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1. Introduction

• In this presentation, I report on a cross-linguistic generalization about axial locations and 

directions: expressions for axial locations exhibit stronger cohesion with the ground 

nominal than expressions for directions. 

• Also, I suggest that this generalization can be explained by a source-oriented approach 

(Cristofaro 2019; 2021), specifically through the process of grammaticalization.  
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1. Introduction

• The starting point of the present study is an observation made by Lestrade et al. (2011).  
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1. Introduction

• Lestrade et al. (2011) focus on complex spatial PPs consisting of adpositions and case and 

argue that configuration is expressed by the adposition, while direction is expressed by the 

case.  

(1) Finnish (Uralic; Lestrade et al. 2011: 258)

sien-ten pää-lle

mushroom-GEN on-ALL

‘onto the mushrooms’

configuration: pää

direction: -lle
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1. Introduction

Configuration

Direction

a location with respect to a ground

relative orientation; localization (cf. Creissels 2012)

In (1), the adposition pää expresses the configuration ‘on’ with respect to the ground sien

‘mushroom’.

the change of location of the object that is being localized. 

In (1), the allative case expresses that a figure changes from ‘not being on the mushroom’ to 

‘being on it’.  
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2. Research question

• Their observation seems robust to me.  

• Not all languages use complex PPs to express both configuration and direction.

• However, another research question remains:

As DeLancey (2003) noted, configuration can be expressed by means other than adpositions. 

As Creissels (2006) noted, direction can be expressed by means other than case.

What cross-linguistic generalizations can be made regarding the coding of configuration 

and direction?
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3. Preparations

• To answer this question, the present study investigates the relationship between the coding 

of the configuration and direction worldwide.   

• As Kracht (2002: 159) noted, since there is no fixed number of configurations that a 

language distinguishes, the present study delimits its scope to axial locations. 

• Axial locations are defined functionally in the following way:

Axial locations are regions spatially separated in an axial manner relative to a ground nominal.

• I use the term AXIAL FORMS to refer to linguistic forms that express axial locations.
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3. Preparations

• In this study, I include five regions as axial locations:

i. Superior

ii. Inferior

iii. Anterior

iv. Posterior

v. Lateral
ground nominal

Superior

Inferior

Anterior

Posterior

Lateral

Lateral
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3. Preparations

i. Superior

(2) English

above the clouds

(3) Suki (Suki-Gogodala; Vantongeren 2022: 81) 

kuni tine

neck on.top

‘on his shoulders (lit. on top of his neck)’
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3. Preparations

ii. Inferior

(4) English

below the stage

(5) Nakara (Maningrida; Eather 2011: 273)

wunaddjakala mera

stone (rock) under

‘under the rock’
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3. Preparations

iii. Anterior

(6) English

in front of the door

(7) Sheko (Dizoid; Hellenthal 2010: 357)

íntʃù-kǹ sáántà

wood-DAT front.LOC

‘in front of the tree’
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3. Preparations

iv. Posterior

(8) English

behind a curtain

(9) Patwin (Wintuan; Lawyer 2015: 200)

nat yelti

1SG.OBJ behind

‘behind me’

7 8
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3. Preparations

v. Lateral

(10) English

beside the bed

(11) Huehuetla Tepehua (Totonacan; Kung 2007: 391)

juu laka-x-paqaxti7 jip

ART LOC-3POSS-beside fire

‘beside the fire’

14

3. Preparations

• While all these examples involve static locations, the present study considers the directional 

meanings of these five axial locations.  

• As for directional meanings, the present study considers only goal and source, excluding 

other directional meanings such as path (cf. Haspelmath 2019).

(12) Goal 

We went to Paris.

(13) Source 

I came from Leipzig.
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4. Sample

• As a sample, I selected 46 languages.

• All languages come from different (sub-)families.

