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1. Empirical Methodology and Cognitive Linguistics 
The birth of Cognitive Linguistics (Fillmore 1985, Lakoff 1987, Langacker 
1987, Talmy 1988) represented a linguistic revolution that overturned many 
of the assumptions that prevailed both in generative and structural linguistic 
circles. One of the most important contributions of the paradigm was the 
debunking of a range of theories about language structure that had come to be 
taken axiomatically, such as the distinctions of lexis and syntax or semantics 
and pragmatics. In replacing the Structuralist and Mentalist models of 
language, Cognitive Linguistics proposed a much simpler model that posited 
for form-meaning pairs in context. According to this model, meaning 
included all that an individual knows about the world, both via perceptual 
(sensory input) and conceptual (cultural input). This knowledge was termed 
encyclopaedic semantics. Therefore, linguistic semantics was expanded to 
include all that is needed to use a given form correctly in any given context. 
Lakoff (1987, 1995) proposed Idealised Cognitive Models as a theoretical 
construct and apparatus to capture the complexity of this world knowledge. 
His work was based on the study of categorisation, a cognitive ability argued 
to be basic to human nature and the use of language. As Cognitive 
Linguistics becomes more popular within the Russian linguistics community, 
so too does the study of Idealised Cognitive Models, or 'concepts', instead of 
linguistic meaning in the strict Mentalist or Structuralist use of the term.  

This development, no matter how important, comes with a risk. The 
study of encyclopaedic semantics is literally the same as studying all that is 
known about the world. Therefore, it risks not only becoming unruly but 
simply unrealistic to attempt any rigorous analysis of such complexity. 
However, the response to this problem does not lie in returning to the 
reductionist approaches of our predecessors, but in developing methodology 
to adequately account for this complex object of study. This study examines 
what has become one of the most popular methods in Cognitive Linguistics, 
namely a usage based approach using corpus-driven investigation. 
 The implications of conceptual analysis for language teaching and 
translation are evident. Any language learner is painfully aware of the crucial 
place that encyclopaedic semantics plays in cross-cultural communication. 



The vast amount of work in the field, both in Russia and internationally, is 
testimony to this. As mentioned, the problem this research faces is 
maintaining scientific rigour. Cognitive Linguistics inherited from its 
Structuralist and Mentalist predecessors methods deigned to capture 
linguistic structure that they believe existed either ‘in the language’ or ‘in the 
mind’. Within such a theoretical model, intuition, ambiguity tests, and so 
forth are adequate tools for analysis. However, such tools do not offer the 
necessary rigour for an approach to language that sees world knowledge as 
well as basic non-linguistic cognitive capacities as integral to language 
structure. If we are going to describe language employing such a theoretical 
model, then we need analytical tools that can rigorously capture the proposed 
structures.  
 Linguistics is an empirical science and therefore proceeds with 
mainly inductive research. We begin with a hypothesis and then we test this 
hypothesis, not with truth conditions and deductive reasoning, but by taking a 
sample of data and examining it. We look for generalisations in that data that 
support or reject the hypothesis. We modify the hypothesis according to the 
findings, and repeat the process. The data are merely, but we induce that from 
these samples and make generalisations about the object of study, that is 
language as a whole. This is how empirical sciences advance in any field. 
Linguistics, with its origins and logic and deductive science seems, at times, 
to have not realised this basic point. 
 Bearing this in mind, we have three important tools at our disposal 
for testing hypotheses generated through our intuitive knowledge of language 
and culture: (i) language elicitation in the form of questionnaires;  (ii) 
experimentation in the form of psychological tests; (iii) language collection 
in the form of large text corpora. It is important to note, that by emphasising 
the need for these empirical methods, we do not discredit the intuitive 
research such the work in cross-cultural pragmatics and Cognitive Linguistics 
represented by and Wierzbicka (1985), Kövecses (1986), and Lakoff (1987). 
However, the intuitive methods they rely upon lack means for verification. 
Regardless of their accuracy, an empirical science must verify any results and 
test all hypotheses. Their work represents a basic and important step: they 
have proposed very reasonable and intuitively sound hypotheses about the 
structure of language. This, of course, leaves the next step; testing those 
hypotheses. Within Cognitive Linguistics, concern for empirical methods to 
testing such research has recently come to the fore.  A number of important 
and studies such as Geeraerts (2005, 2006), Gibbs (2007), Croft (2008) argue 



