies ordinary hand and 

eye analysis within the time period often available to researchers. Whilst there may be negative 

consequences with the computer age, linguistic research has seen an increased use of assorted 

technological innovations as a way to process more information in a shorter time frame. A 

corpus contains one or several bodies of texts that can be used in concordance to research 

frequency, context and so forth. These frequency instances can be used to search for one or 

several words in different context and are therefore highly effective in determining if a research 

question adequately addressed to that specific investigation. This body of text helps us to find 

patterns, word usage and the real definite limit is the corpus data and the imagination of the 

researcher. Corpus linguistics deals with corpus data, etymological research, semantic or lexical 

research as stated in McEnery & Hardie (2011:2–15).  

2.1 Theoretical framework 

 

Section 2.1 aims to give an overview of previous studies that have given insight into the nature 

of this study. The review focuses on Hunston’s (2007) work on the definition of semantic 

prosody. Semantic prosody is a term that will be used frequently in this study and it serves as 

one of the major focal points of the investigation. The concept comes from corpus linguistics 

and its phraseological traditions, but the term was coined by another famous linguist named 

Louw (1993:157–176). When studying semantic prosody, the keyword or phrase is investigated 

in context and studied with different types of connotation. The connotation often has 

negative/less favourable or positive/favourable as variables to be studied in context with the 

keyword.  

Hunston stands out as a major player in the field of corpus linguistics is one of most importance 

to this study. In the article, she discusses the contentious term of semantic prosody and the 

different interpretations made by published linguists (2007). She outlines two major schools 
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that have different definitions of semantic prosody, one belonging to Sinclair (2004) and the 

other to Partington (2004). 

Partington’s (2004:131–156) definition is that semantic prosody is primarily a binary 

distinction between positive and negative attitudinal meanings. He also adds that there is a level 

of gradability to the semantic prosody as something can be seen as less and less favourable and 

still consist of a binary distinction. To counter this argument Hunston (2007) outlines a couple 

of problems with a binary distinction. First off, if a word is frequently associated with items of 

positive or negative attitudinal meaning there is rarely a single interpretation that can be applied. 

She uses the word destruction as an example of a word that can easily be interpreted as negative 

or positive but the perspective change depending on the attachment. The process of destruction 

is often good for the destroyer but bad for the destroyed (Hunston, 2007:256). Therefore, the 

semantic prosody of the word changes depending on which perspective the speaker or receiver 

has. There has to be a precise and thorough investigation of the co–text and the phraseology 

that surrounds the item in question before any conclusion can be made. Hunston’s suggests that 

the term is best used as close to Sinclair’s (2004:32–40) definition which states that applying a 

negative or positive meaning to a word is an example of oversimplification. It is often a matter 

of attitudinal meaning and that concept is one that rarely is as consistent as it has to be in order 

for a binary distinction to work. The interpretation of the reader/hearer is often a subject of 

discussion and the hardest thing to prove in research. There are a number of factors that can 

cause interference and interpretation in semantic prosody. These can involve the level of the 

user’s English, for example, if they have a different stylistic or rhetorical style compared to the 

investigated characteristic.  

In a text from Louw (1997:240–251) used by Hunston (2007:260) a student found an anti-

woman bias in the line; but charm and face were in vain from Yeats’ poem Memory. The student 

had, however, difficulty in supporting her attitudinal reaction with any evidence. The student 

had seen an implication that females are manipulative because the phrase in vain was used in 

several indications of goal-oriented activity such as, “Giovanni sought in vain a means of 

retreat; the captains tried in vain to maintain some semblance of order; I had waited in vain” 

(Yeats Memory cited in Hunston, 2007:260). The interpretation is subtle and is, as all literary 

readings are subjective and difficult to scientifically prove. This is an example of how a 

subjective reading of a word can have significant consequences on the interpretation.  
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2.2 Etymology of the word Cop 

 

The verb cop is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as: “To capture, catch, lay hold of, 

‘nab’” (Oxford English Dictionary: Cop v.). The definitions and varieties of this word are many 

and serve to show the word’s flexibility in modern language use. This word was used in this 

aspect in 1704 according to the Oxford English Dictionary (Cop. v), The Online Etymology 

Dictionary (Cop. v) and Merriam-Webster (Cop. v).  

The slang noun copper is explained in the Oxford English Dictionary as: “A policeman; also 

attrib., as in copperstick, a policeman's truncheon. Hence, one who informs on fellow prisoners; 

a police informant; esp. to come or turn copper.” (Oxford English Dictionary, copper n.4.) The 

word copper is used widely in George Matsell’s book Vocabulum (1859) where the writer 

compiled the terms and phrases used by rogue elements in New York City with examples of 

appropriate usage. 

The verb cop has a directly related meaning of getting caught by the authorities and copper 

relates to a kind of copper clothing or apparel used by the police force. In the article that the 

quotation below is taken from, they theorise that the word cop, in the sense of a police officer, 

comes from the word copper, the metal. The claim here is that the police had had copper in 

either their badges, helmets or batons during the nineteenth century. The link to the copper part 

of the etymology is an article published by the New York City Police Department (Office of 

Justice Programs, 1993) that discusses the word and the relation to the badges.  

