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Independent Pronoun Semantics:
The pragmato-semanto-syntactic processing of pronominal reference1
J.A. (Jac) Brown
Master Linguistics, specialization General Linguistics
Abstract: A comparative literature review is carried out on the topic of pronomLQDO UHIHUHQFH ORRNLQJ VSHFLÀFDOO\ DW SURQRXQ JHQGHU DJUHHPHQW 7KHRUHWLFDO
$XGULQJ-RVHIVVRQ DQGHPSLULFDODFFRXQWV +DPPHUHWDO
'RQJHWDO DUHFRPSDUHG,WLVDUJXHGWKDWWKHVHFRQYHUJHRQWKHÀQGLQJ
WKDW SURQRXQV UDWKHU WKDQ EHLQJ PHUH V\QWDFWLF GHYLFHV XVHG IRU DJUHHPHQW
are selected on the basis of their own semantic load (referred to here as independent pronoun semantics); moreover, that independent pronoun semantics
SOD\VDQLPSRUWDQWUROHLQHVWDEOLVKLQJSURQRPLQDOUHIHUHQFH7KHVHÀQGLQJVDUH
SODFHGLQDEURDGHUFRQWH[WPDNLQJDFDVHIRUWKHSV\FKRORJLFDOUHDOLW\RI*ULFHDQ
SUDJPDWLFV)LQDOO\DFRQQHFWLRQLVPDGHZLWK(YHUHWW·VPRGHORIODQJXDJHFXOWXUH LQWHUDFWLRQV WKDW RI FXOWXUDO FRQVWUDLQWV RQ JUDPPDU FI (YHUHWW  
Keywords: personal pronoun, agreement, grammatical gender, language
and culture

1.

Introduction

Agreement has traditionally been described as a syntactic phenomenon. In
this view, agreement is a syntactic relation between two parts of a sentence,
the controller and the target, where the target matches the controller in one
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǯȱ Ĵȱ ǭȱ den, 2016, p. 499). That is to say, the controller is that which gets matched
with, and the target is that which matches. Consider the following example:
(1)

Puell-a

pulchr-a

vir-um

crud-um

ama-t.

girl-NOM.
 ǯ

Ĵ¢Ȭǯ
 ǯ

man-ACC.
SG.MASC

crude-ACC.
SG.MASC

love-3SG.


ȃȱĴ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȃ

In this Latin sentence, the adjective pulchra matches the noun puella in the features number and gender; the adjective crudum matches the
noun vir in number and gender; and the verb amat matches puella in number2. Thus, we say that puella and vir are controllers, that pulchra, crudum
and amat are targets, and that they agree with each other in these features.
Recently, however, the notion of semantic agreement has been intro1 The subtitle was chosen to emphasize that, according to the conclusions I draw in this paper,
the processing of pronominal reference does not happen pragmatically, semantically and syntactically in separate processes, but rather in one single, pragmato-semanto-syntactic process.
2 On the traditional analysis of Latin grammar, amat would also be said to agree with puella
in person, because puella is a third person; however, this paper is about how agreement is
expressed formally, and the form puella does not include a morphological marker for the third
person, therefore I leave this feature out of my analysis here.
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duced (cf. Audring, 2013; Josefsson, 2006, who speaks of semantic gender),
where the idea is that the target matches the controller in one or more semantic features. In this paper, I will review this notion of semantic agreeȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ swer the research question “Is semantic or syntactic information primary
when it comes to establishing pronominal reference?” Note that when I
say “primary”, I do not mean primary in a chronological sense, but rather
“of primary importance”. On the traditional, syntactic view of agreement
mentioned above, syntactic information is of primary importance for establishing pronominal reference. However, as we will see, there are reasons
to believe that semantic information is at least as important, if not more.
The structure of this paper is as follows. We will discuss recent literature
ȱȱǯȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ǻĴȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗŜǲȱǰȱŘŖŗřǲȱ ǰȱŘŖŖŜǼǰȱ ȱȱĴȱ
to pronoun gender, and some potential problems with them. Then, in order
to get an insight into the psycholinguistic and neurolinguistic mechanisms by
which pronominal reference is established, we will look at some experimental
ȱǻ ȱȱǯǰȱŘŖŖśǲȱȱȱǯǰȱŘŖŗśǼǯȱȱȱęȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ¡ǯȱ¢ǰȱter discussing these commonalities, they will be placed in a wider context, and
we will discuss their implications for theories of language processing, as well as
what they say about how pragmatics relates to the syntax-semantics interface.

2.

Literature review

2.1 Theoretical accounts
Ĵȱ ǭȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗŜǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢¢ȱ ǰȱ scribe a Canonical Gender Principle, which holds that “in a canonical gender
system, each noun has a single gender value” (p. 495). They then go on to
state that real languages do not all conform to this principle; it is an abstracǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ǯ
ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ hybridȱ ȱ ǻǯȱ śŗŝěǯǼǰȱ
ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǻȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ
in the same domain). Hybrid nouns, it is said, “typically arise when the genȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȄȱǻǯȱśŗŞǼǯȱȱȱ
is constrained by the Agreement Hierarchy, which had been previously deȱ¢ȱĴȱǻŗşŝşǰȱȱȱǯȱśȱȱĴȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗŜǰȱǯȱśŗşǼǯȱȱ
ȱ ¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱĴȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱęǯȱȱȱȱǰȱȱ
¢ȱȱȱ ǱȱĴȱȱǁȱȱȱǁȱȱ
ȱǁȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱǯ
The example they give here is that of the German noun Mädchen ‘girl’. Being
a diminutive, this is syntactically neuter, but it allows feminine agreement (at
least in the domain of the personal pronoun) because it has a female referent.
This implies that the reason “the gender assignment rules of the language are in
ĚȄȱȱȱ¢ȱȱǻȬǼ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǻȱȱ
value ћђѢѡђџ), and semantic on the other hand (assigning the value ѓђњіћіћђ).
Audring (2013), discussing apparent gender agreement mismatches in
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ȱǻǯȱřśěǯǼǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȃȱternative account that does not make use of the hybrid concept” (p. 40). She
mentions the supposed semantic rules for gender assignment in Dutch. According to these rules, countable nouns should be masculine, sometimes
manifesting as common) and uncountable nouns should be neuter. She then
states that these rules do not exist as such. This is to judge from the fact that
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱȱ
are in fact inconsistent (for examples, see p. 41). She also argues that some
Dutch nouns do not always exhibit hybrid behaviour; moreover, if one takes
the use of a masculine pronoun for a common noun as a mismatch, virtually
all Dutch nouns exhibit hybrid behaviour in some circumstances. Audring
herself does not do this, by the way, as “masculine or common gender fall
under the same semantic rule” (footnote p. 41; I agree with this remark).
ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱĴȱȱȱȱȃ¢Ȅȱǰȱ
as described by them, is not correct (at least not for Dutch), what, then, is causing the fact that nouns can sometimes take one anaphoric pronoun and sometimes another? Audring argues that hybridity is not a property of the controller, but of the target (in this case, the pronoun). On this view, the pronouns
have a semantic load of their own, which may semantically clash with the
noun’s syntactic gender, when it is felt to be semantically inappropriate, and
it is the semantically appropriate pronoun that is used in case of such a clash.
Thus, she dispenses with the notion of hybrid nouns entirely (pp. 42–44).
Josefsson (2006), writing about Swedish, distinguishes two systems
for assigning gender: a syntactic3 one and a semantic one. She illustrates this with predicative adjective agreement, which in Swedish sometimes (puzzlingly) appears to mismatch: common nouns can trigger neuter adjectives, as in the following example (after Josefsson, 2006, p. 1347):
(2)

senap

är

gul-t.

mustard

be.ѝџђѠ

yellow-ћђѢѡ

“Mustard is yellow.”

In this sentence, the noun senap, despite being common, triggers the neuter adjective gult, instead of the common gul, which one would expect if
agreement in Swedish were purely syntactic, as in the Latin example above.
Josefsson describes the Swedish syntactic gender system as having two
genders: common and neuter, and the semantic gender system as having four:
њюљђ, ѓђњюљђ, ѡѕіћє, and ѠѢяѠѡюћѐђ; inanimate nouns can be variably assigned
the ѡѕіћє or the ѠѢяѠѡюћѐђ gender based on the context, although one of these
assignments is often prototypical whereas the other is marked (pp. 1349–1352).
Although Josefsson mainly discusses predicative adjective agreement,
she also mentions pronouns, and in fact this becomes crucial later on in her
analysis. Pronoun selection shows that the syntactic and semantic gender
systems interact: semantic males take the masculine pronoun han ‘he’; females take the feminine hon ‘she’; things and substances can both take either den ‘it [common]’ or det ‘it [neuter]’, depending on the syntactic gender of the noun with which they agree (p. 1352)—except in cases where
3 Josefsson uses the term “grammatical gender”, but I use “syntactic gender” for the sake of
consistency and clarity; in my vocabulary, “grammar” includes semantics.
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there is no possible antecedent noun present and den and det appear to
be used deictically (examples on pp. 1352–1353). In these cases, according to Josefsson, the choice of pronoun is determined directly by the semantic gender feature of the pronoun itself: den is used for things and
det for substances, which includes events and clauses (pp. 1353–1355).
On this basis, she goes on to argue that the apparent gender mismatches
(or cases of “disagreement”) are actually cases of agreement because that with
which the target adjective gets matched is not, in fact, the gender feature of the
target noun, but that of an (unexpressed) “pronominal element merged higher
up in the nominal extended projection” (p. 1355). This is much in the same way
that, in sentences with so-called “prenominal apposition”, it is the prenominally apposed pronoun and not the noun that triggers agreement on the predicaȱȱǻ¡ȱȱǯȱŗřśŝȮŗřśŞǼǯȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
projection called Semantic Phrase (SemP; this is the aforementioned “pronominal element”, which may or may not be overtly expressed) on top of the DP.
Comparing Audring (2013) and Josefsson (2006), we see that both authors
discuss languages in which one and the same noun, with the same gender
ǰȱȱȱȱ ȱěȱȱȱěȱǯȱȱ
the one (Audring) considers this a case of pronouns exhibiting hybrid properties, the other (Josefsson) claims that the apparent violation of agreement is
in fact ‘true’, i.e. syntactic, agreement with an unexpressed part of the deep
structure. Although they disagree on this point, we can see that there is a
¢ȱȱȱęǰȱȱȱ£ȱȱ Ǳȱpronouns
have a semantic load of their own, rather than being mere syntactic devices used for
ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱȂȱȱȱȱ
depending on the situation. In what follows, I will refer to this idea as independent
pronoun semantics. In light of independent pronoun semantics, we can now
 ȱȱȱȱǻǼȱǯȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱǯȱŗǱ

Fig. 1. Syntactic agreement (on the left) vs. ‘semantic agreement’ (coreference; on the right). The
man’s head represents the real-world referent, whereas the arrows represent relations between
words (syntactic; horizontal) and between words and the real world (semantic; diagonal). The
ȱȁȱȂȱȱȁȂȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱ
for nouns and pronouns in hypothetical languages with full syntactic gender (on the left) and
ȱȱǻȱȱǼǯȱǻȱȱȂȱǱȱĴǱȦȦǯȦŗřŘśŜŗŜŝŜȦȬ
photo-generic-human-man-face.html.)
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On this view, then, what Josefsson calls semantic agreement is actually
¢ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ noun does not merely match its anaphoric referent on syntactic features
such as gender, but it also refers by itself, namely to its extralinguistic (real-world) referent. In languages without syntactic agreement, or where syntactic agreement is disappearing, the syntactic relationship between the two
is severed, while the semantic relationship is maintained through coreference. Thus, the noun ceases to be a controller, and the pronoun ceases to be
ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tic agreement and use the term agreement only for syntactic agreement.
The fact that personal pronouns have independent gender semanȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ĴȂȱ ȱ ¢Ǳȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȃĴȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȄȱ ǻĴȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŜǰȱ ǯȱ śşǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
to their left because, as I have just demonstrated, their semantic gender allows them to refer directly to the referent, rather than via the noun.

2.2 Experimental accounts
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ent pronoun semantics on pronominal reference, but let us now take a
more empirical look at what this means for language processing in a psycho- and neurolinguistic sense, by looking at evidence from experiments.
ȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŖśǼȱȱȬȱȱǻǼȱȱ man-speaking subjects presented with German sentences containing anaphoric pronouns that either matched or mismatched their antecedent nouns in
gender, where the antecedent noun could refer to either a person or a thing (examples in Table 1 on p. 229). Their results indicate that semantic and syntactic
processing interact when listeners (or readers) link a pronoun to its antecedent.
Linking a pronoun to its antecedents proceeds in two stages, according
ȱ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ ǻŗşşŚǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ŘŖŖśǰȱ ȱ ǯȱ ŘŘŝǼǱȱ ȱ bonding stage, at which the link is initially established, and the resolution stage,
at which the link is evaluated and ultimately judged to be either successful
(the pronoun is congruent with its antecedent) or unsuccessful (the pronoun is incongruent with its antecedent). While this pronoun processing is
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ Ǳȱ ȱ ¢ȱ what, an N400 is seen in case of increased semantic processing (indicating
Ĝ¢Ǽǰȱ ȱȱŜŖŖȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǯ
ȱȱǯȱȱȱŚŖŖȱȱŜŖŖȱěǯȱ ȱȱęȱȱ ȱ¡periments, stimuli consisted of a sentence with one main clause containing
the antecedent (such as ȱ ȱ ȱ ǳ) and one subordinate clause
containing the pronoun (such as ǳ ȱ ȱ ûĴȱ ). In this experiment,
they found a small negativity (not quite an N400) at the pronoun position in case of a mismatch, but only if the antecedent was a thing, contrary to expectations (pp. 229–230); they also found an N400 on the word following the pronoun, again only in the thing condition (pp. 230–232; 235).
This indicates that the parser continues to search for an acceptable referent
outside the sentence, i.e. either at the discourse level or in the real world,
but only in the thing condition (cf. discussion on pp. 232–233; 235–236).
They also found a P600 at pronoun position for both person and things,
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ȱȱěȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱing negativity ‘pulls down’ the P600 in the thing condition (p. 230; 235). In
ȱȱȱęǰȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱŜŖŖȱěǱȱȱȱȱ
Ěȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ cessing that is still going on at the same time (p. 232; cf. also pp. 235–236).
In the second experiment, featuring similar sentences preceded by an additional (‘discourse’) sentence (such as ȱȱȱȱȱ), they
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ŚŖŖȱ ěȱ ǻǯȱ ŘřřȮŘřŚǼǯȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ
ęȱȱȱęȱǻǯȱŘřŚǼǰȱ ȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
processing occur together, not separately (cf. p. 236). In other words, the
parser uses both semantic and syntactic information at the bonding stage
to establish the link between pronoun and noun antecedent. When the
noun refers to a person, and thus contains semantic gender information,
the pronoun clashes semantically as well as syntactically with the noun,
meaning no further analysis is possible. In this case, the parser proceeds
to the resolution stage without doing anything, resolving that the pronoun is incongruent. This is expressed in terms of brain activity as a P600.
However, when the noun refers to a thing, and thus does not contain semantic gender information, the possibility remains open that the pronoun
refers to something else. Thus the parser is not sure of the link at the bondȱ ǰȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ǻȱ Ĝ¢ȱ ȱ mantic processing). It then searches outside the sentence, in the discourse,
for any other information it could use to establish pronominal reference
with something other than the noun inside the sentence. If this information
is not found, it resolves that the pronoun is syntactically incongruent at the
resolution stage, expressed similarly by a P600, except that the P600 in this
case is smaller because it is ‘pulled down’ by the preceding negativity. But
then, crucially, the parser holds out for more information from the following word(s), and only when this information determines once and for all
that the pronoun either does or does not have the same referent as the noun
does the parser resolve that it is either congruent or incongruent (expressed
by an N400 on the word following the pronoun in case of incongruence).
To summarize, although both nouns with inanimate and with animate referents had syntactic gender, it was only the “semantic gender”
of the animate referents that immediately (at the bonding stage) blocked
pronoun integration. This indicates that it is the pronoun’s independent semantics that is used to establish pronominal reference, and only
if this does not resolve ambiguity do syntactic features come into it.
Another study that suggests semantic information is at least as important for establishing pronominal reference as syntactic information
was done by Dong et al. (2016). They did two self-paced reading experiȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ Řȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ments, participants were shown sentences with a noun antecedent (such
as ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ )
and an anaphoric pronoun, where the prounoun either matched (ǳ)
or mismatched the antecedent in gender (He considers it the best way to
relax and maintain a good moodǲȱ ǯȱ ŝřŝǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ tences were preceded by a picture of either a human or a non-human;
in the second, the sentences were not preceded by a picture (p. 736).
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The authors found that reading times for sentences with a misȱ ȱ
ȱ ę¢ȱ ȯȱ Ĝ¢ȱ ȱ ȯ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¡ment where the gender of the pictured human matched that of the
ȱ ǻǯȱ ŝřŞȮŝŚŖǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
the same as for sentences with a matching pronoun (ibid.; pp. 742–743).
¢ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ  ȱ ǻǯȱ ŝŚřěǯǼǱȱ ȱ ǰȱ řrd person singular pronouns are not distinguished with regard to gender, except in writing. Thus, when Chinese listeners link a pronoun to its antecedent in Chinese, they do not use gender information (indeed, they
cannot, since it is absent). According to Dong et al., Chinese learners
ȱ Řȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ
above). At the resolution stage, they use extrasentential information (in
this case, the picture) to evaluate the link. This is why the presence of a
picture that matches the pronoun, and thus mismatches its antecedent
ǰȱ  ȱ  ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ¢ ȱȱǻǯȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱǯȱŝŚřȮŝŚŚǼǯ
Thus, the studies by Hammer et al. and Dong et al. both indicate
that semantic information is important for linking a pronoun to its antecedent; moreover, that extrasentential information (whether from
the discourse or from the real world) is used to evaluate this link.

3.

