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The study of synonyms based on corpus has become a hot topic in recent years, and the task of differentiating 

synonyms has always been a complex issue. The current study made an attempt to investigate the differences 

among English noun synonyms “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” from the perspective of frequency 

distribution, collocation and semantic prosody based on COCA. This research shows that in terms of frequency 

distribution, “opposition” and “resistance” are more frequently used than “defiance”. Both of the two are most 

commonly used in academic journals while “defiance” is most frequently used in fiction. All of these three words 

rarely appear in TV and movie subtitles. Second, from the perspective of collocation, “opposition” often 

collocates with words about politics and personal state, “resistance” usually appears with words concerning 

politics and medicine, and “defiance” mainly shows up in the fields of military, medicine, personal state and 

others. Third, from the dimension of semantic prosody, “opposition” presents negative semantic prosody, 

“resistance” has neutral semantic prosody, and “defiance” indicates mixed semantic prosody. The present study is 

able to enrich the relevant study on synonym differentiation, and highlight the importance of understanding the 

subtle differences among synonyms. 
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Introduction 

The study of synonyms based on corpus has become a hot topic in recent years. Synonyms are abundant in 

English, and the task of differentiating them has always been a complex issue. Hornby (2014) defined the 

synonym as a word or expression that has the same or nearly the same meaning as another in the same language. 

Over the decades, a multitude of studies have concentrated on synonym differentiation (Divjak & Gries, 2009; 

Kaminski, 2017; Lv, 2020; Song, 2021; Wang & Jiang, 2016), contributing to the development of synonym 

research and providing paradigm and reference for later studies. However, most of the studies focus on verb 

synonyms and adjective synonyms while research concerning noun synonyms is relatively limited (Wang, 

2023). Therefore, the current paper conducts a study on the distinctions among English noun synonyms 

“opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” from the perspective of frequency distribution, collocation and 

semantic prosody, with the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) serving as the foundation for 

this research. With the hope of extending and enriching relevant research, the current study also intends to 

promote the application of corpus in English synonym analysis, accelerate prosperity of synonym 

                                                 
LIU Meng-xian, graduate student, School of Foreign Language, Wuhan University of Technology. 

LIN Ying, doctorate, doctor, School of Foreign Language, Wuhan University of Technology. 

DAVID  PUBLISHING 

D 



A CORPUS-BASED STUDY ON ENGLISH SYNONYM DIFFERENTIATION 199 

discrimination based on corpus, and help English learners more accurately understand the differences among 

the synonyms, outputting more authentic English in proper contexts.  

Literature Review 

Review of Relative Studies Abroad 

Over the last 50 years, the study of corpus linguistics has expanded significantly, with a particular focus 

on the study of English vocabulary. In this specialized area, numerous studies have employed corpora to 

investigate the differences among synonyms, leading to a variety of important insights. 

At the beginning of corpus linguistic study, synonym differentiation on various parts of speech based on 

corpus can be found. Kennedy (1991) conducted research on the linguistic ecology of the prepositions 

“between” and “through” by the use of Lancaster-Oslo/Bergen Corpus. For adverbs, Liu and Tang (2024) made 

an attempt to investigate the differences among “actually”, “genuinely”, “really”, and “truly” from the 

perspective of collocation. In terms of verb synonyms, Atkins and Levin (1995) made a comparison among a 

set of synonymous verbs from the view of usage. Kaminski (2017) conducted discrimination on adjective 

synonyms “artificial”, “fake”, “false”, and “synthetic”. 

In terms of noun synonyms, Hoey (2005) conducted an analysis of “consequence” and “result” based on 

corpus, which revealed that the “consequence” carried a negative prosody, while “result” was associated with a 

positive one. He suggested that the distinctions among synonyms were primarily determined by their 

collocations with other lexical items, grammatical structures, and semantic associations. In addition, Forchini 

(2013) made an attempt to find the potential of applying corpus linguistics methodologies to the translation of 

films and television shows with analyzing words in movie conversations including “guys”, “man” “buddy” and 

“dude” from the perspective of frequency, collocation, and colligation.  