Many policemen strongly objected to wearing a specially deSigned uniform, 

preferring to dress in their own clothes. They viewed the uniform as a British 

innovation and an infringement on their rights. As freeborn American citizens. 

Many citizens shared this contempt and publicly condemned a uniform force as 

nothing more than a "standing army" and "liveried lack.eys." A compromise was 

finally reached underwhich police officers wore an eight-point, star-shaped 

copper badge over the left breast of their coats in lieu of a complete uniform. The 

policemen became known as "star police" and later on as "coppers" and "cops." 

[sic] (Office of Justice Programs, 1993:5) 

The purpose of this study is not to decide which of these two etymologies that have greater 

validity but to look for a change in semantic context. The etymology of the word is important 

in order to establish the first regular occurrence in documented records.  
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3. Material and method  
 

To set up a baseline there was a search for when the noun cop, in the sense of a police officer, 

first came up in written records. The first recorded use of the word cop according to the Oxford 

English Dictionary was in 1859 (Oxford English Dictionary: cop). It should be pointed out that 

it is only instances of the noun cop that is of interest here in the context of a law enforcement 

officer. 

3.1 Material 

 

The source for this study is the Corpus of Historical American English1 that consists of texts 

from the years of 1810–2009 and has been compiled by Mark Davies (2010 –). The corpus is a 

large collection of information of historical English and has altogether 406 000 000 words in 

115 000 different texts from North America. This is the source for this study on the semantic 

prosody of the noun cop and its distribution in the different subcorpora. Table 1 

(https://corpus.byu.edu/coha/) outlines the different time periods of the study with the 

corresponding number of words attributed to that period in the corpus. The corpus is continually 

expanding and the numbers are from May of 2018. The corpus is divided into four categories 

which are fiction, popular magazines, newspapers, and non-fictional books. Table 1 also 

outlines the instance ratio of the total amount of instances where cop was found corresponding 

to each period. These numbers contain all instances of the combination of COP and not solely 

the noun cop. 

Table 1: The time frame in the COHA together with total word count per period, the frequency of instances and 

the relative frequency    

Time Period Word count # of instances of 

cop 

Relative 

frequency 

Period 1: 1859–1909 100 332 732 44 0.6 pmw 

Period 2: 1910–1959   121 243 568 1 198 9.88 pmw 

Period 3: 1960–1989   72 876 239 1 828 25.1 pmw 

Period 4: 1990–2009   57 356 791 1 940 33.82 pmw 

PMW: Per Million Words 

As shown in Table 1 there is a large number of words in each time period of the study and the 

relative frequency increase steadily in each period. Period 1 has a relative frequency of 0.6 ppm 

                                                 
1The Corpus of Historical American English will henceforth be referred to as COHA  
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but the total word count is similar to Period 2, which in turn has a relative frequency of 9.9 

ppm. Period 3 and 4 also displays an increase in usage with the relative frequency being 25.1 

pmw (Period 3) and 33.82 (Period 4).  

The corpus was chosen because of its historical and contemporary relevance and because it 

encompasses the time periods from the first known usage of cop to the present day. The COHA 

is also accessible and available online for free and includes an easy search tool. The search 

engine does not allow searches to be limited by genres in its free version but clearly states where 

the citation comes from and to which genre it belongs to. The COHA is divided into genres and 

the editors have tried to balance the number of texts within each genre to each decade, this to 

ensure that no specific genre has an overwhelming majority during some periods of the corpus. 

The texts are approximately 50% fiction and 50% non-fiction throughout the whole corpus. 

A pilot search was first conducted on two additional sources but these were omitted. The first 

corpus, the Corpus of American Contemporary English, only contained texts between the years 

1990 and 2017 but had over 12 000 instances of cop alone and was excluded due to the limited 

time period of the corpus and the time allotted to this investigation. The other source, Corpus 

of English Dialogue, contained no instances and was for that reason excluded.  

However, at the beginning of the COHA corpus, the word cop may be used as an adjective in 

reference to certain terms and slang and will thus be taken into consideration. The other part of 

the study was the occurrence of cop in the different genres in the corpus. As stated previously, 

the corpus has four different subcorpora and these are: 

Fiction: The text source consists of scanned books, scripts from movies and plays and is present 

throughout the corpus. Total size of subcorpus: 207 633 395 words. 

Popular Magazines: The magazine source consists of at least ten magazines per decade and 

equivalent sub-genres for the 1900s and 1800s. Total size of subcorpus: 97 207 399 words. 

News: From the historical archives of newspapers. Total size of subcorpus: 40 124 656 words.  