Discussion

We have now collected substantial evidence from both theoretical and experȱǯȱ ȱȱŗȱǰȱ ȱ ȱȱęȱȱǰȱ
controller and target. In section 2.1, we compared the notion of hybridity as
ȱ¢ȱĴȱȱȱǻŘŖŗŜǼȱȱ¢ȱȱǻŘŖŗřǼǰȱ¢ǲȱ
we also discussed Josefsson’s (2006) analysis of the Swedish gender system
and found that it shares with Audring’s analysis of the Dutch gender system
that which I refer to as independent pronoun semantics. This idea was then
ȱȱȱĴȱȱȂȱȱ ǯȱ¢ǰȱ
ȱȱŘǯŘǰȱ ȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ǲȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱěȱȱȱȱnouns to their antecedents and the evaluation of this link, both during comprehension (Hammer et al. 2005) and during productions (Dong et al. 2016).
Building on this evidence, we may now ponder what the reason could
ȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
out for extrasentential information in the study by Hammer et al. strongly
suggests that pragmatics plays a role here. After all, language is a tool for
communication, and in order for communication to be successful it is always
necessary to be able to make sense of what the other party is saying. The Maxim of Relation, as formulated by Grice (1975, p. 46), states “Be relevant”, i.e.
(my words) when listening, people expect their conversation partner to say
only things that are relevant to the conversation; when speaking, they know
that their conversation partner expects them to do the same, so they try to
be equally relevant. Thus, when faced with something that seemingly makes
ȱȱǻȱȱȱȱǼǰȱȱȱęȱȱȱ
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ȱ ȱ ȱ Ǳȱ ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ
the speaker meant to refer to this noun and simply used the wrong pronoun;
or the pronoun is in fact congruent, but with another antecedent (found
either elsewhere in the discourse or in the real world), not with this one.”4
This need for ‘sense-making’ is so inherent to the communicative function
of language (and indeed to human cognition more generally) that I would go
so far as to suggest pragmatics is part of the mental grammar, i.e. language users have built into their language processing the question What is proper to say
ǻȱȱȱǼǵȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǵȱȱȱǵ
There is a body of research that supports this suggestion if one makes
the necessary connections. On the production side, Antón-Méndez (2010)
uses the concept of the preverbal messageȱȱ¡ȱ ¢ȱŘȱȱers whose native language is Spanish make more pronoun gender errors
ȱ Řȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
According to her, the information included in the preverbal message is
ȬęȱǻǯȱŗřřȮŗřśǼǯȱȱȱěȱȱȱ ȱ ǲȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ent is often not required in Spanish. Thus, the processing responsible for
these errors takes place on the conceptual level, not on the level of syn¡ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¢ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Řȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
information at the conceptual level. That is, the pronoun is not linked by
gender to its antecedent syntactically, but to its real-world referent con¢ǲȱȱĜ¢ȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȬ ȱȱ
(represented in their experiment by a picture) clashes with the pronoun.
The connection with pragmatics lies in the fact that again, which information is required at the conceptual level depends on what is or is not proper to
¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱěȱ ȱȱȱȱĚȱ
¢ȱǯȱȱ¡ǰȱ ¢ȱǻŘŖŖŘǼȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ ȱhe or she.
The choice of pronoun depends on semantic properties that, while not fully
known, are common to the grammars of the members of this linguistic community, evidenced by the fact that such references are never misunderstood.
ȱ¡ȱȱȱĚȱȱȱȱȱ
by Hubers et al. (2016), who presented prescriptivist listeners with constructions that are held to be ‘improper grammar’ by prescriptivist standards, and
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ both
uncontroversially grammatical and truly ungrammatical constructions—
on a physical, neurolinguistic level, demonstrable through fMRI scans.
ǰȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȯ¢ȯ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
¢¡ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ĴȂȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȃal constraints on grammar”, whereby the grammar of a given language
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȁȂȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǯȱ Ĵǰȱ ŘŖŖśǰȱ ǯȱ ŜŘŘȮŜŘřǲȱ Ŝřŗǲȱ ŜřřȮŜřŚǼǯ

4 I do not mean to suggest that this attempt at sense-making takes place consciously; on the contrary, my
point is that it is as subconscious as the rest of the language processing system.
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4.

Conclusion

We can conclude with the following remarks. Although the research question at the beginning of this paper was a single one, the answer turns out
ȱȱ ǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
important for establishing pronominal reference as syntactic information, if
not more. Returning to the notion of agreement, we see that it is not necessary, even in languages that have it, because independent pronoun semantics ensures that the pronoun-noun link is always maintained simply
through coreference. Secondly, this process of establishing pronominal refȱ ȱ Ěȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ǳȱěȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ
ȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǻduction) and how listeners make sense of what is said (comprehension).
Unanswered questions still remain. Strikingly, if agreement is not necessary, then why does it exist at all? I suspect the answer may be found in
the way the information structure is optimized for easy understanding.
Note that Josefsson (2006, pp. 1366–1367) states that pronoun gender faȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
perhaps other devices to package information and link discourse together, motivated by the listener’s need to make sense of what is said and the
Ȃȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱǯ
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Typology of grammatical relations: Explanations in
the typology of grammatical relations and alignment
systems1
ǯǯȱǻǼȱ
Language and Communication (research)
Abstract7KHODQJXDJHVRIWKHZRUOGDUHYHU\VLPLODULQWKHLUIXQFWLRQWRIDFLOLWDWHEDVLFKXPDQQHHGVIRUVHOIH[SUHVVLRQDQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQ,QRUGHUWRGR
WKLVODQJXDJHVW\SLFDOO\DVVLJQSURSHUWLHVLQWKHIRUPRISUHGLFDWHVWRHQWLWLHV
RU FRQFHSWV H[SUHVVHG LQ ODQJXDJH DV DUJXPHQWV RI WKHVH SUHGLFDWHV 9HUEDO
SUHGLFDWHVFDQYDU\LQYDOHQF\EHLQJDEOHWRKDYHXSWRWKUHHFRUHDUJXPHQWV
DWWDFKHGWRWKHP,QRUGHUWRGLVWLQJXLVKWKHVHDUJXPHQWVIURPHDFKRWKHUODQJXDJHV FDQ DSSO\ D ZLGH YDULHW\ RI VWUDWHJLHV ZKLFK DUH UHDOL]HG DW GLHUHQW
OLQJXLVWLFOHYHOVVXFKDVPRUSKRORJ\DQGV\QWD[6\QWDFWLFDOO\ODQJXDJHVFDQXVH
ULJLGZRUGRUGHUSDWWHUQVWRHQFRGHJUDPZPDWLFDOUHODWLRQV7KH\FDQDOVRHPSOR\PRUSKRORJLFDOPDUNLQJRIHLWKHUWKHYHUERUWKHDUJXPHQWVNQRZQDVKHDG
PDUNLQJDQGGHSHQGHQWPDUNLQJUHVSHFWLYHO\(YHQZLWKLQWKHVHGLHUHQWVWUDWHJLHVODQJXDJHVKDYHDYDULHW\RIRSWLRQVWRVSHFLÀFDOO\UHDOL]HWKHP)RULQVWDQFH
dependent marking languages that use case markers for their arguments can
HPSOR\YDULRXVDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV$GGLWLRQDOO\WKH\FDQXVHGLHUHQWFRPELQDWLRQVRIDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPVLQGLHUHQWOLQJXLVWLFFRQWH[WV2QHFDQWKXVVHHWKDW
ODQJXDJHVGLVSOD\DFRQVLGHUDEOHDPRXQWRIYDULDWLRQLQDIDLUO\EDVLFDVSHFWRI
ODQJXDJHQDPHO\WKHIXQGDPHQWDOVWUXFWXUHRIWKHLUEDVLFVHQWHQFHV7KLVSDSHU
ZLOOH[SORUHGLHUHQWH[SODQDWLRQVDVWRZK\ODQJXDJHVVKRZWKLVYDULDWLRQPRVWO\IRFXVLQJRQJUDPPDWLFDOUHODWLRQVDQGDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV7KLVZLOOEHGRQH
WKURXJKFORVHDQDO\VLVRISUHYLRXVOLWHUDWXUHRQDOLJQPHQWV\VWHPV7KLVDQDO\VLV
VKRZHGWKDWIRUDOOSRVVLEOHDOLJQPHQWW\SHVDFOHDUH[SODQDWLRQFRXOGEHRHUHG
Key words: typology, grammatical relations, alignment systems, morphosyntax, case marking

1.

Introduction

Regardless of their endless diversity, all of the world’s languages are
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
and concepts in the real world, languages assign predicates, often, but not
always, in the form of verbs, to certain arguments, which take the form of
nouns. Where these nouns refer to the objects or concepts in the real world
that speakers want to say something about, the predicate expresses the action or property that they want to assign to these nouns. The number of
ȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱǰȱ¢ȱǻǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯȱ
Additionally, many languages have so-called impersonal verbs, which do
not take any arguments whatsoever. This class of verbs usually mainly inŗȱ ȱȱ Ĵȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱĵȬȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱ
Winter School 2019 at the University of Amsterdam.
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cludes weather verbs or verbs relating to atmospheric conditions (Malchukǰȱ ǰȱǭȱ ǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱ
distinction is usually made between subjects and objects, with an additional
distinction between direct and indirect objects in case of a ditransitive verb.
Despite their universality in argument structures, languages display
considerable diversity in their overt expression of these structures. Lanȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ments from each other. Not only do they have the possibility to make
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱ ¢¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ǰȱ guages also vary in the exact ways in which these strategies are em¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŗǼǯ
One logical option for languages to mark their arguments is the use of
ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ę¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǻ§ǰȱ ŘŖŗŖǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
in languages that place one argument before the verb and the other argument after the verb, such as the many SVO languages the world has, as well
ȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ ȱǰȱȱȱ
fact that these languages are really rare. Languages with other basic word
orders can of course still employ word order to mark their arguments,
as long as they are rigid in their basic order. In these languages, however, it might become problematic when one of the arguments is not overt¢ȱ ¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ Ç£ǰȱ ŗşşşǼǯ
ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ments is marking. Many languages encode information such as person,
number and gender about either the subject, the object or both on verb inĚǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ent marking, where arguments are assigned case markers that encode
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŜǼǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ fective, because these case markers are usually very easy to distinguish.
In order to further analyze these case markers and the grammatical funcȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȬǰȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěent semantic verb types. Although a variety of terms have originally been
proposed, a distinction is now often made between intransitive subjects,
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
objects, indicated by O (Dowty, 1991). In (1-2) below, examples of an intranȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ęǰȱ ȱ
sentence has only one single argument, the S argument, whereas the second one has both a subject, the A argument, and an object, the O argument.
(1)

canis

curr-it

dog.ћќњ

run-3

“The dog runs.” (Ayer, 2014)
(2)

canis

occid-it

ĴȬ

dog.ћќњ

kill.ѝђџѓ-3

cat-юѐѐ

ȃȱȱȱȱǯȄȱǻȱǰȱŘŖŖřǼ
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Using these macro-roles, one can more easily compare the case marking sysȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱǯȱȱȱ ȱĴȱȱ¡ȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
world are so diverse in their alignment strategies. The expectations are that an
explanation of some kind, ranging from speakers’ preferences to notions like
¢ȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱ ǰȱȱ ȱ ȱęȱȱȱȱȱěent types of alignment, followed by possible explanations for the occurrence
of certain alignment types as well as the preference for some types over others.

2.

Alignment types

ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
ǰȱ Ȭȱ ¢ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ
ěȱ ǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ erated by a variety of linguistic factors, which will be discussed later on.
Logically, when relating syncretism to the S, A and O arguments, there are
ęȱěȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ
ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱ
ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ
can have the same form. All of these possibilities occur in the languages of the
world, although some of them are considerably more frequent than others.
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȬȱǯȱ
Languages with this type of alignment mark the object of a transitive sentence
with a distinct case marker, the accusative case. The subject of an intransitive
subject and that of a transitive sentence have the same form. This case form,
ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ¢ȱǰȱȱȱǯȱ¢ȱ Ȭropean languages, including Latin, have nominative-accusative alignment. As
one can see in (1-2) above, intransitive and transitive subjects appear in the
nominative case in Latin, while transitive objects receive an accusative marker,
ȱȱȱěȱǰȱȱ-am, -um and -emǰȱȱěȱ
declensions and genders. Similarly, in Japanese, as can be seen in (3-4) below,
the case marker -ga indicates nominative case, while -o marks accusative case.
(3)

Ȭ

tsui-ta

man-ћќњ

arrive-ѝѓѣ

ȃȱȱǯȄȱǻ£ȱǭȱ ǰȱŗşşśǼ
(4)

Ȭ
man-ћќњ

Ȭ
child-юѐѐ

mi-ta
see-ѝѓѣ

ȃȱȱ ȱȱǯȄȱǻ£ȱǭȱ ǰȱŗşşśǼ

The second most common type of alignment is ergative-absolutive alignment. In these languages, rather than with transitive subjects, the intransitive
ȱĴȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
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the subjects of transitive sentences, whereas intransitive subjects and transitive objects are marked with the same, usually unmarked, absolutive case.
Basque is an example of such a language, as can be seen in (5-6), which show
how transitive subjects are distinguished from zero-marked intransitive subjects and transitive objects through the ergative case marker Ȭǯȱȱęȱǰȱȱ
one looks at these two alignment types neutrally, neither of these types seems
to be unambiguously more logical than the other. Still, nominative-accusative
languages are much more frequent than ergative-absolutive languages, the
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱǻǰȱŗşşřǼǯ
(5)

gizon-a

etorri

da

man-ћќњ

arrive-ѝѓѣ

be.3

“The man has arrived.” (King, 1994)
(6)

£ȬȬ
man-ѠєȬђџє

mutil-a
boy-Ѡє



du

see

have.3

“The man saw the boy.” (King, 1994)

ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
called tripartite languages or ergative-accusative languages. Aside from
using an ergative case for transitive subjects and an accusative case for
transitive objects, tripartite languages also have a distinct case for intransitive subjects. This case is usually called the intransitive case and always has zero marking. Tripartite languages are fairly uncommon. An exȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǻŝȬŞǼǰȱ ¡ȱ  ȱ ȱ
intransitive, ergative and accusative cases used in this language are shown.
(7)

hi-páayn-a

háama

3.іћѡџ-arrive-юѠѝ

man

ȃȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŗşŞŜǼ

ǻŞǼ

háama-nm

pée-‘wi-ye

man-ђџє

3.ѡџ-shoot-юѠѝ

 ø¢Ȭ
elk-юѐѐ

ȃȱȱȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŗşŞŜǼ

ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
in no way explicitly distinguished from each other and listeners have to
¢ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ tences, are really rare. The single case in which the core arguments appear
in these languages is called the direct case, which is always unmarked. An
example of a language that does not distinguish between subjects and obȱ¢ȱȱĴȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱǻşȬŗŖǼǯȱȱǰȱȱǰȱ
¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ther partly or entirely abolished their case systems and do not overtly mark
their arguments morphologically, but most of these languages employ
other strategies in order to distinguish their arguments, such as the rig-
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖřǼǯ
(9)

ruith

mi

run.PST

1

ȃ ȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŘŖŖŞǼ
(10)

chunnaic

mi

an

cat

see.ѝѠѡ

1

the

cat

ȃ ȱ ȱȱǯȄȱǻǰȱŘŖŖŞǼ

ȱęȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱguments of transitive sentences are marked in the same way, whereas the arȱȱȱȱȱȱě¢ǰȱȬȱȱ
alignment. This type of alignment is extremely rare, but it does occur. One of the
few languages to have this type of alignment is Rushani, albeit only in the past
tense, resulting in a split alignment system. In the present tense, the language
displays a typical nominative-accusative system, but the case form that is used
to mark transitive objects in the present tense is also used for transitive subjects
in the past tense, as can be seen in (11-12), making it a transitive case in this tense.
(11)

az-um

pa

Xara

sut

1-Ѡє

to

Xorog

go.ѝѠѡ

“I went to Xorog.” (Payne, 2002)
(12)

mu

¬

wunt

1.ѡџ

2.ѡџ

see.ѝѠѡ

“I saw you.” (Payne, 2002)

Figure 1.ȱȱęȱȱȱ¢

ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
 ȱȱȱŗȱǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ǯȱ
This split can be conditioned by a multitude of variables. Some languages,
for instance, distinguish between multiple intransitive verb types based on
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ guments distinctly. This split is strongly related to volition and the degree
to which the subject of the verb is a true agent. In languages with this type
of split, verbs that have very volitional and agentive subjects, so-called ac-

16

RU:ts 1

tive or unergative verbs, mark their arguments similarly to transitive subjects, whereas verbs that have less agentive subjects, so-called stative or unaccusative verbs, mark these subjects like transitive objects (Duranti, 2004).
Another type of split alignment is a split based on tense or aspect. Some
languages, such as Georgian, show a split based on tense. In the present
tense, Georgian has nominative-accusative alignment, whereas in the past
ǰȱȱȱȬȱȱǻǰȱŗşŝŞǼǯȱȱȱȱȱȱ
also be conditioned by aspect, like in many Indo-Iranian languages, where
a nominative-accusative system is found in the imperfective aspect, while
ȱ Ȭȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ
ŗşŞşǼǯȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗŗȬŗŘǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
like this, namely a split based around tense similar to the one in Georgian.
Animacy is also often an important factor in the alignment of languages. Generally, in languages with this type of split, less animate subjects are
more likely to be receive an ergative marker, while more animate subjects
are usually unmarked. Conversely, some languages tend to mark only high¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ  ȱ ȱ
languages with animacy splits led to the formulation of the animacy hierarchy (Song, 2014). This hierarchy ranks referents according to their degree
of animacy, where referents with a lower animacy are placed further down
in the hierarchy. At the top of this hierarchy are personal pronouns, with
ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
pronouns, followed by proper nouns and then common nouns referring to
humans, other animate referents and inanimate referents, in that order. In
fact, the place a referent receives in the hierarchy is not just based on animacy, but on an interaction between certain factors, such as animacy, person
ȱ¢ȱǻǰȱŘŖŖřǼǯȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęǯ

3.

