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Abstrac t 

Previous researchers on the semantics of spatial relational 
term s hav e reporte d th e importanc e o f  geometri c factor s (e.g. , 
Bennett .  1975 ;  Talmy ,  1983) ,  th e importanc e o f  functiona l 
factor s {e.g. ,  Coventry ,  Carmichael ,  an d Garrod ,  1994 ; 
Vandeloise ,  1991) ,  an d th e lac k o f  importanc e o f  th e natur e 
of  th e Figure ,  o r  objec t  locate d (e.g. ,  Landa u an d Stecker , 
1990 ;  Talmy ,  1983) .  I n thi s paper ,  w e presen t  th e result s o f 
an experimen t  testin g eac h o f  thes e claim s fo r  th e Englis h 
spatia l  preposition s I N an d O N .  Ou r  findings  confir m tha t 
geometri c an d functiona l  factor s ar e indee d important .  I n 
addition ,  ou r  result s sugges t  tha t  th e natur e o f  th ? Figur e 
contribute s t o th e selectio n o f  spatia l  prepositions . 

Introduction 

One challeng e fo r  researcher s i n semantic s i s t o determin e 

th e subse t  o f  wha t  w e perceiv e tha t  actuall y end s u p bein g 

encode d i n language .  A s Centne r  (1981 ,  1982 )  ha s pointe d 

out ,  thi s challeng e i s  particularl y strikin g fo r  relationa l 

terms .  Acros s languages ,  spatia l  relationa l  term s hav e bee n 

shown t o encod e a  variet y o f  component s o f  a  scen e 

(Bowerman ,  1996 ;  Levinson ,  1996) .  Fo r  example , 

Bowerman (1996 )  ha s pointe d ou t  th e importanc e o f 

tightnes s o f  fit  fo r  Korea n spatia l  terms ,  a  facto r  tha t  i s no t 

ofte n considere d b y Englis h speakers .  I n thi s paper ,  w e wil l 

examin e som e o f  th e propose d factor s influencin g th e 

selectio n o f  spatia l  relationa l  terms ,  wit h a  focu s o n Englis h 

prepositions . 

I n thei r  investigatio n o f  th e semantic s o f  spatia l  relationa l 

terms ,  man y theoretician s hav e pointe d ou t  th e importanc e 

of  th e geometr y o f  th e scen e (Bennett ,  1975 ;  Herskovits , 

1986 ;  Lindkvist ,  1950 ;  Talmy ,  1983) .  Unde r  thes e 

approaches ,  a n appropriat e us e o f  a  spatia l  relationa l  ter m i s 

one i n whic h th e geometr y o f  th e scen e fits  a n "ideal " 

meanin g fo r  th e term .  Fo r  example ,  th e followin g idea l 
meanin g fo r  IN :  "inclusio n o f  a  geometri c construc t  i n a 

one- ,  two-,  o r  three-dimensiona l  geometri c construct " 

(Herskovits ,  1986 ,  p .  149) ,  account s fo r  th e acceptabilit y o f 

th e sentenc e i n (1 )  a s a  descriptio n o f  Figur e 1 ,  wher e th e 

bowl  ha s a n interior ,  an d th e pea r  i s completel y include d i n 

tha t  interior ,  providin g a n exac t  fit  t o th e idea l  meaning . 

(1) The pear is in the bowl. 

Figur e 1 :  A  pea r  i n a  bow l  (adapte d fro m Herskovits ,  1986 ) 

Similarly, the geometric approach to spatial semantics can 

accoun t  fo r  th e unacceptabilit y o f  th e sentenc e i n (1 )  a s a 

descriptio n o f  th e scen e i n Figur e 2 ,  i n whic h th e pea r  i s 

definitel y no t  include d i n th e interio r  o f  th e bowl . 

