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preemptive thanks to Juergen Bohnemeyer for excellent slide material!!! 

Semantic Typology Lab 
Open house, February 22, 2013 

ST lab open house Spring 2013 
Overview 

• what is semantic typology? 

• why study crosslinguistic semantic variation 

• summary 
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What is semantic typology? 

 

• categorization 

 

 

 

http://karenjlloyd.com/blog/2009/01/08/extreme-close-up-wall-e/ 

Figure 1. The spork dilemma 

 

 

What is semantic typology (cont.) 

 

• semantic categorization  
and language specificity 
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Figure 2. Basic color terms in the “grue” domain 
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What is semantic typology (cont.) 

• semantic typology: distribution 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Green and blue terms in WALS  (Kay & Maffi 2011) 

What is semantic typology (cont.) 

 

• semantic typology: generalizations 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Stage model of implicational generalizations, covering 83% 
(91/110) of the languages of the World Color Survey  
(Kay & Maffi 1999: 748) 
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What is semantic typology (cont.) 

• history 
– phase I: explicit typological research on semantic 

categorization starts in the late 19th century 
• mostly with questionnaire studies such as  

– Morgan 1871 on kinship terminology 

– Darwin 1872 on gesture 

• an early study using non-verbal stimuli:  
Magnus 1877, 1880 on color naming and discrimination 
– based on a kit of 10 color chips he sent to 61 field investigators 

• much of this research was marred by 
– underdeveloped methods of linguistic analysis 

– racist and social-Darwinist assumptions 

– phase II: ethnosemantic research  
• focusing primarily on individual languages 

• often inspired by the Linguistic Relativity Hypothesis 

 

What is semantic typology (cont.) 

– phase III: resurgence of explicit typology 
– but this time with the benefit of a century of advances in linguistics, 

cultural anthropology, and cognitive psychology 

• starting with Berlin & Kay’s (1969) work  
on basic color terms 

• in the 1980s 

– Viberg 1984 on perception verbs 

– Dahl 1985 on tense-mood-aspect system  

– Talmy 1985 on lexicalization patterns in motion descriptions  
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What is semantic typology (cont.) 

• some recent studies 
• Pederson et al. 1998: spatial frames of reference and spatial 

categorization in 13 languages 

• Levinson, Meira, & L&C 2003; Khetarpal, Majid, & Regier 
2009: semantic similarity of ‘topological’ spatial relators in 
9 languages 

• Bohnemeyer, Eisenbeiß, & Narasimhan 2006: motion event 
categorization in 17 languages 

• Bohnemeyer 2007: argument structure of verbs of cutting 
and breaking in 17 languages 

• Bohnemeyer et al. 2007: motion event segmentation in 18 
languages 

• Regier, Kay, & Khetarpal 2007: semantic similarity of color 
terms in the 110 languages of the WCS 

• Majid, Boster, & Bowerman 2008: semantic similarity of 
verbs of cutting and breaking in 28 languages 

  

 

 

 ST lab open house fall 2012 
Overview 

• what is semantic typology? 

• why study crosslinguistic semantic variation 

• summary 
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Why study  
crosslinguistic semantic variation? 

• the answer in a nutshell 

– by studying what is variable across languages  
in semantic representations of the world 

• we are able to discover boundary conditions on which aspects 
of cognition may be  

– innate, biologically determined 

– learned and culturally transmitted 

– in effect, we are “mapping the nature-nurture divide  
in cognition” (Bohnemeyer 2011) 
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Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 

Figure 4. Mapping the nature-nurture divide in cognition 
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– in doing so, we clarify the relation  
between language and non-linguistic cognition 

• and contribute to theories of the syntax-semantics interface 
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Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 

Figure 5. The relation between language and nonlinguistic cognition 
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• the rationale: sources of knowledge 

Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 

declarative or procedural 
knowledge 

innate 
knowledge 

learned 
knowledge 

culturally 
transmitted 
knowledge 

knowledge 
derived from individual 

experience 

Figure 6. Sources of knowledge 

socially shared 
knowledge 
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• the rationale: the relation between variability 
and cultural transmission 

– the encoding of cognition in the human genome  
does not appear to be variable 

• there are – fairly superficial – genetic differences  
across human populations 

• however, there is currently no evidence suggesting  
that such differences affect cognition 

– it follows that crosslinguistic variation in a given domain 
of linguistic knowledge is evidence against innateness 

Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 

• the rationale: the relation between variability 
and cultural transmission (cont.) 

