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DASH, SPLASH AND HUSH: ARBITRARINESS VERSUS
ONOMATOPOEIA

The traditional approach to sound symbolism: a revew

Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist and fouraferEuropean
structuralism, in his linguistic theory establishadnumber of dichotomies
pertaining to different aspects of language, damgue vs. parole, synchrony
vs. diachrony, syntagmatic vs. paradigmatic, form vs. substance andsignifé
vs. signifiant.! According to Saussure (see Fischer-Jgrgensen )19a8guage
is described as a system of linguistic signs, ewgg having a dual structure,
i.e., every sign consists of a signifé and a signif(signified and signifier), or
sign-content and sign-expression which — in Hjemslaomenclature — means
that every linguistic sign, every word, has its @gpt (meaning) and its acoustic
image (the actual string of sounds).

It is agreed that the relation between the sigrif@ the signifiant is
arbitrary . This means that there is nothing about the Emdlsm /keet/ that
says it ought to refer to the feline quadruped wewk very well, and not to a
house or a whale. Likewise, the English woek, its German equivalerdaum
and Frenclarbre have the same signification, i.e., they refethim $ame class of
objects, all three varying significantly in form ih none of them naturally
represents a tree or its distinctive properties tfua issue see, for example,
Lyons (1977:100)). McMahon (1994:177) claims tlinet very theory of arbitrary
links between a signified and a signifier made istsidof semantic change
possible and until that time it was generally badigt that every word had its true
meaning: hencetymology(Greeketymos- ‘true’). Given that the link between
the signified and the signifier is only arbitragjther of them may change in the

1 Many of these dichotomies are challenged in ptesay linguistics and, in particular,
within the framework of cognitive linguistics. Sefey example, Sweetser (1990), Ruhl (1989),
Kleparski (1996) and Kleparski (1997).
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course of time. This phenomenon has been extegysstetied by a number of
scholars, for example, Ullmann (1957,1962).

The only commonly acknowledged exception to thevemsiality of the
Saussurean image of a linguistic sign is the cdsenomatopoeia which is
defined in Bolinger (1992:28) as:

[...] direct imitation of a sound ‘in nature’, whatr it represents the sound itself (bang,
whoosh, cough) or something for which the sounddstda relationship of metonymy, e.g. cuckoo,
blast ‘party’, hum ‘be active’, knock ‘summon tood?.

Understandably, ideal imitations cannot exist beeadifferent languages
have different phonological systems and onomatapegiressions are bound to
conform to these particular systems. Another charmtic feature of
onomatopoeic forms, according to McMahon (1994:85),their maximal
iconicity, which is reflected in thdt..] onomatopoeias are not affected by sound
change or analogy [...]J;and later he adds that they also are not affeloyed
semantic change. As an example of resistance togbbgical change McMahon
(1994) gives the Mid.E. formgipen ‘the sound produced by chickens’ in which
the stem was pronounced /pi:p/, gnple ‘instrument used for smokingwith the
same long monophthong. After the completion of @reat Vowel Shift chicks
still go peep/pi:p/ but smokers put a /paip/ in their mouth.

Given that we are raising here the issue of iconitishould be explained at
once that it is directly connected with onomatopo®Vith reference to iconicity,
Wescott (1971:416) defines an icon[ag a non-arbitrary intentional sign —
that is, a designation which bears an intrinsic emedblance to the thing it
designateslconicity is a very general term and it covershbaisual images, like
f # on toilet doors, and oral/aural ones to which wallsturn presently,
especiallysound symbolismand onomatopoeia. One should mention here that it
is possible to distinguish two approaches to thas#ons: one lumps them
together and uses the terms interchangeably (sare,efample, Crystal
(1987:174)), and the second — represented by Bmlir{992:28) — treats
onomatopoeia as a sub-class of sound symbolismhwhicturn, is defined as
[...] that form of iconicity in which the nature tfie sound resembles what the
sound stands for.

