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Corpus Linguistics for Critical Discourse Analysis: 
What can we do better? 

 

 “More recently, it seems that use of CL techniques is becoming increasingly popular in 
critical approaches to discourse analysis” (Baker et al., 2008: 274-275). Both the methods used 
and the research problems are very diversified. Methods vary from bare analysis of frequencies 
(Alcaraz-Ariza, 2002; Mautner, 2007) through analysis of collocations (Don et al., 2010; 
Lischinsky, 2011; Mautner, 2007; Weninger, 2010) or keywords (Bachmann, 2011; Don et al., 
2010; Lukac, 2011; Weninger, 2010) to the analysis of key semantic domains (Prentice, 2010). 
Whereas research subjects range from national identity issues (Don et al., 2010, Freake et al., 
2010, Prentice, 2010), through different social problems (Kirejczyk, 1999, Lukac, 2011) to social 
construction of businesswomen (Koller, 2004) or economic crisis (Lischinsky, 2011). Despite the 
growing interest, the variety of methods and the diversity of research subject, the steadily 
growing body of corpus-supported CDA studies has not been critically reviewed in order to 
identify most vulnerable points of the research practice and suggest some improvements. We 
attempt to fill this gap in the presented paper. 

Our review is based on over 30 papers in which authors declared to use some technique of 
corpus linguistics for some form of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA/CL). We analyze the 
methods used by paper’s  authors as well as the results provided by those methods in order to 
propose some points for improvement. The analysis concentrates on two major issues: 

 the relation between used methods, received results and postulated conclusions e.g. the 
degree to which the results support the conclusion; 

 the relation of the research practice to the benefits of using  CL for CDA. Some of those 
benefits have been pointed out in the literature (Mautner, 2009; Marko, 2008; Hardt-
Mautner, 1995; Lischinsky, 2011). 

As a result we describe seven main points in which such CDA/CL analysis may be improved. 
The first one concerns corpus design: we show how decisions taken on this stage may limit the 
results. Secondly, we refer to the usage of statistics and demonstrate how some results can be 
improved by extending the number of issues statistics is used for. Moreover, we point to some 
inconsequence which may take place during the research process concerning both sticking to 
rules declared by the author and paying attention to numbers such as word frequencies. Another 
problem we discuss can be called “mind-reading problem”: while the results concern the 
proprieties of text, the conclusions regard cognitive states of the users. We also refer to the so-
called cherry-picking problem (Breeze 2011), which is postulated to be solved by the usage of CL 
techniques (Lischinsky, 2011). Finally, we discuss briefly the role of researcher’s intuition and 
show some stages of CDA/CL research in which the intuition continues to play crucial role. For 
every of these points we present examples form research practice. 

As a conclusion we offer some suggestions of improvements which may be beneficial for the 
growing community of CDA/CL practitioners in order to fully use the potential of corpus 
linguistics’ tool to reveal socially important discursive constructions.  
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