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A conversation between 
 

Sebast ian Hof fmann and Michae l  Stubbs 
 

 
 
 
 

STUBBS: Perhaps we could start with a couple of points which I assume 
we will both agree on. For example, I assume we both agree that 
linguists nowadays have a very considerable range of resources, which 
they've only really had for the past fifteen years or so, that's to say, very 
large amounts of textual data in the form of computer-readable corpora 
and a lot of software: many user-friendly ways of accessing the data. 
Now, I think we would also agree that the combination of the data and 
the methods is nowadays just part of mainstream linguistics. This is not 
to say that other data and methods are not useful or essential. We need 
field-work, we need experiments, and we cannot do without the intuition 
needed to interpret the data. But linguists do now have this vast range of 
resources which they simply didn't have ten or fifteen years ago. The 
work started longer ago than that - originally in the 1960s - but the user-
friendly software was really only available from the mid-1990s. You're 
nodding in agreement. 
 
HOFFMANN: I am indeed nodding in agreement to everything you've 
said so far, yes. 
 
STUBBS: So, the next question is: what can linguists now do, or what 
can they do easily, that they couldn't do fifteen or twenty years ago? The 
most obvious products from these new resources and methods, I think, 
are dictionaries; which contain lots of information about authentic 
language use. The first corpus-based dictionary appeared in the late 
1980s [Cobuild 1987] and corpus-based dictionaries had really become 
standard by the mid-1990s. Corpus-based grammars came along just a 
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little bit later. There was the Cobuild Grammar in 1990 [Cobuild 1990]. 
Then there was the grammar by Doug Biber and his colleagues [Biber et 
al 1999] which distinguishes between the language used in newspapers, in 
fiction, in academic articles, and in spoken and conversational English. 
So, we have these various kinds of description which linguists either 
couldn't do at all, or could only do with much more difficulty, fifteen to 
twenty years ago. 
Now, I suppose what readers of this journal would like to know is how 
this could contribute to studies of the relation between language and 
culture. 
 
HOFFMANN: For which I guess we would perhaps first need to have a 
good idea of what culture really is, but I don't think we want to start 
discussing this here now, do we? 
 
STUBBS: Well, perhaps we could sidestep that question by discussing 
the specific things which corpus linguists have done, then cultural 
theorists can decide for themselves whether they are of interest for 
cultural studies. 
There are, for example, various techniques which are easy to handle and 
quite widely known, and which are perhaps a way into data, but 
ultimately just a start. One technique which is now very well-known is 
how to extract key words from data. The idea is that you don't just look 
at the absolute frequency of words, you look at their relative frequency, 
by comparing the texts you are specifically interested in with a large 
general reference corpus. The WordSmith Tools software by Mike Scott 
[see website reference below] can for example do this, and is now widely 
known. Now, extracting key words can certainly be interesting and 
useful: we can learn which words are more frequent than expected, and 
therefore presumably important, salient and interesting in different kinds 
of data. For example, there's a useful study which compares British and 
American data in this way [Leech & Fallon 1992]. Key words can 
indicate areas to look at, but lists of words on their own, I suppose, are 
of limited interest - they certainly need a lot of interpretation. Or am I 
being unfair about the concept of key words? 
 
HOFFMANN: No, I don't think you're unfair, but they are certainly a 
very useful heuristic to direct researchers towards linguistically - and 
therefore perhaps also culturally - relevant facts about language. I think 
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what's also interesting in recent developments is extending the concept 
of key words in various ways, for example by looking for "key key 
words" [Scott 1997], that is, words that are key across a wide range of 
texts, and that may therefore be particularly important or culturally 
salient. 
Also, linguists have extended the methodology to extract key concepts 
rather than key words from corpora. This is possible by using 
semantically tagged sets of data, and I'm particularly thinking of the work 
done by Paul Rayson and his colleagues in Lancaster using Wmatrix [see 
website reference below] and USAS, the UCREL Semantic Analysis 
System, which has 232 different category labels [Rayson et al 2004]. Of 
course, automatic semantic tagging is much more challenging than word-
class tagging, and the error rates are certainly higher than with part-of-
speech tagging, but it is still possible to reach more than 90 per cent 
accuracy overall. The combination of lexical with semantic information 
then makes it possible to determine key words as groups of lexical items 
that together represent a more abstract concept - like "politeness" or 
"time" or "power relationship" - and I think it's easy to see how such 
automatically generated findings could be relevant for scholars who are 
interested in language and culture. 
 
