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Abstract

The sound of the language of a literary text has often been considered to contribute to its meaning.  We hypothesize that this is due not to fixed or universal properties of phonemes, as theories of phonetic symbolism have supposed, but to the use of phonetic contrasts to elicit meaning.  Writers may set an overall range of phonetic tones that are distinctive to a particular text, but also introduce significant variations to achieve local effects.  An empirical approach to this issue, which employs methods of analysing phoneme distributions by Miall (2001) and Whissell (1999, 2000a, 2000b), is applied to a short story by Katherine Mansfield.  Readers responses to the story were obtained by the use of Semantic Differential ratings.  The findings show the influence of phonetic patterns on readers consistent with the hypothesis but not in support of phonetic symbolism.

1. Introduction


The sound of language has been a major resource for poetry and other forms of literature, probably since literary forms were first created.  Special metrical effects, or the use of a particular, unusual tone of voice, not only help to guide the attention of hearers, but can provide a range of rich tonal and rhythmic effects that help to evoke mood, or even suggest the presence of objects or events through onomatopoeia.   As we suggested in a previous paper (Miall, 2001), however, it seems unlikely that phonetic effects depend upon a fixed range of effects.  Not all occurrences of /g/ connote something harsh; not all /i/ vowels connote something small or light.  It seems more probable that authors create effects that are distinctive to the tone of the texts they are writing.  Tsur (1997), agreeing that no specific properties can be assigned to phonemes, argues that contrasting qualities, such as high-low, long-short, or bright-dark are realized “when in a specific context the sounds encounter some relevant meaning component” (p. 286).  In other words, phonetic contrasts, in the appropriate circumstances, help to motivate meaning in a literary text.


Sound effects, in this respect, may be manifested in two ways.  First, an author may create an overall tone for a text in which particular phonemes or phonemic clusters are used in a consistant manner across a text.  For example, in Coleridge’s poem “Frost at Midnight” we found that a preponderance of unvoiced fricatives and aspirates and back vowels characterized those parts of the poem in which Coleridge describes his sense of disturbance and his unhappy memories of school (Miall, 2001).  Second, an author may employ changes in phonetic coloration during the course of a text in order to give aural emphasis to a change in meaning.  Having established a particular norm, in other words, a departure from it may contribute to defamiliarizing the reader.  An example of this second device is found in Katherine Mansfield’s story, “The Wrong House” (Mansfield, 1945) – the story that will be the main focus of the empirical study we report later in this paper.  


In this story we are introduced to an old woman whose critical thoughts about her equally elderly maid preoccupy her one afternoon near the opening of the story.  Her reflections include this comment on the maid, “And oh, that habit of hers of dropping the stove-rings,” from which we infer her objection to the noise this emits from the kitchen.  Appropriately enough, the sentence creates a somewhat harsh tone, due to its preponderance of hard, back consonants (it contains 9 plosives and 6 voiced fricatives or aspirates), while it augments the sense of heaviness with metrical effects such as the adjacent stresses in “that habit” and the momentary pause between “hers” and “of dropping.”  When the maid enters the house in the closing part of the story, following a crisis which much disturbs the old woman, this same action is mentioned again: “Klang! went one of the iron rings into the fender.”   Here, however, the sound seems less intrusive, even a little musical.  The sentence contains the same number of syllables as the earlier one, but it has only 4 plosives and 4 voiced fricatives and aspirates; of particular note is the high number of glides, liquids, and nasals (9 in all).  In support of this contrast, the first sentence situates us within the old woman’s point of view; the second sentence suggests a distance from the old woman, a sound that is registered passively; while it is within her hearing it is not judged by her.  It could be argued that this contrast between two sentences serves to indicate to the reader how the old woman has changed between the opening and closing sections of the story; and in this respect, it is a local effect, specific to the tone created for the noise of the “stove-rings” and the old woman’s response to it.

