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Discretely continuous: How semantic maps afyrm
the intuitions and assertions of Cognitive Linguistics

SCLC-2007 Chicago, Illinois
Steven Clancy <sclancy@uchicago.edu>

Language typologists and cognitive linguists
have put the notion of the semantic map to great
use over the last decade, particularly in the
work of Haspelmath (1997, 2003) on indeynite
constructions and Croft (2001, 2003) who
has developed the notion of conceptual space
in his typological and construction grammar
work. Thus far, semantic maps have been the
result of empirical research involving laborious
consideration of cross-linguistic data in order
to identify the relevant categories and then to
arrange those categories into a conceptual space.
The arrangement of these categories repects the
actual overlapping polysemies found in the data,
so that connections between concepts accord with
Croftés Semantic Map Connectivity Hypothesis.
The speciyc constructions found in any language
can subsequently be mapped onto this space in
accord with Croftés hypothesis and the space can
be reyned if necessary as further languages are
added. The connections between categories in the
conceptual space have validity, but the speciyc
geometrical arrangement and distance between
categories lack theoretical import. However, the
recent work of Croft and Poole (forthcoming)
revolutionizes the semantic map and introduces
a meaningful notion of quantitative semantic
distance as well as a precisely deyned geometric
arrangement through the use of a mathematically
well-deyned model, Multidimensional Scaling
(MDS) long used by researchers in psychology
and political science among other disciplines. The
Optimal Classiycation (MDS-OC) method of MDS
described in Poole 2005 is particularly well-suited
to linguistic applications. Additionally, MDS-OC
analysis allows for the consideration of much
larger conceptual spaces, where the necessary
permutations of possible category arrangements
would be onerous if not impossible if undertaken
by hand. The conceptual spaces identiyed through
empirical consideration and MDS-OC analysis are
understood to repect something of the universal
topology of linguistic concepts and how these
concepts are structured mentally. These semantic
maps also provide predictive power for language

change or grammaticalization patterns, identifying
the meanings and functions that are more or less
likely to be encompassed by polysemous words
and morphemes under diachronic development.

This paper will address the concerns and criticisms
of semantic maps raised by Janda (to appear)
with regard to the notions of continuity and
discreteness (cf. Langacker 2006) as well as the
commensurability or incommensurability among
languages. Speciycally, 1 wish to demonstrate
that (universal or general) conceptual spaces and
(language-speciyc) semantic maps drawn onto
those spaces allow one to capture the continuity of
meaning in ways similar to the models, diagrams,
and networks frequently employed by cognitive
linguists. Semantic maps do not necessarily patten
out details or conpate distinct categories, but rather
semantic maps may be approached in a similar
way to geographic or satellite-image maps. Just as
one can study such maps at the level of a country
vs. the level of a state or province vs. the level of a
city or even a neighborhood within a city (cf. http://
www.google.com/maps), one can, for instance,
approach a semantic map of case semantics at the
level of DIRECTIONALITY broadly conceived
or at the level of DESTINATION (Figure 1) or
at the level of speciyc constructions in a single
language (e.g., Russ v+ ACC, na+ ACC, k +DAT,
do + GEN). A series of such maps would capture
broad generalizations as well as language speciyc
conceptualizations. A particular language might be
relatively fipatd or imountainouso in its features,
but the conceptual space would still capture
universal features across languages. This paper
will also present examples of how introspective
and empirical linguistic analyses may be further
reyned or improved by MDS-OC (cf. Figures
2 and 3 comparing an earlier analysis of BE
constructions in Slavic (Clancy forthcoming) to a
consideration of the same data in MDS-OC).

MDS-OC offers a rigorously deyned mathematical
method for revealing structure in language in a
way that closely matches traditional cognitive
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linguistic analyses. Furthermore, this method
allows one to tackle large-scale problems that
would otherwise be insoluble by introspection
or empirical observation alone. Conceptual
spaces and semantic maps created with MDS-
OC provide a means of conyrming, reyning, or
challenging those analyses, while acknowledging
their strengths and peshing-out their conclusions,
giving teeth to the powerful insights of cognitive
linguistics.
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