STUBBS: Right, so not just key words, but key semantic domains, and 
then the key words within the domains. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes, but the individual words belonging to these 
semantic domains may in fact by themselves not be key. The keyness 
comes from the fact that they share the same semantic tag and thereby 
join forces, so to speak, in one particular text type or genre. 
 
STUBBS: I know of work which has applied this to literary texts, for 
example studies of Shakespeare [Culpeper 2009]. Are there any particular 
cultural domains or particular text types beyond literature which have 
been investigated using these techniques? 
 
HOFFMANN: Well, Paul Rayson has for example looked at political 
manifestos [Rayson 2008], comparing the way political parties portray 
themselves before a general election. Other work has employed similar 
methods to look at discursive constructions of refugees and asylum 
seekers in the UK press [Gabrielatos & Baker 2008] or the 
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representation of Muslim women in the British media [Al-Hejin 
forthcoming 2012]. These studies are I think good examples of how 
corpus linguistic methodology can be combined with - or used as a basis 
for - critical discourse analysis. 
 
STUBBS: OK, so we've got a series of methods for at least a quasi-
automatic quantitative study of words in semantic domains. 
Another way into the relationships between language and culture is to 
look at work which has studied more directly the relationship between 
text-types and institutions. There's very interesting work by Dwight 
Atkinson [Atkinson 1999] who has looked at The Philosophical Transactions, 
the journal of the Royal Society of London, from the late 1600s to the 
late 1900s. He has investigated the development from what were 
originally letters from one gentleman scientist to another to what we 
now know as highly conventionalized scientific articles. So, originally one 
had a gentleman scientist who was reporting to other gentlemen in the 
Society that he had observed something, and his friends could confirm 
the accuracy of his observations, and this then developed over a period 
of three hundred years into highly conventionalized articles in scientific 
research journals with an abstract, a set of findings, a set of 
interpretations, a set of conclusions, and so on. So, there we have a 
detailed corpus-based study of changing language in a set of documents 
within a particular social institution. 
 
HOFFMANN: This is using the kind of approach towards the study of 
register employed by people like Douglas Biber? 
 
STUBBS: Yes, Dwight Atkinson worked with Doug Biber, so it's based 
on the kind of cluster-analysis which Biber used on sets of texts [Biber 
1988], and that work is also closely related to the new kinds of grammars 
which we mentioned a few minutes ago by Biber et al: the big Longman 
Grammar. 
Another very important institutional site of language use is the European 
Union, where there is a huge set of institutions which generate very large 
numbers of documents in a large number of languages. There are now 
over twenty official languages in the EU, and if you attempted to 
translate between each of the pairs you would have over five hundred 
combinations. So, there's a very large amount of multilingual data and 
comparable texts in different languages, and studies have been done of 
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the text categories which are used within the EU: legislative texts, 
political texts, administrative texts, informational texts, some internal, 
some for external use. Studies have been done of the emergence of 
particular words at different times in the European Union, so we can 
track the emergence of various kinds of lexis diachronically. For 
example, the word "transparency" / "transparence" became particularly 
important at a particular point in time, words such as "flexibility" and 
"mobility" became important after around 1980. Different terms were 
used for "work" or "labour" within the European Union. Also, of 
course, various kinds of lexis became specialized and standardized within 
the EU, for example the term "taux d'emploi" (employment rate) was 
introduced in the mid-1990s instead of "taux de chômage" 
(unemployment rate). What I'm summarizing here is an article by 
Amanda Murphy [Murphy in press] which she wrote for an Encyclopedia of 
Applied Linguistics [Chapelle ed in press] - which you are very familiar 
with because you also wrote an article for it on English language 
corpora. 
My colleague Dorothea Halbe and I have been editing the section 
Applied Corpus Linguistics for this Encyclopedia, and several of the articles 
in that section of the Encyclopedia on applied corpus linguistics are in 
effect studies of various aspects of language and culture. 
 
HOFFMANN: You gave an example from politics - so which others can 
you mention that might be of particular interest for readers of Cultus? 
 
