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Abstract
This article describes a corpus-assisted study of some socio-political keywords (in a similar sense to Raymond Williams’ ‘cultural keywords’ 1983 [1976]), of newspaper reporting between 1998 and 2007, when Tony Blair’s New Labour government was in power. We approach the discovery of socio-political keywords via the analysis of statistical keywords. Reducing a long list of statistical keywords to a shortlist of socio-politically significant keywords is inevitably complex, and the article explains the process used here. We demonstrate that certain lexemes gain currency in relatively short historical periods and take on political importance in addition to their everyday meaning. Combining corpus linguistics with critical stylistic analysis, we explore the usage of five important socio-political keywords of the New Labour period.

Keywords in the press: A corpus-assisted critical stylistic analysis of ideology in the Blair years (1998- 2007)

1. Introduction
This article investigates linguistic manifestations of the ideological landscape during the years of the New Labour project, when Tony Blair was prime minister. The project takes inspiration from Raymond Williams’ book (1983 [1976]) Keywords which attempted to characterise and challenge the ideology of the post-war years. Williams chose a set of words that he considered had taken on particular meanings in that period, and wrote a commentary on each one, based on the etymological information in the Oxford English Dictionary and on his own wide reading. Our project, by contrast, begins with an inductive, data-driven approach to the discovery of some of the words which might be said to characterise the years when Tony Blair was in office. We are interested in demonstrating that it is possible to use corpus methods as a discovery procedure of socio-politically interesting keywords from a list of statistical keywords. 
Having arrived at a set of potential keywords for this period, we aim to employ some of the methods of ‘critical stylistics’ (Jeffries 2010) to characterise the ways in which the usage of these keywords in our data demonstrates a semantic shift from the period of John Major’s premiership immediately before Tony Blair took office. Whilst the detailed outcomes of this qualitative stage of the project will be reserved for a future publication (Jeffries and Walker in prep), it is appropriate here to outline the thinking behind our particular combination of a ‘critical’ approach, which is inherently deductive, and a corpus approach which at least starts out inductively. This article, therefore, sets out the main corpus-assisted aspects of the project and describes the processes of selection and elimination which enabled us to reduce a large amount of data to a short list of keywords with some degree of confidence that they were representative of the Blair years. Of particular relevance to our approach is Stubbs’ (1997: 3) summary of the ‘fundamental criticisms’ of Critical Discourse Analysis, which includes the following:
that CDA's methods of data collection and text analysis are inexplicit, that the data are often restricted to text fragments, and that it is conceptually circular, in so far as its own interpretations of texts are as historically bound as anyone else's, and that it is a disguised form of political correctness.
Here, we aim to make our data collection and text analysis as clear as possible, and as representative as possible of the period, given other restrictions on the scope of the project. Most importantly, we do not set out, as many critical discourse analysis practitioners do, with a specific political view of the findings, beyond a vague disquiet about the New Labour period and a general sense that, as in other political periods of note (e.g. in Britain under Margaret Thatcher), language was being used in ways that served the interests of the political classes and perhaps was not to the benefit of the electorate.
The research questions we addressed in the project were as follows:
1.	What are the important socio-political keywords of the Blair years as evidenced in the broadsheet newspapers, when compared with similar data from the Major years?
2.	What is the nature of the semantic change which is evident in the usage of these words when considered in their context?
Our paper addresses the methodological issues implicit in the first research question, in particular the problems that arise in attempting to use rigorous and explicit methods for narrowing down from a statistical list of keywords to a socio-politically significant set of keywords. In order to address the second question, we will draw upon collocational and other contextual information for each keyword in context. Here, we introduce five of the keywords and carry out a more detailed analysis of just one of them (spin) based on a closer investigation of the concordance lines containing this word. The more extensive treatment of spin indicates the basis on which our current findings depend and we also present some preliminary conclusions about the nature of these socio-politically significant keywords which will be expanded upon in the next stage of our study, where we aim to provide still more detailed (qualitative) answers to the second question in relation to a larger set of keywords.
Our methods are different to those used by Williams, but we share with him an interest in the contestation of meaning, though his use of the term ‘contested’ perhaps implies a more self-conscious linguistic manipulation than we anticipate here. In this case, we want to demonstrate – and critique – the alteration in meaning of a number of ordinary words which appear to be important in the political climate of the period under study. Our interest in this article is in those words which appear to reflect a value-system of the time and which are used broadly across the political reporting in the more serious newspapers, not just by the politicians. While our work is influenced by CDA, it is much more focussed on developing a methodology of text analysis which will help us to discover what kinds of political ideology might have been normalised in the period in question through the extraordinary use of ordinary words.

