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Abstract  

Language users normally begin with a topic and, consciously or unconsciously, express their 

evaluative- attitudinal meaning toward that topic. When the topic includes an abstract term or 

is controversial, it becomes difficult for language users and learners to discern the implicit 

meaning. This study applies semantic or discourse prosody to identify implicit evaluative 

aspects using the topic of extremism as an example. A corpus of approximately 10,000 

tweets was collected from Twitter using two Arabic keywords, "تطرف" and "متطرف," 

corresponding to extremism and extremist. After the data had been processed, the Extended 

Lexical Unit (ELU) model was used as an analytical tool to identify discourse prosody. 

Instances of the corpus were analyzed to demonstrate the construction of the keywords and 

collocational relations. The results showed overall unfavorable prosody toward extremism 

based on subjective evaluation of the events related to extremism, such as associating them 

with a particular religion or social group. Language users seem more judgmental with 

opposing arguments and, accordingly, reveal more evaluative aspects. The implications of 

discourse prosody for language learning were explicated in light of the results.  

Keywords: Discourse prosody, Semantic prosody, Corpus linguistics, Social media, 

Extremism 
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1. Introduction 

Language users’ and learners’ construction of meaning is often influenced by the size 

and diversity of their vocabulary. It is widely accepted that lexical coverage should account 

for linguistic performance and the level of reading comprehension in particular. However, the 

nature of the topic and the sophistication of language may affect the understanding of the 

subject matter. As a result, language users and learners may not be able to make meaning of 

the intended message. This is the case when approaching abstract and loosely defined 

concepts, such as extremism, in which the writer’s or author’s attitudinal meaning may be 

infused in their use of the term.  

Extremism discourse on social media has been one of the challenges that governments 

face at the social and national security levels, among other challenges. Due to the difficulty of 

conceptualizing extremism and scholars’ different views regarding it, misconceptions and 

misunderstandings among people occur, regardless of whether they are well intended. With 

the massive flow of information on social media (e.g., Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, 

WhatsApp), misconception/misunderstanding of extremism may lead users to undesired 

consequences such as violence and hate speech. The lacking regulatory control by 

governments and corporations over social media content, along with users being more active 

agents (Seib, 2006), facilitates the reproduction of extremist discourse as a form of freedom of 

expression. Social media offer access to a larger audience without necessarily revealing one’s 

real identity, making them a perfect means of spreading dangerous or illegitimate content. 

Such illegitimate content is motivated by propaganda and the recruitment of new users 

(Weimann, 2006) to serve the political or religious purposes of certain extremist groups. 

There has been sizeable research approaching extremism from various social, educational, and 

computational perspectives to learn more and respond to this problematic phenomenon. 

However, it might be useful to learn more about extremism from individuals such as social 

media users, rather than from researchers and experts.  

Since the term extremism is loosely defined and often argumentative, the discourse on 

and around extremism on social media may be manipulated to affect users’ attitudes. The 

intensive exposure to extremist discourse on social media may make target users receptive to 

it as a first step before they interact with and promote or reproduce the desired discourse. 

Users’ supportive or sympathetic discourse toward extremism is thought to develop over time 

and feature attitudinal meaning, often implicitly. Such an implicit attitudinal meaning is what 

may be described as the discourse prosody (Sinclair, 2004), which helps researchers learn 

more about language users’ evaluative meaning toward a given term in real language use.  

This study is motivated by the need to examine language users’ attitudinal meaning 

toward abstract and argumentative concepts as opposed to the dictionary or scholarly 

definitions. The term extremism is taken here as an example of the application of discourse 

prosody. This study seeks, in part, to inform the teaching and learning of complex terms and 

to bring into debate the appropriateness of discourse prosody as a useful method to explore 

attitudinal meaning from natural language use. The application of discourse prosody for 
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language instruction places emphasis on the lexico-grammatical aspects of language use in 

which “corpus information on registers, frequency, and lexical preferences is key to a good 

understanding and use of grammar” (Meunier & Reppen, 2015, p. 513).  

The remainder of this paper is divided into the following sections: in 2, a background 

on the topic is provided. In 3, the methods applied in this study are explained, while the data 

collection procedures are described in 4. The results and discussion are explained in 5, along 

with references to the relevant literature.   