Thus we suggest that, at least in literary texts, there is no formula for phonetic meaning.  Earlier theories of phonetic symbolism which took as their premise a fixed relation of phoneme type to meaning would, if correct, detract from the range of possibilities open to the writer to create effects distinctive to a given text, whether at the global or local level.  Phonemic effects are probably perceived only rarely in their own right by readers, perhaps when reading a poem that makes especially distinctive use of sound, such as some sonnets by Shakespeare or Gerard Manley Hopkins, or some poems by Wilfred Owen.  But the question we wish to ask is whether readers are sensitive to phonemic effects during normal reading of a literary text.  Even if readers remain largely or wholly unaware of such effects, they may have a measurable influence on readers’ responses independently of the many other influences on reading.  In this paper we report a study with readers of one literary story by Katherine Mansfield, in which we examined the effect of phonetic coloration on readers.


To examine the use of phonemes in literary and other texts, the phonemes that occur in standard English were placed in rank orders according to their position of pronunciation or aural qualities.  This was specifically to enable effects based on phonemic contrasts to be estimated.  The 20 vowels were arranged in two orders, front to back and high to low; the 24 consonants were also arranged in two orders, front to back and soft to hard.  This allowed a line of text to be given a phonetic index on each of its mean ranks on the four phoneme orderings.  As our earlier study showed (Miall, 2001), the phonetic index appears to predict several aspects of readers’ responses (depending on the story being investigated), such as reading times per segment and ratings for affect.  This constituted one set of measures of phonemic influence on reading.


An innovative approach to phonetic symbolism has recently been developed by Whissell (1999, 2000a, 2000b).  Drawing on a Dictionary of Affect containing ratings for a sample of over 4500 words on the dimensions of pleasantness and activation, Whissell examined the distribution of phonemes in the sample and found higher than chance occurrences of certain phonemes in words of a particular affective type.  For example, words rated more highly for pleasantness showed a higher proportion of the phonemes /l/ and /m/, whereas those rated more highly for activation contained a higher proportion of the phonemes /g/ and /p/.  Whissell (1999) was able to show the face validity of the approach by studying phoneme distributions in a wide range of text samples from a Byron poem to advertisements, pointing to the appropriateness of the phoneme distributions to the tone of the text.


Whissell’s method enables 34 phonemes to be scored: 15 vowels and 19 consonants (7 phonemes are unclassified, being too varied emotionally in their use).  The most effective emotional categories for analysis are Pleasant, Unpleasant, Active, and Passive.  In addition, as she shows in a subsequent study (Whissell, 2000a: 140), two composite measures can be derived from these: preferential pleasantness (pleasant scores minus unpleasant), and preferential activation (active scores minus passive).  In a test of this method with Coleridge’s “Frost at Midnight,” the 22 lines classified as negative in our earlier study were, as expected, significantly more unpleasant on the preferential pleasantness measure (means: Negative lines, -2.0; Positive lines, 0.23; t(72) = 2.523, p < .01).  It is also worth noting that the Preferential Pleasantness measure correlates highly with the two consonant weights for the poem: with soft-hard, r(72) = .705, p < .001; and with front-back, r(72) = .363, p < .001.  Similarly, in a comparison of two passages from Paradise Lost, Book II describing Hell is significantly higher on the Unpleasant measure (means: Hell, 6.5; Eden, 6.1; t(335) = 1.399, p < .05).  Here too, the Preferential Pleasantness measure correlates highly with the two consonant weights for Paradise Lost (combining both sections): with soft-hard, r(335) = .562, p < .001, and with front-back, r(335) = .306, p < .001.  Thus, it seems that soft or front consonants, in these poems, are consistently more pleasant on Whissell’s measure.  Whissell’s “phonoemotional” measures will be employed in the present study in addition to phonetic weights. 

2. Sound and style in Mansfield


In the study of readers’ responses to phoneme frequencies described below, readers read and rated a short story by Katherine Mansfield, “The Wrong House” (written in 1919).  It is evident from Mansfield's own comments on her writing that she considered the sound of language of major importance for her craft as a writer. In a letter to Richard Murry (Mansfield, 1996) about “Miss Brill,” a story published two years before “The Wrong House,” she said:

It's a very queer thing how craft comes into writing. I mean down to details. Par example. In Miss Brill I chose not only the length of every sentence -- I chose the rise and fall of every paragraph to fit her -- and to fit her on that day at that very moment. After I'd written it I read it aloud -- numbers of times -- just as one would play over a musical composition, trying to get it nearer and nearer to the expression of Miss Brill -- until it fitted her. (165)

The resources of sound implied here probably include the metre of specific phrases (their rhythm and pace), and words choices based in part on their phonetic coloration that creates tone, according to whether this is intended to be bright or dark, open or narrow, or some other dimension.  The phonetic tone will be a combination of several factors, but may include the frequency of phonemes on the dimensions identified above: front to back or high to low in the case of vowels; and front to back or soft to hard for consonants.  How these are deployed, however, depends on the particular story.  In this story, “The Wrong House,” front vowels appear to connote narrowness, restriction, and stasis.