– conversely, absence of crosslinguistic variation in a given 
domain can have a variety of explanations 

• coincidence 

• variability excluded by the fundamental “design features”  
of language (cf. Hockett 1963) 

• monogenesis and inheritance from the common ancestor  
(cf. Dunn et al 2011) 

• innateness 

– strong, exceptionless universals are rare among the 
languages of the world (Evans & Levinson 2009) 

• nevertheless, many general tendencies and implicational 
generalizations hold and call for explanations 

 

 

 

Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 



Semantic Typology Lab: Open House February 22, 2013 

9 

• proposed versions of the “big picture” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• the goal of the “Neo-Whorfian” program 

– restore culture to its rightful place  
in the theory of human cognition 

Why study crosslinguistic semantic variation? (cont.) 

Figure 7. The big picture  
according to Whorf 

Figure 8. The big picture  
according to the innatists 

Figure 9. The big picture  
according to Neo-Whorfians 

ST lab open house spring 2013 
Overview 

• what is semantic typology? 

• why study crosslinguistic semantic variation 

• summary 
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Summary 
• semantic typology 

– the study of universals and crosslinguistic variation in 
semantic categorization 

• semantic categorization – categorization of extra-
linguistic reality in linguistic expressions 

• crosslinguistic variation as evidence  
of cultural transmission 

– any aspect of human cognition and language that is 
variable across populations is unlikely to be innate 

– uniformity across populations is consistent with 
innateness, but may have alternative explanations 

 

Preliminary list of topics 

• Linguistic and non-linguistic determinants of reference frame use 
(MesoSpace group article) 

• Methods in data archiving 

• Other developing MesoSpace analyses (bilingualism, convergence, 
etc) (Kate); stats, experimental design 

• Meronymy – English, Nilotic (cows), Endo (Yen-ting) 

• Ethnophysiography (Randi), environmental factors 

• Xia Lu (cut&break), Su Wang (event structure of metaphor/domain 
mapping), Tim (meronymy in English),  

• Classics: Bryner?? Concept learning (Zubin) 

• Wilson Silva – evidentiality & cognition 

• Yucatec related projects - if you're looking for a project, ask Juergen! 

• Qualifying Paper research ??? (looking at you, 3rd years) 



Semantic Typology Lab: Open House February 22, 2013 

11 

References 
Baker, Mark C. (2001) The Atoms of Language: The Mind's Hidden Rules of Grammar. Basic Books 

Belloro, V., J. Bohnemeyer, D. Gentner, & K. Braun. 2008. Thinking-for-speaking: evidencia a partir de la codificación de disposiciones espaciales en español y 
yucateco [Thinking for speaking: Evidence from the encoding of spatial dispositions in Spanish and Yucatec]. Memoria del IX Encuentro Internacional 
De Lingüística En El Noroeste. Vol. 2. Hermosillo: Editorial UniSon. 175-190. 

Berlin, Brent and Paul Kay. 1991 [1969]. Basic Color Terms. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 

Bohnemeyer, J. 2007. Morpholexical Transparency and the argument structure of verbs of cutting and breaking. Cognitive Linguistics 18(2): 153-177. 

Bohnemeyer, J., Eisenbeiss, S. and Narasimhan, B. (2006). Ways to go: Methodological considerations in Whorfian studies on motion events. Colchester: 
University of Essex, Department of Language and Linguistics (Essex Research Reports in Linguistics 50: 1-19). 

Bohnemeyer, J., N. J. Enfield, J. Essegbey, I. Ibarretxe-Antuñano, S. Kita, F. Lüpke, & F. K. Ameka. 2007. Principles of event segmentation in language: The case 
of motion events. Language 83(3), 495-532. 

Costa, J. 1998. Word Order Variation: A Constraint-Based Approach. The Hague: Holland Academic Graphics.  

Dahl, Ö. 1985. Tense and aspect systems. Oxford: Blackwell. 

Darwin, C. 1872. The expression of the emotions in man and animals. London: John Murray. 