2. Background of the Study 

2.1.      Discourse Prosody 

Discourse prosody1, also known as semantic prosody, is informed by phraseological 

constructions that utilize the patterning of lexical items through recurrent frequency in a large 

collection of texts. Louw (1993) introduced semantic prosody as “a consistent aura of 

meaning with which a form is imbued by its collocates”; however, it was Sinclair (1991) who 

first developed the concept to describe an overall meaning of words as formed by co-

occurrence with other words in corpora. Discourse prosody is explained below by Sinclair 

(2004): 

It expresses something close to the ‘function’ of the item–it shows how the rest 

of the item is to be interpreted functionally. Without it, the string of words just 

‘means’—it is not put to use in a viable communication. (p. 34) 

Other researchers have also attempted to describe discourse prosody. According to Stubbs 

(2002, p.65), discourse prosody is “a feature which extends over more than one unit in a linear 

string,” while Partington (2004) looks at discourse prosody as an evaluative meaning to 

express a negative or positive attitude. Hunston (2007) stresses the behavior of the lexical 

item and the words that accompany it in running texts to observe discourse prosody. Crucial 

to discourse prosody is that it depends largely on collocational relations. In response to the 

varying realizations of discourse prosody, Sinclair (2003) stated that it may be seen as 

connotation as well as pragmatic and attitudinal meaning.  

 Discourse prosody is part of Sinclair’s view of a lexical item as consisting of longer 

stretches of items to carry out a “discourse function.” The choice of a lexical item, then, 

exhibits a purposeful use of language to express attitudinal meaning. Through discourse 

prosody, emphasis is placed on the phrase level rather than the word as the primary unit of 

description (Sinclair, 2005). Discourse prosody has been applied to study whether some 

words have favorable or unfavorable prosodies. For instance, Louw (1993) examined utterly 

and found that it has unfavorable prosody, as it co-occurred with such words as utterly 

                                                 
1 It should be noted that Stubbs (2007) agrees with Sinclair’s concept of semantic prosody but prefers to call it discourse prosody to draw 

attention to the relationship between words and context, rather than between single words. Here, discourse prosody and semantic 
prosody are used interchangeably.    
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unreasonable. Sinclair (1991) and Stubbs (1995), respectively, examined the discourse 

prosodies of the words untoward and cause and concluded that they were associated with 

unpleasant states of affairs. 

2.2.      Defining Extremism  

Several attempts have been made by organizations and researchers to define 

extremism, yet it has been always difficult to capture. For instance, the Online Etymology 

Dictionary (2019) defines extremism as the “disposition to go to extremes in doctrine or 

practice.” Classical Arabic dictionaries (e.g., al Mu’djam al Waseet) defined the term broadly 

as one exceeding the limit of moderation and not taking a moderate position. Contemporary 

dictionaries such as Almaany (2019) and al Rae’d define extremism as going to an extreme as 

in going to the North or to the West where the sun sets. Contemporary dictionaries introduce 

extremism with reference to political, religious, sectarian, and intellectual fanaticism as a 

dangerous and destructive approach to individuals and groups.  

Bayumi (1999) views extremism as a movement toward the social and moral base beyond the 

limits set by the society. Naggar (2003) describes extremism as an aggressive attitude toward 

an existing social system to impose a radical change. Almubarak (2006, p. 21) states that 

extremism is “deviation in understanding a doctrine, belief, philosophy, and thought, holding 

an excessive prejudice to a particular understanding...” These scholarly works project 

extremism as a negative construct. One of the reasons that contributes to this negative 

construction is the role of media, for instance, in framing it as a security-threatening issue 

(Smith et al., 2019). Another reason may be the association of other concepts (e.g., terrorism 

and fundamentalism) with extremism (Collins & Glover, 2002; Smith, 2007). Hamdi (2022) 

studied the construction of extremism on Twitter by Arab users and points out that the 

variation is a matter of exerting ideological control to serve shared interests. 

3. Methods 

This study applied Sinclair’s Extended Lexical Unit model (ELU), which describes the 

meaning of a word through co-occurrence patterns with other words at the phrase level 

(Sinclair, 1996; 2005). This model examines lexical, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic 

relations to identify the meaning of a word. To capture these relations, ELU comprises four 

components, as clearly explained by Stubbs (2007):   

COLLOCATION is the relation between the node word and individual word-forms 

which co-occur frequently with it.  

COLLIGATION is the relation between the node word and grammatical categories 

which co-occur frequently with it.  