Another sub-class of sound symbolism distinguish®d Bolinger is
phonesthemeswhich is based on the synesthetic connection ketweund and
sound, sound and size, sound and movement, etseklms to duplicate the
category ‘sound-to-sound’ which either should beuded in an onomatopoeia
sub-class or onomatopoeia should be a categoriiafgsthemes. The examples
of sound-to-light relations are words beginninghwtite gl- cluster such as, for
example glitter, glossy, glow, gleam, glimpsetc.; sound-to-movement relations
are exemplified by thesw- cluster suggesting a smooth, wide-reaching
movement, for exampleweep, swell, swarm, swerve, swagtg,; the-nt cluster
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suggesting shortness in words like, for examplet, punt, stunt, runt, blunt,
etc.; the-rl /3:(r)l/ cluster indicating roundness in such wortke Iswirl, curl,
pearl, barrel, roll. Sound-to-size or distance connection is believed:tist
between close vowels (especially /i/) and smalln@ssloseness, and open
vowels (especially /a/) and largeness or farnessxXampleslit vs. slot, chip vs.
chop weevs. vast,little vs. large, nearvs.far, this vs. that, seevs. saw Sound-
to-sensation relation is claimed to exist betwsenandsl- clusters which are
said to convey certain unpleasant associations,sngfu, snake, snarl, sneeze,
sneer slime, slither, slug, sloppydditionally, thesl- cluster is often claimed to
have something to do with downwardness, for examglge, slalom, slack,
slave slump, slouchetc.

Those who adhere to this approach admit that thengdthematic
relationship is not universal and there are cleamterexamples even in one
system: big vs. small, Polish wielki ‘big’ vs. maly ‘small’. Such words as
gladiator andglucosehave nothing to do with light, and the contenttaf word
swapimplies rather sharp than far reaching movement.rkore examples of
phonesthemes consult Crystal (1987,1995) and Baliit©92). Among others,
Bolinger (1992:28) says:

Phonesthemes differ from onomatopoeia in being elgcanalysable, and from morphemes in
not being PRECISELY analysable (such as the wst-;tand -ed of untested).

What he means here is that onomatopoeic formatiensge amorphous
structure and are treated as indivisible entitfesn that definition one may
draw the conclusion that onomatopoeic expressioress an a par with
monomorphemic words differing only in the first bgimaximally iconic (the
form, that is to say phonetic image, stands for ttiieg signified), the other
being totally arbitrary. Aside from onomatopoeial gzshonesthemes, Bolinger
(1992:29) distinguishes non-verbal modificatiomspnation, and postural sound
symbolism, falling under the heading ‘primary sowwychbolism’ but, because of
lack of space, they shall be of no concern to us.’'What is worth mentioning is
that Bolinger (1992) highlights off ‘secondary sdusymbolism’, in which, he
admits, the association of words is accidentaljghdhe tries to prove it works.

Onomatopoeia and sound symbolism revisited

On the basis of the discussion presented in thaqu® section one can say
that the existence of sound symbolism and onomaiopwmords is a truism: it
seems so obvious that there is nothing left. Nbeetess, we would like to
consider these phenomena with a more critical ey® fa different perspective
of view. An attempt will be made to protleat sound symbolism in fact does
not exist and that the superficial similarity of forms, gfhonesthemes, is
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essentially arbitrary, and that looking for sourghbolism in language implies
looking for regularities in language which are siynpot there to be found. We
will also try to show that onomatopoeic formaticstsould not be given any
special status in the theory of language and thatr¢lationship between form
and meaning in these expressions is nothing lessdtbitrary.