Non-Fictional Books: Consists of books that have been classified each decade by the Library 

of Congress classification system to be “non-fictional”. Total size of subcorpus: 61 266 574 

words. 
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3.2 Method 

 

This is an investigation into the semantic prosody of the word cop in the COHA to determine 

if and how the word has undergone any kind of amelioration or pejoration during the selected 

timeframe. To answer the second research question this is also an investigation on the 

distribution of the word in the different kind of genres of the corpus. The restriction of these 

periods is based on the information from the corpus and the first occurrence of the word. The 

first occurrence was in the Vocabulum: The Rogue’s Lexicon (1859) and it thus provides the 

starting point for the study. To make the data more comprehensible this rather large timespan 

was divided into to four more manageable periods to ensure that the data collected demonstrates 

a possibility of semantic change. If all the data was to be analysed as a single block of 

information there would be several instances of each category with no corresponding time 

frame to match it with.  

Hunston’s (2007) conclusion is that semantic prosody cannot be explained by simply applying 

a stamp with good or bad attached to it. There are different types of texts that give us a certain 

phraseology that cannot be transferred to another text and therefore the "good" and "bad" value 

may not work when applied to another text. There is the point-of-view to consider and a need 

to discuss the reason behind a certain type of categorisation. The precise definition of positive 

and negative may be elusive and rather narrow but these terms will be used in this study to 

allow easier access to the findings. There will be a third term, namely neutral, that will be placed 

in the same category as positive. There are instances that cannot be categorised binary as they 

have no attitudinal meaning attached and these will thus be categorised as neutral. This will be 

further elaborated in Section 3.2. 

3.2 Selection criteria for including and excluded examples  

 

The categories in the semantic prosody part of the investigation are twofold. The first category 

is called negative and for a particular instance to be assigned to that category, cop needs to be 

situated in a context of negative connotations. The second category is named neutral/positive 

and for an instance to receive a membership to this category the contextual situation needs to 

be in a context of neutral/positive connotations. The reason behind grouping the neutral/positive 

category together is to avoid attitudinal bias. It became apparent during the data collections 

phase that it was difficult distinguishing between a neutral and positive context in some 

contentious instances. Therefore they are grouped together and are counted as a single category 
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in an effort to avoid borderline cases and thus skewing the result. It is not possible to belong to 

both categories even though sometimes there are different kinds of interpretations. Example 1 

shows a contextual situation when cop is combined with a negative connotation. 

(1): …" Was you in Roosia? " " Yes. " " Was you an officer? " " I was. "  " Then 

you're spyin'. You're  a cop. " " You're mistaken. " " Ah, don't had me none like 

that. You're a State Trooper or a Secret Service guy, or a plain, dirty cop. And I'm 

a-going to croak you. " " I'm not in any service, now. " " Wasn't you an army 

officer? "… (COHA, 1922). 2 

In Example (1) there are two examples of negative semantic prosody. In the first instance, the 

word cop is combined with spying which is rarely used in a positive context. In the second 

usage, the speaker is combining cop with plain and dirty and this would have placed this 

contextual situation in the negative category. Example (2) shows a member of the 

neutral/positive category:  

(2): Finally Hajek allowed the car to move on, he gave the lad at the wheel no 

ticket even; he had a good cop's heart after all. Besides, the young girl sitting next 

to the driver was a good-looker, lifting and crossing her left leg as Hajek bawled 

out the meek young man. She stared wistfullyat the big cop, and he saw she had 

a well-turned calf.  [sic] (COHA, 1933) 

Example (2) also contains two instances and the first is combined with good which is seldom 

used in negative context and heart which is quite neutral on its own. When used as an adjective, 

good becomes a very positive aspect and when combined with cop it is a clear example of a 

positive contextual situation. The second instance is still in the general narrative context about 

the cop with a good heart and the woman is staring wistfully at him, which often connotes 

yearning or desire.  

Some instances were removed during the data processing phase because they matched with the 

letter combination of COP but it did not involve the noun cop. One of the most common 

mismatches came from the sports magazines on the American west coast. The College of the 

Pacific's different sports teams circulated commonly in the corpus data. Other examples of 

excluded instances were cop as a verb and a political party acronym used in the United States.  

                                                 
2 All instances of cop in corpus data are in bold typeface. 



 

9 

 

There are some aspects of this study that had to be taken into account as there are several movie 

scripts and plays in the corpus. This would mean that if an unnamed police officer had a line in 

a script it would be an instance hit on COP: 1 says something, COP: 2 responds, and similar 

situations. The movie Batman Begins figures quite a number of these situations and 50 instances 

of the year 2005 are from a single scene from that movie. Example (3)’s paragraph contains 

several additional instances but was cut in half due to length and shows the possible influence 

movie scripts could have had on the study unless taken into consideration.  

(3): Stay with me. # INT. COP CAR -- CONTINUOUS # The Cop turns left to 

look at the other Cop Car. # COP 3 Where'd he-? # He sees, between his car and 

the next, a BLACK SHAPE. # COP 3 (CONT'D) THERE HE IS! # INT. 

BATMOBILE -- … …The Batmobile SHOOTS forward from between the 

two Cop Cars. # INT. COP CAR -- CONTINUOUS # The Batmobile's JET 

WASH BLASTS the windscreen, SHATTERING it, the Cop throws his hands in 

front of his face- # EXT. FREEWAY -- CONTINUOUS # The Cop Car SPINS 

out of its lane,  (COHA, 2005)  

All these instances are simply descriptive or function as a header in a script of what follows 

next in the scene. Because of that reason all movie scripts and plays similar instances such as 

in Example 3, were scrutinized thoroughly and removed from the data. 