2. Background
2.1 Keywords
The term keyword has acquired several meanings over recent years. In the present study we use keyword in two different ways: in something like the cultural sense used most notably by Raymond Williams; and in a statistical sense made popular by Mike Scott and WordSmith Tools (Scott 2008). We distinguish between the two different uses in a similar way to Stubbs (1996, 2002) (see also O’ Halloran 2010), using the terms socio-political keyword and statistical keyword. 
Statistical keywords have become widely used over recent years in many areas of linguistics. According to the WordSmith manual (Scott 2010), keywords “[…] are those whose frequency is unusually high in comparison with some norm.” In a study of this kind, then, the basis of the 'norm' needs to be specified for any calculation of statistical keyness.
Cultural keywords could be described as those words which have significance within and/or when describing aspects of culture and society. In the words of Williams, they are “[..] a shared body of words and meanings in our most general discussions, in English, of the practices and institutions which we group as culture and society” (Williams 1983: 15). Durant (2008: 125) comments that “Williams’s interest was in words used to talk about the field of culture and society, words which have the effect of giving shape to our understanding and defining future priorities.” This confirms that Williams’ list of keywords was seen as not only useful in discussing culture and society but also generally shared by those who participated in such discussions. In our study, recognising what Durant (2008: 126) calls “continuing shifts of cultural and political landscape”,  the emphasis is on those cultural keywords which have socio-political significance in a particular period, which is why we are calling them ‘socio-political keywords’, though we would also argue that they became widely used outside the political arena in the period concerned. The question of to what extent they, like Williams’ list, constitute a useful set of words for discussing socio-political issues is one to which we will return later.
Our project reflects renewed interest in Williams’ cultural keywords, exemplified by the on-going keywords project at The University of Pittsburg and Jesus College Cambridge.[footnoteRef:2] There is also a fairly recent special issue of Critical Quarterly (2007) devoted to the subject and Durant’s (2006) related article suggesting that “[…] the development of electronic search capabilities applied to large corpora of language use […] encourages renewed attention to cultural keywords.” (Durant 2006: 19). Our project has something of Durant’s suggestion about it, though we use purpose-built, small corpora, rather than large ready-made general corpora, to study lexical items over a relatively short, focussed period of political history.  [2:  See http://keywords.pitt.edu/homepage.html] 

Prior to Durant's suggestion, Stubbs (1996: Ch.7 and 2002: Ch. 7) had explored some of the possibilities of combining corpus linguistics with Williams' notion of cultural keywords by investigating some of the words on Williams’ 1976 and 1983 lists (COMMUNITY, STANDARD, ETHNIC, RACIAL, and LITTLE) using a corpus containing 200 million words of contemporary English. Stubbs’ main analytical focus was the collocational patterns of these words. However, as O’Halloran (2010: 567) notes, while such an investigative approach of Williams’ keywords can provide objective quantitative support for their patterns of usage, the list is nevertheless pre-established and may reflect personal political and cultural biases. Stubbs (1996) is also sensitive to this issue, noting that Williams’ list is personal to his own identity as a “white male Marxist” (Stubbs 1996: 182). Stubbs suggests that one way in which to address this issue is to use the work of other socio-cultural theorists, commentators and linguists, such as Foucault, Bernstein, Giddens and Fairclough, as potential sources of or inspiration for cultural keywords. He goes on to say that the “[...] identification of culturally significant words will always involve personal intuition [...]. But having identified such words, we require a method for systematically searching for fixed phrases in corpora.” (Stubbs 1996: 171). In essence, then, Stubbs’ (1996, 2002) approach is to start with a pre-existing or an intuitively compiled list of words, and then use corpus tools to understand more about their meaning(s).  The approach we adopt here differs from Stubbs’ method because we attempt to discover prospective socio-politically important words within a data set via corpus comparison by first generating a long list of statistical keywords. The process of determining socio-politically important keywords from statistical keywords requires further (corpus-assisted) qualitative analyses and (to some extent) personal intuition too. 
Stubbs identifies two further problems with using Williams’ keyword list: it is out of date (it was last revised in 1983); and it is difficult to capture politically and socially important words without getting caught up in very short-term ‘buzz words’. We do not see it as a problem for this kind of research that some cultural keywords are short-lived or go out of date. In fact, we would argue that the investigation of lexical items over much shorter periods can be insightful. For example, Jeffries (2003) focuses on ‘emergent meanings’ of water over a period of water shortage, while Jeffries (2007) investigates the process of defining a speech act (e.g. the political apology) in relation to a particular political event. Additionally, Jeffries (2011) considers the usage and specific meanings of radicalization and democracy, both of which are politically contested, in a particular period of time. All of these studies produce interesting insights into the importance of individual words (or other linguistic phenomena) in forming opinions and influencing political and cultural events. None of them, however, is concerned with the kind of historical spread that interested Williams (and by implication Stubbs). In this project we deliberately set out to discover and describe the usage of words in a timescale that matches the dynamic of British political events.

