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This pattern reflects that references to specific male characters are often made in the 
novel because male characters are consistently assessed in terms of their personal 
attributes. Although it has been observed that characters in Austen’s novels make 
constant judgements of one another (e.g., McMaster 1995), this most dominant 
pattern of the keyword “man” in Persuasion suggests that in this novel, making 
judgements on an individual male character is featured more than it is in her other 
novels. On the one hand, this may be because the novel contains a variety of male 
characters, including sailors of different ranks, aristocrats and noblemen. On the 
other hand, this pattern can suggest that, while Jane Austen’s novels are generally 
seen as concerning women, Persuasion, on the basis of its being compared with 
JA5, highlights the story of men more than the other Austen novels; their character 
and lives are important to the plot and progression of the novel. Furthermore, while 
literary discussions tend to pay attention to feminism and the theme of female 
power in Persuasion, as noted earlier, the keyness of “man” and its collocational 
patterns suggest a point that perhaps deserves more attention in literary discussions 
of the novel, i.e., Austen’s treatment of male characters in Persuasion. 

The keyness of “man” is also attributable to the generic use of “man” and its co-
occurrence patterns. Although its generic function is found less frequently than 
the specific type, it cannot be denied that 30.60% of the occurrences of “man” 
constitute the keyness of the singular form. A total of 18 out of 41 instances of the 
generic singular “man” (43.90%) display a striking collocational pattern in that the 
noun tends to co-occur with the word “woman” or words related to relationships 
with women, for example, “love”, “attachment” or “marrying”. In other words, the 
generic use of “man” in Persuasion has a semantic preference for “woman” and 
for the domain related to “man-woman relationships”. This can be illustrated in the 
concordance lines below:

Figure 4. Concordance lines of the generic use of “man” in Persuasion
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These co-occurrence patterns of the keyword “man” can be seen as adding textual 
evidence, in the form of collocational patterns, to literary discussions of gender 
issues in the novel, in addition to a reference to a particular scene at a particular point 
in the novel, often cited by literary critics. Given that Persuasion is compared with 
other major Austen novels in the present study, the keyness of the singular noun 
“man” leads us to see that the author’s final work foregrounds the presentation of 
male characters’ qualities and man-woman relationships more explicitly than her 
previous novels. In other words, the keyness of “man” is thus accounted for by an 
amalgam of specific and generic uses of the word, which plays an important role 
in the characterisation and expression of textual meanings regarding man-woman 
relationships.  

Let us now take a look at the plural form of MAN, which, as mentioned above, 
displays a clearly different co-occurrence pattern from that of “man”. The majority 
of the generic “men”, i.e., 16 out of 21 (76.19%), collocate with words related to 
comparison, especially “other”, as illustrated in the concordance lines below:

Figure 5. Concordance lines of the generic use of “men” in Persuasion

Common collocational patterns of “men” in this novel thus include “other set of 
men”, “most men” and “other men”. This pattern suggests that the generic plural 
noun “men” occurs mainly in a comparative discourse, wherein male characters in 
Persuasion are divided into different groups and evaluated comparatively. A closer 
look at the textual environment larger than the concordance lines reveals that the 
comparison is often made between naval officers and other groups of men, such 
as aristocrats. This collocational pattern of the generic use of “men” in Persuasion 
can be seen as a set of linguistic evidence that illustrates the novel’s treatment of 
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the issue of the rise of self-made men. Critics’ observations on social mobility 
during that period are thereby rendered not only by the characterisation of Captain 
Wentworth and the inclusion of a number of sailor characters in the fictional world 
but also by linguistic patterns in the novel. Although the concept of career is a 
notable point in the novel, as often remarked on by literary critics, for example, 
McMaster (1997), the keyness of “man” over “men” and the disparity in their 
collocational patterns suggest that evaluation of male characters and man-woman 
relationships dominate the fictional world of Persuasion.   

A point worthy of note concerning the generic use of “man” and “men” in Persuasion 
is that, even though both forms were found to be used in a generic sense, they have 
different patterns of semantic preference. The former tends to collocate with the 
semantic domain related to relationships with a woman, whereas the latter tends to 
collocate with the semantic domain regarding career. The grammatical distinction 
between the two forms of MAN in this novel is thus also largely accompanied with 
a distinction in semantic domains that constitute the text of Persuasion.

Conclusion  

The present study approaches keywords in a literary text in a way that is different 
from other corpus stylistic studies. It highlights a grammatical, rather than a 
semantic, property of the given keywords. This involves a comparison between key 
and non-key lexical items with similar meanings but different grammatical forms. 
Through this new approach to keywords, it has been shown that the grammatical 
forms of lexical items are closely related to the status of keywords and to their 
contributions to meanings and effects of the literary text in which they occur. As 
has been demonstrated, the plural form of the keyword “years” in Persuasion is 
linked to meanings and semantic prosody of the noun in that it suggests a long time 
of suffering, which contributes to the novel’s theme of endurance. The singular 
form of “man”, though not obviously affecting meanings of the lexical item as 
was seen in the case of “years”, is used for purposes different from “men”. That 
is, it is part of the referential function in major narrative techniques adopted in 
the novel, i.e., the author’s characterisation of male characters and her explicit 
thematic instantiation about man-woman relationships throughout Persuasion. 

While findings from the present study suggest the importance of a grammatical 
perspective in keyword analysis, it is illustrated through an analysis of only two 
pairs of nouns. Future corpus stylistic work can shed more light on a grammatical 
category as a key linguistic feature of a literary text, instead of treating it as a 
property of keywords in the way the present study has demonstrated. This can be 
done by extending the concept of “keyword” to “key grammatical category” by 
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grammatically annotating a literary text using such software as Wmatrix (Rayson 
2003), as mentioned above.  

In addition, while the present study views a classic literary work from the linguistic 
perspective and proposes an alternative approach to keyword analysis in corpus 
stylistic research, it must also be noted that the findings from this study can lead 
us to see the interplay among lexis, grammar and text. The different semantic 
prosodies associated with “year” and “years” and the semantic preferences for 
different domains that “man” and “men” have are related to the fictional world of 
the novel under study. It can thus be said that lexis and grammar interact not only 
with each other in the construction and interpretation of meanings but also with 
the textual dimension of language use. This is in line with Hanks’ (2000, 214) 
argument on word meanings: 

Words have meaning potentials, rather than just meaning. The meaning 
potential of each word is made up of a number of components, which 
may be activated cognitively by other words in the context in which it 
is used. […] So rather than asking questions about disambiguation and 
sense discrimination (“Which sense does this word have in this text?”), a 
better sort of question would be “What is the unique contribution of this 
word to the meaning of this text?”  

The present study has shown that the uses and “meaning potentials” of the nouns 
under study are subject to their grammatical forms and co-textual features in the 
text of Persuasion. Further analyses of other texts or text types will provide more 
empirical evidence for the integration of lexis, grammar and text in our approach 
to meaning in language. A corpus stylistic analysis thus not only yields linguistic 
evidence for literary interpretations but also can provide a basis and evidence for 
the development of theoretical linguistic descriptions.
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Notes

1.	 The concept “semantic prosody” first appeared in Louw (1993). However, he states 
that the term and the concept were first used by Professor John Sinclair in their personal 
communication.

2.	 According to Stubbs (2002, 25), the word “word” is ambiguous since it may refer to 
an individual lexical item with a different inflectional form, e.g., “does”, or to a set of 
morphological variants like DO, which includes different word forms, “do”, “does”, 
“did”, “doing” and “done”.
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