Figur e 2 :  A  pea r  tha t  i s  no t  i n th e bow l 

Not all researchers agree that the geometry of the scene is 

of  primar y importanc e t o th e selectio n o f  a n appropriat e 

spatia l  term .  S o m e hav e suggeste d tha t  th e functio n o f  th e 

referenc e object ,  o r  Ground' ,  i s  th e majo r  determinan t  o f 

whic h prepositio n appropriatel y describe s th e scen e 

(Coventry ,  Carmichael ,  an d Garro d 1994 ;  Vandeloise ,  1991 , 
1994) .  Fo r  example ,  th e us e o f  I N t o describ e th e relatio n 

betwee n th e pea r  an d th e bow l  i n Figur e 3  woul d b e 

motivate d b y th e fac t  tha t  th e bow l  i s fulfillin g it s functio n 

as a  container ,  despit e th e fac t  tha t  th e pea r  i s no t  actuall y 

locate d a t  th e bowl' s interior .  Geometry ,  i f  i t  i s  give n a 

'  Followin g Talm y (1983) ,  w e wil l  us e Figur e t o refe r  t o th e objec t 
located ,  an d Groun d t o refe r  t o th e referenc e object .  Fo r  example , 
i n exampl e sentenc e (1 )  an d Figur e 1 ,  th e pea r  i s th e Figure ,  an d 
th e bow l  i s th e Ground . 
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prominen t  plac e i n thes e theories ,  i s  sai d t o impl y th e 

functiona l  relatio n (Vandeloise ,  1991) . 

Figur e 3 :  Th e pea r  i s i n th e bowl . 

Vandeloise (1991) introduces the container/contained 

relationshi p a s th e definitio n fo r  th e Frenc h prepositio n dan s 

(generall y translate d a s Englis h in) ,  claimin g tha t  a  Figur e i s 

dan s a  Groun d i f  th e Groun d serve s t o contai n th e Figure . 

He continue s b y layin g ou t  trait s o f  th e relationship ,  non e o f 

whic h i s necessary ,  an d onl y on e o f  which ,  tota l  inclusion ,  i s 

sufficient .  Becaus e tota l  inclusio n i s  sufficient , 

Vandeloise' s analysi s ca n accoun t  fo r  situation s i n whic h a 

scen e fits  a  likel y geometri c meaning ,  a s Figur e 1  fits  fo r 

Exampl e (1) .  Additionally ,  becaus e on e o f  th e trait s o f  th e 

container/containe d relatio n i s tha t  th e containe r  control s th e 

positio n o f  th e containe d entity ,  thi s analysi s ca n accoun t  fo r 

example s suc h a s (2 )  (Vandeloise ,  1991 ,  p.228) . 

(2) The needle is in the field of the magnet. 

Finally, because total inclusion is not necessary, 

Vandeloise' s functiona l  approac h i s  abl e t o accoun t  fo r 

situation s i n whic h th e relatio n betwee n th e Figur e an d th e 

Groun d doe s no t  fit  th e "ideal "  meanin g o f  th e spatia l  term . 

Th e Figure' s contributio n t o th e us e o f  Englis h spatia l 

preposition s ha s bee n largel y discounte d (Landa u an d 

Stecker ,  1990 ;  Talmy ,  1983) .  Landa u an d Stecke r  (1990 ) 

showe d participant s nove l  object s bein g place d o n a  bo x 

whil e introducin g a  nove l  term ,  eithe r  a s a  nou n ("Thi s i s a 

corp" )  o r  a s a  prepositio n ("Thi s i s acor p m y box") .  The y 

foun d tha t  whil e participant s attende d t o th e object' s shap e 

i n th e nou n condition ,  the y tende d t o ignor e i t  i n th e 

prepositio n condition ,  suggestin g tha t  thi s detai l  abou t  th e 

natur e o f  th e Figur e i s  unimportan t  fo r  th e selectio n o f 

spatia l  prepositions .  Thi s i s  particularl y strikin g give n th e 

geometri c natur e o f  a n object' s shape ,  an d th e prevalenc e o f 

geometri c notion s i n th e literatur e o n spatia l  semantics . 