If all instances were counted it would skew the data since they do not indicate anything of 

importance to this study. 

3.3. Limitations 

 

This is a quantitative study with qualitative elements based on data from the COHA. When 

researching the corpus there was a massive amount of data that needed to be processed manually 

and this may indicate to a human flaw in the study as some instances may have ended up in the 

wrong category. On the other hand, all data has been reviewed a number of times rather 

thoroughly to avoid this flaw. The database itself gives a free user certain limitations as well. 

The concordance lines of text available for viewing during a 24 hour period were limited to  

5 000. The number of concordance line available to expand to a full paragraph was limited to 

250 times per day. Both limitations were exceeded on a number of occasions. This increased 

the time it took to research the data and could be made more effective if the researcher had had 

full access to the material. Data in the earlier decades was limited to a few sources and 

particularly the first decade that only contained a single text and therefore that source was 
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omitted to avoid skewing the data. Similar instances of data complication are discussed in 

Section 3.2. The drawback of this may result in a large number of instances during one 

particular time period and it may prove difficult to conclude anything from that. One limitation 

of the study is that it is only based on a single corpus and therefore it is problematic to generalise 

the results beyond that of the corpus. But, the corpus is based on a large selection of texts that 

are supposed to representative of the country of origin it is possible to argue that the results 

actually are generalisable. The results of the study are, however, limited to the geographical 

content from the corpus.  

When it comes to categorising the data into the categories determined by the study there is 

another limitation. There may be an attitudinal preference of the researcher that could have 

skewed the results. Efforts to maintain this was to clearly set up restrictions on how each 

instance was evaluated. Another aspect of limitation may be that I do not have English as a 

native language and because of this, some nuances of the language may have eluded me.  

4. Results and Analysis 
 

This section presents the data of the analysis in sections that deal with the respective time 

periods. There are four different time periods and the findings related to these are presented in 

Sections 4.1-4.4.  To conclude, there is a final compilation of semantic prosody data from all 

periods in Section 4.5 and the data from the distribution frequency is presented in Section 4.6.  

4.1 Diachronic development of cop in Period 1 1859–1909 (COHA, 1859–1909). 

 

Table 2 presents all data collected in Period 1 and assigned to the two categories and presented 

decade by decade.  
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Table 2: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 1: 1859–1909  

 

As is shown in Table 1, Period 1 contains only 44 total instances and, as displayed in Table 2, 

there are 36 instances that match the categories discussed in Section 3.2. Of these 39 instances, 

there are 3 that do not match the categories and these are discussions of the metal copper and 

of copyright. The majority of instances in Period 1 (72% n=26) are negative. The 

neutral/positive category has a minority (28% n=10) during the extent of the period. 

However, during the first decade, there is a clear majority of the negative category but there 

was only one source. This was the Vocabulum that deals with the vocabulary of the rogue 

elements of New York City. For example. “An easy fool of a policeman ; a flat cop.” (COHA, 

1859) is one of the first examples that use policeman and cop in the same sentence. A negative 

aspect of the first period is the serious lack of texts that make it impossible to draw any kind of 

conclusion. Especially since after the Vocabulum was omitted, the instances in 1859-1869 

dropped to zero because the first decade contains only one text.  

4.2 Diachronic development of cop in Period 2 1910–1959 (COHA, 1910–1959) 

 

During the analysis of Period 2 of the corpus, there are a total of 1 209 instances of the noun 

cop. Of these 1 209 instances, there are 1 076 instances that matched the criteria of the 

categories discussed in Section 3.2. Table 3 shows that there is increased use of cop after 1909. 

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative Frequency 

1859–1869  0 0 0 

1870–1879  7 2 0.48 pmw 

1880–1889   2 2 0.19 pmw 

1890–1899  5 0 0.24 pmw 

1900–1909  12 6 0.8 pmw 

Total instances: 26 10 - 

Percentage of instances 

in total: 

72% 28% - 
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Table 3: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 2: 1910–1959 

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative Frequency 

1910–1919  32 37 3.05 ppm 

1920–1929  45 35 3.12 ppm 

1930–1939  160 122 11.55 ppm 

1940–1949  130 175 12.63 ppm 

1950–1959  163 177 13.94 ppm 

Total instances: 530 546  

Percentage of total 

instances: 49% 51% 

 

 

After the 1930s, instances exceed 300 hits before the data processing and the relative frequency 

rises from 3.12 in the 1920s to 11.55 during the 1930s. There is a levelling of instances in the 

latter part of Period 1 as throughout the thirties, forties, and fifties all instances range from 305–

340. This makes it a slight increase in frequency and it indicates that cop is becoming used 

more frequently. Period 1, see Table 2, has a majority of instances with negative semantic 

prosody. Period 2 has a 49–51% division between negative and neutral/positive instances. In 

the 1940s the neutral/positive instances start to have a majority and it may indicate a trend of 

amelioration.  