At the outset, we will provide some patrtial eviderbat onomatopoeias are
affected by sound change or analogy like any olérdcal formations and the
point that they sometimes resist those changegadalthe fact that some forms
behave unpredictably. Beyond doubt, and despitduhggergrammatikerthere
are always exceptions in language. If we considgelagy and sound change:
some onomatopoeias undergo these processes whére aame time, some
definitely non-onomatopoeic forms do not, e.g.tha very beginning of the
Mid.E. period /h/ was dropped in consonantal chsstar, hl, hn: hnacod
‘naked’, hringan ‘ring’, hlid ‘loud’, the same kind of W was lost in
onomatopoeias: a hor¢meaegd,now it ‘neighs’, an oxhlewd then the /h/ was
lost. In O.E. there were different ways of pluratrhation and suffixings was
only one of them; then, in order to regularise sgstem, only one way was
selected, e.g., O.Bsc /bo:k/, Mod.E. ‘book’, O.Ebec /be:f/, Mod.E. ‘books’;
strangely enough, the analogy did not apply to stomas that would hardly be
called onomatopoeic such as, for examm®/oxen, goose/geese, man/men,
tooth/teethor salmon/salmonAn example of onomatopoeic forms following the
rules of regular sound change may be the soundupeadby sheep, which in
O.E. period wouldblet /blee:t/ but now theyleat /bli:t/, in the meantime they
would /ble:t/* Another regular change affected short /u/ whicbuad the 18
century, had an option to becomé br to remain /u/ in such words as, for
example put, full, butcher, cushion, sugéall with the vowel /u/) andut, drug,
dull, sun, much, fufwith the vowel A/). Surprisingly, in O.E. swingrunadbut
later it decided tgrunt/grant/, so a clearly onomatopoeic form having an aptio
of remaining unaffected chose to undergo a phomgdbgmodification.
Onomatopoeic expressions also underwent other sobadges: an O.thund
(dog) byrcd /burkd/ with a high mid vowel and now lilarks with a low back
vowel /a:(r)/. All these examples testify to reguteehaviour of onomatopoeias
as far as the phonological change is concernedheee is nothing inside these
forms that prevents sound change from operating.

As mentioned earlier, McMahon (1994:177) claimst tlaomatopoeic
expressions are not affected by semantic changéelfollowing we will make
an attempt to prove that the semantic structurerhadt is commonly known as
onomatopoeic forms may be altered in an identicay W0 non-onomatopoeic
words. In the literature on the subject (see, f@naple, Kleparski (1986,1990),

2 Factually, the change that took place conformeelvizry way to a regular sound change on a
par with such words as, for exampiad > déd > deedrs# > sé > sea
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Waldron (1979)) there are three traditionally redegd basic semantic changes:
broadening (extension, widening or generalisationgrrowing (specialisation),
and meaningshift. We speak of broadening when the meaning of a word
becomes wider, i.e. when it retains its originalamiag and additionally means
something else, e.gipe originally meant a simple musical instrument, but
through association with its shape it means nowutse’ (a hollow cylindrical
body), or the wordpicture used to denote ‘something painted’ but with the
passage of time it has broadened its meaning tededhe sense ‘a photograph’.
Narrowing of meaning may be illustrated by meanshef history of the word
meat,which originally referred to food in general, notlyp to edible flesH, or
garage,which once meant ‘any safe place’ but now is usedenote a building
for storing or repairing cars. Meaning shift cands@mplified by the semantic
history of the wordsilly which originally meant ‘*happy’, or Poliskurwawhich
originally referred to an unmarried woman but nawuised in the sense of
‘whore’, or an emphatic particle used after wordsich the speaker wants to
emphasise.

First, the process of narrowing of meaning in onmmpeeias can be
exemplified by Polistgegac; in the 16 century it meant ‘of a goose’s sound,
speak nonsense, or speak through the nose’, nowtlalfirst meaning ‘of a
goose’s sound’ is associated wdbgac: the verbhuczé ‘to make noise’ once
referred to people, musical instruments, the seatlamder, etc. Now it is never
used with reference to people. The veib¢ originally meant ‘sing’ while in
present-day Polish it refers only to the soundsipeed by roosters and hens.
Englishbray, originally applied to such animals as horses, cxeth deer, while
in present-day English only men and donkeys caly. lEaoon once meant
‘bellow’, ‘roar’ or ‘murmur’, ‘hum softly’, but now it means ‘to sing
sentimentally into a closely held microphone’.