Mansfield’s story begins by introducing an old woman who appears to spend her time knitting, waited on by an elderly maid.  One afternoon while the maid is out shopping she catches sight of a funeral procession coming down her street.  To her shock it stops outside and an undertaker comes to knock on her door.  It turns out that he has the wrong address, but as she turns him away she is in a state of fright and panic.  The maid returns to find her in a dazed state undoing her knitting.  The phonetic coloration often seems appropriate to the local meaning of the story.  The afternoon is characterized in this sentence: “dusk came floating into the room, heavy, powdery dusk settling on the furniture, filming over the mirror.”  In the subordinate clause there is a high frequency of front vowels (shown here in bold): “heavy, powdery dusk settling on the furniture, filming over the mirror.”  This helps to create the sense of stillness and enclosure.  In addition, a number of soft consonants underscore the sense of a dust-like substance: this comes from liquids, glides, and nasals (“heavy, powdery dusk settling on the furniture, filming over the mirror”), and unvoiced fricatives and aspirates (“heavy, powdery dusk settling on the furniture, filming over the mirror”).  Another effect is created, however, by the combination of front vowels and hard consonants.  As we noted earlier, the old woman thinks about the maid’s unpleasant habit of “dropping the stove-rings when she made up the fire!”  Her response described in the next sentence contains eight front vowels: “And she set her lips, as she had set her lips for the past thirty years.”  Yet it also contains hard consonants, specifically 9 plosives: “And she set her lips, as she had set her lips for the past thirty years.”  Taking this last example, such high phoneme frequencies are likely to influence readers, given that for the story as a whole the mean number of high front vowels per segment is 3.4 (SD 1.96); the mean for plosives per segment is 5.7 (SD 3.4).


But our main question is to ask to what extent these types of phonetic feature influence readers.  We chose Semantic Differential ratings to study this question.  Semantic Differential ratings are said to relate to affective response.  Moreover, several of the rating scales typically used in Semantic Differential studies, such as bright-dark or hard-soft, reflect the dimensions on which phonetic contrasts have been described (Miall, 2001).  In Semantic Differential studies subjects rate an array of objects on a series of scales.  In numerous studies, three factors normally emerge, Evaluation, Potency, and Activity, which together create a three-dimensional semantic space in which objects can be located.  Osgood, the originator of the Semantic Differential, noted that the method has its origin in studies of synaesthesia (1969: 26).  He reviewed several studies showing associations between music or number and colour, or sound and imagery, and showed how the concept of semantic dimensions that emerged from these studies can be employed to locate judgements about any experience.  This suggests that Semantic Differential allows for response across the sensory modes, making it an appropriate instrument for capturing at least a part of the richness of response to a literary text.  More specifically, the value of the Semantic Differential for making judgements of phonemes can be assessed on the basis of two previous studies.

Miron (1969) employed Semantic Differential scales to study phonetic symbolism.  He constructed nonsense syllables consisting of consonant-vowel-consonant, such as “nin” and “chon,” drawing on various permutations of 5 vowels and 5 consonants.  Both vowel and consonant sets were chosen for representing front to back positions in pronunciation.  Miron was investigating the cross-cultural validity of phonetic symbolism, so the participants he employed were both American-English and Japanese speakers.  Participants heard 25 syllables and rated them on 15 Semantic Differential scales.  Miron found a consistant set of discriminations, but of special interest for the present study is that evaluation and potency ratings clearly reflected the position of phonemes.  Higher evaluation ratings were given to front vowels and consonants; in contrast, higher potency ratings were given to back vowels and back consonants (activity ratings did not reflect phoneme position).  Miron suggests that this finding appears to reflect “the nearly universal correlation between high pitches and small objects to be found in nature” (591).  Although this study seems to provide evidence for phonetic symbolism, a literary text such as that of Mansfield, as we have suggested, may employ phoneme distributions for more specific purposes, calling such universal correlations into question: a writer may create a special sound environment for a given narrative (e.g., use front vowels to create a sense of enclosure and limitation), as well as introduce particular local effects that diverge from this overall pattern when needed.


