
More long than flat? Towards a typology of classifier semantics 
 
Classifiers categorize the nouns of a language according to some salient semantic characteristic 
(Allan 1977). Shape is a prominent meaning component in classifiers, especially in numeral 
classifiers, or – more precisely – in classifiers that contribute to unitization/individuation, for 
instance for quantification (Croft 1994; Aikhenvald 2000; Grinevald 2000). 

A common way to define shape in classifier semantics is based on salient dimensionality, 
distinguishing one-dimensional (long) vs. two-dimensional (flat) vs. three-dimensional (roughly 
equally extended along all three dimensions, i.e. neither long nor flat). For these meaning 
components, it has been hypothesized that (a) languages more often have a classifier for long 
objects than flat objects (Denny 1979: 101; Frawley 1992: 123); and (b) those languages that do 
have classifiers for both long and flat objects tend to have more distinct classifiers for long objects 
than flat ones, i.e. long objects are further differentiated (Denny 1976: 126; Hundius & Kölver 
1983: 206). See example (1) from Bora, spoken in the Northwest Amazon (Seifart 2005). 

 
(1)  one-dimensional:      oblong: -ʔo (e.g. banana, avocado) 
        (long)         medium: -i (e.g. walking stick) 
            pointed: -ko (e.g. fishing rod) 
 

two-dimensional:       straight edge: -gwa (e.g. plank, fingernail) 
           (flat)         no straight edge: -hi (e.g. button, plate, coin) 
 
The different degree of differentiation can be related to theories of vision (Marr 1982; Biederman 
1987) that propose that the visual recognition of objects involves the identification of the major axis 
of orientation of an object as one of its earliest and most important components. 

In the current study, we present a first empirical test of the hypothesis that one-dimensional 
classifiers are more differentiated than two-dimensional ones. To achieve this, first, more than 
8,000 classifier meaning descriptions from a sample of 339 classifier languages were manually 
extracted from the descriptive grammars found in the DReaM Corpus (Virk 2020). Then we 
identified classifiers that include as one of their meaning components a salient extension along one 
dimension (long) and those that include as one of their meaning components salient extensions 
along two dimensions (flat). To do this, we processed the information contained in the original 
meaning descriptions using three methods: a keyword search, an LLM, and manual spot checking. 

Preliminary results show that more languages have more long than flat classifiers, compared 
to the number of languages that have more flat classifiers than long ones. We will present statistical 
models that formally test this and that control for areal and genealogical biases to establish the 
average difference in differentiation between long and flat classifiers across our sample of 
languages. We interpret our results as suggesting that principles of visual processing motivate the 
development of classifier categories, their semantic typology being grounded in cognition, similarly 
to that of colour terms. 
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