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• Looking back
 a concept:

Colexification
(François 2008)

 an online resource:

CLiCS
(List &al. 2018;  Rzymski &al. 2020)

• Looking forward
 a concept:

Dialexification
(François & Kalyan in prep.)

 an online resource:

𝓔𝓿𝓸Sem
(François, Kalyan, Dehouck, 
Pastor, Kletz, in prep.)

comparing languages 
in their 

synchronic structures

comparing languages 
in their 

diachronic evolutions



• Colexification is a structural property of a language, in synchrony:

 Italian sentire colexifies ‘hear’ and ‘feel’
 Non t’avevo sentito ‘I hadn’t heard you.’

 Sentiva dolore ‘He was feeling pain.’

 Mwotlap yont̄eg (Oceanic, Vanuatu) shows the same colex
 Nok et yont̄eg te nēk ‘I hadn’t heard you.’

 Kē ni-yont̄eg ne-memeh. ‘He was feeling pain.’

 English dislexifies (=must distinguish) the two meanings

 *I hadn’t felt you -- *He heard pain

• Two meanings s1 and s2 are either colexified or dislexified.

 Can be represented as a semantic map or (hyper)graph.

 Senses are comparative concepts (Haspelmath 2010), lg-independent.

 The onomasiological perspective (going from meaning to form)
is what makes language comparison possible.

cf. con-junct, dis-junct
con-cord, dis-cord

con-verge, di-verge

François, Alexandre. 2008. Semantic maps and the 
typology of colexification: Intertwining polysemous 
networks across languages. In Martine Vanhove (ed.),
From Polysemy to Semantic change: Towards a Typology of 
Lexical Semantic Associations. Benjamins, 163–215.



CLiCS turned my programmatic idea (2008) 
into a powerful resource  for all linguists to use. 

▪ CLiCS:  Cross-Linguistic Colexifications  — clics.clld.org
◦ List, J.-M., Mayer, T., Terhalle, A., & Urban, M. (2014). 

CLICS: Database of Cross-Linguistic Colexifications. 
Marburg: Forschungszentrum Deutscher Sprachatlas. 

◦ [1.0]   1280 meanings,   221 language varieties 

◦ [2.0]   1521 meanings, 1156 language varieties

◦ [3.0]   2919 meanings, 3156 language varieties





• Most studies in colexification have been synchronic

 cf. “strict colexification”: “2 senses encoded by a single lexeme in synchrony”

• But colexification can also be viewed as a dynamic process

 cf. lexical change in languages of Vanuatu :

Colex links can appear [semantic merger] or disappear [semantic split] over time,

as words move and migrate across semantic space (François 2022).

François, Alexandre. 2022. Lexical tectonics: Mapping structural 
change in patterns of lexification. In T. Georgakopoulos & S. Polis 
(eds), The future of mapping: New avenues for semantic maps 
research. Special issue of Zeitschrift für Sprachwissenschaft.



• Question
 How does lexical change propagate through conceptual space?

 Does lexical tectonics follow random paths?

 Or are certain semantic changes more likely than others?

 Can we identify the most common paths of lexical change?

 cf. Kümmel 2007:  most common paths of sound change

 cf. Heine & Kuteva 2002:  most frequent paths of grammaticalisation

 Part of a larger effort on lexical typology of linguistic change

 We need a typological database of lexical change

 Build a diachronic equivalent to CLiCS.

synchronic link diachronic link

Colexification → Dialexification

CLiCS



Two senses X and Y are dialexified

iff they are the meanings of cognate forms,

= associated with reflexes of a single etymon.

p-Indo-E 

root

*gʰordʰ-

Albanian gardh

Icelandic garður

Old English ġeard

French jardin

Irish garraí

Old Norse gjǫrð

Gothic 𐌲𐌰𐍂𐌳𐍃 gards

Czech hrad

Russian город gorod

Rromani kher

Bengali ঘর ghor

Sanskrit गृह gṛhá

understand

hear

Sp. entender

Fr. entendre

cf. “false friends”



Two senses X and Y are dialexified

iff they are the meanings of cognate forms,

= associated with reflexes of a single etymon.