DeLancey, S. 1994. Grammaticalization and linguistic theory.  Proceedings of the 1993 Mid-America Linguistics Conference and Conference on Siouan/Caddoan 
Languages, pp. 1-22.  Boulder:  Dept. of Linguistics, University of Colorado. 

Dryer, Matthew S. (1992). The Greenbergian Word Order Correlations. Language 68: 81-138 

Dunn, M., Greenhill, S.J., Levinson, S.C. & Gray, R.D. (2011). Evolved structure of language shows lineage-specific trends in word-order universals. Nature, 
473(7345), 79–82. 

Greenberg, J. (1963). Universals of Language. Cambridge: MIT Press. 1963. pp. 58–90 

Haspelmath, Martin, Matthew S. Dryer, David Gil & Bernard Comrie (eds.). 2008. The world atlas of language structures online. 1st online edition. München: 
Max Planck Digital Library. 

Hawkins, J. A. 1990. A Parsing Theory of Word Order Universals.  Linguistic Inquiry 21,2:  223-262. 

Kay, Paul & Maffi, Luisa. 1999. Color appearance and the emergence and evolution of basic color lexicons. American Anthropologist 101: 743-760. 

Kay, Paul & Maffi, Luisa. 2011. Green and Blue. In: Dryer, Matthew S. & Haspelmath, Martin (eds.) The World Atlas of Language Structures Online. Munich: 
Max Planck Digital Library, feature 134A. Available online at http://wals.info/feature/134A Accessed on 2012-06-01. 

Khetarpal, Naveen, Asifa Majid, and Terry Regier (2009). Spatial terms reflect near-optimal spatial categories. In N. Taatgen et al. (Eds.), Proceedings of the 
31st Annual Meeting of the Cognitive Science Society. 

Levinson, Stephen C. 2000. Yélî dnye and the theory of basic color terms. Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 10.3-55. 

Levinson, Stephen C. & Sergio Meira. (2003). 'Natural concepts' in the spatial topological domain - adpositional meanings in crosslinguistic perspective: An 
exercise in semantic typology. Language 79(3): 485–516. 

Lucy, John A. (1997) The linguistics of color. In C.L. Hardin & L. Maffi (eds.),  Color Categories in Thought and Language. Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press.  

References (cont.) 

Magnus, H. 1877. Die geschichtliche Entwicklung des Farbensinnes [The historic development of the color sense]. Leipzig: Viet. 

Magnus, H. 1880. Untersuchungen ueber den Farbensinn der Naturvoelker [Investigations on the color sense of the primitive peoples]. Jena: 
Fraher. 

Majid, Asifa, James S. Boster, & Melissa Bowerman. (2008). The cross-linguistic categorization of everyday events: A study of cutting and 
breaking. Cognition 109(2): 235–250. 

Morgan, L. H. 1871. Systems of consanguinity and affinity of the human family. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge. 

Pederson, Eric, Eve Danziger, David P. Wilkins, Stephen C. Levinson, Sotaro Kita & Gunter Senft. 1998. Semantic typology and spatial 
conceptualization. Language 74: 557-589. 

Regier, T., P. Kay, & N. Khetarpal (2007). Color naming reflects optimal partitions of color space. PNAS, 104, 1436-1441. 

Saunders, B.A.C. &  J. van Brakel. 1997. Are there non-trivial constraints on colour categorization? Behavioral and Brain Sciences 20: 167-228. 

Senft, G., A. Majid & S. C. Levinson. 2007. The language of taste. In Asifa Majid, ed., 2007. Field manual. Volume 10. Max Planck Institute for 
Psycholinguistics,  

 Language and Cognition Group, 42– 45. Nijmegen: MPI for Psycholinguistics. 

Schneider, D. 1984. A critique of the study of kinship. Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press. 

Talmy, L. (1985). Lexicalisation patterns: syntactics structure in lexical forms. In SHopen, T. (ed.), Language typology and syntactic description, 
volume 3, pp. 57-149. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Viberg, Å. (1984). The verbs of perception: A typological study. In B. Butterworth, B. Comrie, & Dahl, Ö. (eds.), Explanations for language 
universals. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 123-162.  

http://wals.info/feature/134A

