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AN ARTICLE OF FAITH

H. V. George

(English Language Institute, Victoria University)

Lingui:ﬁicians often describe their work as scientific. I am
sta n is respect, and feel that to qualify as scientific a
tement apout language (liﬁe a statement about the physical world) must

le
abgg gireﬁtly to prediction that is experimentally verifiable or falsifi-
° rom this point of view, many premises of contemporary linguistics

a
ti: ggticles of faith, This paper describes one article of faith put in
rm of a prediction, experiments to verify to falsify the prediction,

and some implications of the findings.

The article of faith is the assertion that in language the re-
lationship between sign and meaning is arbitrary.

Padt It is true that Bloomfield, after Jespersen, recognizes such
eiths as that many words in English beginning with sl represent varieties

ér of chopping and striking movements or of physical or mental "muddi-
ness-, These facts are noted, like onomatopoeia, as exceptional to the
postulate that the meaning attached to a group of sounds is not intrinsic
but socially determined,

; The evidence for the postﬁlate, or more precisely, the way in
which the evidence is considered, is of methodological interest, and will
be considered separately. Let us now reduce to .experimental terms the

statement under reference.

With an initial consonant, a vowel and a final consonant we have
a simple formation pattern for an English word. Using 1 initially, vary-
ing the vowel, and taking final p, for instance, we form a series of

'"Words": 1ip lep lap lop lup leap lape lipe ... and so on, Half of
the words so formed are institutionalized, or "actual" words, and the

others, lep lup lape ... I will call "contingent"., The latter constit-
ute material one can experiment with,

Taking for granted that actual words have actual meanings, there
are three gquestions: May contingent words have actual meanings? Do actual
words have contingent meanings? Do contingent words have contingent mean-
ings? The third question is esoteric, and I have no experimental approach
to it; the other two questions can be approached experimentally, and the

first is considered here.

The question, May contingent'words have actual meanings? cannot
be put to experimental proof naively, by asking people, at does lep
mean?", for lep is a priori distinguished as not institutionalized, as not

ipopper 1935.
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(yet) actusl. We are by definition deal
but with potential actual meaning.

ing not with actual actual meaning

Now from time to time, & contingent word 22131: 2§°gieei_gei‘i’;‘;};ﬂ
word, and the occurrence of actualization offers amo Soiv
epproach. Here are three actualizations: Klim SmOg . BR2=-

The condition for such actualization is the coming into exist-
ence, or perception, of a new designatum. Most actuallgazlligng ag; gf‘
unknown provenance. However smog is the sm of smoke an £ S8 og,
while Klim is milk backwards; ~end if these formation procedures were the
whole facts of even one type of actualization we wc?uld have formula}s for
conjuring the contingent into the actual. While it has to be a_.dm:.tted
that the unlikely Mho has established itself - at least as a written word -
on the klim formula, I for one hardly imagine that niaw or eniw will come

to 1ife when this substance too is retailed as a powder. My prejudice is
with the poet: b %

Twin are the gates of sleep, of horn and polished ivory.

The true shades issue from the one, ‘and from the other
Wraiths. ' 302

Here ‘indeed we have the basis of experiment. - It is said that
the relationship between sign end meaning is artibtrery and socially deter-
mined. We predict, therefore, that when, for a designatum which as yet
has no socially accorded sign, systematically chosen alternative contingent
signs dre proposed, no feature of any-one such sign' can make it more
acceptable for representation of the designatum than any feature of any

other sign; therefore, that when several people are j i
of the signs proposed for representdtion E invited to select oné

, ; . of the desi iat-
ing randomly with meaning and no particular sign bei;‘lga;ggi‘esougdstizsggtes
for each ‘artificial word will be, within statistical Timits rgguz’al :

b4 o

Experiment 1

Eight @és_ignata were proposed, -
The month: "
very. awkward, :
better idea. A name is require

d to coxnp'cla‘(ta;re1 g‘ggtiggiggegiarggor(fl;ernativeS & = j in b ' 1ect”
e of each 3 o able selé
of the contingent words were abtainegq by %i:;f.‘atum.. The r1m?v ;:igrials
sounds the actual signs for adjacent gegj ing down o thei s titued
the specimen cited above, gnatg, thoge of Othelr co{l;lhs for
er mon 3

The form of the experiment
students at the Central Institute of gi;lixl)lained to
tape-recording was played, consisting of sh in HYdera
the ten contingent words read fpop desji bad, India, then?

gna 2
from the tenth to the first, Eacht}s‘%ugérst to t}‘f: %eflnition followed 12

nt fo31 €nth thepn ate
vone loweq tye read?nzegg his
8 w i

ilty, g?l‘;ea Losba, b) b ’
au? R D) Jeveen,

For the month, the ten contingent
c)mu:pem, d) sed3bi, e) mkmou, f)
j) ronta.
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Igtigghggpgieshowégg the words in I.P.A. script, and ticked his preference
. 8 is how the voting went:
Alternative: Designatum:
1 2 3 L 5 6 7 8
a 8 1 7 L 3 9 8
b L 2 1 2 2 5 5 3
e 25] 410 [e5] 5 9 N 2
4 5 3 4 8 - 2 1 N
e 3 6 1 vy s 8 2 5
£ 3 7 4 1 1 7 6
g = 5 15) 2 3 8 - 9
h 1 3 2 L - - 5 5
1 7 - - 1 3 2 8
J 4 5 2 171 1 1 1 -

TABLE 1

The prediction that there would be substantially the same number of votes
for each word was fulfilled with respect to Designata 2 and 8, and unful-
filled with respect to Designata 1,3, 4, 5, 6 and 7. The postulate lead-
ing to this prediction must be held not verified.

What I take to be a similar experiment, though performed with a
different purpose, is cursorily described in "Studies on Thought and Speech
Problems" by R. G. Natadze.’ The outcome appears to have been similar too,
and one of the conclusions is that the result "seems to us to constitute a
powerful argument against the mechanistic explanation in terms of associat-
ion, which describes the naming process as a simple association between the
attribute and the name for it,"

: Now when we observe, for instance, that Alternative ¢ was accord-
ed 25 votes for representation of Designatum 1, no other Alternative gain-
ing more than 5 votes, we may not conclude that Alternative ¢ is particular-
ly suited to representation of Designatum 1, Indeed, the Soviet psycholo-
gist's interest is the processes by which the "objectively indifferent (my
italics) sound complex" is "appreciated by the subject as naming a partic-
ular attribute". We conclude only that Alternative c and the other popu-
larly selected words are intrinsically more generally acceptable for admiss-
jon into the language. To discover whether Alternative c, rather than any

*Natadze 1957: 306-8
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the ‘peoples that use them, have evolved, each developing 1its oWn "eut"", to
ical phenomena adopt.

which — however difficult to define - 0ld and newacoust :
As a language's words have altered, so presumably its speakers' feeling of
appropriateness of sound for meaning has altered too, keeping fairly well
in step. There is no chance of "sister' getting represented by no matter
what other sequence of sounds, since, it seems, sounds are not indifferent
counters in sets of permutations.  Insisting on the "mathematics called
1inguistics"( our work may be the less, not the more,  scientific; - for one
gPPﬁﬁite of "mentalism" is "fundamentalism", with a register of articles of
aith.

6 Martinet 1961 : preface.'
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