Albanian gardh ‘fence’

Icelandic garður ‘wall’

Old English ġeard ‘yard’

French jardin ‘garden’

Irish garraí ‘field’

Old Norse gjǫrð ‘belt’

Gothic 𐌲𐌰𐍂𐌳𐍃 gards ‘court’

Czech hrad ‘castle’

Russian город gorod ‘city’

Rromani kher ‘house’

Bengali ঘর ghor ‘family’

Sanskrit गृह gṛhá ‘wife’

cf. CLiCS subgraph YARD

> Dialex° captures more semantic 
connections  than just colexification

because it is not limited to synchrony of 1 lg

p-Indo-E 

root

*gʰordʰ-



Albanian gardh ‘fence’

Icelandic garður ‘wall’

Old English ġeard ‘yard’

French jardin ‘garden’

Irish garraí ‘field’

Old Norse gjǫrð ‘belt’

Gothic 𐌲𐌰𐍂𐌳𐍃 gards ‘court’

Czech hrad ‘castle’

Russian город gorod ‘city’

Rromani kher ‘house’

Bengali ঘর ghor ‘family’

Sanskrit गृह gṛhá ‘wife’

p-Indo-E 

root

*gʰordʰ-

For each pair of dialexified senses
• Is that dialex unique to this etymon?
• Is it attested with other etyma ?
• Is it common ?  rare ? 

Found across different lg families? 

‘enclose’ ?

Reconstructed proto-meanings are 
speculative, so instead of studying
• paths of change *X → A

we choose attested data as a proxy:
• relations of semantic cognacy

*X?

B CA

Senses A, B, C are dialexified.



the project

= which semantic evolutions
are most frequent?

Empirical, quantitative 
approach to lexical change

For each pair of dialexified senses
• Is that dialex unique to this etymon?
• Is it attested with other etyma ?
• Is it common ?  rare ? 

Found across different lg families? 

Albanian gardh ‘fence’

Icelandic garður ‘wall’

Old English ġeard ‘yard’

French jardin ‘garden’

Irish garraí ‘field’

Old Norse gjǫrð ‘belt’

Gothic 𐌲𐌰𐍂𐌳𐍃 gards ‘court’

Czech hrad ‘castle’

Russian город gorod ‘city’

Rromani kher ‘house’

Bengali ঘর ghor ‘family’

Sanskrit गृह gṛhá ‘wife’

p-Indo-E 

root

*gʰordʰ-
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tiny.cc/EvoSem_ICLC



tiny.cc/EvoSem_ICLC



Threshold θ for minimum rate of dialexification (across the entire database)

Node size shows frequency of each meaning 
among descendants of that specific etymon.

→ quick view of the cognate set’s semantic profile







pure dialex

colex + dialex

pure colex

Colexification is 
a special case of 
Dialexification





Each etymograph places a given dialex pair in the context of that particular etymon.



Our search engine gives access to all concepts
and their dialexifications  (δ = # of dialex links).

Dialexification metrics:

▪ shed light on 
semantic 
associations
among concepts

▪ can help historical 
linguists assess 
semantic hypotheses 
when reconstructing 
lexical change



Our search engine gives access to all concepts
and their dialexifications  (δ = # of dialex links).

Access to sources



• A large etymological database: Wiktionary
 data is sourced, reliable (for Indo-Eur.)

 sources for lgs + reconstructions
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Languages 2436

Top-level families 56

Proto-languages 109

Etyma 19,876

Reflexes (words) 187,396

Meanings 50,945

= largest comparative 
etymological dictionary ever compiled



• Dialexification
 a tool for the historical linguist

 a complement to colexification and CLiCS

 reveals deep-reaching semantic connections among concepts

 helps in modelling processes of lexical change (lexical tectonics)

• Perspectives for 
 Making the most of 200 years of research on etymology

 Incorporate more families

 based on available etymological databases

 Collective effort, for years to come  

 Comments & suggestions welcome

Languages 2436

Top-level families 56

Proto-languages 109

Etyma 19,876

Reflexes (words) 187,396

Meanings 50,945



tiny.cc/EvoSem_ICLC




