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Colexification

(see François 2008)
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Colexification between Body Parts and Object (Parts)

(see Tjuka 2019)
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Salience of Body Parts

• most studies focus on how the body is divided into linguistic
units (e.g., Enfield et al. 2006)

• shape features such as round and long are particularly salient
(Andersen 1978)

• functional significance are involved in part naming and object
categorization (Tversky & Hemenway 1984; Morrison & Tversky 2005)

• visual discontinuities play a role in segmenting the body into
parts (Majid & van Staden 2015)
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A cross-linguistic Perspective

Figure 1: Body part extensions with s-ni’ ‘nose’ in Tzeltal (Levinson 1994).
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A cross-linguistic Perspective

Figure 2: Body part~object (part) colexifications across 13 languages
(Tjuka 2019).
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Aim

• a systematic study of body part~object (part) colexifications
across the languages of the world

• test hypothesis about the salience of body parts
• identify cross-linguistic patterns of colexification
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Research Questions

1. Are terms for salient body parts more frequently colexified?
2. Do certain body part~object (part) colexifications have

different frequencies?
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Hypothesis

1. Outer body parts (e.g., head, eye, arm, and leg) are more
frequently colexified than inner body parts (e.g., heart, liver).

2. Most colexifications occur in one language families, whereas
only a few colexifications appear in several language families.
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Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications

The CLICS3 database offers colexifications of 2,906 concepts
across 2,940 languages (Rzymski et al. 2019, https://clics.clld.org/).

• based on a reference catalogue for concepts: Concepticon (List

et al. 2016)

• structured in a network
• data sets include, for example, IDS (Key & Comrie, 2016), WOLD

(Haspelmath & Tadmor, 2009)
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Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications

Figure 3: Distribution of languages in CLICS3 (Rzymski et al. 2019).
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Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications

Figure 4: Subgraph of TOOTH in CLICS3

(https://clics.clld.org/graphs/subgraph_1380).
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Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications

For the present study,
• the threshold was lowered from 3 to 1 language families.
• only a subset of colexifications were included.
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Results

• 137 human body parts
• 1,071 object (parts)

• the object concepts are comprised of items from different
categories, e.g., tool, food, landscape, plants, and furniture.

• 1,719 body part~object (part) colexifications
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Body Part Frequencies
Body Part Concept Freq. Colexification

HEAD 56

ARM 52

TOOTH 52

EYE 51

LEG 50

MOUTH 50

BONE 48

SKIN 45

HAND 42

Figure 5: The 10 most frequently colexified body parts.
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Body Part Frequencies

Figure 6: Subgraph of HEAD in CLICS3

(https://clics.clld.org/graphs/subgraph_1256).
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Frequency of Colexifications
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Figure 7: Frequency of colexifications across language families.
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Frequency of Colexifications
Body Part Concept Object (Part) Concept Families Languages

SKIN BARK 49 209

TESTICLES EGG 17 36

NECK COLLAR 14 49

HEAD TOP 12 37

BUTTOCKS BOTTOM 12 18

MOUTH EDGE 11 19

EYE SEED 11 17

HAIR LEAF 10 33

THROAT COLLAR 9 11

Figure 8: The 10 most frequent body part~object (part) colexifications.
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Cross-linguistic Patterns

Language Family

Angan

Atlantic−Congo

Austronesian

Barbacoan

Chibchan

Indo−European

Kiwaian

Nakh−Daghestanian

Nuclear Trans New Guinea

Other

Pano−Tacanan

Figure 9: Distribution of languages with the colexification SKIN~BARK.
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Cross-linguistic Patterns

Language Family

Abkhaz−Adyge

Indo−European

Mayan

Pama−Nyungan

Sino−Tibetan

Figure 10: Distribution of languages with the colexification
HEAD~ROOF.
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Areal Patterns

Language Family

Aikanã

Nambiquaran

Tupian

Figure 11: Distribution of languages with the colexification
NOSE~ROOT.
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Conclusion

!Hypothesis 1: Outer body parts are colexified more frequently.
• There is one exception to the hypothesis, i.e. BONE.
• Interestingly, in the literature, SKIN as a body part is

neglected.
• The results support general assumptions about common

patterns of polysemy (see Andersen 1978; Brown & Witkowski 1983).
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Conclusion

!Hypothesis 2: Most colexifications occur in one language family,
whereas only a few colexifications appear in several language
families.

• Most body-part~object (part) colexifications are specific to a
particular language family and thus may be based on
genealogical relationships between languages.

• There are only a few seemingly universal colexifications (e.g.,
SKIN~BARK).

• Language-independent colexification patterns can be
distributed across the globe or confined to a certain areas.
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Limitations

• We still need to explain language variation. For example,
some languages refer to the same object part with two
different body parts (NOSE/HEAD~TIP OF THE OBJECT),
possibly due to preferences for perceptual or functional
similarity based on areal or genealogical relationship.

• CLICS3 contains only a few partial colexifications (e.g., table
leg is not included).
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Next Steps

1. create sub-CLICS4 with only body part~object (part)
colexifications

• CLICS4 will include more data sets, refinements, and Glottolog
4.4

2. extract clusters from sub-CLICS4

3. possibly extend the data with partial colexifications (i.e.,
CLIPS)
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Thank you!

If there are any open questions, you can find me here:
annikatjuka.com
tjuka@shh.mpg.de

@AnnikaTjuka
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