STUBBS: Well, there's an article on forensic linguistics by Janet Cotterill 
[Cotterill in press]. That's an area in which corpus linguists have been 
really quite active, and it's an area in which student textbooks have now 
appeared [Coulthard & Johnson 2007]. They've looked at the language of 
the courtroom, opening statements and cross-examinations, or the 
language of police interviews, or the language in blackmail letters: is it 
possible to identify the authors via the linguistic features they use? (The 
Unabomber case was a famous example.) Linguists have contributed to 
such cases, sometimes quite dramatically, for example when it has been 
disputed whether an accused person actually said what the police have 
written down that they said. This would usually involve comparing a text 
from a police interview with a corpus of authentic spoken language. So, 
the whole area of language and the law is a central area for studies of 
language and culture, where corpus techniques can be useful. 
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Another area is the fascinating work on operational languages. Ed 
Johnson and his colleagues [Johnson & Garner in press] have for 
example looked at police radio messages: when the Channel Tunnel was 
opened, the British police had to communicate directly with the French 
police, the two police forces had to write reports for each other, and so 
on, and therefore needed quite a lot of linguistic assistance. The 
proposals were based on a corpus study: they recorded police radio 
conversations and written messages, and discovered, predictably in 
retrospect, that there was a fairly small range of topics: they were 
continually talking about the identification of people, the identification 
of vehicles, they were continually talking about people, cars, lorries, 
drugs, weapons, and about times and places. So it was possible to 
identify a fairly restricted range of topics, and to propose, not that the 
language could be completely standardized, but that there could be 
relatively standardized ways of talking about these things. This has 
developed into a wider system of cross-border communications for 
emergency services in high-risk situations. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes - and all of the studies mentioned so far rely on the 
interpretation of regularities or patterns that really only emerge from the 
data when you look at larger amounts of text of a particular type. 
 
STUBBS: There are other rather different topics, which you have been 
directly involved in: first of all, English as world language. Perhaps you 
can say something about your work there, on different varieties of 
English. 
 
HOFFMANN: English is nowadays quite obviously a global language 
that is also spoken by a very large number of non-native speakers. The 
majority of these will learn English as a "foreign language". But there are 
also quite a few countries where English has a special, more official 
status, that of a second language. This is typically the case in post-
colonial contexts where previously there was a British colony that has 
since gained political independence. Interestingly, this independence is 
typically also mirrored in linguistic developments, and we find subtle - 
and sometimes also not-so-subtle - modifications and alterations to 
English as it is used in these countries, thereby making it into a 
distinctive local variety of English with its own standards and norms. It 
is very interesting to investigate the actual lexical and structural effects 
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that happen in such "New Englishes" as part of this process, and here 
again corpora can be very helpful. This is because a lot of these 
differences are in fact not categorical; instead they are typically 
tendencies and preferences that emerge from the corpus in the form of 
frequencies of specific patterns. 
 
STUBBS: So this is an area which could only be studied with corpus 
data? 
 
HOFFMANN: No, I think that would be too extreme a claim. There are 
many studies of New Englishes that rely on other methods, including 
introspection. But although these will often make useful observations 
and draw relevant conclusions, they may still fall short of linguistic reality 
in some respects. For Indian English, for example, the dictionary by 
Nihalani et al [2004] lists many of the lexical and lexico-grammatical 
features that have developed in Indian English over the past century or 
so. But it isn't based on a principled analysis of corpus data, and that 
certainly has an effect on its coverage and description of some of the 
features. So while I'm certainly not saying that a corpus approach is the 
only way of investigating and describing a New English, there is little 
doubt that it is a much more reliable and also more replicable way of 
tracing the development of a variety towards a local standard. 
 
STUBBS: You've now raised the question of replicability, which we 
hadn't yet mentioned at all. I assume that the two of us would also agree 
that a major aim of linguistic description is to be replicable, and that this 
is a major advantage of public corpus data. And the other thing you 
mentioned is language variability: much is a matter of tendencies and 
probabilities, which are accessible, if at all, only in a very crude way to 
introspection. 
 
HOFFMANN: And sometimes of course the less frequent variant may 
actually be the more salient variant, and would therefore appear to be 
more typical even though in fact this is not reflected in the data. 
 