However ,  i t  i s no t  th e cas e tha t  th e natur e o f  th e Figur e i s 

considere d unimportan t  fo r  th e selectio n o f  spatia l  term s i n 

al l  languages .  Notably ,  th e M a y a n languag e Tzelta l  appear s 

t o accor d particula r  importanc e t o th e natur e o f  th e Figur e 

when assignin g spatia l  relationa l  term s t o a  scen e (Brown , 

1994;Levinson ,  1996) . 

An Empirical Test 

Althoug h ther e hav e bee n numerou s theoretica l 

examination s o f  th e semantic s o f  spatia l  relationa l  terms , 

many o f  th e theoretica l  claim s awai t  empirica l  investigation . 

I n thi s paper ,  w e rais e th e followin g question s a s empirica l 

problem s wit h regar d t o th e assignmen t  o f  spatia l 

preposition s i n English : 

•  I s th e geometrica l  relatio n betwee n th e Figur e an d th e 

Groun d important ? 

•  I s conceptual/functiona l  informatio n abou t  th e Groun d 

important ? 

•  I s th e natur e o f  th e Figur e important ? 

I n orde r  t o answe r  thes e questions ,  w e adapte d a  metho d 

develope d b y Labo v (1973 )  t o stud y comple x interactin g 

factor s i n th e us e o f  Englis h nouns .  Labo v presente d hi s 

participant s wit h similarl y shape d objects ,  lo r  whic h th e 

relativ e dimension s ha d bee n varie d systematically ,  allowin g 

hi m t o examin e th e wa y i n whic h smal l  change s i n shap e 

woul d affec t  objec t  naming .  I n ou r  study ,  w e wil l  appl y thi s 

metho d t o change s i n geometri c an d conceptual/functiona l 

informatio n abou t  th e Ground . 

Geometry 

By lookin g a t  th e usag e o f  Englis h preposition s t o describ e 

scene s i n whic h onl y th e geometr y varies ,  w e ca n examin e 

th e proposa l  tha t  th e geometr y o f  th e scen e i s a n importan t 

facto r  i n th e us e o f  Englis h spatia l  prepositions .  Carlson -

Radvansk y an d Regie r  (1997 )  foun d evidenc e fo r  th e 

importanc e o f  tw o geometri c factors ,  center-of-mass -

orientatio n an d proxima l  orientation ,  fo r  th e us e o f  th e term s 

above ,  below ,  left ,  an d right .  I n thi s experiment ,  w e chos e 

t o examin e th e effec t  o f  geometr y o n th e I N / O N distinctio n 

by varyin g th e concavit y o f  th e Groun d object s depicte d i n 

our  scenes .  B y varyin g th e concavit y o f  th e Ground ,  w e 

wer e abl e t o var y th e exten t  t o whic h th e Groun d i s 

perceive d t o hav e a n interio r  i n whic h th e Figur e ca n b e 

locate d (Figur e 4) ,  resultin g i n a  variatio n i n th e exten t  t o 

whic h ou r  scene s fit  a  geometri c idea l  fo r  th e prepositio n IN . 

V j ^ - f c 

Figur e 4 :  T w o scene s differin g i n th e concavit y o f  th e 

Groun d 

Conceptual/functional information 

T o investigat e th e facto r  o f  conceptual/functiona l 

information ,  w e use d thre e differen t  nouns ,  dish ,  plate ,  an d 

bowl ,  t o refe r  t o th e inanimat e Groun d i n ou r  scenes .  Thi s 

manipulatio n i s  base d o n tw o assumptions .  First ,  i f 

conceptual/functiona l  informatio n i s  importan t  t o th e 

selectio n o f  spatia l  terms ,  the n th e perceive d natur e o f  th e 

Groun d shoul d influenc e thi s selection .  Coventr y an d hi s 

colleague s (Coventr y e t  al ,  1994 )  foun d evidenc e tha t 

functiona l  informatio n abou t  th e Groun d influence s th e us e 

of  Englis h spatia l  prepositions .  Second ,  th e labe l  applie d t o 

a Groun d shoul d influenc e participants '  interpretatio n o f  th e 

Ground .  Labo v (1973 )  foun d th e contex t  i n whic h a n objec t 
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was introduce d (neutral ,  holdin g coffee ,  holdin g food ,  etc. ) 

influence d participants '  choic e o f  nouns .  Thi s suggest s tha t 

th e us e o f  a  nou n t o labe l  a n objec t  carrie s 

conceptual/functiona l  information ,  whic h w e assum e l o b e 

availabl e t o a  listener . 

