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Over 1,000 participants online
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BNC2014 in a nutshell

British English
8 genres, 52 subgenres

7 years in making







Publishers: Cambridge University Press, Dunedin Academic Press, Elsevier and John 
Benjamins.



More info…



The idea of the written BNC2014 (or 
how to build a corpus with nothing but hopes and 

wishes)

Tony McEnery

Lancaster University

@TonyMcEnery
http://cass.lancs.ac.uk
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With a little help from my friends …..



CHALLENGES

ÁCapture regional and social variation.

ÁCapture register variation.

ÁEnhance balance.

ÁRepresent ‘British English’.

ÁCapture change in language and society.

ÁDeal with copyright.

ÁStay true to the original while not repeating mistakes

ÁTo learn from the scholarship on the BNC 1994

OPPORTUNITIES

ÁUpdate the BNC.

ÁImprove on the original.

ÁUnderstand current British English.

ÁRethink sampling issues.

ÁOffer statistical sophistication (Xaira v. #LancsBox).

ÁProvide a free resource for researchers for non-
profit making research.

ÁGive due weight to new forms of communication

https://www.degruyter.com/document/doi/10.1515/text-2020-0052/html





Corpus sampling: BNC2014

BNC2014

Academic Prose
Newspapers
Magazines
Fiction
E-Language
Speech
Other

Universe recorded uses of British English

Design mixed (stratified, random, weighted)

Sample size 90M tokens

Sample unit (u) text/ text sample

Genre/register Proportion (BNC1994) Proportion (BNC2014)

Academic prose 16.5% 20%

Fiction 16.6% 20%

Newspapers 

(Serious, mass 

market and regional) 

9.6% 20%

Magazines 7.6% 15%

E-language 0.2% 5%

Other 39.5% 10%

Spoken 10% 10%



Myths and Legends – the Written BNC
ÅA good proxy for British English as written in the early 1990s “The 

British National Corpus (BNC) is a 100 million word collection of 
samples of written and spoken language from a wide range of 
sources, designed to represent a wide cross-section of British English 
from the later part of the 20th century”

Å1,718,449 words (1960-1974)

Å4,625,456 words (1975-1984)

Å79,728,156 words (1985-1993) 

Å“The BNC suggests that in the 1990’s ….”

2010 2%

2011 3%

2012 5%

2013 3%

2014 22%

2015 21%

2016 19%

2017 5%

2018 2%

2019 2%

2020 1%
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Current British English

Vaclav Brezina (Lancaster University)



1994 2014



1994 2014

1) Overall much more 
informal

2) Effect of elanguage

3) The case of 
declining modals



BNC214: AcaHumRa219

Faith As Extended Knowledge

You don't know that p unless it's on account of your cognitive abilities 
that you believe truly that p . Virtue epistemologists think there's some 
such ability constraint on knowledge. This looks to be in considerable 
tension, though, with putative faith-based knowledge. For at least on a 
popular Christian conception, when you believe something truly on the 
basis of faith this isn't because of anything you're naturally competent 
to do. Rather, faith-based beliefs are entirely a product of divine 
agency. Appearances to the contrary, I argue in this article that there's 
no deep tension between faith-based knowledge and virtue 
epistemology.



BNC214: AcaHumRa219

Faith As Extended Knowledge

You don't know that p unless it's on account of your cognitive abilities 
that you believe truly that p . Virtue epistemologists think there's some 
such ability constraint on knowledge. This looks to be in considerable 
tension, though, with putative faith-based knowledge. For at least on a 
popular Christian conception, when you believe something truly on the 
basis of faith this isn't because of anything you're naturally competent 
to do. Rather, faith-based beliefs are entirely a product of divine 
agency. Appearances to the contrary, I argue in this article that there's 
no deep tension between faith-based knowledge and virtue 
epistemology. + 28%



Involved
Contractions, 

pronouns, private 
verbs, emphatics…

Informational
Long words, nouns
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Elanguage

Popular words in elanguage in BNC2014: Alexa, App, Awesome, Blog, 
Congrats, Email, Fab, Facebook, Fitbit, Im, Instagram, ipad, iphone, Ive, 
Lol, Omg, Tbh, Tweet, Twitter and Website

Software App



Modals on decline (Brown-family: 1M)



Modals on decline (Brown-family: 1M)



Modals on decline (Brown-family: 1M)

-42%

615

355



Modals on decline (Brown-family: 1M)
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355

May -40%
Shall-60%



Language development
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Language development



Exploring the BNC2014 using #LancsBox X

Vaclav Brezina & William Platt (Lancaster University)



88,171 files







I N T R O D U C I N G

#LANCSBOX X



SMARTER.
SLEEKER.
FASTER.



SMARTER.
SLEEKER.
FASTER.

>

<u gender="maleɸ/>

<pause/> within<u gender="male"/>

by withinPREPOSITIONAL_PHRASE

<s/> withinyes

(<s/> withinyes)within<u gender="male"/>

X IS FORXML
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REARRANGE AND RESIZE
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SMARTER.
SLEEKER.
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FASTER RESULTS

No corpus loading

Quick

Real-time updates

stats



SMARTER.
SLEEKER.
FASTER.>

BIGGER CORPORA

Search times on the BNC2014:

Word (freq. per 10K)

Time

Statistics Full concordance

contextual (0.07) < 1 sec 1 sec

food (2.13) 1 sec 12 sec

be (54.02) 1 sec 1 min 30 sec

Full times are most dependent on number of file matches, 
not whole corpus size, so even larger corpora are still fast 
for infrequent searches.



http://corpora.lancs.ac.uk/lancsbox/downloadx.php

DOWNLOAD

SMARTER. SLEEKER. FASTER.



“One more thing…”