STUBBS: Which is what James Murray complained about in the late 
1800s in collecting data for the Oxford English Dictionary: that the 
hundreds of voluntary readers who were collecting the data tended to 
notice the unusual words, and didn't notice the typical use of the typical 
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words. So what we now see in English as a world language is really quite 
a wide range of descriptions of different varieties. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes, although the data there is still fairly limited in many 
respects: what we typically have is either fairly small corpora, or large, 
but unprincipled collections of texts originating from one particular text 
type. For example, there is the International Corpus of English (ICE) 
project [see website reference below] which compiles over twenty 
comparable one million word corpora of both spoken and written data 
from countries around the world where English has a native or second-
language status. However, these are fairly small-scale corpora if you 
compare them to what is available for native varieties of English - like 
the 100-million word British National Corpus (BNC) [see website 
reference below] for example. Alternatively, we can make use of large 
archives that are freely available on the Web, and that can be 
downloaded to form a corpus containing many millions, or even 
hundreds of millions, of words. However, the drawback of this type of 
data is that we are then exclusively dealing with a specialised text type - 
such as newspaper data - which will very likely have an impact on the 
reliability of conclusions that one can draw about the use of English in 
the variety as a whole. Often, though, a combination of both types of 
sources can still give you a helpful database to work on - for example to 
compare different varieties of post-colonial English that are at different 
stages in their development towards a local standard. 
 
STUBBS: Perhaps you could give a concrete example of the type of 
study that can be done with this data? 
 
HOFFMANN: Well, for example in the work that Danny Mukherjee 
and I have done [Mukherjee & Hoffmann 2006], we looked at 
complementation patterns of frequent ditransitive verbs such as "give" 
and "send", and found interesting differences between British and Indian 
English. For instance, the prototypical ditransitive construction GIVE + 
NP + NP (e.g. "give somebody a book") is in fact not the most frequent 
variant in Indian English; instead, speakers are more likely to use "give" 
with only one of the two complements, namely the direct object (e.g. "he 
wanted physical love and I couldn't give that"). Some people see this as a 
reflection of different cultural values, with the Indian English variant 
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placing the individual - i.e. the recipient of what is given - in the 
background. 
In our work, we also looked at how certain less frequent verbs are used 
in ditransitive constructions, for example the verb "gift", which is quite 
restricted in its use in British English, but which can be employed in 
much wider contexts in Indian English: while people in Britain tend to 
"gift" in sports and perhaps a few other restricted contexts, in Indian 
English the verb seems to be a much more "normal" ditransitive verb. 
You can easily "gift somebody a dream", for example. We have 
interpreted such differences - both in high frequency and low frequency 
verbs and their complementation patterns - as indications of an 
advanced stage in the development towards a local Indian English 
standard. 
 
STUBBS: Another area where you have done work is looking at the 
World-Wide-Web as a corpus: if you are discussing language and culture 
these days, you could hardly ignore the innovations in language in the 
Web. It has become very obvious that people are using different forms 
of language, and also that quite different text-types have developed - this 
is something that you have looked at in some detail. 
 
HOFFMANN: In fact, perhaps one could start by saying that this is 
linked to the previous topic which we have just discussed: much of the 
data that we have for New Englishes is actually Web data of some form. 
But certainly: today's researcher has enormous amounts of data available 
- quite literally at their fingertips. This data may be from different 
varieties of language, but of course also from different registers and text-
types, and researchers have indeed made use of this huge data resource 
by automatically downloading from publicly available web archives, and 
then post-processing it to make it accessible for use with corpus 
linguistic search tools. 
 
STUBBS: But I was thinking also that a lot of the language used on the 
Web is influenced by colloquial spoken language. Is that a fair 
generalization? 
 
HOFFMANN: Well, yes and no. Quite a lot of the language found on 
the Internet is actually rather traditional language use - like what's found 
in newspaper archives, legal documents, etc. The great advantage for the 
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corpus linguist here is that this data is immediately available in digitised 
format, of course. But yes, I would also agree with the statement that the 
importance of - and exposure to - more colloquial styles of language has 
risen as a result of the spread of the Internet. A hundred or even fifty 
years ago, very, very few people wrote for large audiences, while 
nowadays everyone has the potential for reaching a large readership, as 
long as they have a computer and an Internet connection - and there's 
little if any editing involved. This has clearly had an effect on how we use 
language; it has become more colloquial, and people also talk of the 
democratization of language. We can observe this in email and other 
prototypically Internet-based modes of communication, but in fact it has 
had an impact across the board even in more traditional text types. To 
give you one example of how things change in this connection: if you 
compare traditional letters to the editor with the comments that people 
can post at many on-line newspaper sites, then we see quite radically 
different types of language use even though the original function of the 
texts is closely related. 
 
