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The Fundamental Principles of Corpus Linguistics

Howmight evidence of language use – such as writing and speech – be used as

a way of studying language? Corpus linguistics is the study of linguistic data

from a particular language or set of languages. It is a fast-moving approach to

studying language, and there is still a degree of divergence in how research

questions are approached using corpus data. This book uses a framework,

based on the work of Karl Popper, to explore a number of fundamental issues

in corpus linguistics. It critically evaluates how these issues are tackled, and

proposes a set of best practices for future research. It spells out why using

corpus data is valuable, what we can learn from using it, and how we may

most effectively progress our understanding of language by using such data.

It is essential reading for researchers and students of language in general and

of applied linguistics and English language in particular.
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Preface

This book started as a dialogue between the two authors, debating
perspectives on corpus linguistics and its role in the exploration and
expansion of the knowledge about language and society. ‘But how
exactly does this work?’ we would often ask each other, coming up
with quotes from philosophical literature, tentative suggestions and
many more questions. We soon realised that a plausible answer to
the question of the foundations of knowledge in corpus linguistics
needs to transcend occasional meetings over coffee and passionate
debates; indeed, a systematic answer would be required and this
answer would need a book-length treatment. So, the process of
writing and rewriting started, which led to a gradual crystallisation
of our position and the formulation of key principles on which the
argument rests. In this endeavour, we were supported by a number
of people who read and commented on different parts of the draft,
or who provided their subject expertise to help us with specific
points. We would like to thank the following for their encourage-
ment, generous help and useful suggestions: Charlotte Taylor,
Isobel Hook, Jesse Egbert, Merja Kytö, Michael Hoey, Niall
Curry, Olli Silvennoinen, Sam Kirkham, Tanja Säily and the anon-
ymous reviewers of our work. Tony McEnery would like to express
his thanks to Tony Banks who provided him with the inspiration to
persevere at times. We would also like to express our gratitude to
the CUP reader as well as the CUP editorial team.

This volume provides theoretical framing for systematic investiga-
tions of language with the special attention being paid to corpus
linguistic methods and their epistemological underpinning. It thus
builds upon the groundwork provided by two other volumes pub-
lished by CUP: McEnery and Hardie (2011) Corpus Linguistics:

Method, Theory and Practice and Brezina (2018) Statistics in

Corpus Linguistics: A Practical Guide. The former provides the
details about corpus approaches and their various traditions and
applications, the latter focuses on statistical techniques used in the
exploration of corpora.

This book is accompanied by a website (http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk
/stats/fundamentals.php), which provides additional materials as well as
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a printable version of the key principles to which we refer throughout this
volume.

The research presented in this book was supported by the Economic
and Social Research Council (grant numbers EP/P001559/1,
ES/K002155/1 and ES/R008906/1).
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