The Figure 

The natur e o f  th e Figur e coul d hav e a n effec t  o n th e us e o f 

spatia l  terms ,  a s demonstrate d b y th e myria d difference s du e 

t o Figur e foun d i n Tzelta l  (Brown ,  1994 ;  Levinson ,  1996) . 

I n a  previou s stud y usin g simila r  methodology .  Feis t  an d 

Centne r  (1997 )  foun d evidenc e fo r  a n effec t  o f  th e animac y 

of  th e Groun d i n choosin g betwee n th e preposition s I N an d 

O N.  Animac y i s als o a  facto r  i n othe r  linguisti c phenomena , 

suc h a s dativ e shift ^  (Bet h Levin ,  persona l  communication ) 

and classifie r  usag e (Comrie ,  1981 ;  Lucy ,  1994) .  Apar t 

fro m th e fac t  tha t  animac y i s ofte n linguisticall y relevant , 

ther e ar e specifi c  reason s t o suspec t  tha t  th e animac y o f  th e 

Figur e migh t  matter .  Becaus e a n animat e Figur e i s abl e t o 

exer t  contro l  ove r  it s o w n position ,  i t  migh t  b e a  les s idea l 

participan t  i n th e container/containe d relationshi p 

(Vandeloise ,  1991 ,  1994 )  tha n a n inanimat e Figure . 

Therefore ,  w e expec t  t o find a  lowe r  proportio n o f  I N 

response s t o scene s involvin g a n animat e Figur e tha n t o 

comparabl e scene s wit h a n inanimat e one ,  providin g 

evidenc e tha t  th e natur e o f  th e Figur e make s a n importan t 

contributio n t o th e meanin g o f  spatia l  terms .  Fo r  th e 

animate ,  self-determinat e Figure ,  w e use d a  firefly;  fo r  th e 

inanimate ,  non-self-determinat e Figure ,  w e use d a  coin . 

Predictions 

Thoug h investigator s i n spatia l  semantic s woul d no t  likel y 

espous e th e extrem e view s tha t  i t  i s  onl y th e geometr y o f  th e 

scene ,  o r  onl y th e functio n o f  th e Ground ,  tha t  contribute s t o 

th e choic e o f  a  spatia l  relationa l  term ,  i t  ma y b e instructiv e 

t o follo w thes e proposal s t o thei r  extremes ,  examinin g thei r 

likel y prediction s regardin g ou r  experiment . 