2.2 Previous research relevant to the present study
Among the previous research relevant to the present study is Fairclough’s (2000) work on ideology in the language of New Labour. This also includes an element of corpus analysis using keywords, which were generated via the comparison of a corpus of New Labour texts with a corpus of old Labour texts. The (statistically) strongest keywords in Fairclough’s study are: we, welfare, new, Britain, partnership, schools, people, crime, reform, deliver, promote, business, deal, tough, young, some of which he discusses with reference to their use in New Labour discourses. We did not wish to replicate Fairclough’s work on the language of New Labour itself, though some of our keywords may also have been explicitly used in New Labour campaigns. Instead, we wanted to see to what extent there were developments in the lexis of the educated classes as represented by broadsheet journalism during the period of Blair’s leadership. We deliberately chose not to distinguish between lexical items that are directly quoted, those used in indirect speech and those used by commentators. In other studies, the nature and range of discourse presentation (see Semino and Short 2004) might be of specific interest, but here we are treating these words as all working together to form the cultural landscape of the time and we are not, in this project, trying to distinguish different voices.
Also of particular relevance to this study is the work of Partington and others in what is known as Corpus Assisted Discourse Studies (CADS) (see Partington 2008), and more especially Modern Diachronic CADS (see, for example, Corpora 2010 Vol. 5/2). This is the study “[...] of changes in linguistic habits or in social, political and cultural perspectives over a brief period of contemporary time, as illustrated in a particular discourse type or set of discourse types.” (Partington 2010: 90). It involves large bodies of newspaper data and the combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches to uncover "non-obvious meaning" (Partington 2010: 88) in discourse. We are interested in diachronic shifts over short periods of time, so there is, then, a clear connection between these studies and our research here. 

2.3 Combining critical discourse analysis with corpus linguistics
As we mentioned earlier, our work combines inherently deductive ‘critical’ approaches with a more inductive corpus approach. There is already a growing body of work that combines corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis (see Baker et al. 2008 for a discussion of the potential methodological synergies of combining critical discourse analysis and corpus linguistics) and demonstrates that corpus approaches and tools, essentially quantitative, can successfully be combined with the more qualitative methods of critical textual analysis. Indeed, Baker (2004: 347) takes the view that combining corpus searches with more qualitative analysis is a necessity. We agree that automated analysis alone will not reveal important patterns, and that statistical keywords need to be examined in context, because this will allow, for example, grammatical categories and patterns of co-occurrence to be taken into account. 
The implication from this is that combining corpus linguistics with critical discourse analysis works most effectively when the automated searching for strings is the initial stage of the process, leading researchers to possible patterns of usage which can then be investigated more thoroughly using the insights that linguistic theory and description can provide. O’Halloran (2010) notes that such a combination of approaches helps to address some of the criticisms of critical discourse analysis (see, for example, Stubbs 1997, Widdowson 2004) because corpus approaches can “[...] improve methodological rigour [...]” (O’Halloran 2010: 567) by decreasing subjectivity, arbitrariness and circularity. Baker et al. (2008: 277) warn, however, that there is no simple correspondence between corpus studies and objectivity on the one hand and discourse analysis and subjectivity on the other. For example, decisions made about data selection, which could affect the eventual research outcomes, might be subjective and/or arbitrary. However, once decisions about corpus-building have been taken, the advantages of using corpus techniques as part of a discourse analytical approach include the relative objectivity of pattern-observation. As Baker and McEnery (2005: 197) claim: 
Corpora can play an extremely important role in critical social research, allowing researchers to objectively identify widespread patterns of naturally occurring language and rare but telling examples, both of which may be over-looked in a small-scale analysis.
The practical problem that remains for researchers who combine corpus techniques with critical discourse analysis, and who make use of both quantitative and qualitative methods, is how to approach the very large number of concordance lines that can sometimes be produced from corpus studies. There is, of course, no automated way of taking all the linguistic features of such co-text into account, though investigating collocations can make some inroads into this kind of data (see Gabrielatos and Baker 2008). 
The remaining theoretical problem which some see as an obstacle to the combining of these approaches is the question of the extent to which the inductive nature of corpus studies is incompatible with the avowed and explicitly political stance of many practitioners of ‘critical’ studies, whether in discourse analysis or some other discipline. We take issue with the appropriation of a very common word such as ‘critical’ for one specific (usually Marxist) political standpoint and would wish to reclaim ‘critical’ in ‘critical stylistics’ to be understood less in terms of a specific political standpoint on the part of the researchers and more as an indication that ideology is frequently identifiable through textual analysis, whilst it cannot always be ‘read off’ (see Fairclough 1995: 71 and Fowler 1991: 90, 1996: 9) automatically. This is consistent with the notion that readers may interpret such textual ideology completely differently and that context will play a large role in such reader meaning. It is also consistent with having an overtly political motivation for carrying out the research in the first place, without any specific hypotheses about the likely results. The next stage of this project (Jeffries and Walker in prep.) will develop further the methodology of a combined corpus and contextual approach by appeal to a framework based on critical stylistics (Jeffries 2010a) which gives researchers a motivated set of conceptual/functional tools that can be applied to contextualised keywords. 