• However, they are skewed towards Eurasia.
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4. Sample

Africa: Hausa, Sidama, Pichi, Tommo So Dogon, Degema, Fongbe, Ga, Egyptian Arabic

Australia: Mangarrayi, Ngardi, Nakara, Bardi, Nhanda, Garrwa, Bilua

Eurasia: Mandarin Chinese, Chukchi, Assamese, Persian, Burushaski, Basque, Japanese, 

Korean, Mongolian, Bagvalal, Tibetan, Russian, Thai, Evenki, Turkish, Hungarian 

North America: West Greenlandic, Molale, Klamath, Creek, Patwin

Papunesia: Amele, Iatmul, Rapanui, Dom, Suki 

South America: Baure, Epena, Warao, Trumai, Hixkaryana 
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5. Language types

• As a coding strategy for axial locations and directions, mainly eight types of strategies are 

attested in the sample: 

Type 1: noun-like and case-like

Type 2: adposition-like and case-like

Type 3: preposition-like and postposition-like

Type 4: preposition-like and preposition-like

Type 5: postposition-like and postposition-like

Type 7: verb-like and postposition-like

Type 8: verbal elements

Type 6: case-like and case-like
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5. Language types: noun-like & case-like

(14) Japanese (Japonic)

ie=no mae=kara

house=GEN front=ABL

‘from in front of the house’

(15) Evenki (Tungusic; Nedjalkov 1997: 173)

Nungan d‘ule-duk-in uluki mikcha:n-e-n.

he in.front-ABL-3SG.POSS squirrel jump-NFUT-3SG

‘A squirrel jumped from in front of him.’
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5. Language types: adposition-like & case-like

(16) Basque (Isolate; Saltarelli 1988: 183)

txikle-aidaztegi azpi-tikatera z-u-en

gum-SG.ABS desk bottom-SG.ABL extract.PRF 3SG.ERG-AUX-PST

‘S/he took the gum off the bottom (of the) desk.’

(17) Korean (Koreanic; Sohn 1999: 259)

namwu twi-lo-pwuthe

tree back-DIR-from

‘from backside of the tree’
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5. Language types: preposition-like & postposition-like

(18) Fongbe (Gbe; Lefebvre & Brousseau 2002: 339)

sín xwé dúɖò

from house behind

‘from behind the house’

(19) Mandarin Chinese (Sinitic)

cóng zhuōzi xiàmian

from table under

‘from under the table’
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5. Language types: preposition-like & preposition-like

(21) Persian (Iranian; Mahootian 1997: 171)

æz jelow(-ye) mæn kenar bo-ro

from in front of (-EZ) me side imp-go

‘Move away from in front of me.’

(20) Russian (Slavic)

iz-pod stol-a

from-under table-GEN

‘from under the table’
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5. Language types

(22) Amele (Nuclear Trans New Guinea; Roberts 1987: 189)

Mel na ohis na tobe-i-a.

boy tree above to climb-3sg-pst

‘The boy climbed up to the top of the tree.’

postposition-like & postposition-like:

case-like & case-like:

(23) Bagvalal (Nakh-Daghestanian; Daniel 2019: 298)

ʟʼer-ʟʼi-sː

bridge-under-from 

‘from under the bridge’

23

5. Language types: verb-like & postposition-like

(24) Ga (Kwa Volta-Congo; Campbell 2017: 118)

kɛ̀-jɛ̀ cliff=ɛ́=ǃɛ́ yìtéŋ̀

take-come.from cliff=DEF=DEF top.of.head

‘from the top of the cliff’

(25) Iatmul (Ndu; Jendraschek 2012: 271)

wun-a kadi’-ba a-yi

1SG-GEN rear-LOC IMP-go

‘go behind me (in the opposite direction)’
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5. Language types: verbal elements

(26) Klamath (Isolate; DeLancey 2005: 192)

gawl-apga-bli lac’as-dat

go.on.top-back-again house-LOC

‘[He] climbed back up on the house’

DeLancey (2003: 65) 
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6. Discussion

• In summary, I have so far examined coding patterns for axial locations and directions 

worldwide and identified roughly eight types.

• But how can we generalize over them?

