e s (196S) vt §

35
AN ARTICLE OF FAITH

H., V. George

(English Language Institute, Victoria University)

Linguisticians often describe their work as scientific. I am
a Popper man in this respect, and feel that to qualify as sclentific a
statement about language (like & statement about the physical world) must
lead directly to prediction that is experimentally verifiable or falsifi-
able.* From this peint of view, many premises of contemporary linguistics
are articles of faith. This paper describes one article of faith put in
the form 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.

It is true that Bloomfield, after Jespersen, recognizes such
facts as that many words in English beginning with sl represent varieties
either of chopping and striking movements or of physical or mental "muddi-
ness". These facts are noted, like onomatopoeia, as exceptional to the
rostulate that the meaning attached to a group of sounds is not intrinsic
but socially determined.

The evidence for the postulate, 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": 1lip lep lap lop lup leap lape lipe ... and so on, Half of
the words sc formed are institutionalized, or "actual" words, and the
others, lep lup lape ... I will call "contingent". The latter constit-
ute material cone can experiment with,

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

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

*Popper 1935.
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(yet) actual, We are py definition dealing not with actual actual meaning
but with potential actual meaning.

Now from time to time, &a contingent word does become an actual
word, and the occurrence of actualization offers a clue to an experimental
approach. Here are three actualizations: Kiim smog Spiv.

The condition for such actualization ig the coming into exist—-
ence, Or perception, of a new designatum. Most actualizations are of
unknown provenance. However smog is the si of smoke and the of of fog,
while Klim is milk backwards; and it these rormation procedures were the
whole Tacts of even one type of actualization we would have formulas for
conjuring the contingent into the actual. While 1t has to be admitted
that the unlikely Mho has established 1tgelf -~ at least as & written word -
on the Klim formule, 1 for one hardly imagine that nisw or eniw will come
to life when this supstance toc is retailed as a powder. My prejudice is
with the poet:

owin are the gaies of gleep, of horn and polished ivory.
The true shades 1lssue from the one, and from the other

Wraithe.
Here indeed We nave the basls of experiment. I+ is sald that
the relationship petween sign and meaning 1is artibtrary and socially deter-
mined. We predict, therefore, that when, for =z designaium which as yet

has no socially accorded slgn, systematically chosen alternative contingent
signs are proposed, no feature of any one such sign can make it more
acceptable for pepregentation of the designatum than eny feature of any
other sign; therefore, that wnen severzl people are invited to select one
of the signs proposed Tor representation of the desilgnatun, sounds assoclat-

ing randomly with meaning and no particular S1g bheing preferred, the votes
for each aptificial word will be, within statistical Timits, equal.

Experiment 1

Eight designata wWere proposed. Here is & gpecimen:

The month: Having 12 months with different totals of days is
very awkward. Having 13 months of four weeks each 1s & much
better idea. A mname 1is peguired for & thirteenth monih to come
between May and June in the present calendar.

men contingent words (Alternatives & - 5 in Table 1) were select-
ed to compete for representation of each designatum. The raw materials

of the contingent words were obtained DY preaking down to their constituent
sounds the actual signs for adjacent designata, those of other months for
the specimen cited above.?

The form cf the experiment was explained +to a group of graduatce
atudents at the Central Institute of English in Hyderabad, Tndia, then 2
tape~recording was played, conaiasting of designatum definition followed LY
the ten contingent words read from the first to the tenth then repeated
from the tenth to the first. Each student followed the readling on his

*mor the month, the ten contingent words were a) tosbha, D) bevrou,
c)muipem, &) sedzbi, ©) ZWmou, £) aiiti, g) nepdu:, n) vissi, i) olsem,
j) ronta.
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Yoting paper showing the words in I.P.,A. script, and ticked his preference
if he had one, This is how the voting went:

Alternative: Designatum:

1 2 3 b 5 6 7 8
a 2 8 1 7 b 3 9 8
b n 2 1 2 5 5 3
¢ 10 5 9 L 2
a 5 3 I 8 - 2 1 L
e 3 6 1 i 8 2 5
£ 3 1 1 I3 7 6
g - 5 b3 5 8 - 9
h 1 3 2 - - 5 5
i 7 - - 1 3 2 8
; o5 o2 [ o111 -

TABLE 1

The prediction that there would be substantially the same number of votes
for each word was fulfilled with respect 1o Designata 2 and 8, and unful-
£il1led 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 o0,
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-
1y suited to representation of Designatum 1. Indeed, the Soviet psycholo-
gist's interest is the processes by which the "objectively indifferent (my
ftalics) sound complex" is "appreciated by the subject as naming & partic-
ular attribute". We conclude only that Alternative c and the other popu~
larly selected words are intrinsically more generally acceptable for admiss-—
ion into the languacge. To discover whether Alternative ¢, rather than any

®Netadze 1957: 306-8
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other of the popular words, is partioularly suited ©O representation of

Desgignetum 1, & further experlment is needed.