In a second study, Semantic Differential was employed by Lawson (1980) to examine male and female names.  He employed nine scales of the Semantic Differential, requiring names to be rated on three 7-point scales for each of the factors evaluation, potency, and activity.  Male and female names were those then in use by students at the State University of New York, Fredonia; of these, Lawson took the most frequently occurring names (100 male, and 103 female) for rating.  The three ratings on each Semantic Differential factor were combined to produce three rank orders.  Lawson reports a tendency to place female names closer to the weak end of the potency dimension, and a marked tendency in placing female names at the passive end of the activity dimension.


In a subsequent analysis based on Lawson’s findings, we examined to what extent the phoneme frequencies of the names contributed to the Semantic Differential ratings.  Taking the first 50 names in the two lists, male and female, the phonetic rank of each name was computed according the method described above.  The rank orders for each name were then correlated with the Semantic Differential ranks reported by Lawson. Several phonetic influences were found.  For male names, positive evaluation preferences (kind, honest, happy) were associated with harder consonants, r(48) = .353, p < .02; i.e., preferred male names contain a preponderance of hard phonemes.  For female names, evaluation played no significant role, but high potency ratings (strong, large, rugged) were elicited by back vowels, r(48) = .416, p < .01 and hard consonants, r(48) = .314, p < .05; similarly, high activity (fast, hot, sharp) was also associated with back vowels and hard consonants.  Most female names, however, as Lawson showed, were placed by his participants at the low end of the potency and activity scales, suggesting that back vowels and hard consonants are considered less suitable for female names.


These two studies thus suggest that Semantic Differential ratings are likely to provide an appropriate measure of response to phoneme patterns.  In a literary text, however, the allocation of phoneme groups to the poles of Semantic Differential factors is likely to be less stereotypical than in judgements of male and female names.  It is also likely to be less uniform across a given text, since as a writer introduces new scenes evolutions take place in attitude towards a particular character or event in the text.  The following study was designed to allow phonetic qualities to be studied across the text as a whole as well as on the local level of individual sections.

3. The Study

Materials and method

The story chosen, Mansfield’s “The Wrong House,” is 1129 words in total.  It was first divided into 16 sections of roughly equal length, then the longer sentences within the sections were divided into phrase segments, making  a total of 139 short segments for the story as a whole.  6 of these segments were omitted in order to obtain roughly equal sized sections, each of which offered a coherent sub-episode in the story.  Thus 133 segments were presented for rating (average length 7.8 words, 34.4 phonemes).  Following the method described in Miall (2001) the text of the story segments was transcribed into phonemes, and four mean phoneme ranks were obtained for each segment: two for vowels (front-back, high-low) and two for consonants (soft-hard, front-back).  In addition, phonemes were analysed for the emotion profiles of Whissell (2000a),  producing four mean “phonoemotional” profiles for each segment: pleasant, unpleasant, active, and passive.  It should be noted that Whissell’s Active dimension is based on phonemes such as /g/ that are tense in production and aperiodic.  On Plutchik’s circumplex model of emotions, which arranges emotions in a circle, Activation is one of the two larger dimensions (Pleasantness is the other).  It is associated with cheerful and nasty, while its opposite, Passive, is associated with sad and soft.  Thus it has little relation to the Semantic Differential activity factor.


