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While classifiers are well-known for the remarkable diversity in semantics and means of expression,
our knowledge about them is constrained by the absence of data. Among the different types, i.e.,
numeral, noun, possessive, verbal, deictic, and locative, only the distribution of numeral classifiers is
illustrated in Gil (2013) and Her et al. (2022), while other studies provide only qualitative assessments
(e.g., Aikhenvald 2000). Here we report on the preliminary findings of an ongoing project aiming to
determine the distribution of semantic values in classifier systems and the correlation between
semantic values and classifier type.

The database of classifier languages is now constructed on sources such as Her et al. (2022).
Next, Gramfinder will be used to assess the distribution of semantic values (Allassonniere-Tang et al.
2021; Hammarstrom et al. 2021), based on ¢.7000 descriptions of ¢.3000 languages (Virk et al. 2020).
Quantitative analyses controlling for geographic area, language family, and cultural traits (Kirby et al.
2016) will be conducted to identify the distribution of semantic values, followed by an assessment of
the interaction among semantic values as well as between semantic values and classifier types.

The analysis of 986 languages is based on a sample of the available grammars. Gramfinder was
used to count occurrences of the term ‘classifier’; the result is displayed in Fig. 1a, where we find 651
classifier languages (66.02%). Within the sources for each language, the preceding word was extracted
for each occurrence of the term ‘classifier’ as such terms generally precede the word ‘classifier’, e.g.,
‘general classifier’. The results for ‘general classifier’ (24.6%, 160/651) (Fig. 1b) and ‘human classifier’
(10.5%, 68/651) (Fig. 1c) show that not all classifier languages have such classifiers. This unexpected
distribution may result from the diversity of terms found in the literature and the presence of other
phraseological contexts with relevant information, e.g., ‘classifier for humans’, which thus requires a
systematic manual check of the sources. While such pitfalls need to be considered, we show that the
use of available sources as corpora combined with NLP methods is a suitable tool for identifying the
semantic values of classifiers.
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Figure 1a. Languages in the sample (red = classifier languages; black = languages without classifiers).
Figures 1b-c. Languages for which the terms ‘general classifier’ and ‘human classifier’ are detected
within available sources (red = classifier languages with the mention of ‘general classifier’ and ‘human
classifier’; black = classifier languages without the mention of these terms).
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