The reason for the data surge in Table 3 may indicate an increase in the number of texts from 

that period and not of overall usage. The increase may simply be an indicator that cop is used 

more frequently in the texts of the corpus rather than an indicator of increased use in the overall 

population. Therefore it is difficult to establish anything but the increased amount of instance 

of cop in the COHA corpus. The instances with neutral/positive semantic prosody start to gain 

a slight majority in the 1940s and this could indicate an attitudinal shift but without further data, 

it is only speculation since the two are more or less equal in terms of frequency. The difference 

between the relative frequency of the 1920s and the 1930s is an interesting find (3.12 pmw to 

11.55 pmw). There is a probability that the rise of the classical era of sound cinema, that 

originated in the late 1920s and started to gain prominence in the 1930s, added to an increased 

relative frequency (Harpole & Crafton, 1997). 
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Example (4), (5) and (6) are instances of the semantic prosody data from the 1920s and the 

1930s. In Example (4) the negative semantic prosody comes from the adjective lousy and here 

it is used in the context of a lousy cop.  

(4): They had just been talking there, not doing a thing out of the way. And 

MacNamara, the lousy cop, came around. He blew his bazoo off, and told them 

to get a move on, and not be hanging around corners molesting the peace. (COHA, 

1932). 

In Example (5) there is no value attachment combined with cop but solely a description of an 

event in the text. Therefore the corresponding category for this example would be an instance 

of neutral/positive semantic prosody, mostly because of the lack of connotations rather than the 

combination of a more favourable sentence combination.  

(5): The dog scampered away from the cop, ran down to the lagoon, and took a 

swim. (COHA, 1932). 

Many of the neutral/positive instances in this period would probably be moved to the neutral 

part if an additional division had been made. In Example (6) comes an example that could be 

placed in either category because the adjective could be interpreted in several different ways 

depending on the reader's attitudinal preference and experience.  

(6): On the sidewalk, a queue of men was being held in line by a burly cop. The 

door of the house opened, and an individual, broad-shouldered and with flaming 

red hair, looked over the crowd. (COHA, 1931). 

The adjective used is burly and it is a word that can be taken as a compliment, insult, descriptive 

or something else entirely. In Example (6) the interpretation made is similar to the one in 

Example (5). The adjective is used as a descriptive tool to set a scene and describes a character 

at that particular time. In Example (6) the value attachment combined with the word is deemed 

none but that does not mean that burly cannot be interpreted as less or more favourable at 

another time.  
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4.3 Diachronic development of cop in Period 3 1960–1989 (COHA, 1960–1989). 

 

Period 3 has a total of 1 532 instances that correspond with the noun cop and is displayed in 

Table 4. 

Table 4: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 3: 1960–1989 

 

In Period 3, there is increased use of instances with positive semantic prosody in all decades 

with the exception of the 1970s. The relative frequency dropped from 22.28 pmw to 18.03 pmw 

during Period 3. One interesting occurrence is the difference between the negative and the 

neutral/positive instances in the 1970s (n=356, n=189) and the 1980s (n=197, n=257). As all 

sources are from the American continent, the difference between 1970 and 1980 could be an 

indication of a temporary change in attitude towards the police. The 1970s was a time of 

revolution and the “hippie” movement clashed with the police and thus the use of the word in 

a negative aspect could have increased. There were major civil tragedies and traumas, for 

example, the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal that created much scepticism towards the 

government (Schulman, 2001:1–4, 31–52). As law enforcement is a branch of the government 

the attitude against cops also suffered.  

The two following quotations give some insight into the public opinion of the era: 

Chicago seven " conspiracy trial? perhaps one of the most important courtroom 

battles of the past decade? ended in at least a partial victory for the federal 

government. At the same time, it left unanswered a host of major constitutional 

questions. The verdict also raised the possibility of a renewed exacerbation of the 

deep divisions existing within the nation over the Vietnam war and campus 

protests. The jury? after quietly watching 41/2 months of high courtroom drama, 

and after four days of deliberations? found five of the seven defendants guilty of 

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative frequency  

1960–1969   
262 271 

22.28 ppm 

1970–1979  
356 189 

22.93 ppm 

1980–1989  
197 257 

18.03 ppm 

Total instances: 
815 717 

- 

Percentage of 

total instances: 53% 47% 

- 
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crossing state lines individually with the intent of inciting a riot during the 1968 

Democratic convention. [sic]  (COHA, 1970). 

 I have to translate to people in these terms the meaning of the Indo-China war. 

There is a relationship there, and to me it is terribly pronounced, because I have 

to run a city. I do believe that the Vietnam war was from the be -- ginning a futile 

and immoral action from every point of view. And every time we escalate that 

war it makes it more difficult to keep the city stable. [sic] (COHA, 1970). 