For the purpose of rating the Mansfield story, nine Semantic Differential scales were selected, three for each factor.  These were chosen both to be representative for that factor, and to address the possible dimensions on which phonemes might be perceived.  The Semantic Differential scales were as follows (those shown with an asterisk were reversed for the purpose of rating):

Evaluation: 
bright-dark; high-low; relaxed-tense*

Potency: 
hard-soft*; heavy-light*; strong-weak

Activity: 
sharp-dull*; fast-slow; hot-cold


Readers were recruited from students at the University of Alberta, some from senior classes in English literature, but most from first year Psychology courses.  147 readers in all participated, and received either $20 CA or experimental credit for participating.  Readers were run singly.  Readers were not told the purpose of the study, which was to examine the effect of phonemic colorations on readers.  Nevertheless, they were given a general orientation: “Language has other meanings beside the obvious surface meaning.  We are interested in how this influences people during reading.”  An example phrase was provided, and readers were asked “Does a reader perceive this as bright or dark, and if so, how bright or how dark?”  After introducing the rating scale, we added “We will present you with a set of phrases from a short story, and ask you to rate each phrase on this or a similar contrast.”  Readers were given time to practice the rating scales on a short test passage.  Participants read the Mansfield story as a whole first (this took on average about 15 minutes) before proceeding to rate the segments.


For the purpose of rating readers were randomly assigned to one of four conditions, each receiving 4 sections of the story, i.e., approximately one quarter of the story, in which they rated from 29-32 segments.  For each segment, readers provided three ratings, one each on the evaluation, potency, and activity scales; thus the total number of ratings provided by each reader varied from 93 to 105.  Ratings were provided on a 5-point scale, where 1 meant, for example, high evaluation (i.e., the bright end of the bright-dark scale), except for those ratings that were reversed.  In each condition three different groups of readers provided different ratings in each factor; e.g., for evaluation on a given segment the first group rated for bright-dark, the second group rated for high-low, the third group relaxed-tense, with other ratings being rotated in the same way.  Readers were able to refer back to the copy of the whole story during rating if they wished.  Materials were presented on paper, with ratings being entered on computer-scored sheets.  Preparatory to analysis rating scales that had been reversed were restored to the alignments shown above.

4. Results and discussion


The four conditions were first analysed separately.  A matrix was compiled for each Semantic Differential type (evaluation, potency, or activity) containing the individual ratings for the four story sections in that condition (i.e., 16 matrices in all).  Each matrix showed a high degree of intersubjective agreement on Kendall’s Coefficient of Concordance, p < .01.  Mean ratings for each Semantic Differential rating were then compiled for each condition, and from this a data matrix for the whole story was produced (containing 133 rows).


First, we asked whether the mean Semantic Differential ratings showed face validity.  The appropriateness of the mean ratings can be considered by examining the highest and lowest mean ratings on each scale.  In the following Table the segment number, the mean rating, and the text of the segment are shown.

Table.  High and Low Semantic Differential Ratings with Story Segments

EVALUATION

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Highest evaluations (bright, high, relaxed):

  3   2.25   she murmured the knitting pattern.

117   2.31   carrying the gentle lamp in both hands.

120   2.42   She set it down on the table

 23   2.45   'Knit two together!'

110   2.5    'I'm just putting on the tea-kettle, 'm.'

Lowest evaluations (dark, low, tense):

 73   4.02   'No!' she groaned, and stumbling, catching hold of things

 86   4.02   'S--street! Crescent round the corner.'

 70   4.12   and stayed in her hands and knees.

100   4.28   She came to herself with a deep inward shock

 59   4.31   What could it mean?  Help, God!

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

POTENCY

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Highest potency (hard, heavy, strong):

 69   1.79   She gasped, a great cold shiver went through her

 37   1.94   And oh, that habit of hers of dropping the stove-rings

 58   2.08   What was this? What was happening?

 75   2.12   She opened it, her chin trembled, her teeth clacked

 78   2.13   As she stepped back

Lowest potency (soft, light, weak):

103   3.46   it was Dollicas hurrying round to the back door.

114   3.55   'Please bring in the lamp,' she cried.

  2   3.58   like a song that she had sung so often that only to breathe was to sing it

 26   3.6    dusk came floating into the room

132   3.77   'It's a lovely young bird!'

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

ACTIVITY

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Highest activity (sharp, fast, hot):

 69   2.02   She gasped, a great cold shiver went through her,

 38   2.12   when she made up the fire!

 91   2.17   Clockety-clock-clock. Cluk! Cluk! Clockety-clock-cluck! sounded from outside

 59   2.17   What could it mean?  Help, God!