3. Research aims and corpus-construction 
In this project, we analyse a statistically motivated list of keywords of the Blair years from the broadsheet reporting of these years. We set out to answer the research questions by comparing a corpus of newspaper data from the period of the New Labour government when Tony Blair was prime minister (from 1998 to 2007 inclusive) with a corpus of comparable newspaper data from when the Conservatives were in power under the leadership of John Major, immediately before Tony Blair won office (from 1991-1996 inclusive). 
Our data source was a large on-line database of newspaper articles from which we constructed a small corpus of approximately 2.5 million words. We limited our data to the national broadsheet newspapers that were available from the database, collecting articles from The Guardian, The Times and The Independent. Our data were spread evenly across the ten year period and across the selected newspapers. We collected only articles that dealt with political or current affairs, and not, for example, football or celebrity gossip. In order to retrieve suitable data we collected articles from September for each year that included the words: Labour AND/OR Blair AND/OR Government. We chose September because it is a politically active month during which party conferences are held. We concluded that this would be reflected in the quantity of report and debate of political issues in the newspapers. The resulting list of articles was sorted (automatically via the database's web-based interface) in order of relevance (i.e. those articles that contained the most hits of the search terms were the most relevant), and the top items were retrieved.  During this stage we were able to vet articles for suitability. Rejected articles included, for example, those to do with childbirth, which contained many instances of the word labour and therefore ranked fairly highly by relevance. Other excluded articles, for example, reported on foreign governments, or labour movements in other countries. We were flexible about the type of articles as long as they were concerned with the political arena or current affairs. Therefore, our corpus contains texts such as obituaries as well as political reports and commentary. This breadth of material was deliberate; we were not interested solely in the language used by professional politicians and political commentators, but in the language used more generally (by a relatively well-educated section of the community) in talking about politics and politicians. We refer to the resulting corpus as the Blair-Corpus.
The choice of comparison corpus can affect the keywords obtained (see Scott 2009 for a discussion of reference corpus choice). Often the choice of reference corpus is limited by issues of practicality (what Hunston 2002 calls ‘pragmatic issues’), and the aim(s) of the research. Typical approaches to corpus comparison compare research data with a much larger reference corpus, representing some kind of norm of the language in general, or compare similar sized, similarly constructed corpora We wanted to demonstrate change between two relatively focussed periods of time, and decided that a corpus of comparable data from a specific time period would provide the best comparison (i.e. we used newspaper articles from the same broadsheets used for our research corpus but from the years immediately prior to the New Labour government). Our comparison corpus thus comprises approximately 4 million words of newspaper data made up of articles from The Guardian, The Independent and The Times from the six full years prior to Labour’s landslide victory of 1997 when the Conservatives were in power under the leadership of John Major. Our comparison corpus, which we refer to as the Major-Corpus, does not represent a general norm, but comprises data matched to our research corpus, allowing us to compare the language used during the periods of two different (ideological) approaches to government. Our hypothesis is that the reporting will incorporate lexical manifestations of the different ideological stances, and/or the media’s view of these. 

