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What is the purpose 
of such semantic maps ?

• Description of cross-linguistic variation

• Prediction of possible vs. impossible 
linguistic structures

• Modeling language change



Possibility or Probability ?

• Can we really distinguish possible from 
impossible languages ?

• No: because attested vs. unattested is a 
very fragile observation !

• Frequent vs. infrequent is a much more 
robust observation
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Adding lines?

• Lines predict categories

• The more lines, the more spurious 
predictions are made

• Lines should be added balancing 
coverage (all attested should be included) vs. 
accuracy (all predicted should be attested)
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Adding direction

• Lines appear to be easily extended to 
arrows, adding direction to the map

• But same problem of possible vs. probable 
applies: many changes are attested, but not 
all are equally likely

• The more detailed the semantic map, the 
more problematic the usage of arrows 
becomes
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Estimating Directions

• German irgendjemand contains jemand

• Interpret this asymmetry as a sign of past 
change jemand → irgendjemand

• Generalize this as asymmetric relation: 
Overlap / Size of form

• jemand → irgendjemand (6/6 = 1.0)
irgendjemand → jemand (6/12 = 0.5)

• nobody → anybody (4/6 = 0.67)
anybody → nobody (4/7 = 0.57)
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Conclusions

• The world’s linguistic diversity does not 
show a clear difference between attested 
and unattested structures

• Probabilistic semantic maps can deal much 
better with this than traditional graph-
based maps

• Direction of change can be added as an 
asymmetric force-field in semantic space