115   2.18   'The lamp!' Dollicas came across the passage and stood in the doorway

Lowest activity (dull, slow, cold):

 22   3.42   There was not a soul to be seen.

118   3.42   Her broad soft face had the look it always had when she carried anything

129   3.45   Her voice sounded thin and dry.

 92   3.51   and then a faint Cluk! Cluk! and then silence.

117   3.51   carrying the gentle lamp in both hands.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

On the basis of this display, it seems evident that readers applied the Semantic Differential ratings in ways that identified relevant aspects of the story.  The five lowest evaluation ratings, for example, each reflect the crisis of the story in which the old woman responds to the undertaker’s knock on the door: these are moments at which the old woman is most horrified and least in control of herself, thus strongly negative evaluations are appropriate.


Next, we ask how far the phonetic ranks predict the Semantic Differential mean ratings for the story as a whole.  It will be recalled that the phonetic predictors were (1) phonetic weights for story segments (Miall, 2001), and (2) emotion weights for segments, derived from (Whissell, 2000a).  Their influence on Semantic Differential ratings were examined, according to Semantic Differential factor, using a series of multiple regression analyses.  The following Table shows the overall F-value for each regression analysis and partial correlations for each phonetic or emotion variable.  In the case of the Emotion weights, the length of segments was included as a variable, since segment length affects the size of the emotion weight, which is based on counting phoneme occurrences. Regular regression analysis showed no significant influence for emotion weights, but a study of the emotion data showed a number of outlier data points, thus a robust regression analysis (Andrew's Sine) was carried out instead, and it is these results that are shown in the lower half of the Table.

Table.

Regression analyses of Phonetic and Emotional Variables with Mean Semantic Differential Ratings.

	Phonetic

	
	F (4, 129)
	Vowel F-B
	Vowel H-L
	Cons. S-H
	Cons. F-B

	Evaluation
	47.59****
	.6274****
	.0299  
	-.2269***  
	.1128  

	Potency
	47.31****    
	.6333****  
	.0252  
	-.2053**
	.1128  

	Activity
	51.69****    
	.6492****  
	.0563  
	-.2011*
	.1012  

	Emotion

	
	F (5, 128)
	pleasant
	unpleasant
	active
	passive

	Evaluation
	256.98****    
	.0399
	-.1830*
	-.0347
	-.1836*

	Potency
	218.39****   
	.0999
	-.2494***
	-.0199
	-.1106

	Activity
	210.16****    
	.0546
	-.2371***
	-.0796
	-.1240


*p < .05  **p < .02  ***p < .01  ****p < .001  (two-tailed)


As the Table shows, among the phonetic weights, front-back vowel position strongly predicted all three Semantic Differential ratings, such that back vowels influenced high ratings for evaluation, potency, and activity; and soft-hard consonants were also a strong influence, with soft consonants associated with high ratings.  On the emotion weights, high scores on all Semantic Differential ratings were strongly associated with high unpleasantness; and for Evaluation, high ratings were associated with high passivity.
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Figure 1.  Mean Phonetic Weights per Section and Mean Potency Ratings in Mansfield Story [phon-sect2.jpg]


Within these overall measures for the story, however, lie some interesting differences between individual sections.  Particular sections tend to create a tone of their own.  A comparison of mean section data across the story shows some important trends in Manfield’s use of her phonetic palette.  Figure 1 shows two of the mean phonetic weightings per section with mean potency ratings (the ratings are scaled up by a factor of 10 to bring them into the range of the graph).  Mansfield’s story begins with relatively high vowels and front consonants, consistent with the image she creates of the old woman intimately immersed in her knitting.  Overall, however, these measures show a steady decline towards low vowels and hard consonants towards the crisis of the story in section 11 (when the old woman manages to correct the undertaker’s mistake and send him away, then leans against the door as the funeral party departs).  Individual sections appear to create particular phonetic tones: e.g., section 4, with its shift towards back consonants and high vowels (it is in this section that “dusk came floating into the room”).   The mean potency ratings make clear that potency is not considered from the old woman’s point of view.  The lowest potency ratings occur at the beginning (when the old woman is immersed in her knitting) and at the end (as she sits dazed, unthinkingly unwinding her knitting).  The highest potency rating occurs in section 9, as the old woman trembles fearfully in the face of the knock on the door.  Clearly, the funeral procession is the most potent force in the story.
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Figure.  Mean Emotion Weights per Section and Mean Activity Ratings in Mansfield Story [emot-sect2.jpg]