In summary, foreign scholars have investigated a variety of synonyms and used diverse corpora to 

investigate synonyms, which presents a prosperous and developing trend. 

Review of Relative Studies in China 

With the development of corpus linguistics, researchers in China also started to distinguish the synonyms 

by use of corpus-based method instead of traditional ones.  

For verb synonym differentiation based on corpus, Song (2021) conducted a study concerning 

synonymous verbs “answer”, “reply”, “respond” and “explain” from the perspective of colligation, collocation, 

semantic preference and semantic prosody based on CLEC and COCA, providing implications for English 

teaching and learning. In terms of adjective synonyms, Ren (2008) conducted a comparative analysis on words 

“common” and “ordinary” based on two corpora: CLEC and The Louvain Corpus of Native English Essays 

(LOCNESS), analyzing reasons of misusing these two words and providing several suggestions for English 

teaching and learning. For adverbs, based on COCA, Liu (2018) conducted a study on the synonym 

differentiation of “terribly” and “awfully” from the perspective of semantic prosody.  

For noun synonyms, Zhang (2007) investigated “outcome” and “consequence” from lexical frequency, 

collocation, and semantic prosody of the synonyms based on FLOB, then compared the results with data from 

CLEC, finding that Chinese learners rarely used the “outcome” and “consequence”, with using “result” as a 

substitute, but they had a generally accurate grasp of the semantic prosody of “consequence”. Similarly, Wang 
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(2023) took “issue”, “question” and “problem” as target words, trying to find out similarities and differences of 

them on colligation and semantic prosody. The results showed that there were some misuse on three words and 

possible reasons were proposed such as the influence of L1 transfer.  

In short, it’s obvious that the studies on synonym differentiation in China develop rapidly and 

prosperously. However, the studies on differentiation among noun synonyms is not rich enough, whose depth 

and width can be promoted.   

Methodology 

Research Questions 

Based on COCA, this paper intends to make an analysis on the differentiation among English noun 

synonyms “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance”, which are generally regarded as uncountable nouns, from 

the perspective of frequency distribution, collocation and semantic prosody. The following are research 

questions addressed. 

1. What are the differences of frequency distribution among “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance”?  

2. What are the features of collocation among “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance”?  

3. Are there are any differences of synonyms “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” in terms of 

semantic prosody? 

Research Corpus 

The corpus selected in this study is the Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA). It was 

established by Professor Mark Davies from Brigham Young University. Each year, as well as the overall 

composition, is balanced across these genres: blogs, web pages, TV and Movie subtitles, spoken language, 

fiction, popular magazines, newspapers, and academic journals. Till now, the corpus is continuously being 

updated and expanding. 

Research Procedures 

The research procedures in this paper are listed as follows: First, COCA online tool is used to retrieve 

“opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” separately, then the register distributions of each node word are 

obtained. Second, with the help of the Collocates function of COCA, all the collocates of each node word will 

be searched out. After listing the significant collocates of each node word, the collocation and semantic prosody 

of these words will be analyzed and concluded. Third, a thorough and holistic analysis and discussion on the 

basis of obtained data will be given. Additionally, at the end of the study, the major findings, limitations of the 

present study and further suggestions of the research will be concluded for others’ reference.  

Results and Discussion 

Frequency Distribution of “Opposition”, “Resistance” and “Defiance” 

The concept “frequency” plays a vital role in corpus-based research. “Opposition”, “resistance” and 

“defiance” are retrieved separately in COCA to obtain their frequency distributions accordingly, which are 

demonstrated as below. 
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Figure 1. Register Distributions of “Opposition” in COCA. 
 

 

Figure 2. Register Distributions of “Resistance” in COCA. 
 

 

Figure 3. Register Distributions of “Defiance” in COCA. 
 

Based on these three figures, frequency distributions on three words across different registers are clearly 

shown.  