overwhelming that this is the methodological the key to advancing the 
science. In this line, large numbers of anthologies and individual works have 
been devoted to developing such techniques. To name but a few of the 
diverse range of works we can cite Schmid (1993, 2000), Geeraerts & al. 
(1994), Gries (1999), Fischer (2000), Newman & Rice (2004a, 2004b, in 
press), Glynn (2004, 2006, 2008), Tummers & al. (2005), Gries & Stefan 
(2006), Stefan & Gries (2006), Wulff (2007), Wulff & al. (2007), Gonzalez-
Marquez (2007), Grondelaers & al. (2007), Heylen & al. (2008), Gries & 
Divjak (2008), Janda & Solovyev (in press), and Glynn & Fischer (forthc.). 

2. Corpus Linguistics. Indirect Evidence for conceptual structure 
A short case-study should suffice to demonstrates two points. Firstly, the 
basic and omnipresent importance of cultural difference between languages 
and secondly a simple empirical method, though one of many, that may be 
used to identify such differences. Typically, in such studies one chooses 
languages that are significantly distinct. Instead, let us take two verities of 
English: American and British English. Although these two dialects are 
largely still mutually intelligible and in formal registers only differ to a small 
degree, we will see that there exist conceptual differences in the use of a 
simple lexeme annoy. 
 The principle behind quantitative study is feature (‘priznak’) 
analysis. Instead of the close analysis of a small set of found examples, many 
hundreds, or even thousands, of examples are analysed for a set of features. 
According to the tenets of Cognitive Linguistics, there is no distinction 
between semantics and pragmatics and only a cline between lexical and 
syntactic form. In light of this, a full range of language features (which in 
Structuralist approaches to language would be termed semantic, pragmatic, 
discursive, lexical, morphological, syntactic, and extra-linguistic 
components) need to be accounted for. The language features of a large 
number of examples are annotated (annotation = ‘razmetka’). This allows us 
to produce contingency tables of any given number of features. Contingency 
tables consist of the frequencies of co-occurrence of the different features 
relative to the variables specified. For example, we can ask, for a given word, 
what is the co-occurrence of semantic features relative to regional variation, 
such as American and British English. This might reveal that certain semantic 
features, therefore the meaning of a word, is different in American and 
British English. We can also consider this semantic variation relative to 
formal variation: for example, the semantic features of a word in its count 
noun and mass noun profiling but also, simultaneously, relative two the two 



dialects. Although conceptual analysis of this kind can be performed using 
intuition, quantitative techniques and the analysis of a large number of 
examples reveal usage patterns that are otherwise unnoticed. The approach 
also allows test repeatability.  
 In this study, some 500 occurrences of the lexeme annoy were 
annotated for some 20 semantic, formal, and extralinguistic variables. In 
total, some 120 features were considered, such as the affect upon the patient 
of the event, the presence of humour in the utterance, familiarity between the 
actors, or the kind of agent and patient (animate, inanimate, abstract etc). The 
study uses a non-commercial corpus developed at the research unit 
Quantitative Lexicology and Variational Linguistics at the University of 
Leuven. It is very large, some 100 times larger than the BNC, and is made up 
exclusively of on-line personal diaries (blogs) and is stratified for American 
and British usage. The sample we use is a random sample of 500 hundred 
occurrences; 250 British and 250 American.  
 After the annotation of the examples, we can consider the 
frequencies of the co-occurrences of the various features by looking at cross-
tables. However, this becomes impossible to visualise if we are considering 
more than 2 variables at once. Moreover, it is difficult to compare the relative 
degrees of association of numbers. In order to help us understand the 
relationship between the relative frequencies of co-occurring features, there 
exist a range of simple statistical techniques. These techniques are automated 
by commercial and open-source applications. We will use a simple and 
popular form of exploratory multivariate analysis, Multiple Correspondence 
Analysis. The calculations and visualisations of the results are computed with 
R, an open source application.  
 Correspondence Analysis takes the relative frequencies of co-
occurrences and converts them mathematically, to relative distances. This can 
then be visualised on a two or three-dimensional plot. In this way, proximity 
represents correlation and distance represents lack of association. We can use 
this to visualise relations between form, meaning, and context for a lexeme. 
Figure 1 is a visualisation of the results of a Correspondence Analysis of the 
variables of Agent and Patient Type (such as specified human, non-specified 
human, inanimate, etc) and Actor Number (such as first person, second 
person etc), and Dialect. Variation in the use of the lexeme, for example with 
different kinds of Agents, can serve as indirect evidence for differences in the 
conceptual structure associated with the term. In simpler terms, the meaning 
of the word differs. It must be remembered that figure 1 is not a diagram, but 