STUBBS: Yes, I was thinking of these new genres, like the way in which 
readers can now comment on-line on the news stories, and you 
sometimes get hundreds of comments on a single story. 
 
HOFFMANN: Exactly, and it's much more spontaneous and less formal 
than traditional letters to the editor. And also more interactive in the 
sense that the addressee is not primarily the editor, or perhaps the author 
of the piece of news, but also - and often mainly - the other people who 
are commenting. 
 
STUBBS: Everyone else, yes. And then we have new text types such as 
blogs and tweets, where people can publish their latest thoughts to the 
world. That language is published, that is it's public, but it has not been 
edited by professionals: it has not been through the same prescriptive 
filters as most published written language in the past. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes. And all of this is available to the corpus linguist in 
digital format - that's a linguistic land of milk and honey, in some ways! 
But this leads me to some more cautious comments on language and the 
Internet. Corpus linguistics is a methodology that relies on the use of 
carefully selected subsets of a language which allow us to make 
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generalizable statements about the whole of the language (or a genre or a 
text type that is being investigated). But the question is of course 
whether the large amounts of data that are readily available on-line can 
be used for this purpose in an unproblematic way. There is the 
temptation, I think, to just grab what you can get, and perhaps not 
sufficiently query the representativeness of this data for what we are 
hoping to study. People have commented on the fact that the Internet is 
representative of nothing but itself - and this can certainly be a problem. 
 
STUBBS: OK, so it is very important to distinguish the Web from 
corpora like the BNC, the British National Corpus, with over 4,000 
different texts and some 100 million running words, which has been 
designed according to a socio-linguistic model of what constitutes a 
balanced corpus. I suppose most people who have used the Web have 
used it to collect their own specialized corpora of various kinds. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes - and I think that's a good way to make use of 
Internet-based data. There are also people who have used Google to 
access large portions of the Internet and therefore in some way use it as 
one big corpus [Mair 2006], but there are all sorts of problems involved 
in this. 
 
STUBBS: Because it is partly commercially driven. 
 
HOFFMANN: Because it is commercially driven, yes, and because this 
has an impact on how results are displayed. So it's a great way to find the 
best pizza place in your neighbourhood, but not to find out how 
language is used in general. 
 
STUBBS: Though Google can be useful if you are looking for particular 
examples of rare features, new words, rare grammatical constructions, 
and so on. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes, it is without doubt a good source for finding 
additional illustrative examples. But for anything beyond that, some 
caution in interpreting linguistic findings is clearly called for. This is why 
I've seen more advantages in the compilation of specialized corpora 
from the Web that are then used to complement the much smaller - but 
balanced and well-structured - traditional corpora available to us today. 
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As soon as corpus linguists are no longer in control of what they are 
searching and how they are searching it, the reliability of linguistic 
generalizations derived from the data will potentially be compromised. 
 
STUBBS: But there is also useful concordance software, such as 
WebCorp [see website reference below], which accesses different search 
engines, and also allows you to restrict the search to different countries, 
to newspapers, and so on. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes, that's true. And that's certainly one way of tapping 
into the vast resources now available to us in a somewhat more 
principled way. But I think the basic problem remains in that tools like 
WebCorp are themselves only interfaces to Google and other search 
engines. They present the results of searches in a way that is more 
suitable for linguistic analysis, but linguists are still clearly not in full 
control over what exactly they are searching. 
 
STUBBS: So, the state of the art is that we have some easily useable 
quantitative techniques and friendly software - of which we have 
mentioned only one or two examples - and we have an increasing 
number of interesting case studies which use corpora to investigate some 
of the relations between language, text-types and social institutions, 
including language change over time - and we have only mentioned a 
very few such case studies: there are lots more. I think it's now up to 
cultural theorists to look at this work for themselves and see if it could 
be useful to them. 
 
HOFFMANN: Yes, and I think we see a discipline that is increasingly 
interdisciplinary and whose methodological toolkit certainly lends itself 
well to fruitful use in neighbouring fields and beyond. 
 
STUBBS: Well, thanks! It was nice talking to you about corpus 
linguistics. Usually we have to talk about departmental administration! 
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