Explanations

As was discussed above, languages are not only able to mark gramȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ferent levels. An example of this can be seen in case marking, where
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ęȱ terns are more common than the rest. The following will provide explanaȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱǯ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱ¡ȱȱęings is the notion of economy, which means that speakers should not specify
¢ȱȱȱȱĴȱǻȱ ǰȱŘŖŖŚǼǯȱȱětively explains why in most languages, intransitive subjects are usually unmarked, as this single argument does not need to be overtly distinguished
from any other core arguments. It also explains the fact that nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive languages are by far the most common types
of alignment and tripartite or transitive systems are really rare, as it is only
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necessary to distinguish transitive subjects from transitive objects, but it is
not necessary to distinguish either of these from intransitive subjects. This
means that only one of the two arguments of transitive clauses needs to be
explicitly marked in order to distinguish it from the other argument, while the
other argument can simply remain unmarked, just like intransitive subjects.
This does not yet explain, however, the preference of either nominative-accusative or ergative-absolutive alignments. As was stated before, nominative-accusative systems are much more frequent than ergative-absolutive
systems. This appears to make sense, as nominative-accusative systems use
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ¢ȱ ¢tactically, both functioning as the subjects or topics of sentences and usually, in the case of active verbs at least, also as agents of the verb. This makes
one wonder, however, why ergative-absolutive systems exist altogether. The
occurrence of ergative-absolutive alignment has been linked to discourse
and information structure and the fact that intransitive subjects and transitive objects appear to behave similarly in that they very frequently introduce
new referents in the discourse through full noun phrases, whereas transitive
subjects appear in the form of full noun phrases considerably less frequently
ǻȱǰȱŗşŞŝǼǯȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ£ȱȱȱȱęȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱ
lexical transitive subjects or objects, this dispreference for lexical transitive
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ǻĴǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯ
Although the explanation of split alignment systems based on semantic
roles seems quite straightforward, as it makes sense for the subjects of acȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ jects, explanations for the other two split alignment types mentioned above,
ȱ ȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
alignments based on tense or aspect, one can clearly see a cross-linguistic
Ĵǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȬtive system in the present tense or imperfective aspect and an ergative-abȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŗǼǯȱ ȱ
Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tion or the participant whose viewpoint is taken has a tendency to be unmarked in languages. In the imperfective aspect, one could arguably say that
the subject is the most central participant, whereas the object is more central
ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱȱǻȱǭȱȱ ǰȱŘŖŗŗǼǯ
When looking at (11-12) again, Rushani also seems to follow this pattern of marking the subject only in the past tense, which might suggest
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȬĚȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
with ergative-absolutive alignment in the past tense, which has started
to decay through the increased marking of objects in the past tense. If one
now looks at the fact that young speakers of Rushani are starting to occasionally leave subjects in the present tense unmarked in spoken language,
ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ing might in fact be an unstable transition stage from split alignment to
common nominative-accusative alignment, which is in line with the rarity and apparent illogicalness of this type of alignment (Payne, 2002).
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¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
terms of frequency and economy. Since highly animate referents are much
more likely to be agents and subjects and less animate referents are more
likely to be patients and objects, it would make sense economically to leave
these arguments unmarked when they appear in a semantic role both speakers and listeners would expect them to be in, whereas arguments that appear in unexpected semantic roles could be marked overtly in order to
make this semantic role explicit (Aissen, 2003). This can be clearly seen in
languages with this type of split alignment, such as Yankunytjatjara, which
only marks objects that appear in the form of proper names and pronouns,
which are at the top of the animacy hierarchy, with an accusative case,
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻ ǰȱ ŗşŞśǼǯ

4.

Discussion

The languages of the world show considerable variation in the strateȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ěent case marking systems of the world, all logically possible alignment
¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
by all sorts of linguistic factors. This makes one wonder why there is so
much variation in this otherwise very basic feature of language and raises the question why languages would favor certain alignment types over
others. Seeking explanations in terms of economy, frequency and othȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
as languages’ motivations to choose one over another are analyzed.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
be explained quite nicely, even though these explanations might not be so
 ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ǯȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
types, nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive alignment, are the
most economical, because they only distinguish the arguments of transitive
verbs, which are the only arguments that necessarily require this distinction, as opposed to the arguments of intransitive verbs, which do not need
ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱǰȱ
most split alignment types can be explained by varying degrees of nuancȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
shift of viewpoint from agent to patient in alignment systems split by tense
ȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ǯȱ¢ǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱportant role in various cases, such as the general preference of languages for
nominative-accusative and ergative-absolutive alignment and the use of zero
marking for arguments that appear in expected semantic roles, such as animate nouns appearing as subjects and inanimate nouns appearing as objects.
ȱ ęȱ  ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
alignment systems of languages across the world. These explain both the
preferences for certain individual alignment types over others, such as the
preference for nominative-accusative or ergative-absolutive alignment over
other alignment types, and the occurrence of split alignment systems, such
as splits conditioned by animacy or verb tense. In order to clarify the occur-
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
distinct notions, namely economy, frequency and cognitive preferences.
ȱǰȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱĜȱȱ¢ȱĴȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ
ȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱěǰȱȱȱ
sense that the marking of a certain argument might be a more economical
choice for speakers if they have certain cognitive preferences relating to this
ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱĴed in certain contexts. The notion of cognitive preferences is also somewhat
ȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¢ȱęȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱěǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱ
as a distinct factor, for instance in alignment systems split by tense or aspect.
As grammatical relations and alignment form an intriguing aspect of
the core structure of languages, they have always been an intensively studied topic within linguistics, in the form of both descriptions of the alignȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞŜǲȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖŞǼȱ ȱ
typological comparisons of wide arrays of languages (Nichols, 1993; Bickel
ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖşǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¡ȱ ȱ
ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǻǰȱ ŗşŞşǲȱ Ĵǰȱ ŘŖŖşǲȱ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŗǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ
ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
descriptions of alignment systems found in languages across the world and
ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ǯȱ ȱ
¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¢¢ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱęȱ ȱȱȱ
¡ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ǯ

5.

Conclusion

Grammatical relations constitute a core feature of the languages of the
world and a richly studied topic within linguistic typology. One of the possible strategies languages can turn to in order to codify grammatical relations, case marking, leaves languages with several logical options for morphosyntactic alignment, all of which occur in the languages of the world.
ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tivations languages could have for preferring certain alignment types over
ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ¢¢ȱ
¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ble explanations for their occurrence or prevalence in languages across the
world. Through careful consideration of previous studies on a variety of lanǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěǯ
ȱ¢ȱĴȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱtions concerning grammatical relations, an important and interesting topic
within linguistic typology. Most importantly, it was found that, resorting
to the notions of economy, frequency and cognitive preference, explanaȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
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ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ě¢ȱ  ȱ
some intriguing questions regarding the basic structure of human language.
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Glossing abbreviations:
ŗȱƽȱęȱ
2 = second person
3 = third person
юѐѐ = accusative case
юѠѝ = aspect
ђџє = ergative case
іћѡџ = intransitive
ћќњ = nominative case
ѝђџѓ = perfect tense
ѝѓѣ = perfective aspect
ѝѠѡ = past tense
Ѡє = singular
ѡџ = transitive
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Language is Arbitrary? I Wouldn’t Be Saussure:
Multimodal Ideophone Guessability
Austin Howard
Radboud University
Abstract,GHRSKRQHV PDUNHGVRXQGV\PEROLFZRUGVGHSLFWLQJVHQVRU\LPDJHU\  DUH DQ LQFUHDVLQJO\ GHVFULEHG IHDWXUH RI PDQ\ ODQJXDJHV DFURVV IDPLOLHV
+RZHYHUWKHVHZRUGVKDYHEHHQXQGHUVWXGLHGFRPSDUHGZLWKWKHRWKHUW\SHV
RIZRUGVPDNLQJXSWKHZRUOG·VODQJXDJHV)HZH[SHULPHQWVKDYHEHHQGRQHRQ
LGHRSKRQHVLQQDWXUDOODQJXDJHVUDWKHUWKHPDMRULW\RIH[SHULPHQWVKDYHEHHQ
GRQHUHJDUGLQJLQYHQWHGQDPHVKDSHFRUUHVSRQGHQFHV5HFHQWDWWHPSWVKDYH
been made to bridge these currents in the research and this paper follows that
SDWK+HUH,SUHVHQWDFDVHIRUZHDNFURVVOLQJXLVWLFLFRQLFLW\ OLQJXLVWLFQRQDUELWUDULQHVV LQVLWXDWLRQVZKHUHPRQROLQJXDO(QJOLVKVSHDNHUVDUHDVNHGWRJXHVVWKH
PHDQLQJRI-DSDQHVHDQG.RUHDQLGHRSKRQHV9LGHRVFRQWDLQLQJDQDWLYHVSHDNHURI.RUHDQDQG-DSDQHVH UHVSHFWLYHO\ ZHUHVKRZQWRQDWLYH(QJOLVKVSHDNHUV
ZKRZHUHLJQRUDQWRIERWKODQJXDJHV)RXUSRVVLEOHPHDQLQJVZHUHJLYHQIRU
HDFKLGHRSKRQH3DUWLFLSDQWVJXHVVHGWKHFRUUHFWPHDQLQJRILGHRSKRQHVZLWK
the result that the ideophones were guessed above chance, arguing for possible
LFRQLFSURSHUWLHVRI-DSDQHVHDQG.RUHDQLGHRSKRQHVLQDPXOWLPRGDOFRQWH[W
Keywords: multimodal(ity), iconicity, ideophones, Korean, Japanese

1.

Introduction

Research into linguistic iconicity takes a researcher from inside the human
brain to inside the workings of a culture. Literary luminaries and laudable
linguists have taken pains to explain why and how certain sounds are paired
ȱȱǯȱęȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ¢ǲȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ
ȱȁȂȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
that series of sounds, ‘tree’ to designate a particular plant with bark, leaves, etc.
ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱ¢ǯǰȱȱǰȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱlined in his 1916 Course on General Linguistics. However, running counter to
this idea was the notion of sound symbolism, that certain sounds may indeed
capture an aspect of their meaning, that certain sounds or even whole words
in a language may not be as arbitrary as Saussure and others postulated.
¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǻ Ĵȱȱȱguages) is traceable to thinkers such as Prussian polymath Wilhelm von Humboldt. Humboldt claimed that certain consonants were less than arbitrary. ‘St’
ȱ ȱ ę¡ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǻǼȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼǯȱ ȱ ȁ ǰȂȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȧ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ǻȱ ǰȱ ŗŞřŜǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱ
ǰȱŘŖŗřǼǯȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ
as the possibility that there were non-arbitrary starting points. Despite these
¢ȱěȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȁȱ ȱ¢ȱ
never know whether savage man was a phonetic symbolizer” (Levelt, 2013).
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In the mid 19th century, Western linguistics (particularly working in
Western and Central Africa) started to become increasingly interested in ideophones. They were to remain as such, minus forays of Japanese researchers and researchers of Japanese into the radar of Western academia until
Ramachandran and Hubbard (2001) conducted their famous kiki-bouba
experiment, an update of Wolfgang Köhler’s 1929 Maluma-Takete study.
ȱȱ¡ǰȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ ȱ ȱȱǻȱęȱŗǼǯȱ
This was then repeated with a variety of shapes and names. The pairing of, for
instance, a ‘round’ bouba sound with a round shape (the shape on the left) and
the ‘jagged’ sound of kiki with jagged shape led Köhler and later Ramachandran
and Hubbard to argue for non-arbitrariness in language, with Ramachandran
and Hubbard identifying the human angular gyrus with cross-modal abilities.
However, natural languages are once again being looked into regarding
ideophony. Ideophones are ‘marked words that depict sensory imagery’
ǻȱŘŖŗŘǼǯȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱęȱ
ȱȱȱ ǰȱę¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱ
for its high number of ‘mimetic’1 words. Whether Japanese is particularly rich
ȱȱȱȱȱȦȱȱȱȱȱȱ
up for debate. Japanese has been very well described, a situation not appliȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
languages in which descriptions of ideophones are growing, but often still
ȱǻȱŘŖŗŝǰȱŘŖŗŞǼǯȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ing literature on ideophones and their role in human language and languages.
Table 1. Japanese ideophone examples.
Ideophone
Meaning
Ton ton
Pan pan
Tsuru tsuru
Bacha bacha
Neba neba
Mero mero
Tsun-tsun
Mokomoko
Gito gito
Gari gari

Knocking on a door
ǰȱȱ
Slippery, smooth surface
Water splashing
Sticky
Blurred
The state in which something small is sharp-pointed
Weak and warm
Being oily
Scraping sound

The present study takes its inspiration from Dingemanse et al. (2016).
In their study, Dingemanse and colleagues words that had been described previously as iconic. They presented participants with 203 idȱ ȱ ęȱ ǯȱ ȱ Ȭ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
listeners listened to these ideophones and then were presented with a binary-choice task, in four versions: an original recording, a full diphone resynthesis, a segments-only resynthesis, and a prosody-only resynthesis.
Participants then guessed the meaning of each ideophone (out of two
Ǽǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻ ȱ ȱ ȱ ętions described above) were guessed above chance by the participants. The
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ Ȭ 
1 Scholarship on Japanese has often used the word ‘mimetic’ in the same way I am using ‘ideoȂȱȱǻȱ ǰȱȱǭȱȱŘŖŗŝǰȱȱȱȱǯǰȱŘŖŗŜǼǯ
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Table 2. Korean ideophone examples
Ideophone
T’aengt’aeng
K’ungk’ung

Meaning
Blown up, like a balloon
Pounding from a big and heavy

ýý
]å

ěȦȱȱ 
Boiling sounds
Crying

T’oshilt’oshil
Songsong
Pasakpasak
ýý
åå

Chubby
Chop into small pieces
Crispy, easily breaking
¢ȦęȂȱ
Ȧ

Tchallangtchallang

ȱȦȱ

ǻȱ ȱ ȱ Ȧȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
Hubbard). They found that both the segmental and suprasegmental proȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ity was co-mingled with arbitrariness in the ideophones as a whole.
ȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱěȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
ideophones in a multimodal context (in this case, a video recording of the respective speakers). The reasoning was that a video more closely reproduces the
multimodal context in which an ideophone is normally perceived (that is, a interlocutor is simultaneously a listener as well as a viewer of spoken language,
with the speaker’s body also assisting in meaning-production). Thus, this design more closely mirrored naturalistic ideophones, as found in situ, as speakȱ ȱęȱȱǻȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǼǯȱȱ
ȱǻŘŖŗŞǼȱȱȱȁ ȱȱȱȱǰȱ
inviting the listener to imagine what it is like to perceive the scene depicted’. I
chose to present the participants with four options, since a forced-choice proȱȱę¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
(50% chance for forced-choice, compared to 25% when faced with four options).

2.

Methodology

The stimuli consisted 20 videos featuring native speakers of Japanese and Korean respectively (10 videoes per language).2 These videos were recorded in Nijmegen, the Netherlands by the author using
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
Ideophones were selected randomly from the openly available materials from
Dingemanse et al. (2016).3 Participants were recruited in the (U.S.) American
city of Portland, Oregon. After a description of the task, participants viewed 20
videos, evenly split into 10 displaying Japanese ideophones and 10 displaying
Korean ideophones, respectively. Participants volunteered and were not paid.4
2 The speakers recorded for the stimuli were native Korean-speaker Jeongin Yoon and native
Japanese speaker Haruna Chinzei, both students at Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen. Their
willingness to aid this project are very much appreciated and this paper would not have been
possible without them.
řȱȱęȱŗǯȱȱŘǯȱ
Śȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱěǰȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǯ
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Participants sat in front of a computer screen with the experimenter. Instructions were explained orally, stating the participants would watch 20 videos,
containing 10 words from Japanese and 10 words from Korean (participants
were not told which words were from which language). Participants were
not told that the words were alleged to be sound-symbolic. Participants were
asked to guess the correct translation from the four options that would be presented on a web document on the computer screen (the experimenter switched
manually between the intended video and the computer screen displaying
the word and the accompanying options). In each trial, participants heard a
ȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǯȱȱȱ ȱȱ
(the three incorrect choices were created such that the four choices contained
the correct response, its opposite, a semantically unrelated meaning and that
¢ȱȱȂȱǼǯȱȱȱȱ Ȧȱȱ
ideophones in the same order; no randomisation techniques were employed.
¡ȱǻȱ ȱȱbold)
(1) Mokomoko (Japanese)
Strong and cold
Plump
Thin
Weak and warm
(2) Korean
T’oshilt’oshil
Tall
Thin
Chubby
Short
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2.1 Results
Table. 3 Title?
Participant

Correct (Out of 20)

1

7

2

6

3

11

4

6

5

Ş

6

5

7

5

Ş

7

9

9

10

Ş

11

4

12

7

13

7

14

7

15

9

A one-tailed t-test was conducted comparing the mean score to 25%
(assumed chance of a correct response for an test with questions comprising of four options). the mean proportion of correct responses for
the test comprising both Japanese and Korean ideophones was found
to be 35%, instead of the 25% chance-level. That is, the mean proportion of correct responses for the test comprising both Japanese and Korean ideophones was found to be slightly above average (M = 7.07, SD
ƽȱ ŗǯŝşǼǯȱ ȱ  ȱ Ȭȱ ǻȱ ǀǯŖŖŗǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ęǯ
Some videos included slight errors of editing which could not
be remedied once the dataset was in use. Some videos contained
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ǯȱ
During testing one participant did not appear to have heard the stimulus
correctly and was asked ‘was that clear?’ The word ‘clear’ was one of the options from which to choose and this instance was a possible instance of priming.

3.