Broadening of meaning in onomatopoeic expressicang Ioe clearly traced
in a number of Polish formgikac, originally ‘of a chick’s sound’, in the course
of time gained the additional meaning ‘beat lightyy heart)’# grucha‘, which
originally described the sound made by a pigeony matso means ‘wooing,
courtship’.

A change that seems least likely to apply to onopwic forms is meaning
shift, and yet examples are not spatssavl once meant ‘bark, how!’ (of a dog),
now it is used exclusively in the sense ‘cry, sHoutly’; chucklein its original

® The original meaning aheat‘food’ is petrified in what Kleparski (1996,1997&fers to as
meeting points between synchrony and diachrony asclior examplesweetmeat, mincemeat
the proverbial expressioone man's meat is another man's pois@far more examples see
Kleparski (1997) and Hellet al.(1993)).

4 Apart from that there is also an onomatopoeicrinfily used derivativeikawaused in the
sense ‘heart’.
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sense meant exactly the opposite to what it meaghyt in the 18 century it
meant ‘laugh vehemently, openly’ and around 1800ckleacquired its present
meaning ‘to laugh quietly to oneselfijp — the exclamation at present used to
begin a cheer or to show approval, was used dttéreall to someone or to
attract their attention (like the modeiey); the word jangle ‘ring a bell
sharply’, went through a number of meaning alterati until it reached its
present-day meaning: the original sense of the web to ‘chatter’, ‘babble’,
then it was applied to birds, later it meant ‘teealp harshly’, ‘grumble’, and
from this usage the meaning ‘to make a discordaisigndeveloped and, finally,
jangle began to refer to bells. Nowadays, it is hardtagine thajargon could
have meant anything other than ‘argot’, ‘a spdeiafjuage used by a group’, but
in fact the noun, in its original sense was usedHe twittering or chattering of
birds. The Polish verlgrzechotd, ‘to rattle’, evolved fromkrzekot@ < krik
(Mod.Pol.krzyR ‘to cry’, ‘shout’.

The representative examples quoted above shoulde nialclear that
onomatopoeic expressions are as likely to be affiebly semantic changes as
non-onomatopoeic forms and that there is nothingnmmatopoeias that would
block or even attenuate the possibility of mearihgnge; the fact that we do not
perceive these changes is due to the synchronit pbiview of language and
the fact that linguistic change usually occurs ogeweral generations of
speakers. More generally, depending on the natuteaguistic enquiries, the
synchrony/diachrony dichotomy can either be conducor damaging to
particular descriptive goals. It seems that whateieded in the case at hand is a
panchronic point of view because the purely synchronic apgrdaads to deny
the relevance of the past to the present altogdtesr Kleparski (1997), Ruhl
(1989)).

To pursue our ends, we conducted a survey in dade&xamine to what
extent ‘onomatopoeic’ expressions merit the epithet to what extent do they
resemble (or not) real sounds of nature. The soundsiestion are taken from
different Indo-European languages suclihasiha (Catalan and Polishkra kra
(Italian), pip (Danish and Swedish}pk tok (Dutch),i — i — i (Catalan and
Spanish)guru guru(German)bau bau(ltalian), summ sumniDanish, German,
and Norwegian). The elicitation consists of twotpanaving completed the first
part the participants of the test are given theorsgc The instructions are
identical in both parts, that is to say:

The italicised expressions are the sounds typicatlyduced by various
animals in various languages. Name those animals.

I. One time when | was walking in the countrysidesard [...]:
l.ihaiha
2. kra kra
3.summ summ
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4. tok tok
5.i—i—i

6. guru guru
7. bau bau

8. pip

For the second elicitation, although the animaéstae same as in the first,
the context in which they are used is fairly cletwe aim of the second part
was to check how much context would influence theiee of the animal by
the person under examination. The contexts arel@svs:

Il. 1. While walking across the meadow full of flevs | heard [...]Jgumm sumin
around me.
2. When | was visiting Bethlehem | heard [.ia( iha) when an Arab was
pulling that obstinate animal.
3. When | was in the jungle | heard [..i]« i — i) and saw it dextrously
jumping from one tree to another.
4. In the country, my grandmother sprinkles graifisvheat to [...] {ok toR
every morning.
5. In the summer, every morning and evening | Hedr(kra kra) by the
pond.
. My uncle keeps [...]puru gury in the loft of the cowshed.
. The most popular pet in Poland is a [bdy bau.
. Early this morning | was woken up by a [.pia) hiding in the branches of
the tree.