I f  onl y geometrica l  informatio n wer e importan t  t o th e 

assignmen t  o f  spatia l  relationa l  terms ,  the n th e functiona l 

natur e o f  th e Groun d woul d hav e n o effec t  o n th e rat e o f  us e 

of  differen t  spatia l  terms .  Thus ,  w e woul d expec t  tha t  i n ou r 

experimen t  th e preposition s I N o r  O N woul d b e assigne d 

base d o n th e concavit y o f  th e Groun d object ,  regardles s o f 

whethe r  i t  wa s calle d a  dish ,  a  plate ,  o r  a  bowl .  Th e scene s 

depictin g th e Groun d objec t  wit h th e deepes t  concavit y 

woul d receiv e th e highes t  proportio n o f  I N responses ,  wit h 

no noticeabl e difference s du e t o th e lexica l  ite m applie d t o 

th e object . 
I f  onl y conceptual/functiona l  informatio n matters ,  the n 

relativ e us e o f  I N o r  O N i n ou r  experimen t  woul d onl y b e 

^  Dativ e shif t  refer s t o th e movemen t  o f  th e indirec t  objec t  ou t  o f 
th e prepositiona l  phrase ,  whic h i s acceptabl e wit h animate ,  bu t  no t 
inanimate ,  indirec t  objects .  Fo r  example ,  w e ca n sa y eithe r  " 1 sen t 
th e boo k t o Sue "  o r  " I  sen t  Su e th e book" ,  bu t  w e ca n onl y sa y " I 
sent  th e boo k t o Spain "  an d no t  " I  sen t  Spai n th e book " 

affecte d b y whethe r  th e Groun d i s calle d a  dish ,  a  plate ,  o r  a 

bowl ,  wit h th e highes t  proportio n o f  I N response s give n t o 

scene s fo r  whic h th e Groun d i s calle d a  bowl ,  an d th e 

lowest ,  1 0 scene s fo r  whic h th e Groun d i s calle d a  plate . 

The concavit y o f  th e Groun d objec t  woul d exer t  n o effect ; 

th e proportio n o f  I N response s woul d b e equa l  acros s level s 

of  concavity . 

I f  bot h geometrica l  relation s an d conceptual/functiona l 

informatio n ar e importan t  t o th e us e o f  Englis h spatia l 

prepositions ,  w e woul d expec t  t o se e bot h a  chang e i n th e 

proportio n o f  I N response s a s th e concavit y o f  th e depicte d 

Groun d objec t  changed ,  an d a  highe r  proportio n o f  I N 

response s t o scene s fo r  whic h th e Groun d objec t  i s  calle d a 

bowl  tha n t o thos e fo r  whic h i t  i s  calle d a  plate .  Scene s fo r 

whic h th e Groun d objec t  i s  calle d a  dish ,  whic h i s a 

superordinat e ter m fo r  bot h plat e an d bowl ,  ar e expected  t o 

yiel d a n intermediat e proportio n o f  I N responses . 

Method 

Participant s 5 5 Northwester n Universit y undergraduate s 

receive d cours e credi t  fo r  thei r  participatio n i n thi s 

experiment .  Al l  reporte d bein g fluen t  speaker s o f  English . 

Stimuli A set of concavity-matched stimuli were used in this 

experiment  (Figur e 5 ;  se e Feis t  an d Gentner ,  1997) .  Thes e 

stimul i  depicte d tw o Ground s (a n ambiguou s dishlik e tra y 

and a  hand )  paire d wit h tw o Figure s ( a firefly  an d a  coin )  a t 

thre e level s o f  concavity ,  fo r  a  tota l  o f  twelv e pictures .  Onl y 

th e dat a involvin g th e ambiguou s dishlik e tra y a s Groun d ar e 

reporte d here ;  se e Feis t  an d Gentne r  (1997 )  fo r  result s 

involvin g th e hand . 

tN tv tv . / 

•̂aSi*-̂ ' 

Figur e 5 :  Dishlik e tra y a t  thre e concavit y levels :  lo w 
(approximatel y flat),  medium ,  an d hig h (deepl y curved) . 

Procedure Stimuli were presented in two randomized 

blocks .  I n eac h bloc k participant s sa w eac h o f  th e stimul i  o n 

a compute r  screen .  Th e participants '  tas k wa s t o circl e I N 
or  O N o n thei r  answe r  sheets .  Answe r  sheet s containe d 

sentence s o f  th e form : 

The Figure is IN/ON the Ground. 

Participants were told to choose the term that best 

describe d th e correspondin g pictur e o n th e compute r  screen . 
I n on e condition ,  th e inanimat e Groun d wa s calle d a  dish , 

i n th e secon d i t  wa s calle d a  plate ,  an d i n th e thir d i t  wa s 

calle d a  bowl .  I n al l  conditions ,  th e animat e Groun d wa s 

calle d a  hand ,  an d th e Figure s wer e calle d a  firefl y an d a 
coin ,  respectively . 
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Desig n W e use d a  2  (Figure :  firefl y an d coin )  x  3 

(concavity )  x  3  (labelin g condition )  design .  Figur e an d 

concavit y wer e varie d withi n subjec t  an d labelin g conditio n 

was varie d betwee n subjects . 

