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REGULATIONS ON USE 

Stephen C. Levinson and Asifa Majid 

This website and the m aterials h erewith supp lied have been developed by m embers of the 
Language and Cognitio n Group of the Max P lanck Institute for Psycholi nguistics (formerly the 
Cognitive Anthropolog y Research Group). In a nu mber of cases m aterials were designed in  
collaboration with staff from other MPI groups.  

Proper attribution 

Any use of the materials should be acknowledged in publications, presentations and other public 
materials. Entries have been developed by diffe rent individuals. Please cite au thors as indicated  
on the webpage and front page of th e pdf entry. Use of associated stimuli should also be cited by 
acknowledging the field manual entry. Intellectual property rights are hereby asserted. 

No redistribution 

We urge you not redistribute thes e files yourself; instead point peopl e to the appropriate page on 
the Field Manual archives site. This is important for the continuing presence of the website. W e 
will be updating materials, correcting errors and adding information over time. The most recent 
versions of materials can always be found on our website. 

Be in touch 

The m aterials are being released in the spirit of intellectual co-opera tion. In som e cases the 
authors of entries have not had the chance to pub lish results yet. I t is e xpected that users will 
share results garnered  from  use of these m aterials in  free in tellectual exch ange before 
publication. You are encouraged to get in touch with us if you ar e going to use these m aterials 
for collecting data. Thes e manuals were orig inally intended as workin g documents for internal 
use only. They were supplem ented by verbal inst ructions and additio nal guidelin es in m any 
cases. 

The contents of m anuals, entries therein and fiel d-kit materials are m odified from time to tim e, 
and this pro vides an ad ditional m otivation fo r keeping clo se contact with the Language and 
Cognition Group. We would welcome suggestions fo r changes and add itions, and comments on 
the viability of different materials and techniques in various field situations. 

Contact 

Email us via http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/contact/ 

Language and Cognition Group 
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics 
Postbox310, 6500AH, Nijmegen, The Netherlands 

http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/contact/


 

 26

THE LANGUAGE OF VISION II: SHAPE 
Stephen C. Levinson & Asifa Majid 

 
 
Project  Categories and concepts across language and cognition 
Task Linguistic elicitation for shape vocabulary using “shape booklet” 
Goal of task To investigate how languages encode shape – specifically (1) whether 

there is  ded icated vocabulary  for encoding shape and (2) how m uch 
consistency there is within a community for describing shape. 

Prerequisite You must have completed “Language of perception” (pp. 10-21). 
 To conduct this task you need – a shape booklet 
 
 
Background 
We are interested to find how, and to what extent, your language makes shape distinctions. 
This area of visual experience is in principle “effable” in the sense that a child m ay easily 
learn shape catego ries from names labeling stable external exemplars which can  be seen  
and felt. Nevertheless, there are very varying reports as to the exten t to which lang uages 
“bother” to code shapes , as one m ight expec t f rom differential inventories of  trad itional 
artifacts, d ifferent cultural p reoccupations with craftsm anship, et c. There have been 
interesting persistent reports of cross-cultur al differences in perception related to the 
nature of the built en vironment. The 1898 Torres S trait exped ition already reported 
differential susceptibility to the Müller-Lyer illusion, and pe ople who live in round huts 
apparently are less able to r ead two converging lines as a re flex of perspective (Segall, 
Campbell &.Herskovits 1963). 
 
Recent psychological work has found conflicting evidence for universals of geom etrical 
knowledge (Dehaene, Izard, Pica & Spelke 2006 ), or against them (Roberson, Davidoff & 
Sapiro 2002). W e don’t therefore actually know whether the Gestal t predictions about 
natural “good forms” (like circles, squares, triangles) are generally true or not, and to what 
extent they are related to linguistic categories.  
 
Shape has been thought to be an important element of the content of nominals – Western 
children for exam ple show a “shape bias” wh en constructing categories on the basis of  
novel word referents (Landau, Sm ith & Jones 1988). Jackendoff has thought shape 
distinctions would be confined to the nom inal arena, and would not be found in ge neral 
spatial relators lik e adp ositions (see e.g. Land au & Jack endoff 1993) . But work by the 
L&C group has shown these effects to be language dependent.  
 
