
Please cite as: 
 Majid, Asifa, Gunter Senft & Stephen C. Levinson. 2007. The language of touch. In Asifa Majid 

(ed.), Field Manual Volume 10, 32-35. Nijmegen: Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics. 
            doi:10.17617/2.492907. 

 You can find this entry on: 
 http://fieldmanuals.m pi.nl/volumes/2007/language-of-touch/ 

 

REGULATIONS ON USE 

Stephen C. Levinson and Asifa Majid 

This website and the m aterials h erewith supp lied have been developed by m embers of the 
Language and Cognitio n Group of the Max P lanck Institute for Psycholi nguistics (formerly the 
Cognitive Anthropolog y Research Group). In a nu mber of cases m aterials were designed in  
collaboration with staff from other MPI groups.  

Proper attribution 

Any use of the materials should be acknowledged in publications, presentations and other public 
materials. Entries have been developed by diffe rent individuals. Please cite au thors as indicated  
on the webpage and front page of th e pdf entry. Use of associated stimuli should also be cited by 
acknowledging the field manual entry. Intellectual property rights are hereby asserted. 

No redistribution 

We urge you not redistribute thes e files yourself; instead point peopl e to the appropriate page on 
the Field Manual archives site. This is important for the continuing presence of the website. W e 
will be updating materials, correcting errors and adding information over time. The most recent 
versions of materials can always be found on our website. 

Be in touch 

The m aterials are being released in the spirit of intellectual co-opera tion. In som e cases the 
authors of entries have not had the chance to pub lish results yet. I t is e xpected that users will 
share results garnered  from  use of these m aterials in  free in tellectual exch ange before 
publication. You are encouraged to get in touch with us if you ar e going to use these m aterials 
for collecting data. Thes e manuals were orig inally intended as workin g documents for internal 
use only. They were supplem ented by verbal inst ructions and additio nal guidelin es in m any 
cases. 

The contents of m anuals, entries therein and fiel d-kit materials are m odified from time to tim e, 
and this pro vides an ad ditional m otivation fo r keeping clo se contact with the Language and 
Cognition Group. We would welcome suggestions fo r changes and add itions, and comments on 
the viability of different materials and techniques in various field situations. 

Contact 

Email us via http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/contact/ 

Language and Cognition Group 
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics 
Postbox310, 6500AH, Nijmegen, The Netherlands 

http://fieldmanuals.mpi.nl/contact/
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THE LANGUAGE OF TOUCH 
Asifa Majid, Gunter Senft & Stephen C. Levinson 

 
 
Project  Categories and concepts across language and cognition 
Task Linguistic elicitation for tactile texture vocabulary using “texture book” 
Goal of task To investigate how languages encode tactile texture – specifically (1) 

whether there is dedicated vocabulary for encoding texture and (2) how  
much consistency ther e is within a community f or descr ibing ta ctile 
texture. 

Prerequisite You must have completed “Language of perception” (pp. 10-21). 
 To conduct this task you need – (i) texture booklet and (ii) blindfold 
 
 
Background 
Newborn infants learn about the world around them through touch. Piaget fa mously noted 
the importance of manual and oral explora tion of objects for deve loping spatial cognition 
and knowledge of the world. There are a numbe r of recep tors and nerve endings in our 
skin that perform differ ent inform ation proc essing tasks. P ain, tem perature, itchiness, 
proprioception (the sense of where body parts are located w ith respect to one other, and 
whether the body is moving with  effort) and touch are al l conveyed through the skin. 
These components are grouped together under th e heading of “som esthesis” (see Craig & 
Rollman 1999 for an overview). Norm ally, we can differentiate sensations that are the 
result of external stim ulation and those that  are from inside our own bodies – I can know 
that I am touching an apple with my hand a nd know where m y hands are with respect to 
one another (without them touching each other).  
 
In this project we will f ocus on touch, specif ically the language of perception for texture. 
Touch – or the “haptic system ” – provides in formation about variou s object attributes, 
shape, surface texture, vibration, wetness, hardness, weight, elasticity, pliability, etc., each 
associated with different e xploratory m ovements (see Table 1). W idening the dom ain 
further, Katz (1925) id entified fou r m odes of  touch. (i) “Surface to uch” such as that 
experienced when running a fingertip over a piece of paper. In th is m ode one can 
apprehend the material of the object, and  feature attributes such as  softness, wetnes s, etc. 
(ii) “Touching objects filling a space” which lack s a definiteness about the localization or 
orientation in space. This is the sens ation we experience when moving a hand in water, or 
feeling a strong puff of air on the face. In th is m ode we  can discrim inate elasticity , 
stickiness, viscosity, etc. (3) “Bulky touch” – the apprehension of an object indirectly such 
as when a hard ball can be felt even though it is com pletely wrapped in cotton wool. The  
surface of the object can not be detected, but st ill one can garner its global size and shape.  
(4) “Touch ing through  a transparent film ” where the surface of the object can be 
discerned, but not through direct contact with  the skin, for exam ple, when one touches 
something wearing thin rubber gloves. (An amazing amount of infor mation about objects 
can be detected through indirect  contact – for exam ple, using a stick or a pencil to probe 
an object, we can detect whether it is pliable, rough, etc.!) 
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Exploratory procedure Attribute of object 
Lateral motion 
(e.g. rubbing fingers across surface of object) 

Texture 

Pressure 
(e.g. squeezing, poking object) 

Hardness 

Static contact 
(e.g. fingers resting on object surface) 

Temperature 

Enclosure 
(e.g. holding/grasping object) 

Shape/size/volume 

Unsupported holding 
(e.g. holding object in hand) 

Weight 

Contour following 
(e.g. tracing contours of an object) 

Global shape, exact shape 

Table 1: Adapted from McLinden & McCall (2002). 
 