The third quotation references both the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal in an article 

from the paper Sports illustrated:  

With great strength of character and a formidable intellect, he guided our 

publications through the bitterly divisive years of Vietnam and Watergate, 

reaffirming or changing editorial policy. // It was under his leadership that Time 

Inc., in a remarkable six-year burst of creative activity, gave birth to two new 

magazines, MONEY and PEOPLE, rebirth to LIFE and turned FORTUNE from 

a monthly into a fortnightly. (COHA, 1979). 

When combining these findings with the trend of cop during the era there seems to be a 

correlation between the public scepticism towards the government and its agencies and the 

usage of cop in the corpus. This could indicate that the public opinion represented in the corpus 

experienced a temporary change in attitude towards cop.  

Example (7) is one of the instances with a neutral/positive semantic prosody as it contains an 

adjective often used in a positive context. He is a good cop, is the value attachment support 

needed to make the verb be a contextual indicator and placing it in the neutral/positive category.  

(7): He knows that. That's why he's scared. He's a good cop. As long as he's 

looking out for you, you're going to be okay. " " I'm counting on it. (COHA, 1987). 

A quotation that contains an instance with negative semantic prosody is Example (8).  

(8) " He put down his paper. " Now wait a minute. Just who do you think you're 

talking to? " " You -- cop! " she spat. " Do I know you? " he asked angrily. " Ya 

got my ass locked up in some girl's prison for a fuckin' year. You should know 

me, " (COHA, 1983). 
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This quotation is one that needed expanding beyond the afflicted concordance line to be able to 

get a contextual indicator. In Example (8) a female character is spitting and acting furiously 

towards the male character who is a cop. In this context, cop is used in a character’s line with a 

spitting tone connects it to a less favourable context. 

4.4 Diachronic development of cop in Period 4 1990–2009 (COHA, 1990–2009) 

 

The last analysed period consists of two decades and they consist of roughly 40% of all 

instances during the overall time frame. Therefore, it was devised as a single period in an 

attempt to avoid a space that contained an overwhelmingly large amount of data and therefore 

shifting the numbers. Period 4 has a relative frequency of 30.24 ppm and the instance ratio of 

the 2000s is higher than the 1990s with almost double the amount of instances. The final decade 

of this study, 2000–2009, has a relative frequency of 37.76 ppm and it is an exceptionally high 

amount when compared to the other periods, these data are shown in Table 5.  

 

Table 5: Semantic Prosody analysis of period 4: 1990–2009 

 

The neutral/positive instances have 87% in Period 4 compared to the 47% of neutral/positive 

instances in Period 3 and it presents a notable shift in attitude. In Example (9) there is an 

instance with neutral/positive semantic prosody. It is a situation where one character speaks 

descriptively about a person that has worked as a cop. There is no value attachment to this 

sentence and it thus gains membership of the neutral category.  

(9):" Joe turned his chair into the setting sun -- his eyes were slits as he basked in 

the golden dying light. " Jack who? " " Liggett. He was a vice cop in LA about 

thirty years ago. (COHA, 1993). 

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative frequency 

1990–1999  127 523 23.32 ppm 

2000–2009  94 990 37.76 ppm 

Total instances: 221 1 513 - 

Percentage of total 

instances: 13% 87% 

- 
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Example (10) is an instance with negative semantic prosody from Period 4.  

(10): He was a decoy! He was working the street with a bag of baking soda, in 

case some simple-shit cop like you came along!   BRUCE Least it worked on 

somebody. Alex realizes, slams the side of the door, pissed at himself. (COHA, 

1990. 

Cop is combined with the phrase “simple-shit” and when used in the same context as cop or as 

it is used here as an adjective towards cop, it clearly an instance of negative semantic prosody. 

The person speaking in this paragraph has a very strong opinion about law enforcement and the 

connotation is clear. 

4.5 Diachronic development of cop in Period 1–4 1859–2009 (COHA, 1859 – 2009) 

 

Figure 1 illustrates the data in percentage in the Y–axis and the overall time period divided into 

corresponding decades in the X–axis to more clearly present the results. 

 

 

Figure 1 is the figure that regards the semantic prosody of this study and it contains all the data 

gathered from the COHA. As displayed in Figure 1 there are several times where the lines 

converge and diverge. The negative instances start out with a majority with more than 50% 

during the decades 1870–1930 with a brief exception in 1910–1919. After the 1940s the 

neutral/positive instances have a majority with a brief exception in the 1970s. The decades after, 
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Figure 1: Positive/ Neutral and Negative curve chart in percentage of Period 1—4  
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display a majority for the neutral/positive instances with a few percentages of increase each 

year. 

4.6 Genre analysis of period 1859–2009 (COHA, 1859–2009) 

 

Figure 2 is a bar chart that shows all four subcorpora during every decade of this study. There 

is a steady trend that shows that cop is used most frequently in fiction.  