4. Generating and refining the keywords list
Our approach to answering the first research question (What are the important cultural keywords of the Blair years as evidenced in the broadsheet newspapers, when compared with similar data from the Major years?) was to generate statistical keywords from the New Labour period by means of corpus comparison, and from those statistical keywords to identify socio-political keywords. In this section, we describe how we first generated and then refined and analysed our list of statistical keywords. Clearly the reduction of a long list of keywords to a manageable shortlist raises questions of rigour and systematicity. As Bevitori (2010: 53) points out:
[...] through corpus analysis, the analyst can come up with a huge amount of data, which need selection. It can thus be argued that selection is very much part of the interpretative process itself. Despite all the limitations, though, being aware of the problems and applying a certain degree of consistency to the findings […] may help redress the problem. 
For this reason, though corpus studies do not usually report in detail on the decisions that are made at this stage in a project (but see Baker 2004, and Gabrielatos and Baker 2008), we have decided to report on our way of dealing with the difficult transition from automatic searching to hand-editing of keyword lists. 
We used AntConc (Anthony 2009) to make a word-level comparison of the two corpora, which generated a list of 28,201 keywords using log-likelihood (Dunning 1993) to calculate the statistical significance of differences in frequencies. The first stage in reducing the list to a manageable size was to use a statistical cut off. The level of cut-off can depend on the research questions and/or the needs of the research project. Butler suggests that research attempting to prove or disprove a theory might need to opt for a more “stringent significance level” (Butler 1985: 71). However, research, such as the present study, which is “looking for suggestive evidence on which to decide whether further work may be useful” (Butler 1985: 71), might find that a higher p-value, such as the five per cent (p<0.05) or the one per cent (p<0.01) level, is adequate. The full keywords list of 28,201 was cut off to a statistically significant level of p<0.001 (or the 0.1 per cent level), which equates to a log-likelihood of 10.83, leaving us with a list of 1,099.
Though statistical significance is important, it can nevertheless result in the inclusion of infrequent words. Our aim was to find words that were culturally significant during the whole New Labour period, thus capturing something of the zeitgeist of those times. We, therefore, needed to focus on not only significant, but also relatively frequent lexical items, because low frequency words were unlikely to be representative of the whole period. Also, we required keywords from which it would be possible to determine patterns and changes of usage from the earlier period, and this would be difficult with low frequency items. We therefore used a raw frequency cut-off in addition to the log-likelihood cut-off. There are no strict guidelines for applying frequency cut-offs, as this also depends on the research questions being asked and the restrictions of the data (see, for example, Culpeper 2009: 36). For the reasons given above, we opted to exclude items from our keywords list with a frequency of less than 100. This left us with 454 items.
Any list of statistical keywords is likely to include proper nouns. This was true of our list because two different periods of history will inevitably differ in their cast list as different stories and places become the focus of the world’s attention. Such statistical keywords are not significant in the sense adopted for this study, being present as a function of the news content, rather than cultural or social attitudes to the news. We therefore excluded keywords that related to personal names (e.g. Bush, Cameron, Ken, Bigley, bin, Laden), personal roles (e.g. editor, adviser, friend, troops), titles (e.g. Lord, Ms) or job titles (e.g. Prime, Cabinet, Minister), place names (Millbank, Palestine, Kyoto) and names of organisations (e.g. Amicus, UN). The total number of exclusions in these naming categories was 153.
For different reasons, grammatical words (pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, auxiliaries etc) were also excluded from the list. As Partington (2010: 90) rightly points out, though, different key items will attract interest from different researchers with different research interests. While other research questions might produce an interest in the different uses of grammatical words in the two corpora, they were not the words which we were seeking, as they tend to have stable sense and reference across long periods of time and are not generally subject to the kinds of social and cultural pressure that can cause lexical words to change their sense and/or reference. The total number of items (types) in this category was 74.
As we mentioned with regard to the frequency cut off we applied, we required keywords that reflected the whole 10-year period represented by our corpus, and that were not just connected to time-limited news stories. We therefore dismissed 35 lexical items from the keyword list because they related to specific stories which were high profile for a short time during the ten year period. These were accidents of history and didn’t correspond to any socio-cultural changes that were taking place. They included:
· oil, fuel, petrol (the petrol tax dispute)
· death, died (Princess Diana, Dr Kelly, Stephen Lawrence)
· transition, successor, legacy (Tony Blair stepping down as prime minister)
For these items, it was possible to provide hard evidence that they were isolated pockets rather than extensively used across the period by constructing a ‘concordance plot’ in AntConc. As can be seen from the plot for petrol below, the occurrences are all clustered together in one short time period..
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Figure 1	Concordance plot for petrol in the Blair-Corpus

A further 42 items in the keyword list were excluded because they were an accident of the way in which the data was collected. Because we collected the Blair corpus from newspapers published in September, there were a number of items relating to structural aspects of conferences (e.g. podium, address, hall, fringe) or the mechanics of politics (e.g. coalition, elected, debate, leadership).
The 304 keywords dismissed so far were done so fairly mechanically. By far the most difficult part of the process of elimination was the attempt to identify and discount those common lexical items which were simply of no social or political interest to us as they were apparently not changing in their meaning for political purposes. The rationale for excluding items here was that, although some items may be relevant to the political and social stories of the time, they nevertheless have consistent and uncontentious reference across these corpora and in everyday English. This rationale relates to three of the five criteria set out by Durant (2008: 135-136): keywords should be polysemous (i.e. “[...] construed differently on different occasions of use”), categorical (i.e. “[...] used to designate social or cultural concepts and practices” rather than being “concrete terms”), and contested. This part of the process of narrowing down the data was more dependent on researcher intuition than the earlier processes, so we triangulated our results by considering the items individually before comparing notes and agreeing whether – and why – any single item should be excluded. For example, proportional (co-occurring with representation), and greenhouse (co-occurring with gases) were intermittently discussed across the Blair corpus. Though the rise of these concepts during the period might be of political and cultural interest, their semantics are not contested or in a state of flux, so they were excluded on this basis. Other keywords which were used in only their most conventional and uncontroversial of senses and were therefore excluded from our search for socially relevant keywords included, for example, the nouns ambition, dinner, climate, book, focus, moment, hospitals, the verbs know, want, think, claimed, change, and the adjectives favourite, proud, closest, wider. After all of these exclusions were taken into consideration, the original keyword list of 454 was reduced to just 53 items. These are shown in Table 1. How these were further reduced to five will be discussed in the next section.

