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(1) Dear all,

I have just read Stefan Gries’ article in the An-
nual Review of Cognitive Linguistics, in which
the author seems to argue that cognitive linguists
have relied more on introspection/intuition than
on empirical research in the analysis of syntactic
constructions. Possibly, I have misinterpreted the
author, but I would like to know what the cogni-
tive linguists community would think of such a
claim.

Best

Suzie
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(2) Hi Suzie,

All cognitive linguistics is concerned with se-
mantics, that is, with how we think, understand,
and reason (largely unconsciously) in context.
Corpus linguistics can only provide you with ut-
terances (or written letter sequences or character
sequences or sign assemblages). To do cognitive
linguistics with corpus data, you need to inter-
pret the data — to give it meaning. The meaning
doesn’t occur in the corpus data. Thus, introspec-
tion is always used in any cognitive analysis of
language — just as in cognitive science in gen-
eral.

The only question is whether you are using intro-
spection on corpus data or on data generated in
your own personal corpus. Since you have have a
better idea of what YOU mean than you can have
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of what other people mean, your semantic intro-
spection is more likely to be accurate when you
are working on your own ‘“corpus” than when
when you are working with other people’s utter-
ances.

Personally, I think corpus linguistics is important
and engage in it constantly, especially when look-
ing at political texts. But this must be done with
the recognition of the special difficulties imposed
by having to assign meanings to other people’s
utterances.

Syntactic constructions are pairings of semantics
with phonological form (including variables over
phonological strings that express a semantic ele-
ment). Thus, no syntactic construction ever oc-
curs in a corpus. Only its form side does. In do-
ing the semantics of the constructions (the hard
part) you are always depending on introspection.

The moral: There is no empirical research in cog-
nitive linguistics without introspection. The idea
that there is an empirical research / introspection
contrast makes no sense at all in our field.

Take care,

George
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(3) ... Thelogical consequence of such a view would
be a methodology of contextualization in which
the native speaker abstraction and the introspec-
tive/intuitive method are dismissed. And indeed,
Paradis argues that, for instance, meanings can
be “generalized by abstracting away from con-
textual variants”, but that “[c]Jontextual variants
are more fundamental” (p. 222), since “[w]ords
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in context are prone to evoke more meaning spec-
ifications” (p. 221). That is the reason why she
defends the use of “real data”, of contextualized
data in context, in the analysis of, for instance,
polysemy (p. 219).

But the question is: “What are real data?” “What
are contextualized data?”’ Paradis (p. 219) com-
pares the decontextualized and the contextual-
ized analysis of the uses of the adjective old.
The decontextualized meaning is ‘having long
duration of time’. The contextualized meanings
or interpretations of old are, paraphrasing Par-
adis’ expressions: (i) ‘long in use’ or ‘not new’
(e.g. an old car); (ii) ‘long-lasting’ (e.g. an old
friend); and (iii) ‘former’ or ‘ex-’ (e.g. an old
boyfriend). At the first sight, there is nothing to
be said against this analysis, excepting perhaps
that the adjective old in an old friend seems to be
related rather to the friendship than to the friend,
but this is not the point here. The point is: “What
is the source of these data?” Since information
concerning the source of the data is not given, it
seems reasonable to suppose that these are Par-
adis’ own data, i.e., self-generated data. But can
self-generated data be considered as “real data”?
Does contextualization mean that the analyst de-
vices some situations in which the analyzed con-
structions can be used?

To my mind, there is to these questions only
one answer possible: “No”. And the reason is
that self-generated data are too near to the ideal
speaker abstraction and the introspective meth-
ode [sic]. And this might be dangerous, since the
analyst is in such situations more prone to ignore
lectal variation, even if she concentrates her anal-
ysis on conceptual structures, as Paradis in her
paper, which apart from that is really inspiring,
does.

But the problem is that this sort of introspec-
tive work seems to be pervasive in CL. George
Lakoff, for instance, who is one of the founders
of CL and one of the most deserving cognitive
linguists, responded to my timid query (Jul 04
2004) to the discussion list “Cogling” concern-
ing the methodologies used in CL in the follow-
ing terms: “Since you have have [sic] a better
idea of what you mean than you can have of what
other people mean, your semantic introspection
is more likely to be accurate when you are work-
ing on your own ‘corpus’ than when when [sic]
you are working with other people’s utterances”
(Jul 04 2004, original emphasis).



What would be the alternative to self-generated
or pseudo-empirical data? The alternative is: re-
ally real data, really empirical data, as corpus
data. Lakoff himself works with corpus data, in
his analyses of political texts (e.g. Lakoff 1996).
Nevertheless, in his message (Jul 04 2004) to
“Cogling”, he considers: “Corpus linguistics can
only provide you with utterances (or written let-
ter sequences or character sequences or sign as-
semblages). To do cognitive linguistics with cor-
pus data, you need to interpret the data — to give
it meaning. The meaning doesn’t occur in the
corpus data. [...] [t]his [i.e. corpus linguistics]
must be done with the recognition of the special
difficulties imposed by having to assign mean-
ings to other people’s utterances.”

To my mind, the meaning does occur in the cor-
pus data, this is the work the cognitive linguist
has to do: to find the meaning in the empiri-
cal data. And in my view, the “difficulties im-
posed by having to assign meanings to other peo-
ple’s utterances” should not be used as justifica-
tion to work introspectively (in the sense of non-
empirically). What we need are methods “to as-
sign meanings to other people’s utterances”, and
this is exactly the point where the volume under
review gives some answers.

First of all, the great majority of the papers
analyzing linguistic data rely on corpus data
or otherwise authentic data, and merit to be
called ‘empirical papers’, whereas the ‘pseudo-
empirical’ or ‘semi-empirical’ papers are only
three: Ibarretxe-Antufiano’s, Hamawand’s, and
Paradis’ papers. Paradis’ paper was discussed
above and I would like to stress again the high
quality of her analyses despite her introspectiv-
ity. Hamawand’s analysis of atemporalizers in
English is also very compelling (even though in
some cases other interpretations would be pos-
sible), but he analyzes self-generated sentences
only, and the “evidences” for his interpretations
are searched in grammaticality tests devised by
him, but not tested with native speakers, relying
thus only in his own intuitions.
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(4) All cognitive linguistics is concerned with se-
mantics, that is, with how we think, understand,
and reason (largely unconsciously) in context.
Corpus linguistics can only provide you with ut-
terances (or written letter sequences or character
sequences or sign assemblages). To do cognitive
linguistics with corpus data, you need to inter-
pret the data — to give it meaning. The meaning
doesn’t occur in the corpus data.
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(8) Thus, introspection is always used in any cogni-
tive analysis of language — just as in cognitive
science in general.

The only question is whether you are using intro-
spection on corpus data or on data generated in
your own personal corpus. Since you have have a
better idea of what YOU mean than you can have
of what other people mean, your semantic intro-
spection is more likely to be accurate when you
are working on your own ‘“corpus” than when
when you are working with other people’s utter-
ances.
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(12) Personally, I think corpus linguistics is important
and engage in it constantly, especially when look-
ing at political texts. But this must be done with
the recognition of the special difficulties imposed
by having to assign meanings to other people’s
utterances.

Syntactic constructions are pairings of semantics
with phonological form (including variables over
phonological strings that express a semantic ele-
ment). Thus, no syntactic construction ever oc-
curs in a corpus. Only its form side does. In do-
ing the semantics of the constructions (the hard
part) you are always depending on introspection.
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(16) The moral: There is no empirical research in cog-
nitive linguistics without introspection. The idea
that there is an empirical research/introspection
contrast makes no sense at all in our field.
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