a plot. This visual representation of the mathematical relations can be at 
times difficult to read, but with some explanation, is quite revealing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Correspondence Analysis of Actor Number, Agent Type, Patient 
Type, Dialect for annoy 

Note the two dialect points for British <Dialect.uk> and American 
<Dialect.us>. Remembering that proximity represents association, one sees 
that First Person Agent <AgPers.A1st> is relatively close to the British data 
point and distinctly distant from the American Data point. From this, we can 
say that relative to the various Actor Types and Grammatical Number, the 
British use annoy very commonly in the first person. This is contrasted by the 
position of the Second Person Agent <AgPrs.A2nd> data point.  The second 
person appears as far from the British data point as possible and thus 
relatively close to the American data point. We see here a contrast in usage. 
Now note that the First Person Patient <PatPers.P1st> lies right between the 
two dialect points, showing that relative to the variables under consideration, 
it is typical of both British and American usage. Therefore, we see that in 
British I annoy you is relatively common where in American you annoy me is 
more typical. 



Some examples from the dataset help us appreciate the difference captured 
by the Correspondence Analysis. Firstly, consider 2 examples of the British 
usage where the first person is the agent of the event:  
(1) a. So gotta go annoy Steven by sending him a message while he is 

more than likely trying to stop a boy from biting him lol 
 b. I'm hyper and feel like being impish and silly with people but 

instead i'm stuck here with no-one to annoy and no-one to be 
annoying with! Hiss. I want to build a water-slide down the stairs 
and roll people around in... 

Contrast these examples with American Examples and the semantic 
difference that this difference in grammatical person can entail is obvious. 
These examples were chosen randomly and are representative of the 
difference.  
(2) a. Please stop thinking that everything i write is about you. that i live 

and breathe each day to hate you. I DONT HATE YOU...but you 
annoy the shit out of me. 

 b. "Harry's right, Risa, lay off Daisuke for a while. You're starting to 
annoy me as well," Satoshi agreed quietly. 

On its own this does not necessarily tell us anything about conceptual 
structure.  However, let us consider some other variables. We can consider 
two factors, the use of humour in association with the term and the presence 
of familiarity between the speakers. The plot in Figure 2 visualises the 
correspondence analysis. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Correspondence Analysis of Actor Familiarity, Humour, and 
Dialect for annoy 

Firstly, the analysis shows correlation between Familiarity <Familiarity.fam> 
and British <Dialect.uk> usage. Secondly, we see that the presence of 
humour <Humour.Humr> is correlated with the British usage. This 
correlation between humorous usage and British is statistically significant. In 
the data set, there are 53 out of 255 UK occurrences of Humour and only 8 
out of 256 US occurrences. A binomial test shows that the difference is 
extremely significant (p- = 2.368e-07). Examples (3a) - (3c) are 
representative of the usage of humour in question. 
(3) a.  OMG OMG OMG. hahaha waaah so there i was annoying the shit 

out of my mate… 
 b. when we are meant to be working not annoying the librarians with 

our stupid conversations and non-stop laughing. 
 c. I'm hyper and feel like being impish and silly with people but 

instead i'm stuck here with no-one to annoy and no-one to be 
annoying with. 



