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Corpus-based methods of language research enable us to make use of large sets of language
data we have at our command. However, studying meaning from a corpus can be an elusive task. One
method that has been successfully used for both polysemy as well as synonymy research is behavioural
profile analysis (e.g. Proos, 2019, Divjak & Fieller, 2014; Divjak & Gries, 2006). This method is based
on the idea that meaning can be derived from and accessed through information about co-occurrences
with other language items. In a corpus sample, each sentence is annotated for a number of both morphosyntactic as well as semantic information. For polysemy, this annotation also includes, for every
sentence, designating a specific meaning to the polysemous item that is under analysis. However,
annotating meaning is questionable for quite a few reasons. As the sense of the language element is
not something visible, it is left to the researcher to “assign” senses to all of the tokens. This can only be
done with taking into account the context of the specific token. Thus, this process can become circular
– the dependent variable is influenced by the independent variables from the start, creating a bias.
Moreover, in this way, senses are treated as discrete language units, but following the theory of
polysemy in cognitive and usage-based semantics, this is not the case (Geeraerts, 2010).
To escape this fallacy, Glynn (2016) has proposed to study meaning bottom-up: letting the
meanings surface from the data. One way to do this is using multiple correspondence analysis (MCA).
Glynn (2016) has demonstrated an analysis of to annoy with MCA as a proof-of-concept. In this paper,
the method is extended to 14 Estonian perception verbs on large-scale (14000 sentences) bottom-up
meaning study. The aim is twofold – showcasing multiple correspondence analysis as a valid method
for polysemy research, and making conclusions about the polysemy of Estonian perception verbs.
Preliminary results with the perception verb nägema ‘to see’ show that multiple correspondence analysis
allows for a meaningful representation of the polysemy. Using MCA, it was possible to show a potential
structure of polysemy of nägema ‘to see’, as well as determine which factors/variables account for the
meaning variation. Quantitative meaning research is an important direction in current linguistics. The
kind of bottom-up research fleshed out above has not yet reached the same popularity as behavioural
profile analysis. Although strides are being made towards using newer methods, like machine learning
technologies (e.g. Beekhuizen et al., 2018) for studying meaning, this line of analysis, while promising,
is still in its infancy (Desagulier, 2018). Bottom-up corpus research is a source of valuable information
about the possibilities of quantitative semantics, but at the moment there is a lack of in-depth research.
This paper starts to fill that gap by offering results from a large-scale meaning study of a specific
selection of verbs – the main perception verbs of Estonian.
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