Abstract SALC 2009

Sound symbolism and its possible role in language change

The purpose is to study the perception of phonaesthemes, in real time experiments, in order to detect the unconscious language competence.

Background

Abelin (1999) described phonaesthemes like:

fj- ’pejorative’ fjant, fjollig

fl- ’movement’ fladdra, flaxa

and Bergen (2004) studied phonaesthemes like:

gl- ’light, vision’ glimmer, glisten

sn- ‘nose, mouth’ snore, snout

Phonaesthemes constitute a statistically significant subpart in the lexicon. In addition to distributional evidence, phonasesthemes can be detected through their role in language change, in particular by the part they play in the generation of neologisms. Phonaesthemes are used in constructing neologisms, e.g. in poetry, child language, comic strips, general language. New, sometimes short-lived, words are created, at a slow pace, and they are understood.

Abelin (1999) found that listeners do understand phonaesthemic neologisms and that they produce neologisms along the lines of phonaesthemes.

Method

20 native speakers of Swedish (female) were subjects in a priming experiment and performed a lexical decision task, modeled on the design in Bergen (2004)

Subjects were told to decide as quickly as possible if the target word was a real Swedish word or not. They responded by pressing one of the buttons on the ”ioLab Systems” button box. The reaction time program PsyScope was used.

The stimuli classes of the experiment:

a. The condition ’phonaestheme’ means that the prime and the target words share a semantic feature and phonological onset and that they are a statistically significant subclass in the lexicon, e.g. glittra–glänsa (glitter – gleam)

b. Condition ’baseline’ means that prime and target are unrelated in form and meaning, e.g. glittra – lada (glitter – barn)

If the presence of phonaesthemes affects processing, then responses to condition a. should be significantly different from responses to condition b. 

The phonaesthemes to be tested were be the ones that were the most significant statistically. see Abelin (1999), chapter 4.2.1.

Expected results

In the experiment of Bergen (2004) phonaesthemes displayed priming effects much like those that have been reported for compositional morphemes These effects could not be explained as a result of semantic or phonological priming, either alone or in combination.

Expected results from the present study on Swedish:

Phonaesthemically related facilitatory priming.

Discussion

The results will be discussed in terms of:

The role of frequency in language representation and change

Why are some phonaesthemes more frequent than others – chance or neurological wiring?

The use of neural networks in modeling productivity of phonaesthemes?
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