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One of the most important concepts discovered by Modern 
Linguistics is the concept of phoneme. I am not going to dis­
cuss all the steps tha t led to its conception, bu t will concen­
t ra te on the far-reaching effects tha t this discovery has pro­
duced and yet may produce in the general field of linguistic 
science, language teaching, and language learning. 

Paralleling this, we have the concept of levels, of linguis­
tic levels, which shows us that language, as Benjamin Lee 
Whorf has said, is in itself so little known, so ordinarily t aken 
for granted, that we know everything of it, when we a re really 
groping at i ts full significance. He says: 

"We must find out more about language! Already we know 
enough about it to know it is not w h a t the majority of men, lay 
o r scientific, th ink it is. The fact tha t we talk almost effortlessly, 
unaware of the exceedingly complex mechanism we are using, 
creates an illusion. We think we know how i t is done, tha t the­
re is no mystery; we have all the answers . Alas, w h a t wrong 
answers. I t is like the way a man 's uncorrected sense impres­
sions give h im a picture of the universe tha t is simple, sensible, 
and satisfying, bu t very wide of the t ru th" . (1 ) . 

The first researcher who had some glimpses of t he fact 
of the phoneme was Baudouin de Courtenay, who stated the 
fact in his book Versuch einer Theorie der phonetischen Alter-
nationen (2 ) . He had some hints about the impending fact of 
t he phoneme; he arrived a t the idea tha t under certain condi­
tions some sounds, certain specific sounds, could a l ternate or 

(1) . — " L a n g u a g e , Mind , a n d R e a l i t y " , L&nf iUfe , T h o u g h t , a n d R e a l i t y , e d . J o h n 
B . C a r r o l ( N e w Y o r k : M a s s a c h u s e t t s I n s t i t u t e of T e c h n o l o g y , 1998), p . 250. 

(2) . — ( S t r a s s b u r g , 1895): [ U n a b l e t o g ive e x a c t q u o t a t i o n d u e t o i n e x i s t e n c e of 
a c o p y ] . 



vary . But actually, he did not get to the concept of the pho ­
neme. 

In 1921, Edward Sapir, German by b i r th then living in t h e 
United States, wro te a book called: Language, An Introduction 
to the Study of Speech (3 ) . Drawing from Franz Boas the im­
portance of the study of primit ive languages, he s tar ted l in­
guistic research working with American Indian languages. His 
main contribution to linguistic science is the notion of pat ter­
ning: (4) the reduction of linguistics to an exact science, w h e r e 
linguistic facts can be analyzed and predicted, based on the 
distribution of pat terns . But still he did not realize wha t w a s 
this linguistic unit, the phoneme, and other important uni ts 
tha t came out as a result of the emergence of the concept of t h e 
phoneme. Sapir also wasn ' t quite free from the importance of 
meaning in language research, as his chapter on the e lements 
of speech (5) testifies (6 ) . 

The father of American Linguistics, Leonard Bloomfield, 
was the first to arr ive at the discovery, or a t least he is t h e 
one who is responsible for the apprehension of the first facts 
about the concept of the phoneme. In the chapter dedicated t o 
the facts of the phoneme, from his famous book Language, h e 
says: 

"The fact tha t two utterances of the syllable man w i th 
different pitch-schemes are " the same" speech-form in English, 
bu t "different" speech-forms in Chinese, shows us tha t the wor ­
king of language depends upon our habi tual ly and conventio­
nally discriminating some features of sound and ignoring all 
others. The features of sound in any ut terance, as they might 
be recorded in t h e laboratory, are the gross acoustic features of 
this u t te rance . Pa r t of t he gross acoustic features a re indiffe-

(5) . — ( N e w Y o r k : H a r t c o u r t , B r a c e & C o . , 1921). 
( 4 ) . — See " T h e S o u n d s of L a n g u a g e " , o p . c l t . , p . 42 a n d ff. 
( • ) . — " T h e E l e m e n t s of S p e e c h " , o p . c l t . , p . 24 a n d ff. 
(6) . — A l t h o u g h E d w a r d S a p i r a r r i v e d a t t h e f a c t of " I n d i v i d u a l s o u n d s " t h e s e 

d o n o t r e p r e s e n t t h e s a m e c o n c e p t t h a t I h a v e In m i n d . I n t h e p r ev ious ly 
r e f e r r e d t o c h a p t e r , i . e . " T h e E l e m e n t s of S p e e c h " h e s a y s : " A n d y e t 
t h e i n d i v i d u a l s o u n d i s n o t , p r o p e r l y c o n s i d e r e d , a n e l e m e n t of s p e e c h a t 
a l l , f o r speech i s a s ign i f i can t ( i t a l i c s a d d e d ) f u n c t i o n a n d t h e s o u n d as. 
s u c h h a s n o s i g n i f i c a n c e " ( O p . c i t . p . 2 4 ) . 