SEMANTIC PREFERENCE is the relation between the node word and lexical sets of 

semantically related word-forms or lemmas.   
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SEMANTIC PROSODY is the discourse function of the unit: it describes the 

speaker’s evaluative attitude. (p. 178)   

It may be seen from the ELU model that semantic or discourse prosody is the last 

component through which the attitude toward the overall meaning is identified. The relations 

within the components of ELU depend on co-selection of lexical items in corpora to make 

them observable within co-text. The reason for the use of ELU here is to discover the 

speakers’ or language users’ purposeful choice of words to construct the concept of 

extremism and their evaluative stances toward it.  

The corpus analysis tool Antconc (Laurence, 2020) was used to identify collocation 

relations, the first component of ELU. The remaining components (colligation, semantic 

preference, discourse prosody) follow from the outputs of collocation relations. Subsequently, 

a qualitative analysis was conducted based on the quantitative results from the concordance. 

4.  Data Collection and Processing 

 Data were obtained from Hamdi (2022), who studied the ideological structures of 

extremism discourse on Twitter from a critical discourse analysis perspective. However, this 

study emphasizes users’ evaluative stances toward extremism. The dataset comprised 

approximately 10,000 tweets, each of which included at least one of the keywords. The 

dataset was prepared and saved as plain text before it was run in Antconc. The node word 

 was used as a lemma during the search. In order to maintain the lexical (extremism) ’تطرف‘

and grammatical relations, the corpus was not processed against stemming or lemmatization, 

since the focus was on lexical—rather than grammatical—categories. In contrast, limited 

processing was conducted, including the deletion of repeated tweets, numerals, foreign words, 

and metadata. The mutual information (MI) score was used to determine collocational 

strength in the corpus and was set to 3 as a cutoff point. The frequency of co-occurrence 

between the keywords and collocates was set to a minimum of 25 to narrow down the search 

results, over a span of four words on both sides. For a sound and meaningful analysis, only 

the first 10 most frequent collocates were considered for the analysis.  

5. Results and Discussion 

The search using the node word ‘تطرف’ (extremism) returned 10 collocates ranging in 

their frequency between 30-89 with an MI score of more than 3.00, as shown in Table 1 

below. Among the 10 collocates that frequently co-occurred with the node word were two 

adjectives and eight nouns (see Appendix for samples of the concordance). The two adjectives 

(religious, intellectual) were used as attributive whereas the nouns were often used in the 

genitive construct or as part of a construct phrase. Thus, the colligational pattern of the node 

word tends to be more with nouns. The semantic preference is unclear when looking at the 

node word and the associated lexical set. However, by looking closely at the node word and 

collocates within co-text, it may be seen that they were used to identify a specific party or 
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entity with which to associate extremism. These parties may be a particular social or political 

movement (e.g., feminism), a religious belief (e.g., Islam), or a social group (e.g., ISIS, people, 

and society). The discourse prosody of the node word ‘تطرف’ (extremism) is “unfavorable,” 

often expressing a judgmental attitude toward what may be described as an act or form of 

extremism. 

 

 
 

The attributive adjective religious was the most frequent collocate, and this 

demonstrates the significance of the religious component in constructing the concept of 

extremism. Twitter users seem to view extremism as mainly motivated by religious 

understanding or misunderstanding. It follows that the node word extremism and the collocate 

religious were appropriated by users in their interaction with events on or about extremism, 

either approving or disapproving of an argument or interpretation. On the other hand, the 

attributive adjective intellectual was used to project extremism as part of a broader category 

of intellectual deviation of which extremism is only one form. However, the adjective 

collocates (religious, intellectual) did not clearly communicate evaluative aspects, but there 

were other adjectives such as more dangerous (comparative), sectarian, political, and racist 

that co-occurred with them within a span of four to five words and implied evaluation. 

Examples of the attributive adjectives religious and intellectual are given below: 

 

(1) …really there was ignorance but now ignorance and extremist religious teaching 

which made our       generations time bombs and what is happening...  

 

 مما جعل اجيالنا قنابل موقوته وماهو حاصل ديني متطرففعال كان هناك جهل لكن االن جهل وتعليم 
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(2) …my topic is seen as extremist by others, and the opposite is true. What you see as 

religious extremism, we see it moderation. And what you see as moderation, we see as 

extremism… 

 

 نراه اعتدال وما تراه اعتدال نراه تطرف ديني تطرفموضوعي يراه آخر متطرف و العكس ما تراه 

 

(3) By the way, the belief that a man is better than a woman is the same belief that a woman is 

better than a man, both are intellectual extremism. By the way, extremism in sentiment is 

an unhealthy phenomenon… 

 

على فكرة  فكري تطرفنفس إعتقاد أن المرأة أفضل من الرجل كالهما  على فكرة إعتقاد أن الرجل أفضل من المرأة هو

 التطرف في المشاعر ظاهرة غير صحية

 

(4) ...but describing him with extremism just because he said something that you don’t like 

is also intellectual extremism, and its harm is more dangerous especially when... 