Table 1.	The 53 potential socio-political keywords in broadsheet news report during the Blair era
	achievements, alliance, allies, ally, big, challenge, challenges, change, choice, concerns, conflict, contest, country, crisis, defeat, delivered, delivery, events, fight, global, grassroots, green, innocent, international, intelligence, invasion, issues, left, left-wing, marriage, mass, media, modernisation, muslim, poverty, power, progressive, protests, radical, reform, reforms, renewal, respect, sense, solidarity, spin, style, substance, terror, terrorism, threat, war, world



It is worth noting that of the 53 lexical items in Table 1, country, mass, media, progressive, radical, and reform are keywords in Williams’ original list. Additionally, poverty and power are in the new keywords list suggested by Bennett et al. (2005), while global, marriage, terror and terrorism are keyword suggestions made by members of the keywords project.[footnoteRef:3]  Also, with regard to war, see Montgomery (2005) for a discussion of the negotiation of meaning of this word during political interviews, commentaries and statements immediately following 9/11. [3:  See http://keywords.pitt.edu/homepage.html for short essays on each of these keywords.] 

The process of reducing the statistically significant keyword list to a list of socio-politically significant keywords caused us to reflect on the exact nature of the words that we were interested in studying in more detail. We became aware that many of the words which occurred frequently in the Blair era were there by virtue of the history of the period, rather than the political style or philosophy of the time. Discounting the proper names (which are also historically relevant), these were, on the one hand, new or recent coinages such as greenhouse gases, and, on the other hand, everyday words (and commonly fought over political issues) such as hospital or petrol. Other words which we dismissed related to what could be described as reporting style, where pretty increased in use (in our data at least) during the Blair period as an intensifier in news report, and wider seemed to be the adjective of preference for pre-modification of, for example, public, electorate, and community. Other keywords we discounted related to the changing face of politics and politicians or (again) to the reporting of politics, where personal co-occurred with, for example, ambition(s) and vision, and advisors, assistants, friends, as well as attacks, ratings, and popularity. While these lexical items were dismissed from further consideration in our study, they could be of interest to other research projects.

5. The cultural keywords of the Blair corpus
Having reduced the statistical keyword list to 53, we each marked the list to identify items with one or both of two features; those which we saw as having potential to be used in a politically interesting way and those items which we thought were most typical of the Blair era.[footnoteRef:4] The items which both researchers marked as having both features are investigated in more detail below. They are: spin, terror, reform, choice and respect. They are the focus for an initial analysis in the following section where we provide a discussion of our preliminary findings based on the immediate right and left hand collocates in the corpus. [4:  This part of the narrowing down of the keyword list was based on researcher intuition, though it was ‘triangulated’ by having two researchers identify the most interesting items independently. In the extended version of this project (Jeffries and Walker in prep.), a larger list of words will be examined in detail.] 

It is worth noting that although members of the list of keywords are used by both politicians and the media, one of them (spin) appears to belong firmly in the language of the media, except perhaps to the extent that politicians might use it to criticise each other and/or deny such activity themselves. In section 6.2, we examine this word more closely to demonstrate how the next stage in this project will progress.

6. Results and discussion
The keywords in our final list share the feature of having developed a more particular ‘political’ usage which was separate from any everyday meanings but not linked to any particular political or social news stories. Though some of the items of the final list can be – and indeed were – used as verbs, the vast majority of the occurrences in our data were nominal uses. We, therefore, focus here on the nominal examples of spin, terror, reform, respect and choice and explore the meaning of these keywords by considering the evidence from their concordance lines.

6.1 Five keywords – collocational evidence 
One striking similarity amongst the keywords was the relatively common tendency for their immediate right hand collocates to show that they often premodify other nouns, as in spin doctor, reform agenda, terror attacks, respect agenda and choice agenda. It is probably no accident that three of these are premodifying the word agenda, which New Labour consciously used in much of its public presentation of policies. Nevertheless, all of these usages emphasise the stand-alone nature of the keywords themselves, as nouns used in this premodifying position are not often themselves modified and are therefore assumed to be understood without further explanation.
The other common feature of the right hand collocates of these keywords were the coordinators, and and but. These indicate that a new syntactic element has begun, so the headword is the final element of the noun phrase in these cases and as such it is used as though there were a clear and agreed meaning of the keyword. This also implies that the words themselves are semantically complete and do not need (post-) modification to be understood. In addition, the coordination of the words with other nominal forms demonstrates the semantic fields to which they are assumed to belong as in spin and self-congratulation and respect and decency. Thus, for instance, spin is frequently collocated with negatively evaluated words, whereas respect is collocated with positively evaluated words. 
The left hand collocates of the keywords contributed to the growing impression that what they had in common was a standalone meaning. There were some examples of the coordinator, and, being use before rather than after the keyword, where the patterns and effects were similar to those described above in that the coordinated items were positively or negatively evaluated according to the keyword. In addition, left hand collocates often included prepositions (for example, of spin, on reform, on terror) which indicate that these keywords were being used as noun phrase headwords with no premodification. Added to the general lack of postmodification, these results intensify the effect of the keywords standing for a complex set of semantic components which the reader is assumed to understand. In addition, the frequent lack of any determiners between the preposition and the headword constructs these nouns as mass nouns, referring, for example, not to a specific set of choices or reforms, but to a generalised notion of choice or reform. Choice is confirmed as a mass noun by such left hand collocates as extend or more, which demonstrate its measurable nature as a mass referent. Respect, of course, is already a mass noun of this kind, and spin in its political sense similarly. Terror is also conventionally a mass noun, though its more general sense of fear or fright can also be used as a count noun in phrases such as night terrors. The use of terror as shorthand to refer to all the practices and effects of terrorism or terrorist activity is what stands out as innovative in this data and it certainly distinguishes this usage from the conventional meaning referring to an emotion.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  See also Milizia and Spinzi (2008).] 