ren t (non-distinctive) and only a pa r t are connected wi th mea­
nings and essential to communication (distinctive) . The diffe­
rence between distinctive and nondistinctive features of sound 
lies entirely in the habi t of the speakers . A feature tha t is dis­
t inctive in one language, may be non-distinctive in another lan­
guage" (7 ) . 

Here in this extract are the very first important realiza­
tions tha t Bloombield had in his language analyses. Only some 
features, out of the gross phonetic or acoustic features are re­
levant in any given language. These relevant acoustic contrasts 
are the basis upon which the whole system of phonemes is 
bui l t . 

This fact was very well explained to me when I was a 
s tudent at the Inst i tute of Languages and Linguistics, Geor­
getown University, by Prof. Paul Garvin in one of his classes 
on the principles of General Linguist ics. He used as an expla­
nation the traffic light system. I t is, as everyone knows, a type 
of signalling, thus a kind of language, though not spoken lan­
guage. In this system we have the sequence: green, yellow, 
red. Green = go, yellow = attention, and red = stop. The re ­
levant features (in this case visual not acoustic) are here the 
colours green, yellow, red . Alone, they would not function. A 
place where we don' t have changes of colour in the traffic lights 
very soon nobody would pay any attention to it. The colours 
can appear in any form, round, rectangular,-small, large, strong, 
weak, bu t they have to be located a t specific places (normally 
nea r the corners of streets) . I t is the sucession of colours that is 
important , one colour against the other colours, and the colours 
themselves, these a re the re levant features, all the others are 
i r re levant . In the phonemic level we have the succession of 
different sounds, and the sounds themselves, that together cons­
t i tu te tha t s t ructure of contrasts known as language. Th i s can 
also be applied to other levels than the phonemic. 

( 7 ) . — " T h e P h o n e m e " , L a n g u a g e ( N e w Y o r k : H e n r y H o l t a n d C o . , I M S ) , } 5 . 
3, p . 77 . 

( • ) . — See c o m p l e t e l i s t of p h o n e m i c s y m b o l s a t t h e e n d of t h i s a r t i c l e . 



Let me give another practical i l lustration: any of our most 
well-known Western Indo-European languages have relevant 
acoustic features which are peculiar to each of t hem. Some of 
these features can also be found in m a n y of t he languages of 
Europe, as voiceless versus voiced, in the s t ructure of t he stop 
phonemes of languages such as English, German, Portuguese, 
French, Spanish, and some others . We could represent these 
sounds wi th the following chart : 

STOP PHONEMES 

j Bilabial Velar 

voi 
ce 

less 
IM 

r 

voi 
ced 

/ b / /d/ III 

Or, front articulation versus back articulation, in practical­
ly t h e same languages: E . g . in English / h i t / versus / h a t / ; 
/ p i t / versus / p U t / ; / b i y t / versus / b u w t / ; / h i y d / versus 
/ h u w d / ; / b e y t / versus / b o w t / ; e tc . 

Close art iculation versus open art iculation, also in the same 
languages: E . g . in English, / b i t / versus /bast / ; / s i t / versus 
/sset/ ; in Portuguse, / l i : / versus / l a : / ; / s i : t a / versus / s a : t a / ; 
e tc . 

These features are features of contrast, the relevant acous­
tic features which carry differences in meaning. On the other 
hand, aspiration versus non-aspiration is not relevant, or a t 
least not very relevant, and in some languages are found in 
complementary distribution, as in English; affrication or non-
affrication could also be used as an impor tant acoustic featu­
re bu t it is not relevant in these languages. Clicks, phonemes 
using air which is only contained in the vocal chamber, versus 
unclicked phonemes could be relevant, bu t i t is also i r re levant 
in these languages, though we may make, to a greater or smal-



ler degree, clicks in our art iculat ion. But clicks a re re levant 
acoustic features of contrast in quite a few African languages. 
In our Western Indo-European languages we only use clicks 
on purpose when addressing to animals, or in exclamatory ex­
pressions. 