General Discussion

Dingemanse et al. (2016) employed a two-alternative forced-choice task
in which ideophones, of various vocal qualities, were played to participants with two choices of correct meaning. This present study chose to depart from a two-alternative forced-choice in order to potentially lessen the
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ŝǯŖŜȦŘŖȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ śŖȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
However, assuming 100% guessability or even 50% guessability on a task

27

RU:ts 1

requiring participants to choose amongst four potential meanings is not entirely reasonable. Assuming a weaker ‘iconicity’ as found in Dingemanse et
ǯȱŘŖŗŜǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱěȱ ȱǯȱȱȱȱ
input providing more information by nature of being multimodal, giving four
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱĜ¢ȱȱȱ
task. As Dingemanse et al. assumed ‘50% correct, that is, chance performance
in a two-alternative forced-choice task.’ The present experiment may assume
fewer correct responses, by roughly half. If that assumption is valid, the rate of
ȱȱȱȱŘśƖȱǻŗȦŚȱȱśȦŘŖǼǯȱ ȱǰȱȱěǰȱŝȦŘŖȱȱ
was the average per participant and that this is higher than chance (p < .001),
one can assume some level of iconicity. This is if one accepts the notion that 15
participants forms a relevant sample size. Likely it does not. However, taken
together with Dingemanse et al., there is a strong case to be made for weak
iconicity. However, there remains a weak case to be made for strong icwonicity. Ramachandran and Hubbard’s results have hardly been replicated. Their
initial study, very elegant, yet vaguely described) found a roughly 95% rate
ȱĴȱȱȱȱ ȱȁȂȱȱǻȱȱȱȦȦȱ Ǽǯȱ
Such research is highly suggestive of a weak form of iconicity for ideophones. More work should be conducted on a wider array of languages
throughout the world to determine if the guessability holds true across a
ȱȱȱȬȱǯȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
testing guessability of ideophones in speakers of other ideophone-rich lanǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ
to discern the meaning of of ideophones in other, otherwise unrelated languages, this would suggest that either ideophones as a word class are close
enough in structure to be guessable across languages, that ideophony, like
the use of tones in languages, may train a certain underlying skill allowing
for a heightened awareness of the sound symbolic nature of ideophones in
general, regardless of context. However, these last points are speculation.

4.

Conclusion

In sum, ideophones are an intriguing experimental handle for sound symbolism in human language. They have long since been thought to be non-arbitrarily sound symbolic (by certain language traditions). Interestingly, there is
evidence of non-arbitrary sound-shape mappings from the experimental psychological and behavioural neuroscience literature. However, only recently
ȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱęȱȱǻȱęȱȦȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ¢¢ȦȱȱȱȱǼǯȱȱȱȱȱ
Ĵȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱĴȱ£ǯȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱ
sound symbolism for Japanese and Korean ideophones as perceived by native
ȱǰȱȱęȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱ ȱ
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ǰȱ  ǰȱ ǰȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
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Appendix
Options presented to participants following the corresponding video:
Japanese Ideophones (correct answers in boldface)
(1) Ton ton
a. Squishing something slimy
b. Knocking on a door
c. Snapping something (like a twig)
d. ĴȱȱǻȱȱǼ
(2) Pan pan
a. Full, bursting
b. Tall
c. ¢ǰȱ
d. Short
(3) Tsuru tsuru
a. Rough, sandpaper surface
b. Hot substance
c. Slippery, smooth surface
d. Cold substance

(4) Bacha bacha
a. ȱ
b. Horse hooves on stone
c. Water splashing
d. Knocking on a door
(5) Neba neba
a. Sticky
b. Dry
c. Slippery
d. Spongey

30

(6) Mero mero
a. Clear
b. Stinky
c. Blurred
d. 

ǻŞǼȱ
a. Strong and cold
b. Plump
c. Thin
d. Weak and warm

(7) Tsun-tsun
a. The state in which something large
is dull
b. The state in which something small
is sharp-pointed
c. Very red
d. Very green
(9) Gito gito
a. Being oily
b. ȱȱę
c. Being sticky
d. Being frosty
(10) Gari gari
a. Scraping sound
b. Tiptoeing
c. Wiping (as with a cloth)
d. Pounding

RU:ts 1

Korean Ideophones (correct answers in boldface)
(1) T’aengt’aeng
a. ǰȱȱȱĚ
b. Blown up, like a balloon
c. Ě
d. Bright (with respect to light)

(6) Songsong
a. Grind into powder
b. Squish
c. Chop into small pieces
d. Congeal

(2) K’ungk’ung
a. Click of one’s tongue
b. The light tap of feet
c. Giggling
d. Pounding from a big and heavy
ěȦȱȱ 

(7) Pasakpasak
a. Goopy
b. Crispy, easily breaking
c. Sturdy, unbreakable
d. Dusty

ǻřǼȱýý
a. Dripping
b. Heartbeat
c. Boiling sounds
d. Whistling
ǻŚǼȱ]å
a. Crying
b. Whispering
c. Laughing
d. Shouting
(5) T’oshilt’oshil
a. Tall
b. Thin
c. Chubby
d. Short

ǻŞǼȱýý
a.
b.
c.
d.

¢ȦęȂȱ
Lava
Ȧ¢
Ȧ¢

ǻşǼȱåå
a.
b.
c.
d.

Ȧ
Tightening muscles
¢
Ȧ

(10) Tchallangtchallang
a. ȱȦȱ
b. Jumping sound
c. Ȧ ȱ
d.

ȱ Ȧ ȱ
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Perception verbs across languages: A review from a
typological, linguistic anthropological, and cognitive
linguistic perspective
ǯȱǻ¢Ǽȱȱ
Language and Communication (research)
Course Cognition and Process
Abstract 7KLV SDSHU UHYLHZV SHUFHSWLRQ YHUEV WR GHVFULEH WKH VHQVH PRdalities sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell from three research traditions,
QDPHO\ D /LQJXLVWLF 7\SRORJLFDO /LQJXLVWLF $QWKURSRORJLFDO DQG &RJQLWLYH
/LQJXLVWLF SHUVSHFWLYH 7KH DLP RI WKLV UHYLHZ LV WR SURYLGH DQ DVVLPLODWLRQ RI
WKRVH WKUHH SHUVSHFWLYHV SUHGRPLQDQWO\ EDVHG RQ FURVVFXOWXUDO FRQYHUVDWLRQDO GDWD 7KH /LQJXLVWLF 7\SRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYH GHVFULEHV WKH KLHUDUFK\ RI
SHUFHSWLRQ YHUEV VXSSRUWLQJ 9LEHUJ·V YLVLRQ GRPLQDQFH K\SRWKHVLV  
7KH /LQJXLVWLF $QWKURSRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYH GHVFULEHV FXOWXUDO LQÁXHQFHV RQ
OH[LFDO GLVWULEXWLRQ VXJJHVWLQJ WKDW ODQJXDJH LQÁXHQFH SHUFHSWLRQ DQG WKHUHIRUH ODQJXDJHV GLHU LQ KRZ VHQVRU\ H[SHULHQFHV DUH OLQJXLVWLFDOO\ GLYLGHG
7KH &RJQLWLYH /LQJXLVWLF SHUVSHFWLYH GHVFULEHV WKH LQWHUDFWLRQ EHWZHHQ ODQJXDJH DQG WKRXJKW SURYLGLQJ HYLGHQFH RI WKH &RJQLWLYH 6FLHQFH YLHZ WR WKH
GHWULPHQW RI /LQJXLVWLF 'HWHUPLQLVP )LQDOO\ WKLV SDSHU GHVFULEHV WKUHH DFFRXQWVRQWKHH[WHQGHGPHDQLQJRISHUFHSWLRQYHUEVLQWRFRJQLWLYHFRQFHSWV
Keywords: Language of perception, Vision dominance hypothesis; Lexical
distribution; Cultural relativism; Language and cognition

1.

Introduction

ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱęȱtionally described and researched senses are sight, hearing, touch, taste, and
ǯȱȱȱǰȱȱĜȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱtex for processing. Language enables humans to share the sensory information
that has been processed. According to Majid and Levinson (2011) language
holds a paradox. They claimed that, on the one hand, language is primarily linked to seeing and hearing, since language is expressed and perceived
through those senses, resulting in inferior abilities to express touch, taste, and
smell. On the other hand, language, in the sense of “a particular tongue” (p. 7),
enables humans to express their perceptual experiences including touch, taste,
and smell through seeing and hearing. In other words, sharing experiences of
touch, taste, and smell, besides seeing and hearing, ought to be expressed
through language, thus by the perception verbs describing seeing and hearing.
¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱ ȱ ȱ ęǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¢ȱ
researched perception verbs to describe the sense modalities sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell, and will exclude the vestibular sense and proprioception, as well as human echolocation used by blind people to navigate and sometimes identify things in their surroundings. Moreover,
this research will not aim at investigating morphological constructions
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ȱ ȱ ȱ ęǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ti-sense verbs, meaning verbs to express the perception of multiple senses.
 ǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ception verbs to describe the sense modalities sight, hearing, touch, taste,
ȱǰȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
(2000). These research traditions are a Linguistic Typological perspective (section 1.), a Linguistic Anthropological perspective (section 2.), and a Cognitive
Linguistic perspective (section 3.). The aim of this review is to assimilate those
perspectives to contribute to research on the relationship between human’s
ȱȱȱ ǰȱ ȱȱȱȱĚȱȱǰȱ
and cognition. Additionally, this review predominantly focused on conversational data, because as Levinson (2006) already indicated, “language evolved
for . . . communication in interaction” (Levinson, 2006, p.42). It was suggested
by San Roque et al. (2015) that all languages are used in communicative interaction, while it might be the case that some languages do not contain literacy.

2.

Linguistic Typology

2.1 Hierarchy of perception verbs
ȱęȱȱȱLinguistic Typology focused on the way the sensoriǰȱȱȱȱȂȱǰȱȱȱȱǯȱȱǻŗşŞřǼȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęȱ¢ȱ¡ȱ ȱȱęȱȱ
sense modalities (sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell) are lexically divided.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢Ȭǰȱ¡ȬǰȱȱȬǰȱ ȱȱĴȱȱȱȱ
as copulative (e.g. ‘A ȱ¢ȂǰȱǰȱŗşŞřǰȱǯȱŗŘŚǼǰȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱęȱěȱȱȱȱǯȱ
ȱŗǯȱ ȱȂȱȱȱǰȱȱ ȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ
has three basic sense terms for the modalities sight and hearing, compared
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱǰȱǰȱȱȱǻǰȱŗşŞřǼǯȱȱ
Table 1ǯȱȱȱȱȱǻȱŗşŞřǱȱŗŘŞǼ
activity

experience

copulative

sight

look at

see

look

hearing

listen to

hear

sound

touch

feel

taste

taste

smell

smell

ȱǻŗşŞřǼȱ¡ȱśŖȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱguage, and compared those languages to their semantical organization of perceptual verbs. Based on these comparisons, he concluded the existence of a hi¢ȱȱȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱĴǰȱǰȱǰȱǰȱ
ǰȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱę¢ȱȱȱ
languages have a perception verb referring to the sense modality sight, except
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Kobon1, and secondly, the high emergence of sensory experiences referring to
sight, contributes to this hierarchy. The hierarchy of sense modalities resulted
ȱ ȱȱǰȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱtures the modality sight is dominant over the other four modalities, and secondly that all sense words are ranked similarly across all languages. Viberg
ǻŗşŞřǼȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ ¢ǰȱȱȱ
the modality sight can be extended to the modality hearing, and the modality
hearing can be extended to the modality touch etcetera, however not vice versa.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŖŖǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ count by researching 69 Australian languages, which they claimed were under-represented in Viberg’s research. Their evidence showed close similarity
ȱȂȱęȱǻŗşŞřǼȱȱȱ¡£ȱȱȱǯȱ
However, the sense modality proprioception which is used notable in many
ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻŗşŞřǼǰȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱǻŘŖŖŖǼȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱdality out of their research, because comparison of data proved impossible.
Correspondingly, San Roque et al. (2015) analyzed the two universalȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŞřǼȱ ¢ȱ -

ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęǯȱ ¢ȱ ¢£ȱ
13 languages of everyday conversations in which people shared experiences of seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting, and smelling. They found evȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǻŗşŞřǼȱ ȱ ŗŘȱ
out of 13 languages, except Tzeltal2ǯȱ  ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ dence that the ranking of the senses is universal cross-linguistically.
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
Despite the variation in ranking, their data showed that the sense modality hearing is ranked second in all researched languages except Semai3. In Semai the sense modality smell appeared second, after sight.
San Roque et al. (2015) proposed three accounts for their supporting evȱȱȂȱȱȱ¢ȱǻŗşŞřǼǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ
experience a prepossession for the sight modality on the grounds of biological
predominance of visual sensory information. Secondly, expressing perceptual experiences of seeing is not constrained by anything other than the experiȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
¡ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ  ȱ ǯȱ
ǰȱǰȱȱȱǻŘŖŗŞǼȱȱȱȱȱȂȱȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǻŗşŞřǼȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
language in a quantitative study. They found a correlation between the frequency use of perceptual language of sensory modalities and the lexical differentiation of that sensory lexicon. This type-token frequency correlation
implicated that sense modalities that are more often used in language induced a more lexically discriminated lexicon. This could be considered as the
fourth account, besides the aforementioned three accounts proposed by San
ȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŗśǼǰȱȱȂȱȱȱ¢ȱǻŗşŞřǼǯ

1 Kobon is a language spoken in Papua New Guinea.
2 Tzeltal is a language spoken in southeastern Mexico.
3 Semai is a language spoken in western Malaysia.
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2.2 Lexical distribution of perception verbs
There are three known sources that can be held accountable for the lexical
ȱȱȱǯȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱ
(2006) which he referred to as “the interaction engine” (Levinson, 2006, p. 44).
He described this source as humans’ mental capability to combine the comȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱęĴȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱ
ǯȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱ ȱȱȱǯȱ
The second source responsible for dividing the sensorium in language is biology, by allowing human to perceive sensory experiences through the senses (Majid and Levinson, 2011) and additionally distributed the sense modalities within the sensory cortex. Levinson and
Majid (2014) marked the dominance of the sight modality in the cortex.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
perception verbs in the lexicon is culture. It is the culture people live
in that yields the environment in which experiences of seeing, hearing, feeling, tasting, and smelling occur, that one wants to share (Majid
and Levinson, 2011). They explicated that the distribution of the perceptual lexicon provided insight in the cultural structure of the sensorium.

3.

Linguistic Anthropology

řǯŗȱȱȱĚȱȱ¡ȱ
The second research tradition, Linguistic Anthropology, focused on the
aforementioned third source of lexical distribution of perception verbs,
given the cultural variations in the use of sensory modalities and their
relative magnitude. In a broader sense, it focused on how language
shapes communication and enables cultural common representations.
Boas (1911) is seen by many as the founder of Northern American anthro¢ǯȱ ȱ¡ȱěȱȱȱǻInuit languages, see nomenclature) and their lexicalization of words for sea ice and snow. Boas (1911)
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡£ȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱěȱȱ
the main interest of people using those languages, in other words, the interest
ȱȂȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱ ȱǯȱ¢ȱǰȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȁ Ȃȱ
ȱ ȱȱ ǻǼȱȱȱ¢ȱǰȱ ȱȱȱ
lexicon consist of lexically distinctive words, (e.g. aputȱǻȱǼȱȮȱ
‘snow on the groundȂȱǻǼǰȱqimuqsuqȱǻȱǼȱȮȱȁsnowdriftȂȱǻǼǼǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱęȱȱ¢ȱ
a single distinctive word derived from the environment people who use that
language live in. In other words, if a phenomenon stands alone in the lives of
ǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱ ȱȱȱȱȱěȱena concerning water are lexically distinctive in words like, e.g. liquid,  and
dew, and that it is “perfectly conceivable that this variety of ideas, each of which
ȱ ¡ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ
in other languages by derivations from the same term” (Boas, 1911, p. 25).
ȱǻŗşŞşǼȱ£ȱȂȱǻŗşŗŗǼȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ
 ȱȱȱȱȱ¡¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱǰȱ
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which he referred to as the ȱȱ¢ȱ ¡. He stated that “things
ȱȱȱ ȄȱǻǰȱŗşŞşǰȱǯȱŘŝŜǼȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
aiming at the randomness of one language using derived words versus anothȱȱȱ¡¢ȱȱ ȱȱ¡ȱȱǯȱǰȱȱȱȂȱǻŗşŗŗǼȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȂȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱ ȱȱ ǯȱȱǻŗşŞşǼȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱęȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱęȱ¡ȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱȱ
ȱ¡ȱȱ ȱ ȱȱ¡ȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ
ȱǰȱ ȱȱûȬȱǻŘŖŗŖǼȱȱȂȱǻŗşŗŗǼȱȱ
and expanded this by examining “20-some” (Krupnik et al., 2010, p. 391) Artic
cultures concerning their lexicon of words for sea ice and snow. This research
was allied to the Siku project4. Krupnik et al. (2010) found empirical support
ȱȂȱȱǻŗşŗŗǼȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱǯȱ
(2010) found the same results for phenomena of sea ice and additionally, that
ȱěȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
within other languages in the polar regions. The empirical evidence suggestȱȱȱǻŗşŗŗǼȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱ
noted down. Krupnik et al. (2010) suggested that Boas (1911) tried to prevent
the inclusion of derivatives referring to snow which may underlie his choice
for those four words. They concluded not only that Boas’ (1911) research is
empirically supported and therefore valuable, but also that the ȱȱ
¢ȱ ¡ is a misconception of Boas’ (1911) research. They stated that
the hoax arises from the fact that the four original documented terms for snow
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŗŗǼȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ Ȭȱěȱȱȱ ǯȱȱ
Similarly to Boas (1911), but from the opposite starting point, Whorf (1956)
contributed to the research on lexicalization. He claimed that the undeniable presence of certain phenomena abated the need to designate those phenomena as such, simply because they are always present. He described the
instance of people with a visual impairment which caused them to only
ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ
which people without that disability refer to as the color blue, so their lexȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŗŗǼǰȱ
Whorf (1956) found a causal relation between the environmental temperature and the lexical division of words relating to snow and ice. However, this causality is vice versa. In a warm environment the need to be able
to communicate distinctively between phenomena of snow and ice is less
than in colder environments where a distinction has communicative value.
Regier, Carstensen, and Kemp (2016) grounded their research on Boas’
(1911) claim and Whorf’s (1956) inversed application of Boas’ (1911) claim,
ȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ
In particular Regier et al. (2016) elaborated on the study by Whorf’s (1956)
ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ portunity to investigate more languages, because there are fewer languages present around the polar regions. Regier at al. (2016) examined the relationship between environment and “communicative need” (Regier at al.,
4 Siku is an abbreviation for ‘Sea Ice Knowledge and Use’, as well as an Inuit word referring to ice.