 

 و ضرره أخطر و أشد خاصة عندما فكري تطرفا يعجبك هو أيضا لكن لمزه بالتطرف لمجرد إنه قال كالم م

 

 Noun collocates such as feminism, ISIS, Islam, terrorism, and people were used in 

several forms of the construct phrase in which two nouns occur together as a syntactic unit. 

This structure is highly frequent in Arabic and includes subclasses such as identity 

relationship, possessive relationship, object relationship, and purpose relationship (see for 

more details Ryding, 2005). The second noun in the construct phrase is often the functioning 

element as it operates to specify, define, express agency, and explain a purpose, among other 

functions. Many forms of the construct phrase, along with their varying functions, co-

occurred with noun collocates. Noun collocates co-occurred with a range of attributive and 

predicate adjectives to express evaluative aspects (e.g., more extremist than ISIS, there is no 

extremism in modern Islam, feminism is a corrupt extremist thought). For example, in 6 the 

adjective extremist modifies the construct phrase ISIS thought. To recognize attitudinal 

meaning, it is useful to trace attributive and predicate adjectives within a span of four to five 

words to both sides of noun collocates. The following are example citations from the 

concordance to express attitudinal meaning toward extremism, with noun collocates in bold:   

 

(5) Societies have wronged women, and there must be a feminine stream to violate 

masculinity. Goals are totally different. The goal of feminism is equality, and it has no 

extremism, while masculinity is a very extremist thought 
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مساواة  النسويةالمجتمعات ظلمت المرأة فكان البد من تيار نسوي يكسر هالذكورية االهداف مختلفة تماما هدف 

 ومابيها تطرف

 بينما الذكورية فكر متطرف جدا 

(6) ISIS members forced children in schools to learn ISIS extremist thought as the true 

religion and everything that comes into conflict with it is prohibited  

باعتباره الدين الصحيح وكل شيء مخالف له هو  المتطرف داعشر الدواعش أجبروا األطفال في المدارس على تعلم فك

 محرم

(7) ...here, clearly, they want to take away the tolerance and moderation of Islam for 

extremism, terrorism, and supporting terrorists across the world 

 ووسطية االسالم نحو التطرف واإلرهاب ودعم اإلرهابيين حول العالمهنا بكل وضوح إنهم يريدون اختطاف سماحة 

(8) Here we should raise a very important question, are we extremists? There is terrorism, 

there is extremism, and there is corruption 

 ك تطرف وهناك فسادهنا يجب أن نطرح سؤال هام جدا هل نحن متطرفون هناك ارهاب وهنا

(9) ...and the rise of the extreme right. This situation should be condemned by the 

international community. This organization is extremist even within its structural 

components 

 الدولي وهذا الكيان متطرف حتى ضمن مكوناته وهناكوبروز التيار اليميني وهذا الوضع يجب ادانته من المجتمع   

 

The node word ‘تطرف’ (extremism) occurred frequently in longer phrasal constructions 

that are not necessarily fixed. These phrasal constructions communicate evaluative and 

pragmatic functions and consisted of adjectives and nouns that connote often negative 

meanings. Adjective collocates, though few (religious, intellectual), co-occurred with the 

noun collocates in many instances and played a pivotal role in expressing attitudinal meaning. 

Users apply two major strategies to construct attitudinal meaning toward extremism: opposing 

the description of an event or action as a form of extremism and referring to a group or some 

reason to comment on extremism-related events. Recognizing the negative meaning or 

interpretation of events associated with extremism, users would try to justify their views for 

or against it by choosing certain lexical items to express attitudinal meaning. These strategies 

aim to achieve evaluative functions, such as focusing attention on some event or contrasting it 

with another one, as well as emphasizing its importance in the text (see Stubbs, 2007), as in 

(7) and (3).  

