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Motives and Methodology

Apart from the fact that this paper was assigned to us, there was another reason why I buried myself under piles of copies made of previous studies, newspaper articles and queries. Upon reading “Phonaesthetically speaking” by David Crystal my interest was aroused in this topic. Could it be that there are some letters or sounds that the human mind subconsciously dislikes?

What I did was gather a list of words constructed of letters that were mentioned as important – either in a positive or negative way – in David Crystal’s study. I tried to choose colorful bundles of letters so I could cover the topic well: Words that were polysyllabic, and ones that were short; ones crammed with consonants and some that were overflowing with vowels; tongue-twisters and words that could be pronounced easily, and so on.

 However hard I tried I could not narrow my list of words under 15 words from each language considered, that is, Hungarian and English, as I wanted to gather an acceptable amount of information on which I could base my essay. I arranged the words in a miscellaneous order so that no one asked could be biased or led down a garden-path in any way. The list was introduced to the interviewees as a study, and they were asked to “try not to relate to their meaning, rather, focus on the word itself, and tell us how it ‘feels’ to you.” The interviewees were categorized into three main groups, natives, non-natives who speak a foreign language (English or American people speaking Hungarian, or Hungarians speaking English), and not speakers of the language of the words of which the list was made of. I found it useful to segregate them instead of clustering the opinion of the people from different nations together, as you will soon see. This study’s statistical data is valid – it has not been forged – and all the names of the people asked have been listed at the end along with the references. There are a few words characterizing the interviewees, which I found useful when trying to understand the underlying reasons why each individual chose the words s/he did. People of different ages liked different words. Also, I found that gender has a big say in what will be chosen as liked. I will also enclose the table I filled out according to the interviewees answers in order to illustrate the distribution of the various opinion. The gender is not indicated, but to summarize it in one sentence: I found that women generally (4 out of 5) tended to favor words that have positive meanings. They found it hard to separate the meaning from the letters corresponding to it. “Women cannot do things without involving their emotions. There is no specific center for emotions in the female brain, like there is in the male counterpart. Electron Scanning tests [examining the activity of the brain by measuring passing electricity between the braincells’ dendrites and axons] show that men can simply “shut out” their feelings when making a decision, unlike women, this is why they are preferred at higher management statuses.” – from Alan and Barbara Pease’s “Why Men Don’t Listen and Women Can’t Read Maps”. I note here that I am in no way degrading women – they excel in other fields like communication, training and nurture (and linguistics ().

Choosing the Words

My choice of words also originated from David Crystal. In his article in English Today (April, 1995 issue), he listed many words showing us how a poet’s and a novelist’s taste might differ concerning words, and how a “normal reader” related to their list of words. I did not want to simply integrate the words given in Crystal’s article, as I wanted to create something original, however, I thought it useful to choose words that are similar, so they could be used for comparison. Thus, I put words like pulpit (resembling pomp), chrysalis for crystal onto the questionnaire. On the other hand, I was curious whether the Hungarian people would score English words the same way as the English did, or not, therefore, in the end, I did incorporate a few words like murmur, willow. 

Another source for the chosen words was curiosity. I wondered how much people could separate their knowledge of the meaning of the word and the sound-sequence referring to it. I hid a simple case of homophony into the lines of the questionnaire, using the Hungarian word “állj” and the English phrase “I” (or “eye”, they did not know, as the words were read out to the interviewees). Both are pronounced /ai/ in casual colloquial talk, meaning they are phonetically the same. The pronunciation of the two should not differ – therefore, the difficulty of saying the two should be the same too. 

Concerning English words, I needed to find phrases that are not very common in English, as I wanted people – even those who are learning the language – not to be biased towards the words asked of them. In most of the cases I succeeded, the English speaking interviewees stated that they did not know the words’ meaning when they answered my query. I thought this to be good as this provides an objective view of the sequence of sounds: Whether it is easily pronounceable or harder to learn; does it have morphemes or sounds that are just not suited to the Hungarian tongue (meaning we don’t use that sound), and vice versa on English. 

The Hungarian words chosen are to represent our language. I attempted to meld most of our letters into the list of phrases below. I had a very hard time finding a person who did not speak Hungarian at all, as I wanted to have opinions of all sort. I wanted to interview somebody who hadn’t experienced the Hungarian language at all, in order for him or her to be objective. Ferihegy Airport, apparently, is filled with foreigners who have already been here before, but eventually, I found a husband-and-wife, of which one hadn’t experienced Hungarian yet.

The Questionnaire and Its Results

First, let us view the English words. Phrases that had high frequency consonants in them, like chrysalis, murmur and trickle, were liked by both native English speakers and non-natives who spoke the language. I myself found this interesting, as I would have thought English learners to dislike sharp sounds like /k/ and /t/ being followed by a much more rounded /r/, since I’ve always found it difficult to switch between the sounds. I was backed up by people who didn’t speak English at all, as they disliked the contrast too. 