36

RU:ts 1

2016, p. 2), based on the general hypothesis that “language is shaped by the
ȱȱȱĜȱȄȱǻȱȱǯǰȱŘŖŗŜǰȱǯȱŘǼǯȱ¢ȱ
described a causal sequence which stated that the environment formed the
“communicative need” (Regier at al., 2016, p. 2), based on the main interest of people and within a culture that required certain communicative conǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱist point of view, this claim would not hold. They would claim that words
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
 ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ěȱ
of words for sea ice and snow diverged across languages. Regier et al. (2016)
found evidence partly supporting both the universalist and cultural relativist claims. Their research showed on the one hand, that languages contained
lexically distinctive words for sea ice and snow irrespectively of the temperature of the location the language is used in. On the other hand, discrimiȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ Ĵȱ
ȱ ęȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ǯȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ęing is concerned, they proposed that the limited communicative need to express phenomena of sea ice and snow would reduce lexical discrimination.

řǯŘȱȱȱĚȱȱ¡ȱ
ȱ ǻŘŖŗśǼȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŜǼȱ ȱ ěȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¡ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ vironmental factors on the sensory lexicon. In contrast with Regier et al.
ǻŘŖŗŜǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
¡ǰȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗśǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ¡es of the language user in relation to the sensory lexicon. She explicated
that experiences can distort the sensory lexicon at an individual level.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŞǼȱ ¡ȱ ȱ sory lexicon cross-culturally. They found, in line with Majid (2015),
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¡ǯȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ sis, e.g., in cultures in which music plays an important role in everyday life, the sensory lexicon for sound words proved to be more
diverse, compared to cultures in which music is not strongly embedded.
 ǰȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗŞǼȱ ¡ȱ ȱ Ȃ5
language and their lexicon referring to experiences of smelling. They suggested that the extensive way in which smell is integrated in that culture,
e.g. in traditional tales and rituals, shaped their olfactory lexicon, which is
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŞǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ěǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
ǻŘŖŗŞǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ es language change, or vice versa, that language use is the result of language change. In the case of the Cha’palaa language, the question arose if
the cultural dominance of smell induced the amount of olfactory words?
Or, whether the amount of olfactory words provoked the frequency use?
śȱȂȱȱȱȱȱȱǯ
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In the study by Majid and Levinson (2011), they claimed that the way the
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
sensory input is perceived and how people respond to those stimuli. In the
case of the Cha’palaa language this would mean that the Chachi communi¢ǰȱ ȱȱȱȂǰȱ¡ȱȱě¢ȱȱnities whose frequency use of smell terms is much lower. This suggested
ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭ¢ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ

4.

Cognitive Linguistics

Śǯŗȱ Linguistic Relativity
Mental representations, in the context of this paper only linguistic mental
representations, are a mental imagery of experiences people have, examined
from the third research tradition Cognitive Linguistics. Those experiences can
be seen as cognitive input, which can be processed as thoughts. A thought
can in turn serve as a starting point for output in the form of language. Thinking itself can also be considered in terms of language, since people are able
to hear their thoughts, so called implicit speech. This meticulous cooperation between language and thought lies at the base of Linguistic Relativity, which is often referred to as the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, although SaȱǻŗŞŞŚȬŗşřşǼȱȱȱǻŗşśŜǼȱȱȱȬ Ĵȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ǯȱ
¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱ
is perceived by its language user, in other words that language can deterȱǯȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱě¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯ
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗŗǼȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ
hypothesis, among which the so-called Linguistic Determinism. This conȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
ȱ ȱ ě¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ  ǰȱ ěȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŗǼȱ ȱ ȱ porting the Cognitive Science view, which holds a stronger relationship between thought and the world, to the detriment of Linguistic Relativity. Their
cross-linguistical evidence showed a greater variety in lexicon than could
ęȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ  ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ǯȱ

ŚǯŘȱ Extension of sense verbs into the cognitive domain
In taking a cognitive approach to the interaction between language and thought,
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŖŖǼȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱȂȱȱȱ¢ȱǻŗşŞřǼǰȱ¢ȱ ȂȱǻŗşşŖǼȱ
hypothesis about the universal connection between sight and intellection. She
claimed that the precedence of the modality sight in human experiences, which
she claimed also holds, but to a lesser extent, for the modality hearing, caused
this extension of perception into cognition. This is in line with the remark of
ȱȱȱǻŘŖŗŚǼȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱĚȱȱȱ¢ȱ
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large amount of cortex being involved in processing visual input to the dominance of the modality sight. Sweetser (1990) described the extended meaning
of the modality sight, e.g., perceptual experience seeing would be extended to
the cognitive interpretation  , to be linked to higher cognitive functions.
 ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŖŖǼȱ ¡ȱ Ŝşȱ ȱ es in which they found that the modality hearing is more intensively connected to higher cognitive functions in comparison to sight, suggesting
a cultural variation. They provided, among other things, the example of
languages in which knowledge transfer is mainly verbal, e.g., in songs
and narratives, rather than textual, which can explain the perceptual experience hearing as extension for the cognitive interpretation  .
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻŘŖŖŖǼȱȱ¢ȱȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŗŞǼǰȱ ȱȱŗřȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱ
everyday conversations. They found evidence that the meaning of the modal¢ȱȱ ȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱthermore, they found that the extended meaning of the perceptual experience
hearing is almost all linked to meanings related to communication and speech,
e.g. hearing as extension to understand and tell. Yet, hearing was only used in
three out of the 13 languages as extension for the cognitive interpretation  .
ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŗŞǼȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱ
of the extension of perception into cognition as well as in the lexical differentiation of words. They suggested, alongside universalism and cultural relativism, the “interactionally-driven universals” (San Roque et al.,
ŘŖŗŞǰȱ ǯȱ řşşǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ with, they are in line with the assumption of the interaction engine” (Levinson, 2006, p. 44) as an account for lexical distribution of perception verbs.

5.

Conclusion

ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¢ȱ scribed sense modalities, sight, hearing, touch, taste, and smell from
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŖŖǼǯ
The Linguistic Typology section showed widely supporting evidence of
Ȃȱȱȱ¢ȱǻŗşŞřǼȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǯȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ
sources that can be held accountable for the lexical distribution of perception verbs.
The Linguistic Anthropologyȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ vironment on lexical distribution, starting from Boas’ (1911) research
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŜǼȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĝȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
the aforementioned studies raises the question whether this is universal
around other cultures and if this result in similarities in their languages.
The Cognitive Linguistic section depicted on the interaction between language and thought, disclaiming the so-called Linguistic Determinism in favor of
the cognitive science view. One issue which might need further investigation
is to what extent the cultural similarities are based on a kind of generic cognition. The second part looked into the extension of perception verbs into cognitive concepts, designating a third account which can be held accountable for
the extension of perception based on human communication in interaction.
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Nomenclature
ȱȱȃȄȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěsive to the Inuit by using this term.
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ěǰȱǯǰȱǭȱ ǰȱ ǯȱ ǯȱǻŘŖŗŗǼǯȱȱ¢ǯȱ¢ȱ ¢ȱ Ǳȱ
ȱ, 2ǻřǼǰȱŘśřȮŘŜśǯȱĴǱȦȦǯȦŗŖǯŗŖŖŘȦ ǯŗŖŚǯ
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Review: Detecting depression in language
ǯȱǰȱȱȱȱǻǼǰȱȱ
¢ǰȱ
Abstract: Depression is a mental illness which causes a depressed mood for most
RI WKH GD\ DQGRU GLPLQLVKHV LQWHUHVWV DQG SOHDVXUHV &XOWXUH DQG ODQJXDJH
SOD\ D UROH LQ GHYHORSLQJ DQG H[SHULHQFLQJ GHSUHVVLRQ DV ODQJXDJH PDNHV LW
possible for someone to make sense of their experiences, while a depressed
SHUVRQKDVDGLVFRQQHFWEHWZHHQWKHVHHPRWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVDQGODQJXDJH
,QWKLVSDSHULWLVIRXQGWKDWGHSUHVVLRQDOWHUVDGHSUHVVHGSHUVRQ·VODQJXDJH
RQ GLHUHQW OHYHOV RQ WKH OHYHO RI SKRQRORJ\ YRFDEXODU\ DQG JUDPPDWLFDO
VWUXFWXUH 2Q WKH OHYHO RI SKRQRORJ\ D GHSUHVVHG SHUVRQ WDNHV ORQJHU WR XWWHU VHQWHQFHV WDNHV PRUH SDXVHV DQG UHSHDWV PRUH ZRUGV 'HSUHVVHG SHRSOHDOVRWHQGWRXVHPRUH¶,·LQWKHLUZULWLQJDQGPRUHDEVROXWHZRUGVOLNH¶DOZD\V· 7KHLU VHQWHQFH VWUXFWXUH LV DW\SLFDO WRR DV WKH\ ZULWH ORQJHU DQG PRUH
descriptive texts with shorter sentences, use more inversion and ellipses, reSHDW ZRUGV PRUH RIWHQ DQG XVH PRUH ÀJXUDWLYH ODQJXDJH +RZHYHU PRVW RI
WKHVWXGLHVKDYHIRFXVHGRQZULWWHQWH[WRQO\VRWKHUHLVDQHHGWRH[WHQGWKLV
UHVHDUFKWRQDWXUDOLVWLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQ$QGDVPRVWVWXGLHVDUHFRQGXFWHGLQ
(QJOLVKVSHDNLQJFRXQWULHVWKHUHLVDOVRDQHHGIRUIXWXUHUHVHDUFKWRORRNDW
WKH ODQJXDJH XVH RI GHSUHVVHG SHRSOH LQ RWKHU ODQJXDJHV DV WKH VLJQV PD\
EH GLHUHQW WKDQ LQ (QJOLVK EHIRUH DQ\ ÀQGLQJV FDQ EH LPSOHPHQWHG LQ WKHUDSHXWLFVHWWLQJVWRGHWHFWSRVVLEOHGHSUHVVLRQHDUOLHURQDQGWRWUHDWLWEHWWHU
Keywords: Depression, Language use, Lexicon, Phonology, Style

1.

Introduction

ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders’ (DSM-5) diagnostic criteria (American Psychiatric Association, 2013): someone has to experiȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ Ȧȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
pleasure accompanied with four other symptoms to receive this diagnosis.
ȱǰȱ ǰȱȱȱě¢ȱ¢ȱěȱǯȱ ȱ
ȱ ęȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĜȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȬśȱ
ǻǰȱȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŖśǼǯȱ¢ȱȱȂȱȱȱ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȁ¢Ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŞŘǰȱ Ǳȱ
ȱȱǯǰȱŘŖŖśǼǯȱ ȱȱȱǰȱȱ¡ȱȱěȱȱ
the way depression is perceived. Shao, Doucet, and Caruso (2014), for example, established that emotions in general have both universal and culture-speęȱǯȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭęǯȱ
So, it was indicated that not everyone talks the same about depression.
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
look at how people with depression talk themselves. Based on the structural
equation model ȱ kóȱ ǻŘŖŗřǼȱ Ȯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ
self-rumination relate to language use and to developing depression – it is
ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱě¢ǯȱ ȱȱȱ
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theory on Bucci’s Multiple Code Theory which states that the possibility to
connect language and psychological experiences makes it possible for someȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ǻŗşŞŚǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
describe these states with words (referential activity) is linked to depression,
as depressed people have a disconnect between the emotional experiences
ȱ ǯȱ ȱ kóȂȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ
ȱȦȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ£ȱȱȱȱ
ěȱ ȱǯȱ¢ȱĴȱŚśşȱȱęȱȱȱǰȱ
he tested his model and found that a big gap between experience and language will lead to a lower level of self-concept, which in turn leads to more
ȬĚȱ ȱ Ȭǯȱ ȱ Ĵǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱǰȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȬĚǰȱȱ¢ȱpect of self-consciousness, lowers the chance on depression. When a person
has a high need for absolute truth - as is the case in many depressed people
ȮȱȬĚȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱ ǯȱ
kóȱǻŘŖŗřǼǰȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱ
ȱǯȱ ȱȱǰȱ ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱĚȱȱpressed person’s language use. I tried to include research from multiple lanǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǯȱȱȱ
ȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ¡ȱ ȱȱȱĚȱȂȱ¢ȱȮȱ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢¢ȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱǯȱ
¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱȱȱĚȱȱȱȂȱ¡ǯȱ¢ǰȱ
I will talk about the style of their language. I will end this paper with some
suggestions for future research and for practical usage in therapy practices.

2.

Method

2.1 ȱ¢
ȱ ȱ ŘŖŗŞǰȱ Řřȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ŘŖŖŖȱ ȱ ŘŖŗŞȱ
ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȁȱȱȂȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǯȱȱȱ ȱȱȱŘŖŖŖȱȱ¡ȱȱ
ȱȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱ ȱ
conducted using the Linguistic Inquiry Word Count (LIWC; Pennebaker,
ȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖŗǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȁȱ ȱ
depression’, ‘language + depression’, ‘grammar + depression’, ‘depressive
Ȃǰȱȱȁ¢ȱƸȱȂȱ ȱǯȱǰȱȱȱ
were referred to in the papers that were selected were used. Two papers on
phonology were added that were outside of the publication date limits, because these were pioneering this kind of research and could not be kept out.

2.2 Data selection
ȱȱȱȱ ȱǰȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱĴȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
people themselves. Another four papers were excluded as there were only theoretical possibilities stated in these instead of empirical research. One more paper was not used as it was a master’s thesis instead of a peer-reviewed paper. In
the end, a total of 15 empirical and review papers were included in this study.
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ŘǯřȱProcedure
The papers were ordered by the linguistic level they focused on (pho¢ǰȱ ¡ǰȱ ¢Ǽǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęĴȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ els, while others were used in multiple levels as they talked, for instance,
about the lexicon and style. These papers were summarised individu¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ in the linguistic level it was ordered in. Within each of the three linguistic
ǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
an overall conclusion about ‘the language of depression’ was drawn.

3.

Results

řǯŗȱPhonology
ȱ ǻŗşŞşǼȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȃȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǽǳǾȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ĴȄȱ ǻřřǼǯȱ
More recent studies showed that indeed 20% of depressed patients
showed signs of catatonia, which is a state of psycho-motor immobil¢ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖŚǼǯȱ
In this paragraph, I will focus on the phonology of depressed speech
only, instead of also focusing on people that completely stop talking. Already in 1921, Kraepelin noted that depressed people tend to speak in a
low voice, that they talk slowly and hesitatingly, sometimes becoming
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵǯȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗşşřǼȱ ȱ
30 depressed patients during their recovery from depression. In their
study, they assessed the patients’ language six times during two weeks
ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ŗşŘȱ ¢ȱ ǯȱ
They found that a speaker’s loudness and the variation in loudness over
time, and the speaker’s voice timbre correlated highly with depression.
Results of Alpert, Pouget, and Silva (2001) were partially similar. Based
on the free speech of a group of 22 elderly participants with major depressive disorder and 19 healthy controls, they observed that depressed
patients showed less prosody than healthy subjects and that abnormal
ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
for their depression via medication. They, thus, concluded that tempoȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǯǯȱ ȱ ĴǼȱ ȱ ȱ Ěȱ ȱ ȱ Ǳȱ
agitated, which is characterised by heightened psychomotor activity, or retarded, which is characterised by slow thinking and behaviour, depression.
The previously mentioned papers were all about depressed speech in
relatively small samples of clinical patients. However, Low et al. (2011) inȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱŜŞȱȱ
and 71 non-depressed adolescents in naturalistic interaction with their parǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ě ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ǰȱ ǰȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǰȱ
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ě ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
Ǳȱ ¢ȱ ȱ  ȱ ŞŗƖȬŞŝƖȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ŝŘƖȬŝşƖȱ ȱ -
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ǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ
the accuracy was slightly less accurate, but still it predicted the depression
Ǳȱ ŜŝƖȬŜşƖȱ ȱ ǰȱ ŝŖƖȬŝśƖȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ěȱ
in speech by saying that speech production systems show physical manȱ ȱ ¢ȱ Ĝǯȱ ȱ ȱ Ǳȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱ ȱ ęȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ

