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In this talk I discuss the challenges for historical linguists who work with diachronic corpora. I take two perspectives. The first is that of the linguist who aims to situate the investigation of language change in the rich messy context of real world historical linguistic material. The second perspective is that of the researcher who wishes to create a valuable research resource that is sufficiently rich and flexible for others to use for their own interests.
My case study is the development of the Network of Eighteenth century English texts (NEET). I address particularly the implications for the structure and utility of the resulting resource of the unevenness of the discourse world that is the source of the data for a corpus. Major implications (or limitations) are that the kinds of questions that can be pursued using such a corpus are necessarily shaped by the corpus.