0o ~NO®

The test was carried out on samples of Polish stisdand university
graduates. They can all speak at least one fotaigguage and they have some
linguistic training, which certainly proved to bélwelp in performing the task
given to them. On our part, an attempt was madelect the most obvious and
self-evident cases of onomatopoeia (the actualdoproduced by animals), in
which the connection between form and meaning lohdeen questioned. We
decided not to choose verbs of ‘onomatopoeic’ acbecause then the proof
that there are no ‘onomatopoeic’ forms would be &xsy to demonstrate.
Consider, for example, the following material: adhirpsin English,crvkuée
in Croatian, kvittar in Swedish; a beduzzesin English, zuji in Croatian,
mezamzemah Hebrew,ronzoin Italian, surrar in Swedish; a pig whiclhokée
in Croatian,chrumkain Polish,gruntsin English andgrymtarin Swedish. All
these forms differ so greatly from one another thiet more than obvious that
they do not refer to the same actions or desctibesame sounds produced by
one and the same animal.
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The results of the first part of the survey are mamsed below. Correct
answers are in bold while incorrect in plain lettehe symbol # indicates lack of
an answer, and the numbers after the words indihateumber of subjects who
chose a particular answer:

iha iha donkey3 | horse 17

kra kra crow 20

pip #8 bird 3 mouse 2 chick 6 peacock 1

tok tok #6 hen?2 turkey 1 frog 1 woodpecker 9 | horsel
i—i—i #13 donkey 3 horse 2 mouse 1 pig 1

summ summ | # 20

guru guru #8 pigeon6 | turkey 4 rabbit 1 bird 1

bau bau #10 | dog9 cat 1

And here are the results of the second part:

summ summ | bee 11 cricket 6 #3
iha iha donkey 19 horse 1

i—i—i monkey 20

tok tok hen 20

kra kra frog 9 crow 11

guru guru pigeon 19 #1
bau bau dog 20

pip bird 19 #1

As can be observed on the basis of the above sesudt contextualised task
was completed much more successfully: there a4 £orrect answers in the
first part of the questionnaire and as much as%5cbrrect answers in the
second and the results would have been even higiher contexts in questions 1
and 5 had been more supportive. Let us now anahgeespective responses:
the soundiha-iha is produced by both the Polish donkey and hordee T
overwhelming number of answers giving ‘horse’ (88%4he first section) may
be attributed to the fact that horse is more popahal deeply rooted in Polish
reality. In any case, this is a wrong answer buh\ai context provided as much
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as 95% got it right. Frogs in Italian make the sblra-kraand exactly the same
sound is produced by Polish crows, but bearing iimdnthat these were Polish
students’ responses under examination it seemsrstaddable that in the first
section they uniformly chose the animal with whesand they are familiar. The
right animal, however, was completely different dinely were not so sure of the
animal when they were doing the second part oftélsk: 45% changed their
minds and decided on frog even though the contead wot clear enough.
Answers toi — i — i, pip andtok-tokin the first part of the survey seem to be
random: they resemble ‘shots in the dark’ whereesoesponses are correct, 0%,
15% and 10% respectively, some are wrong, 35%, 468660%, and some are
missing, 65%, 40% and 30% (the diversity of resperseems to suggest that the
‘onomatopoeic’ sounds could mean almost anythibgy}, in the second part,
where the context is unambiguous, the percentageroéct answers is 95% and
100% respectively. The number of correct respotssgaru guruandbau bauin
the context-free part is somewhat better (30% &b 4espectively), because
these expressions resemble in form the generatiwkrPolishgruhu gruhuand
hau hay but the percentage of correct answers could Istillexpected to be
higher. The second part of the survey was complatmdst faultlessly: 95% of
correct answers fagruhu gruhuand 100% fobau bau.The summ sumnfiorm
seems so abstract for Polish people that they didewen try to provide any
answer in the first section though bees, which pecedhis sound, are one of the
most common and best known insects in Poland amaely formsumm summ
is present in a number of Indo-European languageh ss, for example,
Estonian, German, Danish and Norwegian. The supplamtext (broad as it is)
enabled the examined to give some expected andlpimlanswers: 55% were
correct and 30% missed.