řǯŘȱLexicon
ȱȱȱęȱȱ ĴȱȱȱȁȱȱȂȱȱ Ĵȱ
texts is Stirman and Pennebaker’s ‘Word use in the poetry of suicidal and nonsuicidal poets’ (2001). Based on the notion that the frequency of word use in
Ĵȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱtify predictors of depression in these poets’ poems as measured by these poets
ȱĴȱǯȱǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱ
 ȱȱȱȱȱǱȱȂȱȱȦȱȱǻŗşśŗǰȱǱȱȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŖŗǼȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
to integrate in society and becomes detached from social life. In other words,
these people detach from the source of their pain and this way withdraw from
social life and become more self-oriented. The hopelessness suggests that suicide takes place during extended periods of sadness and desperation in which
an individual also has the tendency to think in absolutes leading to the conclusion that suicide is the only option. In case if the Durkheim’s model is
right, the authors expected that the suicidal poets would use more self-references and less references to others in their work, whereas if the second model
is right, they would use more negative emotion words, such as anger, sadness, fewer positive emotion words, such as happiness, gratitude, and more
ȱȱǯȱȱȱǰȱȱȱ¢ȱŗśŜȱȱȱ
Ȭ ȱȱ ȱĴȱȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱ
work without looking at the subject of the poems beforehand. They compared
these poems with 135 poems from non-suicidal poets who were matched in
nationality, era, education and sex with one of the suicidal poets. They found
ȱȱȱȱȱȱęȬȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȁȂǯȱǰȱ
ȱȬȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
negative emotion words, even though suicidal poets mentioned death more
ǯȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ěǰȱ ǯǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
not use more self-references or references of death in their later work than in
the beginning. Because of these results, it seemed like neither of the models
ęȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ
and they did not show any more social withdraw during their careers either.
Another artistic form of language use is the writing of song lyrics. To study
depressive language clues in this form, Lightman, McCarthy, Dufty and McȱǻŘŖŖŝǼȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱŞȱȱȱŞȱȬȱ ȱ
matched on genre of music, date of birth, degree of fame, nationality, status
of addiction and mental health and education. They used 35 songs from each
artist and analysed the self- and other-references, emotion words, references
to time, communication words and death-themed words. Another thing they
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measured was the concreteness of the language used based on the word concreteness index in the Coh-Metrix from Graesser et al. (2004; in Lightman et
al., 2007), as they predicted that suicidal singers would be less concrete due
to the detachment from society as the Durkheim’s model stated. They found
that the suicidal artists were less concrete and that they sang more about the
future, or at least they used more future-tense verbs. This was not predicted,
because it is believed that suicidal people tend to be preoccupied with the
interminability of the present without thinking about the future. The expectation that suicidal artists use more self-references and less other-references
ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ȭęȱ ȱ ǯȱ ver, contrary to the hypothesis, they found that the non-suicidal singers used
more death-themed words than the suicidal ones. They explain this discrepancy by using the writing as something therapeutic: the non-suicidal artists
were matched to the suicidal ones on the basis of their mental health and
as writing down traumatic events or negative emotions can be cathartic; the
non-suicidal artists could have been depressed too, but dealing with this by
ǯȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱěȱȱ
that of Stirman and Pennebaker (2004) is because the process of writing poetry
ȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱěǱȱ¢ȱȱ ȱ¢ǰȱ ȱ
songwriters have band members for example. Secondly, irony is often prevalent in music (e.g. positive lyrics on melancholic melodies) but computational
tools like the LIWC cannot recognise irony, because it only focuses on text.
One could say that poetry as well as the closely related genre of music
lyrics and depression are closely linked already, since suicide rates among
poets are higher than among authors of other literary forms or the general
public (Jamison, 1993). Thus, they are not a very representative medium for
testing the depressed language features. That is one of the reasons why Rude,
Gortner and Pennebaker (2004) looked at the language use of depressed and
depressed-vulnerable college students. Another problem this study sorted
ȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱȱȱ ȱěȱǰȱȱ
depressed people do not have to commit suicide and suicidal people do not
have to be depressed. Rude et al. (2004), thus, let 31 currently-depressed,
26 formerly-depressed, and 67 never-depressed participants write an essay
about their deepest thoughts and feelings about starting college. They based
their hypothesis that depressed and formerly-depressed students would use
ȱęȬȱȱȱ¢£¢ȱȱ Ȃȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŞŝǰȱ Ǳȱ
Rude et al., 2004) and also included the formerly-depressed participants because Beck’s idea that depressive schema’s or habits may be latent (1967, in:
Rude et al., 2004). And indeed, they found that depressed students did use
ȱȱȱ ȱȱęȬȱȱ ǰȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱ¢Ȭȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ
ěȱȱǯȱ¢ȱ¡ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȬ ness of these formerly-depressed students, so they analysed the essays
ȱ¢ȱĴȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
language would ‘slip in’ later on. Consistent with this idea, they found that
the formerly-depressed students’ use of ‘I’ increased across their essay,
and that this increase was greater than that of never-depressed students.
In 2010, Rodriguez, Holleran and Mehl (2010) let laymen assess subclini-
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cal depression in others by reading personal diaries or blogs. By reading the
self-descriptions from depressed people, the laymen had to say if the perȱ ȱȱ Ĵȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱŝȬȱȱǰȱȱ
which the texts were also analysed automatically by the LIWC (Pennebaker,
ȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŖŗǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ěȱ ȱȱȱȬȱ ǯȱ¢ȱȱȱ
in both genres the laymen achieved high and comparable levels of accura¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ Ĵȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱ¢ǯȱ
The cues they used to distinguish text from depressed people from non-depressed people were highly correlated with the cues the writers themselves
(sub)consciously used. This means that laymen spot depression in text not
only by explicit notions of sadness, but also implicit notions of verb tenses.
ǰȱ¢ȱȱěȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱ
genre. In the diaries, people tended to use more words related to sadness,
cognitive mechanisms indicated by words such as ‘know’, and metaphysical references like using the word ‘religion’. In blogs, people tended to use
more swear words or references to sleep as an indicator of depression. Rodriquez et al. (2010) then conclude that laymen seem to be implicitly aware of
ȱ¡Ȭęȱěȱ¢ȱ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¡ǯȱ
As mentioned earlier, depression cannot only lead to a high self-absorpǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻȱkóȱǻŘŖŗřǼȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ Ǽǯȱ Ȭ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗŞǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
use of these absolutist words instead of the references to the self in internet forums. They predicted that there would be a higher percentage of absolutist words in anxiety, depression, and suicidal ideation forum groups
than in general forums and that the percentage in suicidal ideation forums
would also be higher than in both anxiety and depression forums. They
collected 30,000 words from 63 forums. They then made two lists of words
to look for in the texts even though they only reported the outcomes for
the second list: a list of extreme words like ‘very’ and of absolute words
like ‘always’. They found that indeed the percentage of absolutist words
ȱ ¡¢ǰȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ę¢ȱ
greater than in the general forums and that the percentage of absolutist
words in suicidal ideation forums was greater than in the anxiety or depression forum. Because the researchers were afraid they could have been
measuring psychological distress instead of the use of absolutists, they
did a second study in which they compared four forums of mental health
conditions: two of which are known to not use absolutist words – namely post-traumatic stress disorder and schizophrenia – and two which are
– bipolar disorder and eating disorder. They found that even though all
groups contained many negative emotion terms, only the bipolar disorder
group and eating disorder group contained absolutist thinking, indicating
that they indeed measured absolute thinking instead of psychological stress.

řǯřȱȱ¢
The previous paragraph focused on the lexicon, but there are also indicators
ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ǯȱ
ȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŗŞǼǰȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱdict depression in medical records. They found that the word use of depressed
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people was the same as what could be found in the articles described in the
last paragraph: these people were talking about emotions like sadness, loneliness, and hostility, were prone to rumination, and had increased self-references. They also found something non-lexical related: post length and frequency.
These two variables were as predictive of depression as demographic characteristics which already had a fair accuracy. They concluded that word count
across posts was 1,424 words higher for users who developed depression. So,
ȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱǯȱǻŘŖŗŞǼȱȱȱple with mild depression wrote longer and more descriptive styled texts than
healthy individuals when asked to write an essay about their life. Moreover,
¢ȱȱȱȱȱęȱǰȱȱȱȱ¡ȱ
ǰȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
longer overall, their individual sentences where shorter. When comparing
participants with normal sadness to the healthy participants and depressed
participants, it was shown that their language use was in between the two
ǯȱȱ¡ǰȱ¢ȱĴȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱǰȱȱ
less than the depressed group. However, it is important to note that this last
¢ȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱǯȱ

4.

Conclusion

ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ
of ‘language of depression’. Previous studies have at least found that there
are language features that are typical of the language of depressed people,
¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ǯȱ ȱ ěences are seen in phonology, vocabulary, and style. As far as phonology is
concerned, one could notice that people with depression take longer to utter sentences, take more pauses during speech, and that they repeat words
ȱȱȱ¢ȱǯȱǰȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱ
person’s speech seems atypical from normal speech. Unfortunately, it is
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ  ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¡¢ǯȱ
ȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
This holds to some degree for writing in the artistic sense like poetry –
ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȯȱ ȱ ęly for writing essays or forum entries. Depressed people tend to use more
‘I’ in their writing, as well as absolute words like ‘always’. This indicates
that a depressed person is more self-absorbed and thinks a lot about how
they are feeling and what they are, but also that they tend to think in absolutists. Important to note is that even though a person is recovering or
¢ȱ ȱ Ĝ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ solutist words can still hold. This indicates that the mindset of a formerly
ȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
evidence of this can be masked by a greater self-awareness in this group.
Lastly, the grammatical structure of sentences in the language of depressed
ȱȱěȱȱȱȱȬȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱęȱ¢ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ
example and also write longer and more descriptive texts when writing essays.
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ǰȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱęǰȱȱ ȱ
order is inversed, and they repeat words more often or omit them altogether.

5.

Discussion

When concluding that there must be something like ‘the language of depression’, it is worth noting that most of the studies cited in this paper are
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
language that was used. The only exception is the article from Smirnova et
ǯȱ ǻŘŖŗŞǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ
ęȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
how they see depression and how they treat it. It is even the case that someȂȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
as Chan et al. (2016) found. This is why it is important to continue doing
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱěȱǯȱ
Another important shortcoming in the research is that it is most¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ Ĵȱ ¡ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭpressed language, we ought to do studies of language use in naturalistic
communication. In the paragraph about phonology it is already shown
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ Ě ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
ȱ  ȱ ěȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ǯȱ
Moreover, future research ought to clearly distinguish suicide and
depression. Two studies in this review used suicide commitment as a
measure for depression, but having depression does not mean wantȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
model of suicide might not be the same as a hopelessness model of deǰȱ ȱ ¢ǰȱ ǰȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŗşŞŞǼȱ ǯȱ
Still, when more is known about the language use of depressed people,
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ¢ǯȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ
use, diagnosing depression could become easier; especially in people
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ
All in all, the research papers mentioned in this paper indicate that
ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǲȱ ically, on the following linguistic levels: phonology, vocabulary, and
grammatical style. However, more research is needed on this topic. Are
ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ Ȧȱ ǵȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ pendent on the format in which the language is used? Only when there
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ǯȱ
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Facebook memes and the semiotics of typography:
The case of 
ǯȱǻǼȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǻǼ
Abstract 6LQFH -DQXDU\  DQ HYHUJURZLQJ DJJORPHUDWLRQ RI )DFHERRN
JURXSVKDVVSDZQHG JURXSVWRGDWH ZKRVHGHÀQLQJFKDUDFWHULVWLFZDVWKDW
DOORIWKHLUFRQWHQWZDVVRPHKRZWKHPDWLFDOO\UHODWHGWRWKHFRQFHSWRIOHQJWK
7KHVHJURXSVFROOHFWLYHO\WLWOHGlemgthbookHQIRUFHDSX]]OLQJVHPLRWLFSUDFWLFHWKHXVDJHRIWKHOHWWHUQ!LVEDQQHGIURPWKHLUFRQWHQWDQGQ!LVV\VWHPDWLFDOO\UHSODFHGE\P!7KLVVWXG\DGRSWVDQHWKQRJUDSKLFDSSURDFKLQRUGHU
WRSURYLGHDSUHOLPLQDU\DFFRXQWIRUWKLVSUDFWLFHWKURXJKDTXDOLWDWLYHDQDO\VLV
of lemgthbookVW\OHXVHUJHQHUDWHGFRQWHQW7KHVWXG\·VPDLQJRDOLVWRLQYHVWLJDWHSRVVLEOHWKHRUHWLFDOLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUWKHVHPLRWLFVRIW\SRJUDSK\ZLWKLQWKH
IUDPHZRUNRIVRFLDOVHPLRWLFV7KHFRQWHQWSRVWHGLQlemgthbook groups, treated
KHUHDVLQWHUQHWPHPHVLVIRXQGWRLQQRYDWLYHO\H[SORLWWKHPRGDODRUGDQFHV
RIW\SRJUDSK\DVDPRGHE\FUHDWLQJPHDQLQJIXOW\SRJUDSKLFFRQWUDVWVQRWRQ
WKHOHYHORIW\SHIDFHEXWWKURXJKWKHVXEVWLWXWLRQRIDOSKDEHWLFFKDUDFWHUV7KLV
LVIRXQGWREHDUHVXOWRIWKHOLPLWDWLRQVLPSRVHGE\WKHVHPLRWLFWHFKQRORJ\RI
)DFHERRNZKLFKGRHVQRWUHDGLO\DOORZIRUWKHLQFOXVLRQRIGLHUHQWIRQWWH[W
,WLVDOVRIRXQGWKDWWKLVSHFXOLDUVHPLRWLFSUDFWLFHKDVEHJXQVSUHDGLQJRXWVLGH
lemgthbook7KHÀQGLQJVIXUWKHURXUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHPRGHRIW\SRJUDSK\
H[SDQGLQJ RQ LWV RULJLQDO FRQFHSWLRQ E\ 9DQ /HHXZHQ   7KLV LV PDLQO\
DFKLHYHGE\FRQVLGHULQJWKHFUXFLDOUROHRIVRFLDOPHGLDWHFKQRORJ\LQVHPLRVLV
DVUHFHQWO\EURXJKWWROLJKWE\3RXOVHQ .YnOH  ZKHUHE\WKHDYDLODELOLW\ RU
ODFNWKHUHRI RIRSWLRQVIRUPHDQLQJPDNLQJRQDVRFLDOPHGLXP HJFDQXVHUV
SURGXFHWH[WLQGLHUHQWIRQWV" UHVXOWVLQGLHUHQWPHDQLQJPDNLQJSDWWHUQV
%DVHGRQWKLVVHPLRWLFDQDO\VLVWKHVWXG\DOVRH[SORUHVWKHKXPRXURXVIXQFWLRQ
of lemgthbook FRQWHQW 7KH GLVFXVVLRQ SURSRVHV D YLHZ RI VXFK FRQWHQW DV D
FDVHRIVKLWSRVWLQJDW\SHRIDEVWUXVHKXPRXUWKDWSUROLIHUDWHVRQWKHLQWHUQHW
Keywords: social semiotics; memes; internet linguistics; humour; online culture

1.

Introduction

ȱ ¢ȱŘŖŗŝǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǱȱȱȱȱom groupȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȃĚȱ
Ȅȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǀǁǰȱ ȱ ¡plicitly mentioned but only described as “half-m, before o” in the group’s
description,1ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ¢¢ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǀǁǯȱ ȱ
ǰȱ řŜŘȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ££ȱ
practice. The groups were originally thematically linked due to their reference to the concept of length although more recently created groups have
ȱȱȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱȱěȱȱ ȱȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȃǀǁȱȱǀǁȄȱǻǯǯǰȱȱ¢ȱȱ
ŗȱȱĴǱȦȦ
ǯǯȦȦȦȱȦȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱ
the group’s description.
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ȱ ȱ ęȱ  focuses on entities that have an angry appearance). Toȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ, all
listed in a purposely made website of the same name (“lemgthbook,” n.d.).
The goal of this paper is to provide a semiotic account for the practice of
ȱǀǁȱ ȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȬ¢ȱȱȱ¢ȱ
in  groups, but also elsewhere. The investigation of such a creative digital text phenomenon provides the opportunity to explore possible theoretical implications for the semiotics of typography in new media.
Despite a growing interest in the study of internet memes and social media
ȱȱȱ¢ȱǻǯǯǰȱǰȱŘŖŗŝǲȱȱǭȱǰȱ
ŘŖŗśǲȱȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗśǼǰȱȱȱȱĴȱȱ ȱȱ
the theoretical implications of novel multimodal text phenomena created across
platforms. Additionally, the study of multimodal meaning-making practices
ȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱĴȱȱĴȱȱȱȱtive of social semiotics, a distinctive approach to the study of meaning-making
based on systemic functional linguistics ǻǯȱȱǭȱ ªǰȱŘŖŗŞǼǯȱǰȱ
ȱȱĴȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
 phenomenon in relation to the study of typography as a mode (i.e.,
a resource for meaning-making) as introduced by Van Leeuwen (2005b; 2006).
The paper seeks to answer the following questions. Can the replacement of
ǀǁȱ ȱǀǁȱȱ (and beyond) serve to further our understanding of
the meaning-making potential of typography as a mode in a social semiotics
approach? How does the creation of ȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱ¢¢ȱȱǵȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱstood as humourous online culture artefacts based on their semiotic analysis?
An inductive qualitative analysis of  memes through ethnographic immersion in the groups reveals that in their creation the semiotic potential of typography is exploited in a way that it is both contingent upon the
ȱȱȬȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
These memes can be viewed as abstruse humourous creations characterisable
ȱ ȱ ǻǯǯǰȱ ¢ȱ ȦȬ¢ȱ Ǽȱ ǻ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŝǼǯ
In the following sections, after a brief literature review that outlines the
theoretical framework of the study (Section 2), I introduce the method adopted (Section 3) before providing an analysis of two representative examples of
ȱȱǻȱŚǼǯȱ ȱȱśǰȱȱęȱȱȱ¢ȱȱrised, and the humourous function of -type memes is discussed.

2.

Theoretical Framework

ȱ  constitutes a distinctive approach to the study of meanȬȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ǻȱ wen, 2005a). In it, meaning-making is viewed as an inherently multiȱ ǲȱ ȱ ǰȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ modes.
Within the framework of social semiotics, modes are understood as
“socially shaped and culturally given resource[s] for making meanȄȱ ǻ ǰȱ ŘŖŖşǰȱ ǯȱ śŚǼǯȱ ȱ ¡ǰȱ ĴȦȱ ǰȱ es, layout, and music are all understood in social semiotic terms as difȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ
¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ěȱ ǻ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ  ǰȱ ŘŖŖŜǼǯ
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After his seminal work with Kress on visual meaning, Reading imagesȱ ǻ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ  ǰȱ ŘŖŖŜǼǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ǻŘŖŖśǲȱ ŘŖŖŜǼȱ ȱ ȱ
to argue that typography should also be treated as a mode in this analytical framework. Demonstrating that typography can be analysed
as displaying the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions2
ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢phy as a mode (Van Leeuwen, 2006). This paper works toward that goal by examining typographic meaning in social media memes. In this endeavour, Van
 ȂȱǻŘŖŖśǰȱǯȱŗřŞǼȱ ȱȱ¢¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȃȱmunication and writing form an inseparable unit” is of crucial importance.
A key notion relevant to this idea of reconciling the visual and the verbal is that of intersemiotic complementarityǰȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱǻŗşşŞǼȱȱ
Ȭȱȱ¡ǯȱ ȱ¢ȱȱęȱȱȱ
relationship between modes, whereby they “semantically complement each
other to produce a single textual phenomenon,” the semiotic output of which
ȱȃȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǽǳǾȱȄȱȱȱȱ
ǻ¢ǰȱŗşşŞǰȱǯȱŘŜȬŘŝǼǯȱȱȱȱȱǻȱȱȱǼȱȱ
ȱȱȱȬȱȱȱǻ¢ǰȱŗşşŞǼǯȱȱ
it being introduced as an analytical tool for page-based text, the concept of intersemiotic complementarity can prove useful for the analysing digital texts
within the framework of social semiotics. However, this presupposes an adaptation of the concept that will consider the factor of social media technology.
 ȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǻȱ ǰȱǰȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗśȱȱȱȱ Ǽǰȱ
social semioticians have taken an interest in social media as “semiotic tech¢Ȅȱǻȱǭȱ ªǰȱŘŖŗŞǼǯȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
ȱȃȱȄȱȱȱȱȱȱȬȱěȱ
to multimodal texts created on it, it is necessary to consider this technology’s
ȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱĚȱ¢ȱȱȬȱ
ȱȱȱǻȱǭȱ ªǰȱŘŖŗŞǼǯȱ ȱȱǰȱȱ
paper approaches (digital) typography as employed in the ȱmemes
ȱȱȱ ȱȂȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱlowing for certain meaning-making choices and at the same time restricting
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǻǯǯǰȱȱěȬȱ¡ȱȱǼǯ
¢ǰȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱȃȱǯȄȱȱ
(2017, p. 107) insightfully describes internet memes as user-generated “digital art[e]facts” created, altered, and shared online, which typically come in
a “template-like” format despite the fact that their form varies vastly, from
ȃȄȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻŘŖŗśǰȱ ǯȱ řŗǼȱ ęȱ
memes rather laconically as “signs that have gone viral on the Internet”—a
ęȱęȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱ ȱȱěȱ¢ǰȱȱȱ
internet humour, memes are simply seen as a “medium that is often used
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȅȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ
ŘŖŗśǼǯȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ěȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ic terms as a genreǲȱǯǯǰȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱĴȱ
Řȱ ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȬȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱ
sign system: representing something occurring in the world (ideational metafunction); referring to the
relations between participants in the interaction (interpersonal metafunction); constituting an internally coherent unit (text) that interacts with its context (textual metafunction) (Van Leeuwen, 2005a).
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of form and content as well as common functions (Van Leeuwen, 2005a).
Memes constitute multimodal texts that exhibit a “template-like” form,
as noted by Lou (2017), and whose content varies vastly given that their
content dimension is overshadowed by their function as “forms of conviv¢Ȅȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗśǼǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȃȱ ȱ Ȅȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǭȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗśǼǯ

3.