 

The non-fiction distribution, which starts with a majority, is seen diminished to roughly 1% 

after 1900–1909 and remains at that percentage. The distribution frequency in magazines is 

fluctuating during the period and even gains a majority during the 1920s. After that, it 

experiences a steady decline to finally halt around 10–15% of the total distribution. The 

newspapers experience some fluctuation and move from 0–15% during this time period and 

finally rest at around 5%. Fictional distribution is high overall except for 1859–1869 and has a 

majority in all but two decades.  
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Figure 2: Frequency distribution  across genres in percentage during 

Period 1-4 
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5. Discussion  
 

The attitudes against the law enforcement agencies in America is a divisive issue as the public 

opinion differs between different groups in the country. Different racial, and political groups 

view the police in a different manner with favourability ranging from 40–68% across the 

population (Ekins, 2016:12, Pew Research Center, 2017:1–3). As mentioned in the previous 

sections, the attitude against the police varies during certain historical periods and in times of 

civil unrest. An example can be seen in Table 4 as the instances with negative semantic prosody 

gains a brief majority in the 1970s. This could have been related to the civil unrest in the United 

States during this decade and a possible cause of this was the much disliked Vietnam War and 

the Watergate scandal. This may have led to the negative use of cop in a majority of the texts 

from that decade. There were also discussions of the word’s legitimacy and its derogatory sense 

in some of the texts. The New York Times received a letter in February 1966 that touched on 

the issue of cop’s negative value attachment, see Example (11).  

(11) New York police are the best In the world, but they won't stay that way much 

longer unless every decent citizen takes pride in them and supports them 

vigorously, every day. Some time ago a resident of New York became a national 

celebrity because he went to the aid of a policeman in trouble. His case shouldn't 

be unusual. No citizen -- even women and children -- should hesitate for a moment 

to go to the aid of a policeman, no matter how frightening the situation. And let's 

jettison that word " Cop. " ROBERT H, SNOW Bronx Community College New 

York, Feb., 7, 1966 19660215 txt Letters to the Editor of The Times …  [sic] 

(COHA, 1966). 

According to this source, the word cop has a negative value attachment and is in need of 

removal from the language. This is a very interesting finding because the distribution frequency 

of cop is overwhelmingly in fictional sources. The authors of these fictional works may 

exaggerate the “slang” use or the use in derogatory situations, to either emphasise the gravity 

of the situation or a character. If the word indeed had a negative value attachment there is a 

clear purpose of its use in fictional material. This is shown in Figure 2 as the percentage range 

from 60% to 85% across all periods. That authors of books, screenplays and movie scripts may 

have been using this word to underline some characters’ traits is an interesting theory. These 

kinds of instances were numerous and a sample appears in Example (12). 
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(12) But when I got to the house, I could see something wasn't right. The door of 

my room was open and I could see into the living room. And then I saw a cop -- 

er -- policeman, and I knew something was wrong. I thought maybe Mr. Jordon 

had called the police when he'd found I wasn't there [sic]  (COHA, 1978). 

This quotation is from a fictional work from 1978 where the speaker is talking to a cop during 

an interrogation. This may indicate that calling a police officer a cop is slightly negative. The 

character appears to be nervous because the character says cop and then corrects themselves 

and changes it to policeman. It does, however, give some heft to the theory that cop was 

originally a term with negative connotations and it still was in the 1970s. Even if the work is 

fictional, the author took the time to add this detail and thus giving insight in the mind of a 

person acting in the 1970s.   

When searching the corpus for the word police there are 52 582 instances ranging from the full 

range of the corpus, 1800–2009. The total instances of the word cop in the full range have 4 

495 instances in total, not counting the omitted instances. There is a large difference in the 

frequency distribution of these words in the corpus. The difference in the number of instances 

is quite remarkable and it demonstrates a definite increase in the frequency of cop in the COHA. 

If cop had retained a negative value attachment in the years 2000–2009 then it is interesting 

that it has almost a quarter as many instances as the more formal word police. The number of 

uses in fiction seems to have had a changing effect on word cop as it is charged with negative 

value in Period 1. With an increase in exposure to the public, cop probably lost its negative 

value and started being used in a neutral/positive context. For example, two quotations from 

firstly, The Nation from 1976 (12), secondly, a paragraph from the novel Phantoms by Dean 

Koontz (13). 

(12) On December 11, the Chicago Tribune ran an account drawn from the 

policemen involved in the assault, … participating policemen could re-enact the 

raid on WBBM-TV, the local CBS affiliate. Each officer acted out his part step 

by step for the TV cameras as if rehearsing a scene for a SW AT episode in slow 

motion. One cop said that as soon as he announced he was a police officer,... 

Another copexplained how he had fired through a door and then received return 

fire, presumably from Mark Clark. Despite the elaborate re-enactment for TV and 

the explanations given by the fourteen policemen. [sic]  (COHA, 1976).  
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This quotation (12) is an example from a weekly published magazine that might refrain from 

using an instance with negative semantic prosody but is seen using both police and cop with 

neutral connotations. 

(13) Lisa said, " You just don't seem like a cop  to me. " | " Oh? " Gordy said. " 

What's a cop supposed to seem like? " " Whoops. Did I say the wrong thing? 

Is cop' an offensive word? " " In some quarters, it is. Like in prisons, for instance. 

" She was amazed that she still could laugh after everything that had happened 

this evening. She said, " Seriously. What do officers of the law prefer to be called? 

