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Semantic maps have emerged as a powerful, theory-neutral, methodological tool for 

representing meaning connections cross-linguistically. Initially focusing on representing 

meaning relations of grammatical morphemes (e.g. Anderson, 1982, Haspelmath, 1997, Croft, 

2001), the model has extended to capture connections in the lexical domain (e.g. Francois, 

2008) and quite recently an attempt has also been made to combine semantic maps with 

construction grammar (e.g. Koptjevskaja-Tamm, forthcoming). In their early years, semantics 

maps were mainly hand-crafted, but eventually efficient algorithms were developed that can 

automatically generate the maps directly from linguistic data (e.g. Croft & Poole, 2008; Regier 

et al. 2013). Notably, semantic maps can integrate information about directionality of change 

on the basis of diachronic data (e.g. reconstructions, attested evolutionary paths, etc.) by 

drawing an arrow on the line connecting two meanings or functions (e.g. van der Auwera & 

Plungian, 1998; Narrog, 2010).  

 

In the context of this course, I will give an overview of the semantic map model, explain its 

theoretical premises, present its advantages and disadvantages, highlight the role the method 

can play in representing diachronic change and discuss the open questions in this field of 

research. I will also provide a detailed methodology for plotting (lexical) diachronic semantic 

maps, showing how one can combine a quantitative approach to large-scale synchronic 

polysemy data with a qualitative evaluation of diachronic material (see Georgakopoulos & 

Polis, 2021). The course will be both theory- and practice-based. The theory will be applied on 

data from a sample of languages and, on completion of the course, the participants will be able 

to construct semantic maps (synchronic and diachronic) manually as well as automatically.  
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