Methodology

The present study comprises an inductive qualitative approach to empirical data collected via ethnographic immersion in the groups
ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
space limitations. This analysis gives rise to theoretical considerations that aim to contribute to the analytical framework of social semiotics and to our understanding of -inspired online humour.

řǯŗȱ Data Collection
An ethnographic approach was adopted for data collection. The data were
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ȃȄȱ Ǽȱ ȱ ȱ
the researcher was an active member. Group administrators granted
their permission for the data collection and the posts were anonymised.
The choice of an ethnographic approach was necessitated given the nature of ȱcontent. ȱcomprises a collection of mainly closed
ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
groups was also required to gain insight into the nature of ȱposts
since ȱmembers constitute an in-group that shares a common understanding of the context-bound value of the semiotic practices they enǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
required, so that user-level understanding of it could inform the analysis.

řǯŘȱ Data Analysis
The data were analysed drawing from the framework of social semiotics. This analytical decision was contingent upon the theoretical underpinnings of this study for the production of valid results. This
framework was also favoured due to its wide applicability (Van Leeuwen, 2005a), which in turn necessitates gaining a deeper understanding of the object of enquiry besides relevant theoretical concepts. The
ethnographic approach adopted also aimed at meeting this necessity.
As for the analytical procedure followed, an inductive approach
ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȃǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȄȱ ȱ ȱ
in the posts analysed. This was followed by ever-expanding conȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
meaning-making, how it related to other modal elements in the post
ǻǰȱ ȱ ¡Ǽǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ęȱ otic output. This led from an illustration of how the phenomenon occurs individually to more general observations on how it functions.
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Figure 1. ¢ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǻȱ Ǳȱ ĴǱȦȦ
ȦŗŘŖşŘŞŚŚŖśşŖŗŚşŞȦǯǼ

4.

ǯǯȦȦȦ-

Analysis

ȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȃǀǁȱȱǀǁȄȱtice are analysed. One post comes from a closed  group, while the
other is found in a group outside ǰ thereby illustrating the spread
of this semiotic practice beyond its original space, which also warrants its
approach as meme-like content. The analysis is necessarily contained to the
semiotic aspects of these memes that are relevant to the paper’s goal only.
ȱ ŗȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  group Famtastic Lomgbois amd
Where to Fimd Them. The post consists of a naturalistic pictorial representation
ȱȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱ££ǰȱȃȱȄȱȱ¢ȂȱȱǻŗşşŞǼǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȬ ȱȱȱ¡ǰȱȃȱǯȄȱ¢¢ȱȱ
be analysed here as a third pole in the multimodal structuring of the post,
 ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻǯǯǰȱ ĴȱǼȱ
and the visual (Van Leeuwen, 2005b). While this view is certainly valid and
ȱ¢ȂȱǻŗşşŞǰȱǯȱŚŗǼȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱǻǯǯǰȱ ĴȱǼȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
I propose viewing the mode of typography as part of the visual given that (a)
ȱȱȱȃǀǁȱȱǀǁȄȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻǯǯǰȱȱ
orthography) thereby also disrupting its linearity and rendering it a non-linear composition which is a testament of its pronounced multimodal nature
ǻȱ¢ǰȱŗşşŞǼǲȱǻǼȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱ¢ȱǻȱȱ¢cally) for the representation of the concept of length pointing to the construction of visual meaning. Van Leeuwen himself (2005b; 2006) frames the study
of the mode of typography as an exploration of visual meaning-making.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ

55

RU:ts 1

ȱ ȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱ¢¢ǯȱ¡ȱȱ¢ȱ
Van Leeuwen (2006) showcase the semiotic resources of typography focusing
ȱ¢ȱǻȱǯȱŗŚŝȬŗśŖǼǯȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱȱǀǁȱ ȱǀǁȱȱ
a case of expansion from “condensed” to “wide” (see Table 1 in Van Leeuwen,
2006, p. 151). However, this meaningful contrast is not articulated on the levȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱěȱȱĴȱȱȱȱ
size, font, and overall style. The particular nature of this practice is owed to
ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȂȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱěȱȱȱ
font sizes in posts but only allows one-font text and emojis in the verbal text
ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱ
ȱȱǻǯǯǰȱȱȬǼǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȬ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǯȱȱ
 ȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
Ĵȯ ȱ ȱȱȱȱǰȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱ ȯȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȦ ȱȱ ȱȱȱĴȱǀǁȱȱǀǁȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱ
that the semiotic technology of the social medium is of major relevance for the
¢ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ ªȱǻŘŖŗŞǼȱǯ
Despite the fact that typeface contrasts are not employed, the case of tyȱ Ȭȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ǰȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ęȱ ¢¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ǻ ǰȱŘŖŖşǼǯȱȱ¡ȱȱǀǁȱǻȃȬȄǰȱȱȱȱȱlemgthȱȂȱǼȱȱǀǁȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ǯȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱĴȱǀǁȱ ȱȱȱ
Ȃȱȱ ȱȱȱǀǁȱȱǀǁȂȱȱȱĴȱ¢ȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȂȱȱȱǻȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱĴǼǯȱ ȱȱȱ¡ȱǰȱȱǀǁȱęȱ ȱcreased salience; however, this is not owed to the exploitation of visual meaning-making modes (e.g., layout) as one would expect (Van Leeuwen, 2006). Inǰȱȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ Ĵȱǰȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱǯȱȱ¡ȱȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱ ȱǀǁȱ
ȱ¡ȱ¢ȱȱȬȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǀǁǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ¡ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱȱęȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȱ
¢ȱȱȱĜȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ
¢ȱęȱȱȱ ȱȱĚ¡¢ǰȱ¢ȱȱ
non-compliance with its regularities generates heavy indexical meanings
given the prevalence of prescriptivist metalinguistic discourse in society.
¢ǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴutes of the main participant (dog, “boi”); namely, the participant’s length. In
the verbal part, this is accomplished through a declarative statement containȱȱȱ ȱȱęȱǻȃ¢ȱǽǾȄǼǯȱ ȱȱǰȱȱȱ
through a symbolic suggestive process whereby the participant, the dog, simply “poses” as the carrierȱȱȱĴȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
ȃȄȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻ ȱ ǭȱ ȱ  ǰȱ ŘŖŖŜǰȱ ǯȱ
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Figure 2. ȱǯȱǻȱǱȱĴǱȦȦ

ǯǯȦȦŚśŗŜŞşŖŖŞśŜśřŗřǯǼ

ŗŖśȬŗŖŜǼǯȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȃȄȱȱ
ȱȱ¢ȱȱĴȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱent usage in writing (see above), thereby “blurring” background details of the
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱǻ ȱǭȱȱ
Leeuwen, 2006, p. 106). The intersemiotic complementarity relation thus established is one of repetitionȱǻ¢ǰȱŗşşŞǼǯȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱśǰȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱȱǯ
Figure 2 displays an instance of replacement of <n> with <m> in a post made outside lengthbook, in the Animals in Predicaments Posting group. The post also contains a watermark that reads “@dogecore” suggesting that it might have originated in
a group/account of that name—which, again, is not part of lemgthbook. This post contains verbal text overlaid on a picture with four frames in the style of a comic, as well
as additional verbal text (“Transcendent”) in the verbal part of the post. Due to space
limitations and given this paper’s goal, I will only address the former verbal text.
Apart from illustrating the viral spread of the lemgth meme’s key semiotic
practice outside of , the analytical importance of the so lomg post lies
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱmodal production of the literal meaning of length but bears this meaning at
ȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱǯȱȱȱǀǁǰȱȱȱȃtinctive feature” (Van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 140) of increased length in contrast
ȱǀǁǰȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱlong. In the visual part of the
ǰȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱing distance suggested across the four frames as the dog gradually disappears into the sky. Additionally, through ideational intersemiotic complementarity with the verbal mode that contains the word longǰȱȱȱȱǀǁȱ
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becomes involved in an intersemiotic complementarity relation of synonymy.
In the end, given that the word long here does not function literally in the
idiom so longǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱȱȱȱ
source harvested from the ȱȱȱǻȱȱǀǁǲȱǱȱǲȱ
Ǳȱǰȱ¢Ǽȱȱ ȱěȱȱȱȱ ȱ
ǯȱ¢ǰȱȬȱȱȱȱȃǀǁȱȱǀǁȄȱ
form is seen here gradually stirring away from the literal meaning of length.

5.

Discussion & Conclusion

ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Śȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ
typography as a mode used within the technologically-imposed limitaȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ
in , has spread outside the niche groups that fathered it, thereby promoting more broadly a novel case of typographic meaning-makȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȃǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȄȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
found generating more than the literal meaning of length as a result of its
use in the context of posts that are not explicitly concerned with length.
ȱ ęȱ  ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ǳȱ ǻǼȱ ȃǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȄȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ¢ǲȱ ǻǼȱ ȱ ȱ
represents a novel way to produce typographic meaning through
alphabetic character substitution instead of on the level of typeface.
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȃǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȄȱ
originated in a group whose description (see Appendix) largely relied
on a kind of humour dubbed deadpan (Holm, 2017). Holm (2017, p. 4) deęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȃȄȱ ȱ ȱ ȃȱ ȱ ęȱ
its comic nature by providing its audience with a lower level of informaȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ęȱ ȱ pretation.” Indeed, in the case of lemgthy earth the burden is upon the audience to decide whether the content presented to them in the description
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŝǼǯȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ
enforced and actively commented upon only serves to amplify the absurdity of the text while providing no reassurance that this is in fact a joke.
ȱ ǻŘŖŗŝǼȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
vast potential to share content outside its original context which might
ȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ memes are encountered within
, the very groups in which they are found function as a cue
for the memes’ comic reading. However, when these memes’ key semiȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ŘǼǰȱ ¢ȱ ȃȱ ȱ ȱ
comic potential of blank absurdity” in a way that resembles memes like
“Doge”—which renders them forms of online deadpan (Holm, 2017, p. 7).
If -type memes cannot be characterised as deadpan when posted within ȱǰȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǵȱ ȱȱ
categorisation adopted by Taecharungroj and Nueangjamnong (2015) for
ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱstyles and types, ȱ
posts could reasonably be labelled exaggeration-based (in terms of humour
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type) Ĝ (in terms of humour style) jokes, which aligns with our semiotic analysis. In terms of humour type, a dimension which considers primarily
the content and form of the meme, the intersemiotic complementarity relaȱȱȱǻȱŗǼȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱ¡ǯȱȱȱ
humour style, which pertains to the interpersonal function and content of a
joke, ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĝȱ ǲȱ ǯǯǰȱ ȱ
made to “amuse others and facilitate relationships” by referring to “the situȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ¢Ȅȱǻȱǭȱǰȱ
2015, p. 294). This also aligns with our understanding of ȱposts as
memes and of memes as forms of conviviality following Varis and Blommaert (2015). The creation and sharing of these memes enhances the cohesion of
ȱmembers as a group of social actors by calling their focus to a speęȱȱȱȱ ȱęȱȱǻȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗśǼǯ
ȱȱęǰȱȱęǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
to the peculiar nature of the semiotic practice enforced as a key characteristic
of these groups. While the validity of describing such jokes as exaggeration-foȱȱǰȱȱȱȱĜȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȬȱ ǯȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ Ĝȱ
function of ȱ posts is presupposed when one approaches them as
ȱǻȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗśǼǯȱǰȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
that ȱposts refer to “the situation of someone else in a positive way”
ǻȱǭȱǰȱŘŖŗśǰȱǯȱŘşŚǼǰȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ
their main focus since, unlike canonical memes, they do not present a relatable situation, especially since the “someone else” element could be anything,
ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ££ȱǻȱŗǼǰȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱĴȱȱȱȱpost is
ȱȱȱȃȱǀǁȂȱ Ȅȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱder discussion. This is also illustrated in the creation of groups (humourous¢ǼȱȱȱȃȄȱȱȱȱǀǁȱȱȱbeep beep forbiddem glyph reȱȱȱand ȱȱ  ȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ.3
 ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ȱ
of ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ 4
of the situation they are presenting, and—perhaps most importantly—their strong adherence to a peculiar semiotic practice makes lemgthȱ ȱ ¡ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ę¢ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
of “intentionally poor quality or irrelevant content” (Holm, 2017, p. 9).
While “poor quality” is an inherently vague observation in the absence
ȱ ȱ ęǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
¢ȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ǀǁȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ¢ȱ ¢ȱ tue of illustrating a lack of adherence to heavily institutionalised norms.
Ultimately, ȱ memes with their novel semiotic practices present a challenge for the analyst that seeks to categorise them and an excitȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ěȱ ȱ ¡amine their main semiotic practice, it could be argued that they constitute
řȱŗśȱȱȃȄȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱȱȱŞȱę¢ȱȱĴȱȱȱȱ
of the “forbiddem glyph” (“lemgthbook,”, n.d.).
4 The characteristic of length itself appears to be taken on a secodnary role with the more recent
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȃǀǁȱȱǀǁȄȱȱȱ
with a non-literal focus.
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cases of conventionalised shitposting, whose comic nature is often revealed
by the context of . It is hoped that future large-scale analytical
ěȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¢ȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱtitative insight, which might substantiate the generalisations made here.
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Appendix
ȱ ŗȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ Ǳȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯ

Figure I. ¢ȱǱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱǻȱǱȱĴǱȦȦ
ǯǯȦȦȦȦǯǼ

Context of research
MA course, Introduction to Multimodal Analysis
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ȱ¢ǰȱ
Abstract 3RUWXJXHVH LV D QHJDWLYH FRQFRUG 1&  ODQJXDJH VSHFLÀFDOO\ D QRQ
VWULFW 1& ODQJXDJH LH D ODQJXDJH WKDW UHTXLUHV 1& RQO\ LQ FHUWDLQ FRQVWUXFWLRQV  +RZHYHU FROORTXLDO %UD]LOLDQ 3RUWXJXHVH %3  DOWHUQDWLYHO\ DOORZV WKH
´QHJDWLYH TXDQWLÀFDWLRQµ FRQVWUXFWLRQ DV GHVFULEHG E\ $JRVWLQL  6FKZHQWHU
 LQ WKLV SDSHU WKH WHUP ´ODFN RI 1&µ LV XVHG  7KH SUHVHQW VWXG\ FRPSDUHV WKUHH FRUSRUD RI ZULWWHQ DQG VSRNHQ %3 LQ DQ DWWHPSW WR XQFRYHU WKH
UHDVRQVEHKLQGYDULDWLRQEHWZHHQ1&DQGODFNRI1&7KHÀQGLQJVE\$JRVWLQL
 6FKZHQWHU DUH ODUJHO\ UHSOLFDWHG $OWKRXJK ODFN RI 1& LV JHQHUDOO\ D FROORTXLDOSKHQRPHQRQWKHUHDUHPXOWLSOHIDFWRUVDWZRUNERWKODQJXDJHLQWHUQDO
WKH YDULRXV 1& LWHPV KDYH WKHLU RZQ V\QWDFWLF SURSHUWLHV  DQG ODQJXDJHH[WHUQDO SURSHUWLHV RI WKH VSHDNHUV IRUPDOLW\ W\SH RI FRQYHUVDWLRQ  ,W LV IRXQG
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1.

