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The conventional notion in linguistics of the ‘arbitrariness of the sign’, that there is no

connection between the form of a word and its meaning, was perhaps most famously stated in

Saussure’s (1972: 67-68) ‘first principle’, where he argues that there is no inherent

connection “between the idea ‘sister’ and the French sequence of sounds s-ö-r which acts as

its signal”, and that this “is the organizing principle for the whole of linguistics”.

Nonetheless, there is evidence that non-arbitrariness is present in language, meaning that in

some cases form does create, affect or modulate meaning, with the most common forms of

non-arbitrariness being systematicity and iconicity (Dingemanse et al., 2015). This study

focuses on iconicity, which refers to a relationship of similarity between the form and

meaning of a given word and which can be found to varying degrees in natural language. One

of the most prominent examples of iconicity in spoken language is onomatopoeia, where the

sound of the word imitates the real-world sound it represents; for example, the form of roar

reflects the deep cry it represents. However, iconicity in spoken language is not limited to this

class of words, with ideophones being another example of iconicity. These are “depictive

words that stand in an iconic relation to their real world referents” (Barnes, 2023: 89),

making use of other aspects of the form of the word to depict aspects of meaning, as in the

Japanese kibikibi (‘energetic’) (Dingemanse, 2018: 605-606). Indeed, rather than being a

fringe remnant of non-arbitrariness in fundamentally arbitrary languages, it has increasingly

been argued that iconicity is an essential component of both spoken and signed languages

(Perniss, Thompson & Vigliocco, 2010; Ferrara & Hodge, 2018; Winter et al., 2023), and in



particular that it plays an important role in language acquisition (Imai & Kita, 2014; Perry et

al., 2018) and language evolution (Perniss & Vigliocco, 2014; Vinson et al., 2021).

Research on iconicity in spoken languages has shown that certain phonemes have

iconic qualities in certain semantic contexts. As such, this study intends to further the

research on iconicity by making use of natural language processing tools and native speaker

iconicity ratings (from Winter et al., 2023) to discern the extent to which information about

iconicity is contained in phonetic vector representations and distributional semantics models

(DSMs). To this end, this study employs linear regression models using phonetic and

semantic word embeddings as the explanatory variables and native speaker iconicity ratings

as the response variable. We expect there to be a degree of iconicity information in both the

semantic and phonetic embeddings, given that iconicity is found in words with certain

phonetic and semantic qualities. This aligns with the findings of previous studies which also

indicate that DSMs contain iconicity information (Dingemanse & Thompson, 2020;

Thompson et al., 2020; De Varda & Strapparava, 2022). This study found that these models

do indeed have a certain degree of success in predicting iconicity ratings, and that the trends

in their predictions are consistent with other research on iconicity. These findings contribute

to our understanding of the distribution of iconicity in language, and indicate that

computational tools such as DSMs and phonetic vector representations are able to detect

iconicity in natural language to a significant degree, despite not having direct access to the

words’ referents, a fundamental component in an iconic sign.
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