Representativeness in corpus construction: ideals versus reality

The goal of this paper is to discuss the concept of representativeness, its importance in corpus linguistics today, and the implications this importance has for the construction of the new Norwegian-Spanish parallel corpus, the NSPC, which I am currently compiling.
Representativeness is a methodological issue which is intrinsically linked to the corpus linguistic method. It refers to whether the texts selected for the corpus share the same characteristics as the body of texts from which the corpus was selected. As early as in 1993, Biber pointed out the importance of corpus linguistics in linguistic research, as well as the importance of representativeness in corpus design. In his influential article Representativeness in Corpus Design he stated that  

“The use of computer-based corpora provides a solid empirical foundation for general purpose language tools and descriptions, and enables analyses of a scope not otherwise possible. However, a corpus must be ‘representative’ in order to be appropriately used as the basis for generalizations concerning language as a whole”(Biber 1993, 243). 
The importance of the representativeness of a corpus has later been stressed by many other corpus linguists and researchers, such as Halverson (1998), Zanettin  (2000) and Sinclair (1991) . Indeed, when embarking on the construction of new corpora, immediately the question arises about what kinds of texts to include in order for the corpus to be representative of a larger population of texts. In fact the very definition of the concept of a corpus calls for representativeness, as we see in the following definition by Tognini-Bonelli: “A corpus can be defined as a collection of texts assumed to be representative of a given language put together so that it can be used for linguistic analysis” (Tognini-Bonelli 2001, 2). 

 In this paper I will first discuss the link between corpora and representativeness, and go on to define the statistical terms ‘representativeness’, ’sample’ and ’population’. Next I pose the question whether representativeness in fact is possible. Finally I will outline some basic concepts and limitations in corpus linguistics and discuss how these concepts influence the building of my corpus.