It’s obvious that “opposition” (total frequency is 39758) and “resistance” (total frequency is 32583) are 

more frequently used than “defiance” (total frequency is 3677) in COCA. Both “opposition” and “resistance” 

are most commonly used in academic journals, accounting for about a quarter and a third of the total use 

respectively. But for the second most frequent part, it’s the newspapers for “opposition” while the magazines 

for “resistance”. As for “defiance”, it is most frequently used in fiction with the frequency of 700. The 

frequency of “defiance” in magazine (frequency is 524) and newspapers (frequency is 535) is almost the same 

in COCA. One thing in common for these three words “opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” is that they all 

rarely appear in TV and movie subtitles, with the frequency of 480, 1324 and 210 respectively. 

From what has been discussed above, the differences and similarities of frequency distributions on three 

words across different registers are clearly explained. Collocation and semantic prosody will be discussed later. 

Collocation of “Opposition”, “Resistance” and “Defiance” 

With the help of the Collocates function of COCA, different parts of speech of the collocates of 

“opposition”, “resistance” and “defiance” are shown as below. Only the significant collocates (Mutual 

Information value > 3.0) are taken into consideration. Due to space limitation, only the first 20 significant 

collocates for different parts of speech are listed. 



A CORPUS-BASED STUDY ON ENGLISH SYNONYM DIFFERENTIATION 202 

First is about “opposition”, shown in Figure 4, which has four parts. In the left noun part, from left to right, 

the first line indicates frequency, the second line shows Mutual Information, listed in descending order, and the 

rest is about the specific collocates. The same goes for adjective part, verb part and adverb part.  

According to Figure 4, it’s clear that significant collocates for nouns, adjectives and verbs are more than 

20 respectively while there are only 10 significant collocates for adverbs, less than significant collocates for 

other parts of speech. It can be seen that the highest MI value (8.98) belongs to adjective “diametric” in COCA. 

These significant collocates of “opposition” can be roughly divided into two categories: political field such as 

“parliamentarian”, “disfranchisement”, and “binary”, and personal state such as “staunch” and “emboldened”. 
 

 
Figure 4. Collocates of “Opposition”. 

 

Then, the collocates of “resistance”, as indicated in Figure 5. Like “opposition”, significant collocates of 

“resistance” for adverbs are less than significant collocates for other parts of speech. The significant collocates 

for nouns, adjectives and verbs are abundant. Almost all of these significant collocates of “resistance” are about 

politics and medicine, for example, “anthracnose” (with the highest MI value 10.79 in COCA), “ampicillin”, 

“anti-nazi” and “nonviolent”. 
 

 
Figure 5. Collocates of “Resistance”. 

 

As for the collocates of “defiance”, as the first two, significant collocates for nouns, adjectives and verbs 

are rich while significant collocates for adverbs are relatively rare. Comparatively speaking, significant 

collocates of “defiance” are more diverse than the first two, which include military (e.g. “battlecruiser” and 

“refusenik”), medicine (e.g. “enuresis” and “dismember”), personal state (e.g. “submissiveness” and 

“belligerence”), and others (e.g. “deliciously”, “rosewater” and “fro”). 
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Figure 6. Collocates of “Defiance”. 

 

Therefore, “opposition” often appears with words concerning politics and personal state. “Resistance” 

usually show up with words in politics and medicine. For “defiance”, the collocates are more in the fields of 

military, medicine, personal state and others. 

Semantic Prosody of “Opposition”, “Resistance” and “Defiance” 

It is known that semantic prosody cannot be judged solely based on word meaning. Context is also an 

important reference factor. Therefore, significant collocates of the three words will be measured in context. Due 

to space limitation, 20 concordance lines of each target word are randomly selected for reference. 