Although individual cases of constructions that do not follow the overall recurrent 

structures occur, this should not discourage the search for meaningful patterns. Sinclair (2004) 

explains these cases with reference to the unit of meaning as having a canonical form and 

variants. Hunston and Francis (2000) describe the patterning of lexis and grammatical 

structures in which there are relations between meaning and grammar as “pattern grammar.” 
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Such relations are made observable through concordance lines from a large corpus. Unlike the 

traditional view of discourse as consisting of individual words, discourse prosody reveals to 

the reader or speaker insights about the opinions and beliefs behind choosing a unit of 

meaning to express an attitude (Morley & Partington, 2009, p. 140). It should be noted that 

attitudinal meaning may be recognizable not by simply identifying and counting the positive-

negative collocates but by considering the underlying evaluation of the lexical items within 

the span of the node word. This is the case of the extremism term in Arabic: Twitter users 

expressed their attitudes and rather negative evaluations based on their views and 

understanding of the events as a natural tendency, regardless of whether those interpretations 

were right or wrong. Discourse prosody brings this natural tendency to the surface, making it 

possible to discern whether a lexical item is used to connote good/bad, favorable/unfavorable, 

and desirable/undesirable overall meanings. Thus, Thompson and Hunston have noted that 

“evaluation is essentially one phenomenon rather than several, and that the most basic 

parameter, the one to which the others can be seen to relate, is the good-bad parameter” 

(2000: 25). 

5.1 Implications for Language Learning 

Discourse or semantic prosody can be a valuable source for language learning and 

teaching. For instance, learners may employ discourse prosody to distinguish synonyms and 

near-synonyms (Song, 2021; Xiao & McEnery, 2006). By recognizing the nuances between 

word meanings and synonyms, language learners may improve their proficiency and 

communication skills. Szudarski (2017) explained two approaches to teaching vocabulary that 

recognize the role of discourse prosody: the indirect approach emphasizes teaching 

vocabulary by selecting appropriate lexical items that co-occur based on frequency results of 

corpus analysis, while the direct approach prioritizes encouraging learners to explore the 

meanings of words through corpus analysis. This is closely related to task-based learning to 

enhance learners’ interactions with language use (Willis, 1990). The general principle to 

maintain when teaching or learning discourse prosody is that the meaning of words is not to 

be learned in isolation, as in the case of dictionaries, but through attested language use 

wherein the frequency of co-occurrence influences meaning construction. Developing 

language users’ or learners’ understanding of attitudinal meaning leads to their acquisition of 

a sense of the prosodic intent through which a user/speaker chooses lexis to express 

evaluative aspects.   

Furthermore, discourse prosody may be utilized to develop learners’ critical language 

awareness. Critical language awareness approaches language as discourse that encompasses a 

range of social issues that should be addressed and challenged (see Fairclough, 1992; Clark & 

Ivanič, 1999). The varying semantics and pragmatics of words and expressions may be 

associated with underlying sociocultural or sociopolitical backgrounds. The word ‘تطرف’ 

(extremism), for instance, appeared to be used subjectively to express negative evaluations of 

events and, here, language learners may not access the speaker’s or author’s underlying 

message. They need training on evaluating language use to develop critical perspectives on 
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various issues of their social worlds. Educational settings are part of the social world in which 

issues of power and ideology may be reproduced in the curriculum and through classroom 

interactions. Both native and non- native language learners may question the discourse 

prosody of some concepts in the curriculum or teachers’ talk. Discourse prosody may work as 

a preliminary step before a critical discourse analysis of the relevant topic or issue. In other 

words, language learners are also social members who should develop a critical stance as to 

why the discourse prosody of certain words or concepts is positive to some people and 

negative to others.  

6.       Conclusion 

Attitudinal meaning is a natural functional element of language to express evaluations 

toward topics and events. Instances of actual language use on social media help language 

users and learners learn implicit evaluative aspects and, accordingly, recognize an overall 

attitudinal meaning toward a given term. The extremism concept was employed in the present 

study as an example to project attitudinal meaning. It appeared that language users express 

evaluative aspects toward contentious social issues and topics, such as extremism, consistent 

with their opinions or views. Such evaluative aspects become observable by examining their 

patterning through corpus analysis. By using discourse prosody, the semantic and pragmatic 

properties of words are made more meaningful. Discourse prosody may be a useful source for 

language instruction to draw learners’ attention to the appropriate semantic and pragmatic 

meanings of lexis. 
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Appendix A: Sample concordance for four collocates 

 

 

 Intellectual /فكري Religious /  ديني

 

 

 /إرهاب                                                                                                          Feminism  /النسوية

Terrorism 

 


