
Cognitive frame in interpreting iconicity: a historical perspective 
 
There are various issues concerning interpretation of meaning and such issues can be 
multiplied in historical terms. Sound symbolism refers not only to a referent’s size (large or 
small), but also to other features such as endearment. The iconic relationship between sound 
and size here does not simply rest on a physical size, but in part on how people perceive a 
certain referent. For instance, the sun may be considered as a source of energy and heat in 
Europe, but it can be a source of suffering in Africa (p.c. M. Thannasoula). Thus, the 
association of the sun with something negative in Africa make it less likely that it carries a 
diminutive marker. A question here is that it is difficult to know what criteria were used to 
classify referents according to systems such as sound symbolism. This can be a serious issue 
in cross-cultural analysis of a certain object, but also historical comparison in a single culture 
or region. For this, etymology often reveals crucial hints in identifying a possible world view 
of earlier society. 
 Focusing on the earlier Indo-European culture, a basic distinction in the world view can 
be divided between active and inactive. In the majority part, this distinction corresponds to 
the animate-inanimate distinction, but as in the sound symbolism, it is not the only criterion. 
For instance, ability to reproduce can be a sign of activeness and the lack of it demotes a 
referent to inactiveness (i.e. words referring to small children, especially young girls, cf. 
Toyota forthcoming), or ability to speak seems to be one of the criteria for considering a 
referent active in the case of Proto-Indo-European (i.e. some animals such as crow was given 
a special status in earlier Europe, cf. Gamkrelidze and Ivanov 1995). This explain why some 
of Indo-European languages, both old and modern, have words referring to children as 
grammatically neuter (e.g. Old English cild ‘child’ or Serbian dete ‘child’ as grammatically 
neuter).   
 Along a similar line of argument, etymology of a word ‘horse’ in Celtic languages, for 
instance, can be traced back to a Proto-Indo-European verb ‘destroy’, and as a consequence, 
horse is often connected with death (p.c. A. Gedziute). Thus, it seems that horse was not 
closely associated with farming or transport of goods, but with fierceness and death in the 
earlier Celtic culture and endearment seems highly unlikely to be associated with horse. This 
earlier association may not be so visible in the modern Celtic culture.  
 Thus, in order to appreciate iconicity in modern languages, it seems very important to 
understand cognitive frame in earlier culture, and historical studies of this kind will enable us 
to see grammatical oddities more comprehensively.  
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