
PERCEPTUAL AND SOCIOLECTAL DIMENSIONS IN COLOR CATEGORY CONSTRUAL 
 
Color categorization constitutes an important part of human vision, which is arguably the most 

important source of perceptual information for humans. So it is not surprising that it has invariably 
attracted the interest of linguists, anthropologists and psychologists trying to uncover the cognitive and 
linguistic mechanisms underlying color category construal. The proposed study builds on several research 
traditions in color categorization: experimental anthropological studies of universal constraints on color 
categorization (Berlin & Kay 1969, Jameson 2005, Roberson 2005); linguistic corpus-based analyses of 
color terminology (Kerttula 2002, Steivall 2002); discourse-oriented philological studies of color naming 
in advertising (Graumann 2007, Plümacher 2007). Taking into account the important insights into the 
multiple aspects of color naming and categorization provided in these studies, we look for an integrated 
model of color term meaning and its variation. 

In line with the multivariate model of semantics developed in Cognitive Linguistics (Geeraerts et 
al. 1994, Geeraerts 2006), we view color concepts as multidimensional cognitive constructs 
simultaneously determined by multiple factors of linguistic, perceptual, sociolectal or discursive nature. 
In the proposed study, we address color semantics from a semasiological perspective and focus on the 
conceptual variation in the different types of color names. More specifically, we compare the 
semasiological variation in the most salient (basic) color terms like red, blue, black and the less salient 
(non-basic color terms) like navy, lavender. Starting from their referential core meaning defined by 
location in the color space, we explore the contextual effects that lead to variation in the extension of 
different color terms. In other words, we answer the questions: what parts of the spectrum do the color 
terms like blue, navy, lavender refer to? And is their reference the same when we speak about lipsticks, 
cars or t-shirts? 

The analysis is based on an extensive self-compiled database of color names and color samples 
(over 85 000 observations) from the web-sites of the US manufacturers used for online marketing in four 
product categories (automobiles, clothing, makeup, and house paints). The material includes linguistic, 
sociolectal and referential parameters of color naming in advertising and is specifically compiled to allow 
language-independent measurement of the color term reference using the RGB values of the color 
samples. 

We begin the analysis by mapping the referential range of the color terms in three-dimensional 
(RGB) color space. We use the data visualizations to identify the extension of color categories of different 
specificity and the patterns of their referential overlap. At the second stage, we focus on the contextual 
factors, such as product category and subcategory, country of origin and target consumer that affect the 
category construal. We are particularly interested in the possible correlations between the salient 
dimensions in the color space identified in psycholinguistic research and their linguistic expression.  

The preliminary results of the analysis suggest that contextual factors can have a significant effect 
on the category construal, which confirms the findings in other semantic domains (see, for instance 
Geeraerts et al. 1994) and the insights gained from color studies based on text corpora. 
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