6.2 A case-study: spin
In this section, we present a more detailed investigation of how the keyword spin[footnoteRef:6] has been used in the Blair-Corpus, using concordance lines to provide co-textual evidence of the nature of this usage. The frequency comparisons and log-likelihood (LL) figures for spin are shown in Table 2. [6:  See also Stubbs (2002: 165). Partington (2003) examines White House press briefings in relation to spin and spin doctors.] 


	Table 2	Frequencies of spin in the Blair-Corpus and the Major-Corpus
	Keyword
	Blair-Corpus Freq (%) 
	Major-Corpus Freq (%)
	LL

	Spin
	238 (0.01)
	46 (0)
	86.52



In order to investigate the semantico-syntactic behaviour of spin we grouped together the instances of spin by grammatical class using WMatrix[footnoteRef:7] (Rayson 2009) to see which word class was more common. The results are given in Table 3.: [7:  WMatrix can be used to automatically tag for parts of speech (see http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/wmatrix/).] 

Table 3	The word class break-down of spin in the Blair-Corpus and the Major-Corpus
	Tag + explanation
	Blair-Corpus Freq. (%)
	Major-Corpus Freq. (%)

	NN1 – singular noun
	222 (93.3)
	38 (82)

	VV0 – base form lexical verb
	1 (0.4)
	3 (7)

	VVI – infinitive
	15 (6.3)
	5 (11)

	
	238 (100)
	46 (100)



We can see from the figures in Table 3 that in the Blair-Corpus around ninety-three per cent of instances of spin are nouns and approximately seven per cent are verbs. This indicates that spin is primarily a label for a process in which the actors, the product and the activity itself are backgrounded. A similar proportion (eighty-two per cent) of the occurrences of spin in the Major-Corpus are nouns, and eighteen per cent are verbs, though the overall numbers are much lower here. The word class distribution does not in itself, therefore, demonstrate any large differences between the two corpora, and further qualitative research is therefore required. We focus here on nominal uses as they are in the majority by a long way.
In the Major-Corpus, eighty per cent of the nominal uses of spin are in the phrases spin doctor(s), spin doctoring, spin consultants and spin meister. There are also hyphenated and unhyphenated versions of these bi-grams, but these are not included in our totals (frequencies shown in brackets): spin-doctor (2), spin-doctor-in-chief (1), spin-doctoring (3), spin-doctors (6), and spin-meister (1). In the Blair-Corpus, just a third (thirty-two percent) of the nominal instances of spin is made up of spin doctor bi-grams. Again, though, this figure does not include hyphenated/unhyphenated compounds of a similar nature, which are (with raw totals in brackets): spin-doc (1), spin-doctor (17), spin-doctors (13), spin-doctoring (6), spindoctors (1), spinmasters (1), spinmeister (1), and spinmeisters (3). The established concept of a person who manipulates the image of the government and its ministers is therefore still strong in this period, but there are many other examples of different uses of spin in the Blair-Corpus not found in the Major-Corpus. In a number of instances spin premodifies different nouns, apparently on analogy with the compound spin-doctor. Like spin doctor, many of these phrasal forms also focus on the agent of the spinning, for example:
(1)	the former spin operative
the PM's spin chief
One other phrase which occurs a number of times in the data is spin machine. Examples from the corpus include:
(2)	New Labour's spin machine 
the No 10 spin machine 
the Downing Street spin machine
The Blair government and its spin machine 
Tony Blair's once-feared spin machine 
The connotations of such usage imply a lack of humanity as a result of automation, and the examples are noticeably specific in referring to the government of the time, with only one generic use (the spin machine) in the corpus.
There are eleven instances of spin that are preceded by the definite article where spin is the head noun of the noun phrase (as opposed to a premodifier). These include:
(3)	the spin from No 10 
the spin and the rebuttals
the spin, and its promoters,
These examples illustrate that spin is used as a general noun to indicate political self-promotion and the definite article here creates an existential presupposition that there are such instances of spin.
The majority of instances (fifty-nine per cent) of spin as a noun occur without an article. Thirty-nine per cent of these occurrences without an article are where spin is combined with of in a prepositional phrase that is post-modifying a noun. For example:
(4)	a bit of spin
It's all a question of spin 
burgeoning apparatus of spin 
the art of spin