• I suggest the following generalization:

Axial forms tend to exhibit stronger cohesion with the ground nominal than directional markers.
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6. Discussion

Type 1: noun-like and case-like

Type 2: adposition-like and case-like

Type 3: preposition-like and postposition-like

Type 4: preposition-like and preposition-like

Type 5: postposition-like and postposition-like

Type 7: verb-like and postposition-like

Type 8: verbal elements

Type 6: case-like and case-like

G axial-direction

direction G axial

direction axial G

G axial direction

G-axial-direction

direction G axial

axial&direction G

axial = direction

axial = direction

Lestrade et al. (2011)
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6. Discussion

• Lestrade et al. (2011) explain their generalization (over type 1 and type 2) in terms of 

compositionality: 

The ground is the input of configuration, and the configuration function in turn is the input 

of directionality.

• However, compositionality cannot explain other types attested in the present study. 

• Thus, I suggest a source-oriented explanation in terms of grammaticalization. 
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6. Discussion

• Axial forms: noun < adposition < case

• As is well-known, axial forms and directions are subject to grammaticalization. 

• Directions: verb < adposition

Type 1: noun-like and case-like

Type 2: adposition-like and case-like

Type 6: case-like and case-like

Type 3: preposition-like and postposition-like

Type 4: preposition-like and preposition-like

Type 5: postposition-like and postposition-like

noun

• Since nouns used as axial forms form a syntagma with the ground nominal, axial forms 

tend to exhibit stronger cohesion with the ground nominal.

Type 7: verb-like and postposition-like
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6. Discussion

(26) Amharic (Semitic; Wakweya Gobena, p.c.)

mäs'əhaf kä-tʼäräpʼpʼeza sər wusäd

book from-table under take.2SG.IMP

‘Take a book from under a table’

(27) Iraqw (Cushitic; Mous 1993: 105) 

i ti’iit alá hikwa-wa alé

3SBJ go.out.3SG.M.PRS behind.CON cattle-ABL RESPRO

‘He appears from behind the cattle.’

• There are some examples that seem to contradict the generalization.
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7. Concluding remarks

• This study is still in its early stages and requires much further research.

• Lack of data

⮚ Insufficient sample languages

⮚ Not all meanings (five axial regions and two directions) were collected

※I am very grateful to those who provide data and information

• Lastly, I would like to talk about how I plan to position this research in the future.
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7. Concluding remarks

• There can be variations in strategies within a single language.

• For example, Mongolian uses a different strategy for expressing inferior relations compared 

to other axial locations (Kazama 2019).  

• I would like to investigate something like the hierarchy of strategies in such semantic relations.
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7. Concluding remarks

• Furthermore, I would like to connect this study with the research on the asymmetry of 

directional expressions (e.g. Stolz et al. 2014; Haspelmath 2019). 

• In studies of directional asymmetry, it is well-known that the type of nouns plays a 

significant role, but axial forms are not often addressed.

Stolz et al. (2014: 287)
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7. Concluding remarks

Stolz et al. (2014: 287)
34

7. Concluding remarks

• As Haspelmath (2019: 322) mentioned, since axial forms occur in spatial relations, they are 

expected to behave similarly to other toponyms.  

• Such facts are widely recognized, for example, in Japanese linguistics as ‘Tokoro-sei’ 

(Takubo 1984).

(28) a. animate nouns / place names / axial forms

doa=no tokoro=e / Tokyo=e / ie=no mae=e / iku

door=GEN place=ALL /Tokyo=ALL/house=GEN front=ALL go

‘go to the door / Tokyo / the front of the house’

35

7. Concluding remarks

• However, some Basque axial forms seem to behave like ordinary nouns. 

(29) Basque ordinary noun:‘tree’ (Creissels &Mounole 2011: 168)

loc. zuhaitz-ean

abl. zuhaitz-etik

all. zuhaitz-era

(30) Basque  axial form: ‘top’ (Saltarelli 1988: 182) 

loc. gain-ean

abl. gain-etik

all. gain-era
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Luncheon Linguistics, Tokyo, 2024, October 30 

Thank you for your attention!

Shogo Mizuno
PhD student @ Leipzig University & Kyoto University

efforts.0213@gmail.com
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