The second Figure is based on mean emotion weights per phoneme for Preferential Pleasantness and Activation, with mean activity Semantic Differential Ratings.  Here also section 11 stands out as the crisis of the story, with unpleasantness and passivity at a maximum.   In general there is a decline in both pleasantness and activation across the story.  Readers’ activity ratings are at their highest in section 8, where the funeral party stops outside and the undertaker comes to the door.  Activity ratings reach their second lowest point in section 12 when the old woman is left standing in the hall, “as if she had fallen into a cave whose walls were darkness.”  

In addition to seeing differences between sections, conditions within sections also vary, often markedly, as successive segments create specific tonal effects.  In order to examine this in more detail, individual correlations were carried out at the section level for each set of Semantic Differential ratings.  The findings are shown in the next Table, where the associations found in the case of significant correlations are noted in the Comment column.

Table

Mean Semantic Differential Ratings and Phonetic Features by Section

NB. Only correlations where p < .1 are shown; those where p < .05 are shown bold

	Section
	Vowel F-B
	Vowel H-L
	Cons. S-H
	Cons. F-B
	Comment

	1-8
	
	
	
	P-.654

A-.624
	High potenc. front cons.

High activ. front cons.

	9-16
	A+.642
	
	E-.751  
	E-.664  

A-.742
	High eval. soft, front cons.

High activ. back vowels, front cons.

	17-24
	E+.735  
	
	
	
	High eval. back vowels

	25-31
	
	E-.797  
	
	
	High eval. high vowels

	32-40
	
	
	
	
	

	41-49
	
	P-.757
	
	
	High potenc. high vowels

	50-57
	
	
	
	
	

	58-66
	
	
	E-.508  
	
	High eval. soft cons.

	67-75
	
	A-.615  
	E+.691 

P+.584

A+.619   
	
	High eval. hard cons.

High potenc. hard cons

High activ. high vowels, hard cons.

	76-84
	
	E-.592  
	
	
	High eval. high vowels

	85-93
	
	
	A+.620
	P+.667


	High potenc. back cons.

High activ. hard cons.

	94-99
	P-.911
	P-.790
	E+.843  


	
	High eval. hard cons.

High potenc. front, high vowels

	100-106
	
	A+.707
	
	A+.941
	High activ. low vowels, back cons.

	107-115
	E-.625  

P+.713
	
	
	
	High eval. front vowels

High potenc. back vowels

	116-124
	
	
	
	
	

	125-133
	
	
	
	
	


For example, in section 11 (segments 85-93), high activity ratings were associated with hard consonants.  This is most marked in the onomatopoeic segment describing the sound of the departing horses, “Clockety-clock-clock,” etc.  The lowest activity rating is assigned to the segment, “whimpering in the dusky hall,” which also contains the softest consonants.  These relationships can be seen graphically in the following Figure:
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Figure.  Mean Phoneme Weights per Segment (Section 11) and Mean Activity Ratings in Mansfield Story [phon_11.jpg]
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Figure.  Mean Phoneme Weights per Segment (Section 13) and Mean Activity Ratings. [phon_13.jpg]


In contrast, high activity ratings in section 13 (100-106), as shown in the next Figure, appear to reflect a different tone colour provided by low vowels and back consonants.  In this section the old woman recovers herself and, thinking that the maid should not find her standing at the front door, goes back to her chair.  The first three segments are notable for representing this recovery phonetically.  In this passage, segments are indicated by a vertical line: “She came to herself with a deep inward shock, | hearing the gate bang | and quick, short steps crunching the gravel; | it was Dollicas hurrying round to the back door.”  As the figure shows, the segments shift from high vowels and front consonants to low vowels and back consonants.  Semantic Differential activity ratings also become higher (evaluation ratings show a similar progression), suggesting that low activity and evaluation ratings at the beginning of the section signify the old woman’s loss of control. 