Policemen? " " It doesn't matter. I'm a deputy, policeman, cop -- whatever you 

like. [sic] (COHA, 1983). 

Example (13) is from a fictional text and it gives weight to the supposition that cop started out 

as a word with negative connotations and possibly by its extensive use in fiction resulting in an 

expanded use in neutral/positive settings. According to this study, cop has lost some negative 

connotations and could, therefore, be used more freely in fiction. Another theory is that police 

has become a word that seems too formal for certain settings and therefore cop became the word 

of choice instead. Most of the instances from the earlier period were actually inserted in the 

dialogue of a “tough” or “rogue” character. The fictional use may have had a significant role in 

downplaying the negative aspects of the word as the majority of the instances in the corpus 

almost always came from the fictional material.  

6. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, there has been an interesting development of the word cop across the time 

investigated since these are the research questions the study aimed to answer.  

1. Has the semantic prosody towards cop changed during the period 1859 – 2009, and if 

so how?  

2. What is the frequency distribution of the word in the subcorpora?  

The study finds that cop has experienced a steady decrease in negative value attachment and 

seen an increase in neutral/positive value attachment. This is not surprising as the word cop is 

mostly used in a police context with neutral/positive connotations and this is also supported by 

the study. There is no real semantic discussion of the word at the moment and there seems to 

be none or limited negative value attached to it. As a majority of the instances mostly belonged 

to the fictional material there seems to be a correlation between the decrease of the negative 
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value attachment and the fictional usage. As discussed in Section 5, an increase in fictional 

usage may have started a trend that exposed the public regularly to cop and thus lowering the 

negative connotations to it.  

So not only has its negative connotations decreased during Periods 1–4 but it has also made it 

possible to replace the word police in the future. Cop has been found, by all means available to 

this study, to move from a word that was predominately used with a negative connotation to a 

more neutral/positive usage. Even though semantic prosody is a difficult thing to define and is 

more complicated than simply good or bad, cop has clear tendencies towards undergoing an 

amelioration. This change has crystallized itself more during the last fifty years of the corpus 

and may correlate with the increase of usage in the fictional material.   

An interesting study in this matter would to cross–examine the attitudes towards the police of 

the general public and see if the public attitude follows the semantic prosody of cop and police 

and if there are any correlations between them. Because if the public opinion of the police stays 

at the levels discussed in previous sections, maybe another change in the semantic prosody will 

occur.  

When discussing the limitations of the study in section 3.4 the limitation of researching a single 

corpus became apparent. Future research on the subject should include several other corpora in 

an effort to produce a more convincing result in this subject. The Corpus of Contemporary 

American English should be first in line. This to research if the trend displayed in section 4 

continues in a larger corpus with more contemporary data from the American continent. The 

genre analysis could be expanded with additional corpora from different types of genre sources 

and news databases. Secondly, corpora from other parts of the English speaking world could be 

included to investigate if this is a worldwide phenomenon or if it is geographically restricted. 
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Appendix section A – Tables  

 

Table 6: The time frame in the COHA together with total word count per period, the frequency of instances and 

the relative frequency    

Time Period Word count # of instances of 

cop 

Relative 

frequency 

Period 1: 1859–1909 100 332 732 44 0.6 pmw 

Period 2: 1910–1959   121 243 568 1 198 9.88 pmw 

Period 3: 1960–1989   72 876 239 1 828 25.1 pmw 

Period 4: 1990–2009   57 356 791 1 940 33.82 pmw 

PMW: Per Million Words 

 

 

Table 7: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 1: 1859–1909  

 

 

  

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative Frequency 

1859–1869  0 0 0 

1870–1879  7 2 0.48 pmw 

1880–1889   2 2 0.19 pmw 

1890–1899  5 0 0.24 pmw 

1900–1909  12 6 0.8 pmw 

Total instances: 26 10 - 

Percentage of instances 

in total: 

72% 28% - 
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Table 8: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 2: 1910–1959 

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative Frequency 

1910–1919  32 37 3.05 ppm 

1920–1929  45 35 3.12 ppm 

1930–1939  160 122 11.55 ppm 

1940–1949  130 175 12.63 ppm 

1950–1959  163 177 13.94 ppm 

Total instances: 530 546  

Percentage of total 

instances: 49% 51% 

 

 

 

Table 9: Semantic Prosody analysis of Period 3: 1960–1989 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative frequency  

1960–1969   
262 271 

22.28 ppm 

1970–1979  
356 189 

22.93 ppm 

1980–1989  
197 257 

18.03 ppm 

Total instances: 
815 717 

- 

Percentage of 

total instances: 53% 47% 

- 
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Table 10: Semantic Prosody analysis of period 4: 1990–2009 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Time period Negative 

instances 

Neutral/positive 

instances 

Relative frequency 

1990–1999  127 523 23.32 ppm 

2000–2009  94 990 37.76 ppm 

Total instances: 221 1 513 - 

Percentage of total 

instances: 13% 87% 

- 
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Appendix section B – Figures  
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