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William Labov. 1975

What are these?
Cup or bowl?

Figure J.2 – Collection d’objets qu’on pourrait appeler cup (Labov, 1975; Jurafsky
et Martin, 2019)The category depends on complex 

features of the object (diameter, etc)

Figure J.3 – Variation de dénomination cup vs. bowl selon le diamètre relatif (La-
bov, 1975; Jurafsky et Martin, 2019)
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22/23 – LYST001 – Université Sorbonne Nouvelle Sémantique distributionnelle – exemplierThe category depends on the context! 
(If there is food in it, it’s a bowl)

Figure J.4 – Influence du contexte dans la variation de dénomination cup vs. bowl
(Labov, 1975; Jurafsky et Martin, 2019)Labov’s definition of cup
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2.0 Literature Review    

The following section will be divided into two sections. The first section will outline some 

semantic approaches to explicating the core „cup‟ and „mug‟, and their relation to „cup of [tea]‟ 

and „mug of [tea]‟. The second will outline corpus linguistics and its contribution to this field 

and the approaches that will then be used in the current study.  

 

2.1. Semantic definitions of ‘cup’ and ‘mug’ 

There have been several attempts within the field of semantics to explicate the features that 

differentiate „cup‟ and „mug‟, a distinction of “notorious difficulty” (Carter, 1998, p. 19). One of 

the first, and most influential, was Labov‟s (2004) original 1975 experiment in which subjects 

were shown pictures of varying indeterminacy (Appendix 1) and asked to label them. From this, 

Labov was able to come up with a mathematical definition of „cup‟ as: 

Figure 1: Labov’s (2004) definition of ‘cup’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The term cup is used to denote round containers with a ratio of depth to width of 1±r 
where r≤rb, and rb = α1 + α2 + …αυ and α1 is a positive quality when the feature i is present 
and 0 otherwise. 

feature 1 = with one handle 
 2 = made of opaque vitreous material 
 3 = used for consumption of food 
 4 = used for the consumption of liquid food 
 5 = used for consumption of hot liquid food 
 6 = with a saucer 
 7 = tapering 
 8 = circular in cross-section 
 
Cup is used variably to denote such containers with ratios width to depth 1±r where rb≤r≤r1 
with a probability of r1 - r/rt – rb. The quantity 1±rb expresses the distance from the modal 
value of width to height. 
 
      (Labov, 2004, p. 86) Figure J.5 – Proposition de définition d’une tasse selon (Labov, 1975; Jurafsky et

Martin, 2019)

A. Est-ce amusant ?
B. Y a-t-il de la compétition ?
C. Peut-on élaborer une stratégie de long terme ?
D. Des compétences (skills) sont-elles requises ?
E. La chance joue-t-elle un rôle ?
F. Est-ce qu’il y a des cartes ?
G. Est-ce qu’il y a une balle ?
H. . . .

Belote Marelle Yams Football
BDEF AD AE BCD

Figure J.6 – Les questions qu’on peut se poser pour définir un jeu, d’après
Wittgenstein (Jurafsky et Martin, 2019)
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