Discussion

From the results of the survey one can safely dranconclusion that the
most iconic images in language, i.e. the soundmwhals, are seemingly no less
arbitrary than generally recognised arbitrary fodike house, cupor tree. We
may think that it is only the context that makesad meaningful and that there
Is nothing in the word or its form itself that wdutontribute to its meaning, and
the above results seem to confirm the hypothesis.sStudent informants clearly
referred to the knowledge of their mother tongle= {ga kra or bau bay, and
gave priority to the forms known. One may concludberefore, that
onomatopoeic forms are so strongly arbitrary thedythave to be learned
individually, because the resemblance they bean@br to the objects they are
supposed to designate cannot be associated byepeogh with some linguistic
knowledge for whom the different phonological sys¢eonomatopoeic forms are
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put in is no obstacle. If one considers the soundde by a dog such as, for
example, English /wuf/ or /bau wau/, Polish /haw/hdtalian /bau bau/ and
Ukrainian /haf haf/, there seem to be no consisdimthe phonological systems
of these languages that would prevent a dog frakifgauniformly, for instance
/bau bau/ or /vau vau/. The fact that barking resented differently in each
language supports the thesis that those formsrhiteaay.

One may conclude that the superficial similarityoobmatopoeic forms in
different languages is very often caused by languagntact; borrowings
sometimes make up to 90% of vocabulary (e.g. irmAlln), and onomatopoeic
expressions are not an exception that cannot bewed by another language.
In Irish, for example, despite its rich history ditdrature, most animals produce
sounds in the English way, though the orthogragtgnamal sounds conforms to
the Irish writing system: for example, dobbuf /wuf/ and cowsma /mu:/.
Borrowing of onomatopoeias can also be traced énhiistory of Polishgong
‘the sound of a gong’ appeared in Polish in 1980English it was present as
early as 1600, and it was probably adopted fromeyaigong furkac or furcze?
‘flutter’ (from the sound of fluttering wings) wasken in from the Ukrainian
furknuty, kwekaé ‘grumble because of ill health’ was taken from Berman
krankeln.

The apparent relatedness of onomatopoeic formaodifferent languages is
— to a large extent — also generated by their seommon root. In Slavic
languages there are similar onomatopoeic formsisiiPanlaska, Slovak
ml'askat, Czechmlaskatj Bulgarianmljaskamand Slavonienldsatiall sound and
mean almost the same (i.e., ‘smack, click’) becalusg have developed from one
Slavic root*mleskati/*mleskati. The same phenomenon can be traced in a number
of verbal forms, likedzwoné ‘ring’, chichota’ ‘giggle’, czka* ‘hiccup’, grzmie
‘thunder’, piszczé ‘squeak, squeal, peep’. These and other Polistmsfdrave
cognates in many other Slavic languages and th@uésto the fact that they
originated from one Proto-Slavic onomatopoeic répte-ti (*zven-éti), * yoy- »t-
a-ti, *skeuk-*gre-ti- (*grsme), *pisc-¢-ti (*pisci-) respectively.