Languages are known to differentially code sh ape. Our nom inals designating “circle”, 
“square”, “triang le”, “cylinde r”, “cube”, “sphere”, etc., ar e probably cross- linguistically 
rather rare, and likely to be non-existent in nonliterary languages. On the other hand, many 
languages are known to m ake shape distinctions  in classif ers, predicate adjectives and 
positional verbs, and even in verbal affixes. For example, Tzeltal has no nouns for abstract 
shapes, but it does have som e 200 positiona l verbs which m ake many highly specific 
shape d istinctions (e.g.  ‘waisted , of jar’, ‘located, of cylind rical container’, ‘located, of 
upside down hemispherical conta iner’), with o ne pair desc ribing small vs. larg e spheres 
(see Brown 1994, Levinson 1994). Si milarly, No rth Am erican languages m ake m any 
shape distinctions in verbal affixes, of  the kind ‘out through a tubular space’, ‘in 
container’, ‘concave side up’, etc. (exam ples from  Kuruk and Nishga from  M ithun 
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1999:142-7). Shape distinctions are often found in  classifiers; it has often been claim ed 
that these are simply of the 1D (line), 2D (circle/square), 3D (cube/sphere) type, but more 
detailed distinctions are often m ade, as in  Miraña (Seifart 2006). These exam ples argue 
against the claim s in Landau & Jackendoff ( 1993), where it is suggested that detailed 
shape distinctions would be found only in  the nom inal vocabulary, and only very 
schematic ones in spatial relators and predicates. 
 
Shape is potentially cross-modal – you can feel it , as well as see it. Here we are primarily 
interested in  the visual aspects of shape. That m eans we are especially interested  in the 
relation between 2D and 3D for ms – for exam ple, if there is a word f or square is it als o 
used for cubes, and similarly for round vs. spherical. Earlier work on Tzeltal suggests that 
there is often verbal conflation over the 2D/3D shapes, indicati ng that we are here dealing 
specifically with a visual phenom enon (a circle  and a sphere are visually sim ilar, but 
haptically distinct). 
 
Research questions 
What terms are there for abstracted s hape (as opposed to shape plus material, shape plus 
function etc.)?  W hat form  class are shape di stinctions m ade in?  In your language, how 
namable are shapes ? H ow m uch consisten cy is there with in th e speech comm unity for 
describing visually perceived shape?  Are ge stalt shapes e asier to nam e? Are th e sam e 
terms used for 2D and 3D shapes? 
 
Task 
The task is designed to elic it vocabulary for shape. How do people talk about shape and 
what resources do languages provide for doing so?  
 
 Consultants 
Aim to test 12 particip ants. Keep a note of  participan ts a ge (approxim ate age is f ine), 
gender, and full linguistic background. 
 
 Stimuli 
The shape kit is a single booklet with 20 pages. The booklet includes Gestalt “good 
shapes” and non-prototypical shapes, 2D and 3D variants, and also som e pages include 
more than one exemplar. 
  
 Procedure 
Remember to video~audio-tape your session. 
 
In this task, we are interested in how peopl e directly encode shape inform ation. Ask the 
consultant in their native language How does it look? or Is there a name for this?  
 
NOTE: Try to focus your consultant to produc e one word descriptions where possible. 
We are interested in th e most concise codification of shape term s where they ex ist in a 
speech community, rather than elaborate ad-hoc circumlocutions. 
 
Analysis 
Each consultant’s re sponse will b e coded f or word/phra se/construction used to des cribe 
shape.  This  will then b e analyzed for (1) consistency across consultants and (2) cate gory 
of response, i.e., are responses (a) evaluative, (b) descriptive, or (c) source-oriented. 
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Outcome 
Data will contribute to a description of the “grammar of perception” in the field language,  
intended for a collected volume. The pooled cross-linguistic data will also contribute to an 
overview publication on the encoding of the senses across languages.  
 
Optional post-task elicitation 
The task ab ove focuses  on the direct encod ing of shape, but we are also in terested in  
linguistic distinctions for encoding shape wher ever they are m ade. It would be interesting 
to know what form class they are m ade, and what for m class they are not m ade. This 
means you may wish to conduct further investig ation of this domain. One possibility is to 
conduct further elicitation with these stim uli, asking is th ere another way to describe it. 
For example, could I say “Give me the X one”, or  “the one that X-sits”, or “pass the three 
X ones”?  
 
Another possibility is to try a director-matcher task. This was been the procedure followed 
Eleanor Rosch (1973) in her investigation of  shape with the Dani , and also Roberson, 
Davidoff &  Sapiro (2002) with the Hi mba. Ma ke copies of the shape stim uli. Num ber 
them on the back, and order them randomly in front of a Director and Matcher screened of 
from one another. Put the vide o camera on the Matcher. Pu t a stone on the p icture to b e 
described by the Matcher, speak the num ber of the stim ulus on the tape, so you have a 
complete record. 
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