The following four examples are typical of the examples where both 
Familiarity and Humour. There are some 50 examples of this kind in the 
British data and only 5 in the American data. 
(4) a. [...] a dance mat. I'll have to invite people round to annoy my 

housemates with it. I suspect minervasolo will want to play. 
 b. wel today bin ace coz its bina snowday!!!!! jus bin randomly 

snowballin things an ppl. plus we managed to annoy ma mum by 
makin a big penis out of snow an putin it on her car...oh the funies. 

 c. anyway i was annoying both Fiona and Jade today by prodding 
them with a pen SHUT UP DIRTY MINDED PEOPLE.... 

We are beginning to get a picture of quite a different usage between 
American and British. These examples seem to be indicative of a difference 
in usage, the British use pointing point to a lighter, less 'angry' meaning of 
annoy.  

We can, however, add, another variable, that of Theme, or topic of 
discourse. This variable covers discourse topics such personal life, society, 
work, entertainment, etc. Since we will simple combine two variables, Theme 
and Dialect, we do not need to use Correspondence Analysis. A simple 
association plot visualises the correlations. Figure 3 represents the variation 
of theme for annoy between American and British. 

 

 



 
Figure 3. Association plot of Theme and Dialect for annoy 

Immediately, it should be obvious that using the item annoy to talk about 
one’s private life <pr_misc>, at least in this corpus made up of personal 
diaries, is central to the usage. However, compare the American and British 
usage when talking about private entertainment <pr_ent>. The British 
typically used this term to refer to parties and live concerts etc, where this 
was less common in American. This is contrasted by the fact that Americans 
use annoy when speaking about serious topics such as problems within the 
family <fam>, religion <rel>, and society and politics <soc>.  

Although on their own, these different patterns of usage do not 
necessarily reveal conceptual structure, together they can be taken as an 
indirect index of such structure. The British use the term differently to the 
Americans. The item annoy in British English is used more commonly in a 
humorous way between people that know each other and where the first 
person is the agent. It is used to discuss light subject such as going out and 
parties. The Americans, on the other hand, use the term to discuss more 
serious topics such as society and religion. Also, relative to the British usage, 
it is more commonly used in confrontational situations where the patient 
accuses the interlocutor of annoying them.  These kinds of patterns in usage 
indicate quite clearly that the conceptual structure, or space, associated with 
the lexeme differs in both speech communities, the American usage being 
more negative and serious. Of course, this needs to be further checked with 
different corpora and also confirmatory statistical methods, but this simple 
and short study has hopefully shown how such techniques can capture 
conceptual structure, and variation between those structures. The same 
method can be applied across languages or between words.  

3. Application. Conceptual structure and cross-linguistics contexts 
The importance of conceptual analysis in both translation and language 
instruction is well documented and needs little repetition here. However, it is 
worth reminding the reader that almost no linguistic form translates perfectly, 
that the conceptual space occupied by a given lexeme or grammatical 
construction almost always varies to some degree or another across languages 
and their cultures. This study has briefly examined just how true this is. 
Although it is often stressed that English and American are one language 
divided by a different culture, what is language without culture? Perhaps 
more importantly in the context of this volume, we need to stress that if two 



varieties of language and their cultures differ even here for single lexeme and 
in an important and subtle way for translation and advanced language 
learning, then we cannot even imagine the extent and pervasiveness of such 
differences in “equivalent words” between languages such as Russian, 
Chinese, and Arabic.  
 The case study, therefore, helps in two ways. Firstly to remind us 
just how important cultural difference is for accurate language use and 
translation. Secondly, it offers us a way in which the kind conceptual analysis 
attempted within the cognitive paradigm can be carried out in a rigorous 
manner. Of course the results here need verifying, using confirmatory 
statistical modelling and also by repeat studies of different corpora. It may be 
revealed that this difference is restricted to informal usage or younger users. 
In any case, it is hoped the importance of conceptual analysis for language 
comparison and a method for rigorously testing for such differences is clear 
from this short study.  
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