It can be safely assumed that the sound made bglalths a common Indo-
European ancestor. Compare, for example, English@ermanquack quack
Catalancuac cuag¢ Dutchkwak kwak Croatiankva kva Italian and Portuguese
qua qua Norwegiarkvakk-kvakkSwedishkvack kvackSpanisktuac cuaclrish
vac vac, Welshcwac cwacand some equivalents from other non-Indo-European
languages such as Hungariaap-hap Thai gaab gaab(with falling tone),
Japanesegaagaa, Hebrew ga ga ga Estonian préaéks praaks Chinese
(Mandarin) gua gua It is well-documented that words in languages ta
related genealogically are likely to bear some mddance to one another and
this applies not only to onomatopoeic formationstbwther forms as well.

® Compare, for example, words for ‘mother’ and ‘riigih various Indo-European languages.
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Now let us turn our attention to another case ohdosymbolism, that is to
say phonesthemes It should be more than obvious that if onomatépoe
expressions are arbitrary, which we hope to havergat least partial evidence
of, then the other instances of sound symbolismv{iith the form and meaning,
according to the traditional approach, are lessngly related) are also totally
arbitrary. An attempt will be made to explain whynge clusters refer to some
similar idea, e.g. thatsl- conveys unpleasantness. The reasons why
phonesthemes can be vaguely analysable seemumfmd One is that they are
derived from one and the same source, i.e. theg hasommon lexical ancestor,
and the other is that they are simply accidenta Wl look, for example, at the
derivation of sound-to-light phonesthemes with gihecluster; for the sake of
clarity it will be presented in the graph below:

I.LE. *ghlé-, *ghel-, *ghel-(gleam, glitte}

enlargement OZW l \

I.LE. *ghlou- I.LE. "ghleis- I.E.*ghlei-

’// Teut.
*glim- I.LE. *ghleid
glare glow gloaming
glitter
v

glisten glister glaze gla

glimmer glim glimpse gleam

In the derivation above, some intermediate stafgesxample, I.E. §hlou

> 0O.E.glowan> Mod.E.glow, have been left out in order to make the graph as
intelligible as possible. As can be seen from ttagly, words beginning with the
gl- cluster can legitimately be said to pertain tmilwsity because they are all
derived from the same Indo-European stéighle-, *ghel-, *ghel- (gleam,
glitter). But this fact does not have any significancesjoeakers for they do not
analyse such segments as meaningful or vaguely ingdah morphemes.
Normally, speakers tend to look at such segmenisdigsible entities because

it takes somebody with an academic knowledge ofliEimgetymology and a
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classical education to discern any relationshipvbeh forms likepermit, remit,
commitandadmitor sedan, sedate, sedentannyd sedimentin fact, mitt(ere)in
Latin means ‘send’, ‘do’ angled(ere)means ‘sit’, and at this point we should ask
the question. Why are the segmentst, sed-, -pter-, bibl-, -ceive, predot
treated as instances of sound symbolism? After thity relate to certain
concepts, viz. ‘sending’, ‘sitting’, ‘winged’, ‘bddsh’, ‘taking’, and ‘prey’
respectively. The answer is that these theorejicalhguely analysable’
morphemes are not analysable at all by speakersevhocess to synchronic
information is part of their competence.

As has already been pointed out, looking for sosyrdbolism in language
is looking for regularities that do not seem toséxihe superficial similarity of
forms is quite often superficial. Let us imagina;, €xample, the sound symbolic
hypotheses that senses in Polish tend to end witliceless velar sounaech
Ivex! ‘smell’, wzrdk /vzrok/ ‘eyesight’,stuch /swux/ ‘hearing’, sm& /smak/
‘taste’, dotyk /dotyk/ ‘touch’ or that names of parts of the baalglude vowel /of:
noga ‘leg’, stopa ‘foot’, ucho ‘ear’, dtor ‘palm’, tokie¢ ‘elbow’, nos ‘nose’,
kolano ‘knee’, udo ‘thigh’, oko ‘eye’, wtosy ‘hair’, kostka‘ankle’, biodro ‘hip’,
policzek ‘cheek’. At first sight the hypotheses seems taokwfme but at a closer
look there would be few who would not consideridiaulous. It is crystal-clear
that such a type of convergence is thoroughly ftmtis or, as it has been shown
earlier, etymologically explainable; recognition afcommon source very often
depends on how deep into the past we are ableko Mevertheless, even if the
common origin of some words can be traced, thendtisnuch synchronic value
in this because phonesthematic clusters are ngtioeuctive nor analysable. If
someone called you swindler, swineor swoerand you did not know the word
you definitely would not think that you are smoathmoving.