Introduction

1.1 ȱ
ȱ£ȱǰȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱęȱǻǱȱ Ǽȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ ¢ǯȱȱęǰȱȱȱȱeties of Portuguese, makes use of negative concord, that is to say, a negative licensor não ‘not’ or nunca ‘never’ is inserted preverbally and an NI, which may
also be nunca, but also ninguém ‘no one, nobody’, nenhum(a) ‘no, none [an adjective in Portuguese]’ or nada ‘nothing’ is inserted postverbally, giving a single negative meaning to the sentence as a whole, as in the following examples
(1)

ȱ ¨

nunca

veja

ninguém

na

rua

John

never

ǯř ǯ

nobody

on.the

street

“John never sees anybody on the street”

(2)

A Maria

¨

beijou

nenhum

homem

ontem

Mary

not

ǯř ǯ

no

man

yesterday

“Mary hasn’t kissed any man yesterday”
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(3)

Nós

nunca

vandalizaremos

nada

1PL

never

£ǯŗǯ

nothing

“We will never vandalize anything“

This is the default construction for all the above expressions. However, nuncaȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ě¢ȱ ȱ ȱ er three, as the following construction is possible but marked
(4)

ȱ

¨

caiu

nunca

na

Segunda



not

ǯř ǯ

never

in.the

Second

ȃȱǻȱȱǼȱȂȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȂȱȃ

The unmarked construction in this case would be O Flamengo nunca caiu
ȱ ȱ ȁȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ȃǰȱ ǯǯȱ ȱ
construction without negative concord (hereafter: NC). The reason this is
so is beyond the subject of this paper, but one can imagine it is the same or
similar to the reason why not everȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ never.
However, another construction is possible, where the preverbal negative licensor (and thus the NC) disappears. This construction, although
still somewhat marked, is common in colloquial (but not formal) Brazilian Portuguese (hereafter: BP). Consider the following examples:
(1a)

ȱ ¨

veja

ninguém

na

rua

John

ǯř ǯ

nobody

on.the

street

“John doesn’t see anybody on the street”

(2a)

A Maria

beijou

nenhum

homem

ontem

Mary

ǯř ǯ

no

man

yesterday

“Mary didn’t kiss any man yesterday“

(3a)

Nós

vandalizaremos

nada

1PL

£ǯŗǯ

nothing

“We won’t vandalize anything“

(The meaning of 1a and 3a has changed with respect to 1 and 3, but this is
irrelevant here because it is due to the semantics of nunca. 1a and 3a would
be equivalent in meaning to 1 and 3 if 1 and 3 had não in the place of nunca.)
ȱǭȱ ȱǻŘŖŗśǼȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱtions with and without NC in BP (what they call “variable NC”), by means of
an online survey into the acceptability of lack of NC (pp. 5–7). Although they
state that the corpus data they had access to was not suitable for researching
variable NC in BP (p. 5), I thought it worthwhile to investigate whether the cor-

63

RU:ts 1

ȱ ȱȱǻȱ Ǽȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱ ȱ
the question “Which factors determine the presence or absence of NC in BP?”.

1.2 Hypotheses
ȱǭȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱ
the acceptability and frequency of lack of NC in BP. Strikingly, they found that
¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱěȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱȱȱ ȱ
their frequency: nada, the most common NI, is also judged to be most acceptable,
whereas nunca, the least common one, is judged to be least acceptable. The acceptability ratings of ninguém and nenhum(a), which lie in between, are the reȱȱȱǰȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
an artifact of the samples used (frequency data came from the Corpus do Português; cf. pp. 5–9, in particular the frequency graph on p. 7 and the acceptability
ȱȱǯȱŞȱȱşǼǯȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢ȱ
ȱȱȱȬȬ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱěȱ
NIs occur: nada occurs with the highest token-to-type ratio of verbs, nunca with
the lowest, and the other two are in the middle (pp. 15–16). However, because
ȱȱȱȱȱȬȬ¢ȱȱȱȱǰȱȱȱĜȱ
to say which one of them is more relevant for the acceptability of the four NIs.
ǰȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
ę¢ȱěȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱing them to suppose that variable NC in BP is a case of stable variation, rather
than a sign that BP is in the process of moving from NC toward lack of NC
¢ȱǻǯȱŗŘȮŗřǼǲȱȱȱȱȱȱę¢ȱěȱ
acceptability judgments depending on their gender or education level (p. 13).
Native speakers commented that the construction without NC was
more “emphatic” than the construction with NC (p. 13). This is in accordance with my own, anecdotal, observations from conversations in colloȱ ǯȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ǯȱ ŗǼǱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £Ǽǰȱ
¨ȱ ȱ ǻȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ
Rio Grande do Sul), and the Nordeste (northeast) region; the respondents
from Rio Grande do Sul rated lack of NC as less acceptable overall (p. 14).

Fig. 1. Regiões e estados do Brasilȱǽȱȱȱȱ£Ǿǯȱȱȱ¨ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
Sudeste region (red) and Rio Grande do Sul in the Sul region (purple). (Source: Polon, n.d.)
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ȱȱȱěȱǯȱȱ¡ǰȱȱȱȱ
Grande do Sul are called gaúchosȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱĴȱǲȱ¢ȱȱ
stereotyped as being in majority white, rich and politically conservative. On the
other hand, the Nordeste region is known for its large number of inhabitants
of African descent and is stereotyped as being poor and left-wing (cf. stereoǯǯȦȦȦȦş¡ŝŜȦŗŘȏ
type maps of Brazil at ĴǱȦȦ
ȏȏȏȏȦ). Thus, it stands to reason that these demographic
ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǭȱ  Ȃȱ ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ
own anecdotal observations, then, we can hypothesize a number of outcomes that will be tested in the present study, as follows:
¢ȱŗǱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱǭȱ Ȃȱęȱȱ
the frequency of the various NIs in postverbal position. It will be interesting to
ȱȱȱ ȱȱęȱȱęȱěȱ ȱninguém and nenhum(a).
ȱ ¢ȱŘǱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǰȱ ȱ¡ȱȱęȱȱȱ
higher frequencies the more informal our corpus is (see below for more data
on the corpora used). In more formal language, we should expect more NC,
whereas especially in spoken language, we should expect a large amount of
variation, where lack of NC is used in particular for the purposes of emphasis.
Hypothesis 3: We expect any regional variation found in our corpoȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ǭȱ  ǯ
At this point, then, it will be useful to divide our research question into
two sub-questions, namely “Which NIs occur most often in non-NC constructions?” and “In which corpora do non-NC constructions most often
occur?”, in order to distinguish between the language-internal (frequency,
syntax) and language-external (demographic) factors under investigation.

2.

Method

ȱ Ȧȱ ȱ ǻAcesso a Corpos/Disponibilização de Corpos “Acȱ ȱ Ȧȱ ȱ Ȅǰȱ ĴǱȦȦ
ǯǯȦȦ) is a collection of 35 corpora of Portuguese, both spoȱ ȱ Ĵǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ £ȱ
Portuguese, as well as other varieties (such as Mozambican), totalling over
1.5 billion units, annotated using the PALAVRAS parsing system (Bick,
2000). PALAVRAS allows for a variety of tagging methods, including partof-speech (PoS) tagging and syntactic function tagging. These corpora can
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǲȱ ǰȱ ŘŖŗŜǼǯ
ȱȱȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻȱȱŗǼȱ ȱ
searched for instances of the four postverbal NIs nunca, ninguém, nenhum(a)
and nada using the CWB query syntax (see appendix). The output for each of
the three corpora was then searched again for the preverbal negative licensors
(hereafter: NLs) não and nunca. This yielded two sets of data for each corpus:
one of NC sentences and one of non-NC sentences. In addition, I added another query for each corpus to include a preposition between the verb and the NI,
since the NI may occur in combination with a preposition such as p(a)ra nada
‘for nothing’, com ninguém ‘with nobody, without anybody’ or em nenhum(a)
ȁȱ¢ȱǽȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǾȂǯȱȱȱȱȱ-
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ditional queries was once again divided into sets of NC and non-NC sentences.
Unintelligible, uninterpretable or doubtful results were manually excluded.
One weakness of this method is that it ignores punctuation and prosody, which means some results that looked like cases of verb + NI at
ęȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ 1. These were also manually excluded. Results were tabulated for each corpus and for each
ȱ  ȱ ǻȱ  Ǽȱ ȱ ¢£ȱ ȱ ȱ ęǯ
Table 1. Corpora used, with their sizes.
Corpus name

Type of data

Size (units)

Corpus Brasileiro

¡ȱȱęȱȱ

254,352

(genre subcworpus: en)

scripts

Corpus Brasileiro

texts from magazines

494,263

informal, spontaneous

ŚřŗǰŖŞŗ

(genre subcorpus: ed)
C-Oral-Brasil

conversations (Minas Gerais)
Total

1,179,696

Lack of NC being a colloquial phenomenon, the best data to study it is found
in spoken language. Nonetheless, I justify the choice of corpora here on the
ȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱǰȱ
while not themselves spoken language, are a kind of representation of spoken
language, often intended to sound colloquial; furthermore, that the language
ȱȱ£ǰȱ ȱ Ĵǰȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱ Ĵȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱȱ
as a proxy for the formality of the language, where the spontaneous conversations are the least formal and the texts from magazines are the most formal.
¢ǰȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¨ȱȱǻȱęǯȱŗǼǰȱ
ȱ ȱȱ¡ȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǭȱ
 Ȃȱęȱȱ¨ȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȬȬzil does not include information about the speakers, meaning that other demographic variables (race, gender, age, education level) cannot be investigated.
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱěȱȱȱȱ
 ŗǰȱ Řȱȱ řȱǻȱȱ¢ȱȱǭȱ ȱŘŖŗśǰȱǯȱŗŚǼǰȱ
only at NC versus strictly postverbal negation. This means I ignored sentences of the form não V não and nunca V não. I made this choice because these conȱȱȱěȱȱȱ2, whereas the present study is
ŗȱ ¡Ǳȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¨ȱ
(C-Oral-Brasil), which the CWB counts as a case of V+NI, is actually Mas o meu amigo me falou –
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¨ȱȁȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ Ȯȱȱę¢ȱȱ
ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȂǯ
Řȱȱǰȱȱ¨ȱȱȱȱȱ¨ȱȱȱ¨ȱȁ ȱȂȱȱȱǻȦȱǼȂȱȱȱ
an NC item, but rather a separate negator added to strengthen the negation. This can be seen from the
fact that it can only come at the end of the sentence, whereas postverbal NIs in an NC construction can
¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǻȘȱ¨ȱȱ¨ȱȱȱǰȱǯȱȱȱ¨ȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱȱǼǲȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĜȱȱ ȱǰȱĴǯȱȁ¢Ȃǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȁ ȱȱȱȱǻę¢ǼȂǯ
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ȱ¢ȱȱǯȱ  ǰȱ ȱȱ¢ȱęȱȱ ȱȬȱ
não is preceded by an NI (V nada nãoȱǯǼǰȱ ǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ Řȱ
ȱ řǰȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
 ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ ȱȱ ǰȱȱ Řȱȱ řȱȱȱ
either with or without a postverbal NI; only the cases where they occur with a
postverbal NI are relevant to the present study. I have counted these separately.
I also chose not to look at other NC items such as nem ‘not even, nor,
neither’ and sem ‘without’, because their semantics preclude them from
being used as preverbal NLs in non-NC constructions, thus they only occur in this way in NC constructions. They can also occur postverbally,
but this was not found in the current study. A small number of sentences
with preverbal nunca maisȱ ȁȱ ǰȱ ȱ ǳȱ ¢Ȃȱ ȱ ǰȱ ȱ
well as one sentence with highly formal  ‘never’; I decided to include them because nunca mais and  behave the same way as nunca.

3.

Results

Results are tabulated below. The numbers for the queries with and
without prepositions were added together. Any manually excluded
cases have already been subtracted; they are not shown in the tables.

Table 2.ȱȱȱǻ¡ȱȱȱǼǰȱȱȱǻęȱȱsion scripts): NC vs. lack of NC.
Negative concord
Lack of negative concord
Total

125 (97.66%)
3 (2.34%)
128

Table 3. Corpus Brasileiro (text from various genres), subcorpus ed (magazines): NC
vs. lack of NC.
Negative concord
Lack of negative concord
Total

141 (97.92%)
řȱǻŘǯŖŞƖǼ
144

Table 4. C-Oral-Brasil (informal, spontaneous conversations, Minas Gerais):NC vs. lack of NC.
Negative concord
Lack of negative concord
Total

155 (79.49%)
40 (20.51%)
195
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Table 5.ȱȱȱǻ¡ȱȱȱǼǰȱȱȱǻęȱȱȱǼǱȱ
NC vs. lack of NC for each NI
postverbal NI only

with NC

without NC

Total

nada

103

3

106

ninguém

0

0

0

nenhum(a)

16

0

16

nunca

5

0

5

postverbal NI only:

124

3

127

ȱ¨

1

0

1

·ȱ¨

0

0

0

ǻǼȱȱ¨

0

0

0

ȱ¨

0

0

0

postverbal NI + additionȱ¨Ǳȱ

1

0

1

Total

125

3

128

total
postverbal NI + additional não

Table 6. Corpus Brasileiro (text from various genres), subcorpus ed (magazines): NC vs. lack of
NC for each NI.
postverbal NI only

with NC

without NC

Total

nada

ŞŜ

2

ŞŞ

ninguém

0

0

0

nenhum(a)

50

1

51

nunca

5

0

5

postverbal NI only: total

141

3

144

ȱ¨

0

0

0

·ȱ¨

0

0

0

ǻǼȱȱ¨

0

0

0

ȱ¨

0

0

0

postverbal NI + additional não: total

0

0

0

Total

141

3

144

postverbal NI + additional não
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Table 7. C-Oral-Brasil (informal, spontaneous conversations, Minas Gerais): NC vs.
lack of NC for each NI.
postverbal NI only

with NC

without NC

Total

nada

102

24

126

ninguém

17

2

19

nenhum(a)

13

2

15

nunca

1

0

1

postverbal NI only: total

133

28

161

ȱ¨

ŗŞ

10

ŘŞ

·ȱ¨

3

2

5

ǻǼȱȱ¨

1

0

1

ȱ¨

0

0

0

postverbal NI + addi-

22

12

34

155

40

195

postverbal NI + additional não

tional não: total
Total

Chi-square tests of independence were performed on these results. A sigęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
ȱ ȱ ǰȱ ΛŶǻŘǼȱ ƽȱ ŚŘǯŞŝǰȱ p < .001. To make sure the association was only
between C-Oral-Brasil on the one hand and the other two corpora on the
other hand, another chi-square test of independence was performed only
ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ǰȱ ΛŶǻŗǼȱ ƽȱ ǯŖŘǰȱ pȱ ƽȱ ǯŞŞŚǯȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ę¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ
lack of NC compared to each other, but they do compared to C-Oral-Brasil.
ȱȱȱȱȱ ǰȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ ǰȱΛŶǻŗŘǼȱƽȱŗŗşǯŞŜǰȱp < .001.
Because this can be interpreted several ways, the test was performed again
on the two Corpus Brasileiro subcorpora only, then on the single postverbal
 ȱ ¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ Ƹȱ ¨ȱ ¢ǯȱȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱęȱǰȱΛŶǻřǼȱƽȱŘŖǯŖŞǰȱp < .001, as well as the second,
ΛŶǻŜǼȱƽȱŝŘǯŖŝǰȱpȱǀȱǯŖŖŗǰȱȱȱȱȱǰȱΛŶǻŘǼȱƽȱǯŘŗǰȱpȱƽȱǯŞşşǯȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ę¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱƸȱ¨ǰȱȱȱĴȱ
ęȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱƸȱ¨ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
£ȱ ǰȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ
ȱǰȱȱęȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱ ȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱǰȱΛŶǻŜǼȱƽȱřŖǯŖŘǰȱp < .001; but when conȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱěȱę¢ȱ ȱǯ
¢ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ -
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ȱ ȱ ·ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ěȱ ę¢ǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ǯŞŗȱ ȱ ę¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ed .50 on the whole, pȱ ǀȱ ǯŖŖŗǲȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ
looking only at C-Oral Brasil, where the proportion was only .56, pȱ ƽȱ ǯŜŖŞǯ

4.

Discussion and conclusion

ŚǯŗȱDiscussion
ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ǻǼȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
 ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ·Ǳȱ ŞŘȱ ȱ ǻŗŝǯśŜƖȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ǽǰȱ ȱ ·ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ŗşȱ ȱ ǻŚǯŖŝƖǼǯȱ ȱ ęȱ ǰȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ
ǭȱ  ǲȱ  ǰȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ǰȱ bal ninguém does not occur at all in the two Corpus Brasileiro subcorpora.
This seems to indicate that ninguém as a postverbal NI is markedly informal. Moreover, the magazines subcorpus has a relatively higher incidence
ȱ ǻǼȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ¨ȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ¢ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ tion that cannot be adequately answered without a qualitative analysis.
ȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱƸȱ¨ȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǲȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱȱ Ĵȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ řȱǻȱǼȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱěȱ
from that in magazines here, which is perhaps surprising if we think of scripts
ȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ
subcorpus contained dialogue, though; some consisted of stage directions.
Looking at the syntactic behaviour of the individual postverbal NIs, we see that
¢ȱěȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȬȱǯȱ
In particular, nada is the only postverbal NI that occurs somewhat commonly
ȱȬȱǯȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱǭȱ Ȃȱ
ęȱ ǻǯȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ŗŞȮŗşȱ ȱ ǯȱ ŘŖǼǯ
We can now answer the two research questions as follows. As for
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ  ȱ ȱ Ȭȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǭȱ  ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
for this construction and nunca is dispreferred, while ninguém and nenhum(a) are in the middle. This observation holds across all corpora, with
the curious side note that ninguém does not occur postverbally at all in
ȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ ŗȱ ȱ ȱ ęǯ
As for non-NC constructions themselves, they occur considerably more in
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ Ĵȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ¡ǲȱ
 ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ěȱ ę¢ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ £ǯȱ ǰȱ ¢ȱ Řȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ęȱ ȱ
partly rejected, but this says more about the relatively formal language used
ȱ £ȱ ęȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯ
¢ǰȱ ȱ¢£ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱȱǭȱ Ȃȱȱȱ¨ȱǯȱ¢ǰȱȱȱȱȱceptability judgments, whereas I only have access to frequencies. This may be
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ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ǯȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ
acceptability to function as something of a proxy for frequency, the data are
Ĝȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
information. That said, we can state that lack of NC is relatively frequent in Miȱ ǯȱ  ǰȱȱȱ ȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ ǯȱ
Thus, hypothesis 3 is tentatively supported, but more research is needed.

ŚǯŘȱConclusion
In summary, we can conclude that the factors determining the presence or absence of NC are a combination of language-external (formality, genre, perhaps
ǼȱȱȬȱȱǻęȱȱ ȱȱȱ
often in non-NC constructions than others, which may have semantic as well
as syntactic reasons). These factors show complex interactions regarding individual NIs, cf. the variable occurrence of nenhum(a) in magazines compared
ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ·ȱȱȱȱȱ ĴȱǯȱȱĴȱȱȱǰȱ¢ȱǰȱȱȱȱ
at the pragmatics, semantics and syntax of the variation in the context of the
situation, communicative genre, and the properties of the individual speakers.
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