This can be compared to the opening two sections of the story (describing the old woman’s knitting and sighing), in which high Activity ratings were associated with front consonants.  The highest ranked line for front consonants, “repulsive little black objects with bellies shaped like lemons,” also receives the second highest Activity rating (2.48) in the first two sections; the segment with the most back consonants, “like a song that she had sung so often that only to breathe was to sing it,” in contrast, receives the second lowest Activity rating (3.66).


Emotion weights also appear to function in distinctive ways in the individual sections of the story.  Correlations of Semantic Differential ratings with the Preferential Pleasantness and Activation measures are shown (where significant) in the following Table.  As these are somewhat fewer than in the case of the phonemic weights, however, only those sections with correlations are shown:

Table.

Mean Semantic Differential Ratings and Emotion weights by Section

NB. Only correlations where p < .1 are shown; those where p < .05 are shown bold
	Section
	Pleas/Unpleas
	Active/Passive
	Comment

	1-8
	E+.691  

P-.679  
	E-.692

P+.809
	High eval. unpleas, active

High potency. pleasant, passive

	67-75
	
	A-.750
	High active. active

	76-84
	E-.740  
	E-.643
	High eval. pleasant, active

	94-99
	P+.731  
	
	High potency. unpleasant



As the Table shows, the first section seems to have evoked ambivalent responses: phonemes that were either unpleasant or active were rated highly on evaluation; in contrast, phonemes that were pleasant or passive rated highly on potency.  It is almost the only example in the current findings that is similar to Miron’s (1969) report, i.e., high evaluation associated with low potency.  In this respect, the first responses to Mansfield may reflect a stereotype: i.e., high or front phonemes being highly evaluated but found low in potency.  If so, Mansfield’s story clearly challenges this stereotype early on.  The low amount of data shown in the Table overall, in contrast to that for Phonetic Features, suggests that Whissell’s measure is, for this story, less sensitive to local differences in tone.  This is perhaps to be expected, given that the emotional measures presuppose specific evaluative dimensions.  While these may hold for a text as a whole, they seem less effective for capturing variations in the use of phonetic resources within a text.
Conclusions


A number of earlier studies of phonetic meaning, as we noted, sought to validate a theory of phonetic symbolism in which relatively fixed meanings are assigned to phonemes.  One value of the present study has been to suggest that the search for such a theory is mistaken.  A comparison of Semantic Differential ratings of phoneme groups has shown that the meaning of phonemes depends upon their context.  In the present study readers gave high Semantic Differential ratings overall to back vowels and soft consonants.  In Miron’s (1969) study of nonsense syllables, in contrast, high evaluation ratings were given to front vowels and front consonants, whereas high potency ratings were given to back vowels and back consonants.  In our elaboration of Lawson’s (1980) study of names, we found that high evaluations had been associated with hard consonants in the case of male names; for female names, back vowels and hard consonants had elicited high potency and activity ratings (probably indicating qualities not usually associated with such names).  


While, as Mansfield’s story suggest, there is a tendency for the more intimate or reflective situations to be signalled by front vowels or soft consonants, the second section with its high evaluation of such phonemes shows that it is also possible for such phonemes to connote stasis or fear, as the low evaluation of soft consonants indicates in section 12 (segments 94-99).  In these, and many other ways, a writer sensitive to phonetic tone will undoubtedly deploy a sound palette to emphasize experiential and affective qualities specific to the text being written.  Moreover, as Mansfield’s story also seems to show, writers often challenge stereotypical associations.  An unusual array of phonetic contrasts, provided it is justified by its context, is one of the writer’s stylistic techniques for defamiliarizing the reader, creating an unusual tone that will require the reader to see or feel in ways that have not been experienced before.  While we have not tested this possibility, it is possible that a stereotype such as the association of high evaluation with low potency will be common in non-literary texts but perhaps less common in literary.  In this perspective, we would surmise that the appearance of universal meaning that has characterized much research on phonetic symbolism is largely relative to a specific linguistic culture.  If phonetic symbolism is an illusion, however, the findings we report in this paper indicate that the specific sounds patterns of a literary text are iconic, offering arrays of meaning that are significant to readers.  In this, and other ways, further study of the role of phonemic contrasts in the response of readers is required.
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