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Abstract: Corpus-based discourse analysis (CBDA) represents a significant 

methodological shift in the study of language in use, moving beyond qualitative 

interpretation to incorporate quantitative, empirical rigor. This article argues that the 

analytical power of CBDA is not inherent in the corpus tools themselves, but in the 

deliberate application of specific analytical lenses through which the data is 

interpreted. By examining three primary lenses—the keyword lens, the collocational 

lens, and the concordance lens—this paper demonstrates how the integration of 

quantitative patterns and qualitative close-reading enables a more robust, 

transparent, and nuanced uncovering of ideological underpinnings, discursive 

strategies, and social representations within large text collections. 
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The evolution of discourse analysis has been profoundly shaped by the digital 

turn, leading to the emergence of corpus-based discourse analysis (CBDA) as a 

dominant paradigm. This approach synergistically merges the theoretical and 

interpretative traditions of discourse analysis with the empirical, data-driven 

methodologies of corpus linguistics. While the availability of sophisticated software 

and large, machine-readable text collections (corpora) is a prerequisite, the true 

intellectual core of CBDA lies not in the technological apparatus but in the analytical 

lenses employed by the researcher. These lenses are the conceptual frameworks 

that guide the interrogation of corpus data, transforming raw frequency counts and 

word lists into meaningful insights about discourse. The efficacy of CBDA is 

contingent upon a clear understanding of how different lenses—namely the 

keyword, collocational, and concordance lenses—focus the analytical gaze to 

reveal distinct, yet interconnected, aspects of discursive practice. 

The first and most fundamental analytical lens is that of keyword analysis. In a 

technical sense, a keyword is not merely a frequent word, but a word whose 

frequency is statistically significant when compared to a larger, reference corpus. 

This lens operates on the principle that what is conspicuously frequent (or 

infrequent) in a specialized corpus of texts about a specific topic—for instance, 

political speeches on immigration—can point to its central concerns and lexical 

priorities. A researcher applying this lens begins by generating a keyword list, which 

serves as a strategic entry point into the discourse. For example, an analysis of 

corporate social responsibility reports might reveal "sustainability," "community," 
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and "stakeholder" as positive keywords, immediately highlighting the discourse's 

professed values. Conversely, the absence of expected words or the presence of 

euphemistic terms can be equally telling. The keyword lens provides a macro-

perspective, offering a curated list of salient terms that warrant deeper 

investigation. It answers the initial question: "What is this collection of texts about at 

a lexical level?" and helps to avoid the cherry-picking of examples that might 

confirm pre-existing biases, thereby grounding the analysis in empirical evidence. 

Once salient terms have been identified through the keyword lens, the 

collocational lens brings a deeper, more relational dimension to the analysis. 

Collocation refers to the tendency of words to co-occur with each other more often 

than would be expected by chance. This lens shifts the focus from individual words 

to their habitual company, based on the linguistic principle that meaning is often 

constructed through association. By examining the collocates of a node word (the 

word under investigation), the researcher can map its semantic and evaluative 

profile. For instance, a study of media discourse might take the keyword 

"immigrant" and analyze its strongest collocates. If these collocates are consistently 

"illegal," "flood," "wave," and "problem," a discursive pattern emerges that frames 

immigration as a law-and-order issue or a natural disaster. In contrast, a different 

corpus might show collocates like "skilled," "contributing," and "community," 

constructing a vastly different representation. This lens allows researchers to 

identify what Baker (2006) terms "discursive prosodies"—the consistent aura of 

meaning that a word accumulates through its repeated collocations. It moves 

beyond what is said to investigate the subtle, often ideological, frameworks within 

which it is said, revealing the building blocks of representation. 

The third critical lens is the concordance lens, which facilitates a return to 

qualitative, close reading. A concordance is a list showing every occurrence of a 

search word (e.g., a keyword) in its immediate textual context, typically presented in 

a Key-Word-In-Context (KWIC) format. While the keyword and collocational lenses 

provide quantitative patterns and bird's-eye views, the concordance lens is the tool 

for micro-analysis. It is through the systematic reading of hundreds of concordance 

lines that the researcher can verify, complicate, and enrich the patterns suggested 

by the first two lenses. The collocational lens might indicate that "economic" is a 

strong collocate of "migrant," but it is the concordance analysis that reveals how 

this relationship is articulated. The researcher can examine the grammatical 

patterns, agency, and transitivity. For example, do the concordance lines show 

"migrants boosting the economy" or "migrants placing a burden on the economy"? 

This lens exposes the nuances of agency, metaphor, and grammatical structure 

that are often lost in statistical summaries. It is in the concordance that the 

researcher encounters the actual instances of language use, allowing for a 

grounded interpretation of how discursive strategies are operationalized in text. 
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This iterative movement between quantitative patterns (collocates) and qualitative 

instances (concordance lines) is the hallmark of a rigorous CBDA. 

The ultimate power of CBDA, therefore, lies not in using these lenses in 

isolation, but in their integrated and iterative application. A robust analysis typically 

follows a cyclical process: the keyword lens identifies points of interest; the 

collocational lens explores the semantic networks surrounding these points; and the 

concordance lens provides the contextual evidence to interpret these networks 

meaningfully. Findings from the concordance may then lead the researcher back to 

the collocational analysis to test a new hypothesis or to the keyword list to identify a 

new term for investigation. For example, a researcher analyzing political manifestos 

might use the keyword lens to find that "fairness" is a key term. The collocational 

lens could then reveal that it frequently co-occurs with "tax" and "system." 

Subsequently, a deep dive into the concordance lines for "fair tax" might show that 

it is consistently associated with "hard-working families" and contrasted with 

"scroungers." This integrated approach provides a multi-layered argument: it 

empirically demonstrates the salience of "fairness," maps its specific policy domain 

("tax"), and uncovers the moral dichotomy ("hard-working" vs. "scrounger") that 

underpins its rhetorical force. This methodological triangulation strengthens the 

validity of the research findings, making them less susceptible to charges of 

anecdotalism or selective reading. 

In conclusion, corpus-based discourse analysis is a powerful methodology 

precisely because it provides a set of distinct but complementary analytical lenses. 

The keyword lens offers a strategic overview, the collocational lens reveals 

relational meanings and ideological associations, and the concordance lens 

grounds the analysis in the texture of actual language use. The sophistication of 

CBDA does not reside in the automation of analysis but in the researcher's skilled 

deployment of these lenses to ask critical questions of the data. By systematically 

moving between the macro-perspective of frequency and the micro-perspective of 

context, researchers can produce discourse analyses that are both empirically 

grounded and interpretatively rich. This approach allows for the uncovering of 

implicit ideologies, pervasive discursive frames, and patterns of representation that 

might escape conventional qualitative methods, thereby offering a more 

comprehensive and accountable understanding of how language shapes and is 

shaped by social reality. 
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