We are focusing on a tiny corner of  haptic perception, namely te xture perception which 
can be perceived by lateral hand or finger motion. To this end, we have developed a 
“texture booklet” which has a stand ard size aperture in which a singl e material substance 
is displayed. The materials differ in roughness/smoothness, hardness/softness, etc. and we 
are in terested in whether there is dedica ted v ocabulary for conveyin g surface texture 
attributes. P rior work suggests that this dom ain m ay be relatively effable, with Dutch 
speakers co nsistently re ferring to  generic qualities of texture such as ‘s oft’, ‘harsh’ and  
‘rough’ (Picard, Dacremont, Valentin et al. 2003). 
 
Research questions 
What are the general resources for describing haptically perceived texture? I s t here a 
dedicated vocabulary, and if so what types of distinctio ns are enco ded? How much 
consistency is there within a speech community for describing texture experiences? 
 
Task 
The task is designed to elic it vocabulary for textures experienced haptically from speakers 
using a standardized kit. The pri mary goal is to establish how people describe texture and 
what resources the language provides generally for encoding this domain.  
 
 Consultants 
Aim to test 12 particip ants.  Keep a note of participan ts ag e (approx imate age is fine),  
gender, and full linguistic background. 
 
 Stimuli 
The touch kit is a single booklet w ith 10 pa ges and a blindfold. Each page contains a 
single textured m aterial that co nsultants will explore with th eir fingers. If blindfolds are 
unacceptable or inappropriate to use in your fi eld site, replace with a large piece of cloth , 
which should be used to cover the booklet an d the consultant’s hand while they are 
exploring the material on a page. The main thing is that the consultant does not look at the 
stimuli before they have described their ha ptic experience or while they are m anually 
exploring. 
  



 

 34

 Procedure 
Remember to video~audio-tape your session. 
 
First explain to your consulta nt that you will be presentin g a book to him /her that has 
different materials attached to each page. You want the consultant to explore the m aterial 
with his/her hand/fingers and describe to you what he/she feels. Explain that you want 
them to say how it feels to them, not how it looks so you will cover their eyes. T o help 
them concentrate on the feel you will cover their eyes/hide the booklet under a cloth.  
 
Place a blindfold over your consultant’s eyes so that they cannot see the booklets. Presen t 
the first page of the booklet to the consultant  and ask him  to explor e it with his fingers. 
The pages should be presented to consultants in a fixed order, beginning at page 1 and 
progressing through consecutively until the last page.  
 
Ask the consultant in their native language How does this feel?  The question should be 
phrased in such a way as to focus on the texture, rather than asking about the source of the 
texture (e.g. What does this feel like? in English seem s to elicit source answers such  as 
silk, metal, paper – check section on “Language of Perception” pp. 9-20 before proceeding 
with this task).  
 
Analysis 
Each consultant’s respo nses will be  coded f or word/phrase/construction used to de scribe 
tactile texture.  This will then be analyzed  for (1) consistency acr oss consultants and (2) 
category of response, i.e., are responses (a) evaluative, (b) descript ive, or (c) source-
oriented. 
 
Outcome 
Data will co ntribute to a  description of the grammar of pe rception in the field language, 
intended for a collected volum e.   The pooled cr oss-linguistic data will  also contribute to 
an overview publication on the encoding of the senses across languages.  
 
Optional post-task elicitation 
As bef ore probe f or addition al tex ture vocabulary, particularly on the sem antic f eatures 
encoded and establish form classes o f basic vocabulary. We have focused here on texture 
perception in tactile pe rception but there are tw o other di rections you m ay also wish to 
explore – (1 ) does textu re experienced in the vis ual modality also rece ived the sam e sort 
of descriptions as texture expe rienced visually? This is no t easily explored using the feel-
booklets, since the visual characteristics di ffer quite widely between item s making other 
dimensions (e.g. color) more salient if participants were to describe them.  
 
(2) How are other attributes of haptic percepti on are encoded in this  language (see Table 
1)? Is there dedicated vocabulary for these different features?  
 
(3) How are other components of somesthetic experience encoded in language? While our 
focus here is on language for touch, specificall y texture, we know ve ry little about the 
encoding of tem perature, pain, etc. There is some interesting work on tem perature in the 
literature. F or exam ple, Lehrer (1990) sugge sts that the basic term s for tem perature in 
English are hot, warm, cool and cold. She states that thes e denote temperature and the  
physical state of anim ates. Syntacti cally, they can be  differentiated. Warm and cool 
function as adjectives and verbs, while hot and cold are only used as  adjectives.  The 
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equivalent form s for verbs are heat and chill. Also warm and cool can be used as  
causatives (e.g. warm sweater or cool shirt), while hot and cold cannot. She suggests tha t 
this difference could be a due to  the fact that hot and cold have a more restricted semantic 
range since they are extremes on a antonymic scale. 
 
Koptjevskaja-Tamm & Rakhilina (2 006) also provide a very nice analysis of Russian and 
Swedish temperature adjectives.  Based on the collocation properties of these ad jectives 
they argue that these two languages differ considerably in how they carve up the 
conceptual dom ain of tem perature. For ex ample, Russian consistently distinguishes 
between tactile and no n-tactile temperatures  (i.e. between tem perature sensation and 
thermal comfort), while Swedish does not. Addi tional elicitation could be devoted to the 
encoding of temperature, pain and itchiness. 
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