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Introduction to the Special Issue

“Semantic Maps: Methods and Applications”
Michael Cysouw, Martin Haspelmath, Andrej Malchukov
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig

In recent years the semantic map methodology has enjoyed increasing popularity in
cross-linguistic studies. Although there are various ways to create semantic maps, they are all
attempts to visually represent cross-linguistic regularity in semantic structure. It has become
increasingly clear that these attempts to map out linguistic categorization provide an empirically
testable tool for the study of semantic variation across languages. Furthermore, the semantic map
approach has shown convergence with grammaticalization theory as well as with research using
(implicational) hierarchies, as found in functional typology and optimality theory.

Early approaches to drawing semantic maps can be found in Hjelmslev (1963: 53, discussed
by Haspelmath 2003: 237), Lazard (2001[1981]: 54), and Anderson (1982). In recent years,
semantic maps have been proposed for diverse aspects of linguistic structure, including
tense/aspect (e.g., Anderson 1982; Janda. 2007; Croft & Poole 2008), modality (Anderson 1986;
Van der Auwera & Plungian 1998), voice (Kemmer 1993; Croft 2001), pronouns (Haspelmath
1997a; Cysouw 2007), case-marking (Haspelmath 2003; Narrog & Ito 2007; Rice & Kabata
2007), clause linkage (Kortmann 1997; Malchukov 2004), spatial and temporal domain
(Haspelmath 1997b; Levinson & Meira 2003), as well as for a number of syntactic domains,
such as intransitive predication (Stassen 1997) and secondary predication (Van der Auwera &
Malchukov 2005). Recently, the issue of applying semantic maps to lexical typology—as
anticipated already in the early studies by Hjelmslev and Lazard—has also been taken up by
Majid et. al. (2008) and Francois (2008).

The papers in this special issue of Linguistic Discovery are a selection of the presentations
given at a workshop on semantic maps held adjacent to the seventh meeting of the Association of
Linguistic Typology (ALT 7) on 29 September 2007 in Villejuif near Paris. This workshop
invited contributions related to the further understanding of the semantic map method, dealing
with topics such as:

Status of semantic maps in linguistic theory

Methods of building semantic maps from data

Limits of the semantic map approach

Possibilities for and problems with the interpretation of semantic maps
Relation between semantic maps and grammaticalization chains
Presentation and discussion of particular semantic maps

Scalability of the method to build semantic maps

Implications of cross-linguistically rare phenomena for semantic maps

The goal of the workshop was to address these topics in order to contribute, both empirically
and theoretically, to the development of the semantic map methodology. As it turned out, the
major emphasis of many presentations at the workshop (likewise permeating almost all papers in
this volume) was the discussion between the “classical” graph-based approach to drawing
semantic maps and the more recent approaches using a distance-based metaphor for the depiction.
Some general discussion and references on the received graph-based method of building
semantic maps can be found in Croft (2001) and Haspelmath (2003). Some first attempts to use
distance-based statistical techniques to draw semantic maps (especially multidimensional
scaling) can be found in Cysouw (2001), Levinson & Meira (2003), and especially in Croft &
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Poole (published in 2008 but in circulation as a manuscript since 2004).

Croft & Poole’s paper appeared as a position paper in Theoretical Linguistics (issue 34/1 of
2008) supplemented with peer commentary and an authors’ reply. In terms of organization and
presentation, that journal issue is closely related to the present collection of papers and can
perhaps be read as a companion volume. In our collection, too, the final drafts of the papers were
circulated among the authors (as well as the typological community in general) to attract critical
commentary. Within a rather restricted time-frame, we received comments for almost all papers
(and even more than one comment for a few papers). The authors were then given the
opportunity to write a reply to these comments. The resulting miniature discussion is published
alongside the original paper in this special issue. All comments and replies have been formally
conceived as separate publications (formally referencing the paper on which they comment or
reply) so they can be easily cited independently of the original paper.
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