Results 

I n answe r  t o th e first  question ,  i s  th e geometrica l  relatio n 

betwee n th e Figur e an d th e Groun d a n importan t  facto r  i n 

th e assignmen t  o f  spatia l  relationa l  term s i n English ,  w e 

foun d tha t  th e change s i n th e Ground' s concavit y influence d 

participants '  choic e betwee n I N o r  O N t o describ e th e 

scene s (Figur e 6) .  I n particular ,  w e foun d tha t  th e greate r 

th e concavity ,  th e greate r  th e proportio n o f  I N response s 

fro m ou r  participant s (mea n proportio n o f  I N response s t o 

scene s depictin g concavit y 1  wa s .34 ;  fo r  concavit y 2 ,  .43 ; 

and fo r  concavit y 3 ,  .47) . 

I n answe r  t o th e secon d question ,  i s  conceptual/functiona l 

informatio n abou t  th e participant s i n a  scene ,  i n particula r 

th e Ground ,  a n importan t  facto r  i n th e assignmen t  o f  spatia l 

relationa l  term s i n English ,  w e foun d tha t  th e nou n use d t o 

refe r  t o th e Groun d objec t  di d hav e a n effec t  o n th e rat e o f 

use o f  th e tw o preposition s (Figur e 6) .  W h e n th e Groun d 

objec t  wa s referre d t o a s a  bowl ,  th e proportio n o f  I N 

response s wa s highes t  (mea n proportio n I N response s = 

.65) .  W h e n w e referre d t o th e Groun d a s a  plate ,  th e 

proportio n o f  I N response s wa s quit e lo w (mea n proportio n 

I N response s =  .09) .  Th e proportio n o f  I N response s whe n 

th e Groun d wa s referre d t o a s a  dis h wa s intermediat e (mea n 

proportio n I N response s =  .50) . 

firefly  (mea n proportio n I N response s fo r  coi n a s Figur e = 

.46 ;  mea n fo r  firefly  a s Figur e =  .37) . 

0.8 
1 —— 

- * 

-bowl 
-dis h 
-plat e 

1 2  1 
Concavit y  o f  Groun d 

Figure 6: Proportion IN responses to scenes in which 

differen t  label s w e r e applie d t o th e dishlik e G r o u n d , 

ave rage d acros s F igure s 

In answer to the final question, is the nature of the Figure 

a n impor tan t  facto r  i n th e ass ignmen t  o f  spatia l  relationa l 

t e rm s i n Engl ish ,  w e f o u n d tha t  th e a n i m a c y o f  th e Figur e 

influence d participants '  decisio n t o us e eithe r  I N o r  O N t o 

describ e a  scen e (Figur e 7 ) .  A s predicted ,  scene s involvin g 

th e inan imat e Figure ,  a  coin ,  receive d a  highe r  proportio n o f 

I N response s tha n scene s involvin g th e an imat e Figure ,  a 

0. 9 • 
0. 8 -

£ 0. 2 
0,  • 

-  firefl y 

2 3 
Concavit y o f  Groun d 

Figure 7: Proportion IN responses to the two Figures, 

average d acros s Ground s 

These results were confirmed by a repeated measures 

analysi s o f  varianc e ( A N O V A ) ,  wher e w e foun d a  mai n 

effec t  fo r  th e concavit y o f  th e Groun d (F(2,104 )  =  8.465 ,  p 

< .001) ,  a  mai n effec t  fo r  th e labelin g conditio n (F(2,52 )  = 

19.630 ,  p  <  .001) ,  an d a  mai n effec t  fo r  th e Figur e depicte d 

(F(l,52 )  =  4.778 ,  p  <  .05) .  I n addition ,  a  linea r  polynomia l 

tes t  o f  orde r  confirme d tha t  greate r  concavit y elicite d mor e 

I N response s (F(l,52 )  =  11.488 ,  p  =  .001) .  Ther e wer e n o 

significan t  interactions . 

