
Abstract	of	manuscript	

1	
	

A study of Sound symbolism:  
is [i] small enough to be big  

 
Marc Tang & Jin Yen Lin 

National Cheng-Chi University 
 
 
1. Introduction 

Sound symbolism has been considered as an interesting pattern in previous research such as Sapir 
(1929), Ohala (1997), Wichmann, Holaman, and Brown (2010). One of the most well-known 
examples would be the relation between the high, front vowel [ɪ] and the concept of smallness (e.g. 
“tiny” in English). However, it also attracted criticism, especially regarding the domain of universality. 
We propose to address this kind of issue and cover the challenged area by providing linguistic internal 
and external evidence. 
 
2. Literature Review 

All languages exhibit arbitrariness relation among sounds and meanings in the De Saussurian 
principles, while one of the apparent counterexamples is sound symbolism. Previous studies included 
experiments based on invented words or comparative analysis targeting existing vocabulary. In the 
first category, Wolfgang Köhler (1929) ran an experiment which contained a non-arbitrary mapping 
between speech sounds and the visual shape of objects. Moreover, Ohala’s (1997) proposed that high 
pitch sound suggested the implication of smallness and low pitch implicated largeness. Within the 
second kind of research, Sapir (1929) suggested a connection between the high, front vowel [ɪ] and 
smallness. Nuckolls (1999) and Wichmann, Holaman, and Brown (2010) also examined the sound 
symbolism effect within various languages. While Pitcher, Mesoudi, and McElligott (2013) provided a 
mapping between vowels (e.g. /i, e/) and consonants in English first name with the notion of smallness. 
However, some exceptions violated the concept, as noted by Shinohara and Kawahara (2008), the 
word "small" contains no [ɪ] sound but it represents the concept of smallness while /i/ exists in the 
word "big" as prominent exceptions. The universality of sound symbolism and explanation of these 
exceptions is therefore, the target of this paper. 
 
3. Method 

Our study is composed of two research questions: 1) Does the concept linking [ɪ] to small appears 
in a significant percentage within the world languages? 2) Do the exceptions to 1) have a common 
pattern in articulation places? At first, the external evidence concerns the lexicons containing [ɪ] sound 
representing smallness within the most prevalent languages in the world. Data source including SIL 
and Ethnologue, combined with language dictionaries and previous studies data. Second, the internal 
evidence was provided from a questionnaire-based examination. Moreover, based on previous studies 
results, we also predicted that the exceptions may still be confined within the range of [-back] pattern. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 

As external evidence, based on SIL and Ethnologue we chose as source the biggest 110 languages 
we could retrieve data from in terms of speaker quantity, covering 77% of the world population and 
main language groups including Indo-European, Sino-Tibetan, Afro-Asiatic, Niger-Congo, 
Austronesian, Dravidian, Japonic, Altaic, Austro-Asiatic, Tai-kadai, as summarized in Table1. The 
results showed that 80% of the languages displayed the sound symbolism of smallness. Moreover, the 
majority (90%) of the 22 exception languages did show a common [-back] pattern as expected. 
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Table1. External evidence: World languages research result 

 
 
As internal evidence, we adopted a questionnaire survey targeting 100 participants to verify how 

participants would behave when facing random sound combinations designed in the CV-Structure, the 
experiment being inspired from Sapir (1949). The results demonstrated a high presence (60%) of 
sound symbolism related to smallness, as represented through Figure1. By applying our front 
articulatory parameter, the ratio augmented to 90%. The result demonstrated even stronger argument.   
 

Figure1. Internal evidence: Relation ratio between smallness and vowels 

 
 

5. Conclusion 
As a conclusion, we first provided evidence to the existence and universality of sound symbolism. 

Moreover we proposed an explanation to the encountered exceptions through the common [-back] 
pattern of articulatory places. We wish to provide through this analysis a basis of future research for 
various linguistic fields such as cognitive linguistics or phonology. 
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