Apart from this, one should remember that languagemloy a finite
number of phonemes by means of which they can goameenormous number
of meanings. It should be understandable that #ineessounds may appear in
one semantic field (see the Polish /o/ in the seimdield PARTS OF THE
BODY) and that this coincidence of forms is caused Hyméed number of
phonemes employed by a language and it is notdiffto find patterns which
seem to exist but that are, in fact, fortuitousviHg provided some evidence that
onomatopoeia as well as other instances of sountbajsm are based on
arbitrary ground, but bearing in mind that onomatmp as such is a very useful
term, especially in literature, we would like toggest a new definition of it:
onomatopoeia should be understood as a class of wler referring to
imitation of sounds of nature with no iconic relatbnship. If a nonce formation
pedomatopoeiavas a general term for different kinds of walkiegg., crawling,
hobbling, marching, staggering, tiptoeing, dashimgping, rambling, strolling,
wandering, etc., the correlation between onomatopfiems and the actual
sounds of nature could be explained on the basesanalogy between
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pedomatopoeia and actual ways of walking, or tha teptiles and real animals
which fall under this category. Such terminology ymiae useful for mere
categorisation but it does not have any relevaockmnguistic theory.

Conclusions

In this paper we have submitted partial evidencat tbnomatopoeic
expressions as well as other instances of sounddaigm are no more than
terminological inventions which seem to have neevahce in any theory of
language. We made an attempt to show that the lmemasf onomatopoeic
formations is by no means different from that diest‘arbitrary’ forms: by the
same token onomatopoeias are subject to the sanmdlphical changes as non-
onomatopoeic words (e.ghneegd, hbt, grunad. Moreover, onomatopoeic
expressions appear to undergo exactly the sames kohdemantic change as
unmotivated ones. Broadening of meaning may be pkiad by the semantic
evolution of Polistpika¢ andgrucha’; the process of narrowing of meaning can be
observed in the history of Poligiaga’, huczé, pia¢ as well as Englisbhroonand
bray; meaning shift in onomatopoeias can be illustr#tealugh the history of such
English lexical items abawl, chuckle, hip, jangle, jargoand Polishgrzechota.
The results of our survey confirm the thesis thaditionally perceived
onomatopoeic formations are as arbitrary as angrainmotivated words in a
language and that it is only context that gives nimgato an ‘onomatopoeic’
expression. However expressive ‘onomatopoeic’ woiflsa context is not
provided, may mean virtually anything in every ploleslanguage. Onomatopoeias
require the same linguistic knowledge as any otherd in a given language:
every single word has to be learned individually dahe fact that words are
arbitrary is one of the reasons why languagesitiezanht.

It seems that the superficial similarity of ononpaieic forms can be
explained in two possible ways; one is brought &bmy language contact:
‘onomatopoeic’ formations, just like other wordande borrowed by languages,
see Irishbhuf, mi and Polishgong furka¢ and kwekac; the other reason for
onomatopoeias being similar in different languagetheir common ancestral
root, e.g.mlask&, dzwoné, chichota’, czka’. The apparent similarity of sound
symbolic clusters can also be justified twofold:eoms the same as in
onomatopoeia, viz. etymological relatedness, glare, glow, etc., the other is
their mere accidentalliyThe assumption that there is no sound symbolism (a
— accordingly — onomatopoeia) in language adds h® tiniversality of
Sausurrean dichotomgignifé vs. signifiant which, in turn, leads to a greater
uniformity in the theory of language. Finally, gpaper seems to provide some

® See the senses and parts of the body in Polish.
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vindication of the panchronic perspective in larggianalysis; only when we
allow historical information (phonological changegmantic changes) into our
analysis are we able to throw some light on theisps nature of onomatopoeia.
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