Low frequency words like willow, Aaliah, and worthy were found to be generally liked. Apparently, willow was the only word not to get a negative rating. I believe this to be because of the frequent continuants occurring in them. The sounds /w, r, j, l/ glide effortlessly out of a persons mouth. These together with the easily pronounced vowel /a/, the front-produced /i/, and the rounded /o/ make a perfect combination. Surprisingly enough, the interviewees who did not speak any English disliked the sounds /w, r/ the most. The word they found hardest to pronounce was roar, beneath and worthy. They tended not to favor fricatives.

Vixen, beneath and dove were disliked which I put down to the voiced consonants contrasting the sharp “x” or the voiceless “th”, and the simple overcrowdedness of voiced consonants in dove. Plosive consonants, like the /p/, /d/, /t/, /k/ and /b/ in pulpit, fricative or beneath were the most notorious of all. In my list, pulpit became the most disliked word of all – in tie with the “almost swallowed word: murmur” (cite from Czapkó Krisztina, interviewee). 

Concerning vowels, I have to note that I could not see David Crystal’s theory come true. The best liked English words had varying vowels, not ones that moved from mid to high and from front to back. One of the people asked actually stated that she likes the vowels to constantly change. 

Hungarian words were the most interesting of them all. My only problem was that I had an overwhelming native Hungarians among the interviewees. As I noted earlier, I attempted to choose words that have most of our language’s letters and sound in them. I was also sure that people wouldn’t be able to disassociate the word from its meaning, as they have lived with it all their lives. Interestingly enough, they proved me wrong.

The most favored word from the list I produced turned out to be halál. When questioned, most of the interviewees stated that it simply “rolls out” of ones mouth. The aspirated /h/ at the beginning of the word was noted as the primary reason for their choice. Again the high frequency consonants were favored, such is the case in gondolat, which arrived in tie with lenolaj for second place on the list. Surprisingly, unlike in the case of the English words, plosives and low frequency consonants weren’t shut out from the favorites: poronty and csepp were regarded as popular as the previously mentioned high-frequency ones.

The most disliked word of all – English and Hungarian alike – was edzés. Heavily voiced, low frequency consonant with a sharply aspirated /S/ at the end of the phrase – it is all here to make things wrong, even though this word would comply with David Crystal’s “have vowels move from mid towards high and from front towards back” rule. 

Words that had the typically Hungarian sounds, such as the letters ö, ő, ü, ű along with the consonants ty, ny, gy were generally disliked by non-natives: “Its like pushing two separate letters together! T-j, g-j, n-j… why do you do that?” – was one of the comments from the interviewed people. This is almost the same when the Hungarians noted similar comments on the English “th” “w” and the curved “r” sounds.

The Hugnarian word állj, which I purposely hid between the other words turned out to be liked just a bit more than the English “I”, by receiving 7 votes, whereas the English got 6. However, this does prove to me that even though in Hungarian állj has a somewhat negative meaning – being an order – the people interviewed could disassociate themselves from the meaning, and form a more-or-less objective opinion. 

The only person I found who has never had any experience with Hungarian before found the language “...somewhat frustrating”. She only found 6 words pleasant (in her words “bearable”) from the list I produced. These were farkas, gyűrű, halál, állj, poronty, ásvány. When asked why she did not pick the words containing continuants like the letter “l”, or fluent nasal sounds like “n”, i.e. gondolat or lenolaj which were adored by Hungarians, she said that the stressing of the words “Didn’t go with what I am used to, although I did like the letters... you just said it strangely.” 

Non-native people, who had had somekind of interaction with the Hungarian language tended to reinforce the native Hungarians, therefore I can conclude, and find myself in agreement with David Crystal on the issue that certain sounds do evoke feelings in a person on the basis of phonology, more specifically, on how complicated it is to pronounce the sequence of the sounds in one word.

References:

“Phonaesthetically speaking” – by David Crystal in English Today, April 1995 issue.

“A Magyar Nyelv Tankönyve” – by Szende Aladár, 1994. (used for the classification of Hungarian consonants in the matrix)

“Why Men Don’t Listen and Women Can’t Read Maps” – by Alan and Barbara Pease. 

Interviewees questioned:

(listed with their approval)

Czapkó Krisztina (19), university student. (10 years of English)

Lesley Egyed (17), high-school student.

Bartus Gergely (20), photographer.

Halász Gábor (24), active recruit currently in civil service. (Lived in Canada)

Erika Papdi (46), founder of Fast English Alternative Language School (Lived in US)

Sándor Papdi (45), manager of Webconsult, IBM.

Csanád Papdi (19), high-school student (lived in US)

Aaron Hunter (xx), university teacher (lived in US, then Ireland, now in Hungary).

Szabó Gábor (21), 5th grader in a bilingual high-school of foreign trade & economics.

Berta Zoltán (15), freshman in a bilingual high-school of foreign trade & economics.

Jerry Wolf (19), freshman in the College of Foreign Trade.

Pusztai Zsolt (22), accountant (speaks German only).

Ellenbacher István (24), computer technician (no English apart from programming)

Nedermann Tamás (22), university student of BME, electronics.

Bayer Tibor (21), university student of BME, chemical engineering.
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