
Presentation accepted for the Association for Linguistic Typology 10th Biennial 
Conference (ALT 10), Leipzig, August 15-18, 2013 

 
The semantic domain of dressing and undressing  

cross-linguistically 
 

Frank Seifart, Sara Mitschke, Franziska von Bibra, Anne Wienholz, Mirjam Grauli, 
Tina Gregor, Suong-U Kim, Hanne Köhn, André Müller, Larissa Kröhnert, Alicja 

Stachura, Franziska Roß, Katarina Berndt, Luisa Oswald, Andreas Domberg, 
Stephanie Klapper, Bettina Klimek, Katrin Maiterth, Lisa Morgenroth, Susann 

Schildhauer, Hermann Sonntag, Christin Wienold, Saskia Wunder, Ingmar Brilmayer, 
Johannes Englisch, Hanna Thiele, Frank Wagner, Hans-Jörg Bibiko 

 
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropolgy (Seifart, Bibiko),  

Universität Leipzig (rest) 
 
 
Although putting on and taking off clothes are among the most basic human activities, 
their linguistic expression has not been systematically studied so far. This paper 
approaches differences and regularities in how this semantic domain is cross-
linguistically treated. Data were collected using a set of 32 specifically designed video 
clips as stimuli, involving a variety of pieces of clothing and accessories, such as 
socks, glasses, etc. Spontaneous descriptions of these events were recorded for a 
sample of 25 languages from a total of 75 speakers. Data were coded for identity vs. 
non-identity of the main lexical verbs of the response across stimuli (e.g. whether for 
putting on trousers and scarfs the same or a different verb was used) and the matrices 
thus obtained were analyzed using Multidimensional scaling (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: 
Multidimensional 
scaling plot of verbs 
for taking off and 
putting on clothes and 
accessories across 25 
languages. The 
distance between the 
labels for events 
represents the number 
of languages in which 
the event are 
described by the same 
verb. 

 
 Here we report on two main results from this study. First, there are great 
differences in the number of verbs employed for events of putting on and taking off 
clothes. For instance, Haitian Creole speakers use only two verbs (one for putting on, 
one for taking off), while some speakers of German use up to 17 different verbs. 



These differences are related to the distinction between verb vs. satellite frame 
languages: As suggested by Slobin (2003), satellite frame languages have rich 
manner-differentiated verbal lexica, while verb frame languages have fewer verbs. 
 Second, our data clearly show that the subdomain of putting on clothes is 
cross-linguistically far more differentiated than the subdomain of taking off clothes, 
i.e. languages tend to have more verbs for putting on than for taking off clothes. 
(Figure 1: To the left events of taking off, to the right putting on). This can be 
interpreted as a consequence of the source-goal asymmetry, i.e. “a fundamental 
cognitive basis in spatial representation, with preferential attention paid to endpoints 
of motion rather than sources” (Narasimhan et al. 2012:3), which has been postulated 
based on more limited data of related semantic domains. Additionally, languages 
clearly differentiate between clothes in a narrow sense (towards the bottom in Figure 
1) and accessories such as jewelry and glasses (towards the top in Figure 1). 
 
 
References 
 
Majid, A., M. Bowerman, M. van Staden, and J. S. Boster. 2007. The semantic 

categories of cutting and breaking events: A crosslinguistic perspective. 
Cognitive Linguistics 18.133–152.  

Narasimhan, B., A. Kopecka, M. Bowerman, M. Gullberg, and A. Majid. 2012. 
Putting and taking events. A crosslinguistic perspective. Events of putting and 
taking. A crosslinguistic perspective, ed. by A. Kopecka and B. Narasimhan, 
1–18. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 

Slobin, D: I. 2003. Language and thought online: cognitive consequences of linguistic 
relativity. Language in mind: advances in the study of language and cognition, 
ed. by D. Gentner and S. Goldin-Meadow, 157–192. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT 
Press. 