Experiment 2

A colleague from Qsmania University, Hyderabad, undertook this
experiment with & group‘of undergradusates. Each undergraduate was provid-
ed with a simple description of Experiment 1, & 1ist, in Tordinery' weiting
and in alphabetical order, of the eight popular words, (Designatum
(Alternative) c, 3¢, 38, Lj, 5e, 5f 6e, (£, from mable 1, and the original
definitions for the six Designata 1, 3, 4, 5 6 and 7, with & note that Tor
two of the definitions two words had been found equally apprOpriate. The
gtudent then matched gach definition with the word oI words he thought most
1ikely to have peen chosen for it.

Agsuming that the pelationship between sign and meaning is arbit—
rary, we predict thet, since no peature of any of the signs can meke 1%
more accepteble for representation of a particular designatum than any
other sign, the votes for all tpe artificial words a8 repreeentatives of
particular designata will be, within statistical limits, equal. This is
how the voting wents

Altermative; Designatum:

1 3 b 5 6 7
4 e i 8 5 2 8 9
3¢ 7 s 2 2 @2
38 4 L L 5 L
I 2 - 1 6 2
5 e 9 1 Ly I -
5 f 3 3 - 9
6 ¢ 15 12 5 9y 5
7€ |2 u o 1 s [z

The prediction was fulfilled with respect o Alternative 1c,
while Alternative ée, previously selected &8 best representing Designatum
6, has heel voted more appropriate for representation of Designatum 1.

The prediction was unfulfilled with respect to Alternativas_Bc, ?g, s §e,
5f, and 7f, each of which was assigned to the designatuil which, in Experi—
ment 1, it had heen selected 10 pepresents and the postulate upon which
the prediction was based is therefore ralsified.

4 - s - - .
namely, 8L98S, dilrima, D&, meopeh, neach, stobe., tave, ziferl

A
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The reader may reasonably hesitate to accept this last statement
as a statement of fact, based as it is on limited experiment in particular
circumstances, As far as the object of this modest paper is concerned,
distinetion between article of faith and scientific statement, it is indeed
not at all necessary to consider the fact established. Rather the cont-
rary, for the statement "the postulate upon which the prediction was based
is therefore falsified" is scientific (in the Popper sense) simply becsuse
it is itself falsifiable (or verifiable), by experiment.

Having undermined, if not destroyed, an article of faith, one is
curious to examine the means by which the article of faith was substantiat-—
ed, We may go back te De Saussure for denial of a relatienship, other
than the socially conferred one, between sound and meaning, and fer what
have become typical evidence and assertion, The evidence is that what is
b-0-f on one side of a frontier is o-k-s on the other, the assertion, that
the meaning of "sister" might just as well be represgnted by no matter
what (De Saussure's words) other sequence of sounds.

However, there is no practieal or logical obligation t¢ assums
that, in order for there to be a substantive relationship between sound and
meaning, there must be one sound sequence per designatum throughout the
world, The existence of such a relationship is entirely compatible with
representation of one designatum by b-0~f, o-k-s and indeed as many sesquen-
ceg of sound as we actually Tind. One would be wrong to conclude, Trom
the external differences between pine needle, oak leaf and banana leaf
that there could be only arbitrzry relationships between leaf and leaf
function,

The methodological error with respect to "evidence" is that ref-
erence of & postulate to cbservation "proves" (De Saussure's word) the
postulate, It shows that postulate and evidence are not incompatible;
and that is all. It is the particular inference from the evidence ,
which De Saussure takes for granted, thet requires verification; for an
observation may be egually compatible with a number of inferences.

It is perhaps always tempiing to feel that what is asserted
positively in well defined terms and with reference to observation is more
"seientific" than something vaguely stated; it may be, and may not, It
would, not occur to us te call Alexander Pope's line, "The sound must seem
an echo to the sense" scientific, yet methodologically Pope compares fav-
ourably with De Szussure, for Pope proceeds to demonstration of what he
means, for verification on our part; whereas De Saussure's assertion that
the meaning of "sister'" could just as well be represented by no matter
wvhat other seguence of sounds is not experimentally verifisble or falsi-
fiahle, and so far as one can judge was noit made with this criterion in
mind: it is, in fact, an unscientific kind of statement,

The word "scientific" is used both as a c¢lassifying, and, more
popularly, as a descriptive adjective, In the first (and more "seientifidh
use, there is understood, I think, a methodological element absent from
muach linguistic study, Perhaps necessarily, for language, like life of
which it is a part, is messy rather than orderly, and its behaviour only
partially, otften only statistically predictable. The problem of the re-
lationship between sound and meaning is a messy problem, Languages, with

5
De Saussure 1957: 100, 159,
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the ‘peoples that use them, have evolved, each developing its own "cut"6, to
which - however difficult to define - old and new acoustical phenomena adopt.
As a language's words have altered, so presumably its speakers! feeling of ;
appropriateness of sound for meaning has altered too, keeping fairly well J
in step. There is no chance of "sister" getting represented by no matier ‘
what other sequence of sounds, since, it seems, sounds are not indifferent !
counters In sets of permutations. Insisting on the "mathematics called g
linguistics", our work may be the less, not the more, scientific; for one i
opposite of "mentalism" is "fundamentalism", with a regisier of articles of

faith.

6 Martinet 196]: preface.
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