The latter two instances above indicate how spin is being used more generically to refer to an underspecified phenomenon (like magic) rather than with reference to specific people or incidents. If the focus was on the process, then a more obvious form would be the nominalised use of a present continuous participle (a gerund) as in ‘the art of spinning’. If political spin involves a process, then that process becomes invisible in a nominalised form which blurs the distinction between process and product and mystifies political PR as almost a sleight of hand, not clearly understood by the public.  
The remaining unmodified uses of spin demonstrate a further step along the road towards non-specific reference, confirming the interpretation given above of spin as an increasingly generic concept. These examples are often coordinated with nouns relating to presentation and PR, placing spin in this field and set of activities:
(5)	spin and presentation
hype and spin
PR and spin
marketing flim-flam, smiles and spin
spin and rhetoric
The effect of this coordination pattern is for spin, which as a noun lacks some of the semantic specificity of the verb, to be seen to share some of the common elements of meaning of these other lexical items. By co-occurring with these items, spin seems to be part of the practice of PR as seen in a negative light.
In addition, there are structures that coordinate spin with dishonesty and corruption, resulting in a negative evaluation:
(6)	spin and dishonesty
sleaze and spin
spin and lies
spin and corruption
spin and manipulation
This negative view of spin is confirmed by a number of created opposites (see Jeffries 2010b) which juxtapose spin with items referring to truth and positively evaluated qualities like substance:
(7)	Cameron was all spin while Davis was all substance
to separate "facts" from "spin"
a project based on 'spin' and lacking in firmly held values
The parallel structure in the first of these constructed opposites above makes spin and substance into complementaries. Similarly, the explicit oppositional verb, separate in the second example sets up facts and spin as similarly complementary (i.e. mutually exclusive). The third example juxtaposes spin with firmly held values by the semantically negative verb lacking, implying that these, again, are mutually exclusive (complementary) opposites.
Spin has clearly developed a special political meaning. Certainly this did not start in the Blair years, as evidenced by the Major-Corpus, but it became more pronounced and widely used, making it more than just a temporary, fairly narrowly used metaphor. Spin has evolved a sense in its own right that goes beyond the verb-related meanings, with its own grammar and its own patterns of usage. What appears to have happened, on the evidence of this data, is that politicians and journalists have colluded to produce a rather general term for the kind of self-presentation that politicians practice. This serves both as an alternative to explicit accusations of misleading and also as a convenient shorthand to label an inexplicit set of habits which make voters feel uneasy about the trustworthiness of politicians.

7. Conclusions
This project set out to discover and then analyse some of the keywords of the New Labour years, as represented by a sample of press reportage, as systematically as possible. Here, we have attempted to explain the methods that were used in this project, both to set up the corpus and reference corpus and to establish and start to analyse a set of statistically significant keywords. Though inspired by Williams, we wanted to use the recent developments in corpus linguistics to begin our search for the keywords of this period from a rigorous position, combined with systematic, rather than idiosyncratic, qualitative analysis to assess the meaning and usage of the keywords in context.
We recognise, as others do, that corpus linguistics and critical discourse analysis “are informed by distinct theoretical frameworks” (Baker et al. 2008: 274) but that there are nevertheless possible synergies between these two approaches to research which strive to uncover patterns of usage – and in the case of CDA, patterns of ideological usage. 
The five keywords produced by a rather long process of elimination from the original statistically significant list of keywords are not an exhaustive list of the words characterising Blair’s term of office. However, we do think that the exploration of their usage points to some of the features of the political landscape at that time, not least the expectation that certain concepts would need no modification to be understood and accepted as fundamentals of society for good (choice, respect, reform) or ill (spin, terror). The research so far has indicated a surprisingly similar tendency amongst our keywords for them to become implicitly complex in meaning (because a large bundle of semantic features are assumed and not made explicit) but at the same time more empty of meaning (because everyone is expected to accept that particular bundle of features without question). 
The next stage of this project (Jeffries and Walker in prep.) uses the framework of critical stylistics (Jeffries 2010a) to present a detailed analysis of the five keywords in context. This will build upon the kind of contextual study which we demonstrated in this article in relation to spin by asking questions about the textual/conceptual effect of the context of each word. 
The study reported here produces evidence for the idea that certain keywords in the Blair years became associated with bundles of concepts which may not have been familiar in earlier periods (such as the Major years) and were assumed to need no explanation or modification for readers of broadsheets in the period under scrutiny. The political effect in some cases was to make assumptions about the population’s ideological agreement that certain activities of government (reform) and certain political offerings (choice) or campaigns (respect) were in some sense absolutely good, like democracy and freedom. Other activities of government (spin) or others (terror) were also assumed to be widely understood, but negatively evaluated. This use of shorthand terms which the electorate are expected to comprehend and vote for (or against) is one of the ways in which the government of the time appears to have naturalised a set of assumed shared values which the electorate were not invited to question. 
To the extent that we are truly ‘critical’ researchers, we feel satisfied that we have exposed an anti-democratic and linguistically degraded process by which words develop as new absolutes of positive or negative value. Far from acting as useful key terms which commentators can all agree on and use as shorthand to discuss current political and cultural issues, as in the case of Williams’ keywords, these words work against intellectual clarity and democratic engagement. The effects, such as choice in education and health provision, are still with us.
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