
Co-extension and near-synonymy in color 

categorization

Alena Anishchanka

Dirk Geeraerts

Dirk Speelman

RU Quantitative Lexicology and Variational Linguistics

Re-thinking Synonymy, Helsinki, 28-30.10.2010



Outline

• Theoretical background

• Synonymy in the color domain

• Why co-extension?

• Data and methodology

• Out of the Blue

• Lectal variation in coextensive color categories

• Further steps

Re-thinking Synonymy, Helsinki, 28-30.10.2010



Synonymy in the color domain

Aim: to explore the patterns in the referential overlap between color 

categories that are traditionally seen as synonymous

Three perspectives

• Lexicographic

• Corpus (usage) based

• Experimental
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Lexicographic perspective
WEB OED LONG OALD CIDE CCELD

Crimson deep 

purplish

red

deep red deep

purplish red

deep red strong,

slightly

purplish, 

deep

red colour

dark, 

purplish red

colour

Magenta deep

purplish red

- bright pink

colour

a colour 

between

purple and 

red

dark

purplish red

dark, 

reddish 

purple

Maroon dark red brownish-

crimson or

claret colour

very dark

red-brown

dark 

brownish 

red

dark

reddish 

purple

dark 

reddish 

purple

Plum dark

reddish

purple

A shade of 

purple

dark red dark 

reddish 

purple

darkish

purplish red

dark-red or

purple

Puce - purple-

brown or

brownish 

purple

dark 

brownish

purple

brownish

purple

dark

purplish red

dark purple

(adapted  from Steinvall 2002)



Lexicographic perspective
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WEB OED LONG OALD CIDE CCELD

Navy A dark blue A dark blue Very dark 

blue

Dark blue Dark blue Very dark 

blue

Indigo dark grayish

blue.

deep violet-

blue

dark 

purplish

blue

deep blue bluish 

purple

.

A dark 

colour 

between

blue and 

violet

Cobalt a strong 

greenish 

blue

deep blue bright blue-

green 

deep blue-

green

deep blue 

or greenish-

blue 

-

Sapphire deep 

purplish-

blue

pure bright 

blue 

bright blue bright blue bright blue deep blue

Ultramarine vivid blue special 

deep-blue

very bright

blue

very bright

blue

bright blue very bright

blue



Corpus (usage-based) perspective

• Steinvall (2002)
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Experimental perspective

• Berlin & Kay (1969)

• MacLaury (1997)
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Why co-extension?

MacLaury 1997
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Data

product domains: 

– cars: 45232 (GM Group, Chrysler Group, Ford , Toyota, Volkswagen

etc.)

– clothing: 17116 (J.Crew, Banana republic, Land's end, Covington 

(Sears), Attention (Kmart), Columbia, Adidas, Authentic Pigment, etc.)

– make up: 4167 (Estee Lauder, Trish McEvoy, Bobby Brown, 

Elizabeth Ardenn, MAC, Avon, Maybelline etc. )

– house paints: 4104 (Benjamin Moore, Dunn-Edwards, Glidden, 

etc.)

– total ca. 63000
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Data
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Step 1 Primary macrocategories



Step 1 Primary macrocategories



Step 1 Primary macrocategories (observations + volumes)
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Step 2 Secondary macrocategories

Navy Indigo

Sapphire Cobalt



Step 3 Category overlap (volumes)
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Navy (purple box)

Indigo (black box)

Sapphire (green box)

Cobalt (red box)



Step 3 Category overlap (volumes)

Re-thinking Synonymy, Helsinki, 28-30.10.2010

Navy (purple box)

Indigo (black box)

Sapphire (green box)

Cobalt (red box)



Lectal variation in the category size

Blue

Cars (black box)

Clothes (green box)

Makeup (red box)

Paints (purple box)



Lectal variation in the category size

Navy Indigo

Sapphire Cobalt

Cars (black box)

Clothes (green box)

Makeup (red box)

Paints (purple box)



Lectal variation in the category size

Navy

Cars (black box)

Clothes (green box)

Makeup (red box)

Paints (purple box)



Lectal variation in the category overlap

Cars

Navy (purple box)

Indigo (black box)

Sapphire (green box)

Cobalt (red box)

Makeup

Clothes

Paints



Further steps

• category structure (more and less prototypical category 

members)

• quantification of the overlap patterns

• criteria for idendifying candidates for secondary color categories

• ten more primary catagories to go
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