From what have been discussed above, as for the the significant collocates of “opposition”, the first 

category includes “anticommunist”, “parliamentarian”, “crackdown”, “rightist”, “vehement”, “exiled”, 

“reorganized”, “delegitimize”, etc., which are concerning politics. Based on contexts in COCA, it can be 

inferred that these collocates mostly have negative semantic prosody. For the second category about personal 

state: “re-energized”, “fractious”, “staunch”, “emboldened”, “principled”, “roughshod”, “ruthlessly”, “silence”, 

etc., which show strong tendency of negative semantic prosody with little positive semantic prosody according 

to contexts. Therefore, “opposition” is generally thought with negative semantic prosody.  
 

Table 1  

Randomly Selection of 20 Concordance Lines of “Opposition” 
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For “resistance”, the significant collocates are mostly about politics and medicine: “anthracnose”, 

“ampicillin”, “methicillin”, “chloroquine”, “metronidazole”, “insulin”, “neomycin”, “fluoroquinolone”, 

“cephalosporin”, “auxin”, “anti-nazi”, “under-resourced”, “second-line”, “non-communist”, “anti-colonial”, 

“anti-japanese”, “anti-soviet”, “leaderless”, “confer”, “quell”, etc., which obviously present neutral semantic 

prosody based on contexts in COCA. Then “resistance” is inferred having neutral semantic prosody in COCA. 
 

Table 2  

Randomly Selection of 20 Concordance Lines of “Resistance” 

 
 

In terms of “defiance”, it consists of significant collocates from more categories: military (“battlecruiser”, 

“peacenik”, “refusenik”, “oppositional”, “anti-us”, etc.), medicine (“enuresis”, “sanguinary”, “inseminate”, 

“dismember”, “sprain”, etc.), personal state (“naughtiness”, “rebelliousness”, “listlessness”, “irreverence”, 

“steadfastness”, “docility”, “belligerence”, “submissiveness”, “insouciant”, “wilful”, “anxiously”, etc.), and 

others (“bullfrog”, “bull-headed”, “red-orange”, “golden-brown”, “droning”, etc.). Based on contexts in COCA, 

it’s observed that the first group of significant collocates presents negative semantic prosody, the second group 

of significant collocates shows both neutral semantic prosody and negative semantic prosody, the third one 

indicates both positive semantic prosody and negative semantic prosody, and for the rest significant collocates, 

they mostly present neutral semantic prosody. Therefore, “defiance” is regarded with mixed semantic prosody. 
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Table 3  

Randomly Selection of 20 Concordance Lines of “Defiance” 

 
 

In short, based on above analysis, it’s evidently that “opposition” has negative semantic prosody, 

“resistance” presents neutral semantic prosody, and “defiance” indicates mixed semantic prosody. 

Conclusion 

The present study made an investigation on synonym differentiation “opposition”, “resistance” and 

“defiance” from the perspectives of frequency distribution, collocation and semantic prosody based on COCA. 

The major findings are listed as follows. 

First, in terms of frequency distribution, “opposition” and “resistance” are more frequently used than 

“defiance” in COCA. Both of the two are most commonly used in academic journals. As for “defiance”, it is 

most frequently used in fiction. All of these three words rarely appear in TV and movie subtitles. Second, from 

the perspective of collocation, what has been observed is that “opposition” often collocates with words about 

politics and personal state, “resistance” usually appears with words concerning politics and medicine, and 

“defiance” more shows up in the fields of military, medicine, personal state and others. Third, from the 

dimension of semantic prosody, it can be inferred that “opposition” presents negative semantic prosody, 

“resistance” has neutral semantic prosody, and “defiance” indicates mixed semantic prosody in COCA. 

The study provides valuable insights for language educators and learners. By examining frequency 

distribution, collocation, and semantic prosody, the research offers a more nuanced understanding of how 

synonyms can be in actual usage. However, any research has its limitations, this study is of no exception. In 

this study, the classification of significant collocates and semantic prosody for the target words are manually 

conducted, which could be subjective, and might lead to inconsistencies when compared to others’ findings.  

For the future study, more studies on synonym differentiation of various parts of speech including nouns 

are encouraged. Researchers are expected to expand the samples of concordance lines from the corpus. 
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