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Introduction

The human senses are pathways for acquiring information about one’s own body and the surrounding
environment. These pathways lead to the formation of what is known as cognition, which makes human
life possible. In addition to the direct connection with the world through the senses, language can also
be a source of knowledge. By examining how language represents sensory information and sensory
conceptualizations, we can also answer other questions, such as how the brain encodes this information
and how speakers of a language acquire it. Given the importance of sensory information, it is evident
that part of this information is represented in languages. However, the extent to which each sense appears
in linguistic categories and how it becomes “linguistic” differs across languages. This study focuses on
two of the five basic (Aristotelian) senses—touch and smell—and investigates their linguistic encoding
in Persian in three main grammatical categories: noun, adjective, and verb. The research questions are
as follows:

1. To what extent is the sense of touch represented in the data of this study in the forms of nouns,
adjectives, and verbs?

2. How is the sense of smell represented in the data of this study in the forms of nouns, adjectives,
and verbs?

3. What are the differences in the linguistic representation of the senses of touch and smell in the
lexical categories?

4. How does the linguistic representation of the senses of touch and smell in Persian differ from their
representation in the findings of Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) in English?

A brief note on previous works

Sharifi and Yazdanmehr (2021) conducted a study on the conceptualizations and linguistic
representations of the sense of smell in Persian and Russian. In Sharifi and Sabouri’s (2023) research,
the frequency and distribution of sensory adjectives were examined in relation to the hierarchy of
perceptual salience across senses in contemporary Persian realist and surrealist short stories within the
framework of sensory linguistics. In another study (2024, forthcoming), the same researchers
investigated the average perceptual salience of the five senses in Persian based on the work of Lynott
and Connell (2009). Sabouri and Sharifi (2024, forthcoming) also analyzed the frequency of sensory
adjectives and the co-occurrence of sensory nouns and adjectives in Middle Zoroastrian Persian from a
sensory linguistics perspective.

The aim of Lynott and Connell’s (2009) study was to determine the average perceptual salience of
the senses in English, ultimately presenting the following hierarchy: vision < touch < hearing < taste <
smell. Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) examined how different senses are linguistically represented
through lexical categories. Winter (2019) focused on the perception and representation of senses through
a new interdisciplinary approach known as sensory linguistics.

Theoretical framework

Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) analyzed the senses based on their degree of dynamism, which results
from two variables: motion and agency. This dynamism was used as a criterion to associate senses with
the grammatical categories of verbs, nouns, and adjectives. According to them, a sense with high
dynamism is more likely to be linguistically represented as a verb, while a less dynamic sense is more
commonly represented as a noun. Regarding touch, they argue that it is relatively dynamic, but its
dynamism differs from that of hearing, which they consider the most dynamic. They distinguish between
the perception of surface texture (e.g., roughness, smoothness) and touch-related properties like
temperature. While temperature can be perceived statically (e.g., placing a finger on a hot stove),
perceiving texture often requires movement. The key difference between touch and hearing, even though
both involve movement, is that hearing includes both production and reception, whereas touch involves
only reception.

For smell, Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) argue that it is less dynamic than hearing and touch. Like
taste, smell is generally associated with objects; we tend to think of things as having a specific smell or
taste. The same holds for properties like roughness and softness, which relate to touch. For
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instance, adjectives such as “rough” are typically considered attributes of an object, whereas
adjectives like “whistling,” “screeching,” or “roaring” are considered actions. Based on this, we would
expect smell to be more frequently encoded in nouns.

Method

This research follows the theoretical framework of Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) and uses a
descriptive-analytical, qualitative, data-driven approach. The data come from all entries in the Farhang-
e Bozorg-e Sokhan (The Great Dictionary of Sokhan), 8 volumes (2002), totaling 8,592 pages. All
entries were reviewed twice—once to extract nouns, adjectives, and verbs related to touch, and again
for smell. Sensory words were identified as those primarily perceived through a specific sense. If
different collocations resulted in distinct verb forms, they were treated separately (e.g., “to perfume”
and “to become perfumed” were counted individually under smell).

Conclusion

According to Table 1 (in the main article), adjectives related to touch had the highest frequency
(50.68%), followed by verbs (35.29%), and finally nouns (14.03%). These findings answer the first
research question regarding the extent of linguistic representation of touch. In the case of smell, the
frequencies of nouns (32.4%), adjectives (28.16%), and verbs (39.44%) were relatively close, with verbs
being slightly more frequent. This answers the second research question regarding the linguistic
representation of smell. A comparison of Tables 1 and 2 shows that the overall number of linguistic
encodings for smell (71 cases) was significantly lower than for touch (221 cases)—i.e., touch had over
three times as many linguistic representations. Also, the category with the highest frequency differed:
adjectives for touch, verbs for smell. This answers the third research question.

Regarding differences with the findings of Winter and Strik Lievers (2018), conducted in English,
this research showed: In Modern Persian, as in English, the frequency of linguistic encoding differs
across senses. Smell had the lowest linguistic representation among the five senses in English, and
likewise fewer representations than touch in this Persian study. However, verbs related to touch were
more frequent than those for smell in English, whereas adjectives for smell outnumbered those for
touch—this contrasts with the findings in Persian.

In general, the findings of this research showed that touch was represented linguistically over three
times more than smell in this dataset. This aligns with Sharifi and Sabouri (2024, forthcoming), who
found smell to have the lowest average perceptual salience in Persian sensory adjectives. Average
perceptual salience indicates the extent to which speakers primarily (or secondarily) associate adjectives
with a particular sense. These findings are also consistent with those of Olofsson and Gottfried (2015),
who described smell as a “mute sense,” noting that although the olfactory system can distinguish many
odors, these are rarely encoded in language. Winter and Strik Lievers (2018) demonstrated that different
senses vary in the quantity and distribution of their linguistic encodings across categories—a claim
supported by the current study. However, the expectation that both touch and smell, as object-oriented
senses, would be primarily represented as nouns was not confirmed. Nor was the assumption that touch
would have more verbal representations than smell; in this study, verbs accounted for 35.29% of touch-
related terms versus 39.4% for smell.

One of the possible reasons why the sense of smell has more limited linguistic encoding in many
languages could be that the components related to the olfactory sense are fewer compared to other
senses. For example, the components of the visual sense, which have received the most linguistic
encoding and average perceptual strength in research studies (such as Sharifi and Sabouri 2023 and
2024, ready for publication; Lynott and Connell 2009; Winter 2019), are in contrast to the olfactory
sense, which in the same studies was found at the far end of the sensory hierarchy. The visual sense
helps us identify the shape, size, color, height, dimensions, distance, and quality of things, while the
olfactory sense is used to detect the smell of things. Of course, smells can be pleasant or unpleasant, and
can vary in intensity, but the number of components related to vision is definitely greater. If we also
consider limitations such as the olfactory threshold (i.e., the smell must be strong enough to be detected
by the human olfactory receptors) and the distance of the odor source, it becomes clear that despite the
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great importance of the sense of smell to humans, there are reasons why it has less linguistic
representation in languages compared to senses like vision.
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