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This course aims at describing and modeling different patterns of colexification across the languages 

of northern and sub-Saharan Africa. It will explore cross-linguistic variation in the encoding of 

different lexical and grammatical semantic domains and present the historical trajectory of semantic 

change in these domains. Seeking to identify the various factors triggering change, from internal drift 

to areal convergence and extreme language contact, the course will survey colexification patterns 

across different language phyla (i.e. Afro-Asiatic, Nilo-Saharan, Niger-Congo) as well as in a number 

of African and Atlantic creoles lexified by different colonial languages (English, French, Portuguese, 

Arabic). Based on this heterogeneous language sample, we will suggest some generalizations for the 

typology of polysemy networks in Africa and beyond.  

The course will consist of 4 sessions:  

- Session 1: Colexification and language contact in Africa: an introduction  

- Session 2: Colexification, language contact and lexicon: animals, body parts, kinship terms, and basic 

verbs 

- Session 3: Colexification, language contact and grammar: prepositions, auxiliary verbs, conjunctions 

and subordinators, passive/reflexive and comparative constructions 

- Sessions 4: Theoretical implications and directions for future research  
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