Discussion 

The result s o f  ou r  experimen t  sugges t  tha t  th e appropriat e 

use o f  spatia l  preposition s i n Englis h i s influence d b y 

multipl e factors .  A m o n g thes e factors ,  w e foun d evidenc e 

fo r  th e importanc e o f  th e geometr y o f  th e scene ,  a s 

manifeste d i n th e concavit y o f  th e Groun d object . 

Additionally ,  w e foun d evidenc e fo r  th e importanc e o f 

conceptual/functiona l  informatio n abou t  th e Groun d object , 

as conveye d b y th e lexica l  ite m use d t o labe l  it .  Finally ,  w e 

foun d evidenc e tha t  th e natur e o f  th e Figur e i s take n int o 

account  whe n choosin g a n appropriat e prepositio n t o appl y 

t o a  scene . 

I n futur e work ,  w e pla n t o follo w u p o n eac h o f  thes e 

effects .  W e ar e currentl y examinin g th e effec t  o f  geometr y 

acros s differen t  Groun d object s an d differen t  labelin g 

conditions ,  an d th e effec t  appear s t o remai n robust .  W e als o 

pla n t o examin e th e dat a obtaine d usin g differen t  Ground s 

and label s fo r  furthe r  evidenc e o f  th e effec t  o f 

conceptual/functiona l  information .  Finally ,  w e inten d t o 

repea t  th e experimen t  wit h additiona l  Figure s i n orde r  t o 

furthe r  understan d th e contributio n o f  th e Figure . 

Havin g foun d evidenc e fo r  th e influenc e o f  multipl e 

factor s o n th e us e o f  Englis h spatia l  prepositions ,  w e ar e 

intereste d i n identifyin g th e se t  o f  factor s tha t  defin e th e 

parameter s fo r  us e o f  thes e terms .  I n orde r  t o d o this ,  w e 
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pla n t o investigat e th e usag e o f  spatia l  relationa l  term s i n a 

number  o f  languages ,  experimentall y testin g candidat e 

factor s tha t  thi s investigatio n illuminates .  On e suc h facto r 

was reporte d here :  th e natur e o f  th e Figure .  Althoug h 

previou s studie s suggeste d tha i  th e natur e o f  th e Figur e doc s 

not  contribut e t o th e us e o f  Englis h spatia l  preposition s 

(Landa u an d Stecker ,  1990) ,  researcher s o n Maya n 

languages ,  particularl y Tzeltal ,  hav e show n th e Figur e t o 

pla y a  prominen t  rol e i n th e us e o f  th e spatia l  term s o f  thos e 

language s (Brown ,  1994 ;  Levinson ,  1996) .  Ou r  result s 

sugges t  tha t  th e natur e o f  th e Figur e i s als o importan t  t o th e 

use o f  Englis h spatia l  prepositions .  Thus ,  w e expec t  tha t  a 

cross-linguisti c investigatio n o f  spatia l  semantics ,  whic h 

shoul d sho w cross-linguisti c differences ,  wil l  als o provid e 

usefu l  clue s abou t  th e factor s tha t  contribut e t o th e meaning s 

of  spatia l  relationa l  term s i n general . 

Similarly ,  factor s tha t  hav e bee n identifie d a s importan t  t o 

th e semantic s o f  Englis h preposition s shoul d b e teste d 

empiricall y fo r  thei r  influenc e o n spatia l  term s o f  othe r 

languages .  B y usin g thi s paradig m t o investigat e spatia l 

semantic s i n man y languages ,  w e ca n furthe r  ou r 

understandin g o f  cross-linguisti c variatio n an d linguisti c 

universal s i n th e semantic s o f  space . 
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