
1 Press information: Steff van Dorp — Communication agency De Wolven, steff@dewolven.com or 06 22 10 60 86

Press release

Heineken Young Scientists Award 2020  
in Humanities awarded to Mark Dingemanse

The Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences has awarded the Heineken Young 
Scientists Award 2020 in the Humanities to Mark Dingemanse (b. 1983), a linguist at Radboud 
University Nijmegen. Dingemanse is receiving the award for his research into why languages 
are the way they are and how using language makes us human. 

The Heineken Young Scientists Awards are important incentive prizes for young research ers 
whose outstanding achievements mean that they set an example for other young scientists. 
Each prize comprises a monetary award of EUR 10,000 and an artwork.

 
Mark Dingemanse’s work enjoys international acclaim. The jury praises the way he raises 
unconventional questions on the “margins” of linguistics, his dedication to open science — 
making data and methods of analysis freely available to other researchers — and his efforts 
in communicating science to a wide audience. He has, for example, organised various public 
events about linguistics and is the co-founder of Stemmen van Afrika [Voices of Africa],  
a website on the linguistic diversity of Africa. 

Research on language

Dingemanse’s research addresses major questions: What do we do with language? What does 
language do with us? Why are languages the way they are? His work tends to deal with matters 
that have so far escaped the attention of linguistics, and it therefore regularly leads to new 
insights. He investigates, for example, the unwritten rules of language, studying words and 
signals that everyone uses all the time without thinking, like “m-hm,” “huh?”, or “oh!”. Those little 
words are perhaps the key to our language ability and our social life: without such rapid meta-
communication, conversations would constantly get stuck. Dingemanse attempts to discover 
where such words come from and what their influence is on the structure of language.

His research is primarily fundamental but is also relevant to all kinds of social developments. 
We are talking more and more to devices, such as the iPhone’s Siri and Google Nest. For this 
to run smoothly, we need to know more about the structure of conversations, and preferably 
about their universal structure, i.e. not just limited to a few European languages. Dingemanse’s 
research can contribute to this.
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Another one of his studies focuses on iconicity: how words and gestures can portray meaning. 
His work in this field reveals why some words are easier to learn than others and what is 
involved in relating something “with all the smells and colours”. A related line of research 
focuses on synaesthesia, i.e. how the senses are intermingled with one another. In the course 
of het Groot Nationaal Onderzoek naar Taal en Zintuigen [the National Survey on Language and 
the Senses], for example, he and his colleagues discovered that almost everyone — whether 
they are a synaesthete or not — connects vowels with colours in the same way (for example, 
“aah” is almost always red and “ee” is lighter than “oo”). Associations like these show how our 
brain processes sounds. 

About the laureate 

Mark Dingemanse studied African languages and cultures at Leiden University. He carried  
out research for his PhD in Ghana, receiving his doctorate cum laude in 2011 at Radboud 
University Nijmegen. That work contributed to a fundamental shift in research on the  
relationship between form and meaning in language; in recognition, Dingemanse received  
the AVT/Anéla Dissertation Award and an Otto Hahn Medal.

He followed up his PhD research by working at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics  
in Nijmegen, where he directed a series of interdisciplinary research projects. Since 2018 
he has been an associate professor in the Department of Language and Communication at 
Radboud University, where he leads his own research group. He is also an affiliate research 
fellow at the Donders Institute for Brain, Cognition and Behaviour in Nijmegen. 

Dingemanse has received various grants, including VENI and VIDI grants from the Dutch 
Research Council (NWO), and in 2017 was in the top 25 of “talented young scientists” listed  
by the Dutch edition of New Scientist. In 2015 he and two colleagues were awarded an Ig Nobel 
Prize “for discovering that the word ‘huh?’ (or its equivalent) seems to exist in every human 
language”. The Ig Nobel Prizes are awarded for “science that makes you laugh, then think”.  
The study had already received worldwide media attention.

Heineken Young Scientists Awards

Mark Dingemanse is one of four researchers receiving this year’s Heineken Young Scientists 
Awards. The winners are selected from four research domains: Medical/Biomedical Sciences, 
Humanities, Natural Sciences and Social Sciences. The jury consists of Academy members  
and members or alumni of The Young Academy. This year, it was chaired by Carl Figdor,  
an Academy member and professor of immunology at Radboud University Nijmegen.  
Each prize comprises a monetary award of EUR 10,000 (funded by the Alfred Heineken  
Fondsen Foundation) and an artwork. 

The Heineken Young Scientists Awards are among the ten prizes making up the biennial 
Heineken Prizes for Science and the Arts. The winners of the Heineken Prizes will receive  
their prize on Thursday 1 October 2020.
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Note for editors

For more information relating to the Heineken Young Scientists Awards, please contact: 
Steff van Dorp — Communication agency De Wolven 
E: steff@dewolven.com
M: +31 (0)6 22 10 60 86 
P: +31 (0)20 620 33 54

For visuals relating to the Heineken Young Scientists Awards, click here.

About the Heineken Prizes

Over the past five decades, the Heineken Prizes have become an internationally renowned 
distinction. They are the Netherlands’ most prestigious prizes in the arts and sciences.  
Every two years, five internationally renowned researchers and one artist, who lives and works 
in the Netherlands, are honoured. The work of the laureates offers new perspectives, achieves 
unexpected breakthroughs, and opens up new avenues for others. Since 2010 future 
generations are also celebrated. Four highly promising young researchers working at Dutch 
research institutes receive the Heineken Young Scientists Awards.

The laureates are selected by juries made up of members of the Royal Netherlands Academy  
of Arts and Sciences, the Young Academy, and international experts. The Heineken science 
prizes include a monetary reward of USD 200,000. The artist receives EUR 100,000, half of 
which is intended for a publication and/or exhibition. The incentive prizes for young scientists 
are EUR 10,000 each.

The Heineken Prizes were instituted in 1964 by Alfred H. Heineken (1923–2002) in honour  
of his father Dr Henry P. Heineken (1886–1971). In that year the Dr H.P. Heineken Prize for 
Biochemistry and Biophysics was awarded for the first time. It has since been joined by five 
other Heineken Prizes: the Dr A.H. Heineken Prize for Art (1988), for Medicine (1989), for 
Environmental Sciences (1990) and for History (1990), and the C.L. Carvalho-Heineken Prize  
for Cognitive Science (2006). 

Alfred Heineken’s daughter, Charlene L. de Carvalho-Heineken (b. 1954), is continuing this 
tradition as chair of the Alfred Heineken Fondsen Foundation and the Dr A.H. Heineken 
Foundation for Art, which finance the prizes.

For more information, go to www.heinekenprizes.org and Instagram @heinekenprizes.
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