Also, differences in pitch a re normal ly i r re levant in some 
languages and very distinctive and relevant in o thers . In Chi­
nese, and a lot of other Asiatic languages, a great number of 
t he so-called "isolating" or "monosyllabic" languages, pi tch 
carries difference in lexical, or segmental meaning (9 ) . There 
are practically as many as four pi tch levels for almost every 
Chinese word (10). Pi tch in English and in other languages 
of Europe and America, only carry differences in meaning as 
far as linguistic situations are concerned. Take for example, 
this sentence in English: 

2 3 1 
/ h i y did I t + / — He did i t . This is a simple s ta tement sta­

ting tha t someone did something. 

2 4 4 
/ h i y dfd I t | | / — He did it? This is a s ta tement stat ing 

that unexpectedly somebody did someth­
ing nobody would expect h im to have 
done . 

In both these examples, though the stress-scheme is the 
same, the pitch-scheme is quite different. But still, the re is 
no difference in segmental meaning. Tha t is, pitch (as also 
stress), bu t not pitch-schemes or stress pat terns , a re supra-seg-
mental phonemes, and tills is a meta-linguistic (11) si tuation, 

( • ) . — B y s e g m e n t a l m e a n i n g i s m e a n t d i f f e r e n c e I n t h e l ex i ca l s t r u c t u r e ; s o 
t h a t t h e r e la -difference b e t w e e n " h e a d " a n d " d e a d " . B y s u p r a - s e g m e n t a l 
I s m e a n t d i f f e r ence i n s i t u a t i o n a l m e a n i n g , a s t h e d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n a 
g r a m m a t i c a l l y e q u a l s e n t e n c e b u t w i t h d i f f e r e n t d i s t r i b u t i o n of p i t c h . 

(10) . — T h e r e a r e s o m e r e g i o n s , l i k e H u n a n , w h e r e w e c a n f i nd f ive o r e v e n s ix 
p i t c h - s c h e m e s . 

(11) . — Meta l ingu i s t i c , opposed t o l i ngu i s t i c , a n d m l c r o l i n g u i s t i c . B y l i ngu i s t i c Is 
m e a n t l a n g u a g e s lgna l l in lg w h i c h Is I n h e r e n t l y p a r t of t h e s t r u c t u r e of 
t h e l a n g u a g e In q u e s t i o n ; m l c r o l i n g u i s t i c i s o n l y a p p l i e d t o t h e s o u n d s 
b u t w i t h o u t a n y r e f e r e n c e t o l a n g u a g e ; i t Is , p r o p e r l y s p e a k i n g , t h e r e a l 
p h o n e t i c l e v e l . Me ta l ingu i s t i c is r e l a t e d t o f ac t s , s i t u a t i o n s , a n d m e a n i n g s 
w h i c h a r e o u t s i d e t h e r ing-pass -not of t h e l ingu i s t i c s t r u c t u r e . 



contrary to the t rea tment in An Outline of English Structure, 
by Henry Lee Smith and George Trager (12) . 

The important fact is tha t all these differences in the rele­
van t acoustic features a re not universal, they a re common only 
to a l imited area, and they are an arb i t rary system. And the 
different peoples of the world are in the habi t of l istening 
only to those acoustic features which a re re levant in thei r own 
language. When the system of the language they are going to 
learn happens to be quite different from their own, fhey will 
have a ve ry hard t ime in order to become aware of the new 
acoustic features of contrast . ^ 

But still, we do not have here so far, the formulation of 
t he concept of the phoneme. But Bloomfield says further on 
in t h e same book: 

"Since we can recognize the distinctive features of an ut ­
terance only when we know the meaning, we cannot identify 
them on the plane of pure phonetics. We know tha t the dif­
ference between the English forms man and men is distinctive, 
because we know from ordinary life tha t these two forms are 
used under different circumstances. I t is possible tha t some 
science other than linguistics may define this difference in 
accurate terms, providing even for the case whe re w e use man 
for more than one individual (man wants but little here below). 
In any case, however, this difference cannot be recognized by 
pure ly phonetic observation: the difference between the vowel 
sounds of man and men is in some languages non-distinctive" 
<13). 

Therefore, phonetic acoustic data, as such, a r e impotent 
to solve the problem of language. Physical sounds, or physical 
ar rangements whatever t hey be, are meaningless unti l we ha­
ve the key to the code. And here the Mind enters in. Normally 
we are able to see objects of any kind and to form images of ob­
jects. As long as we keep the concentration, w e have the objects 

(12) . — ( W a s h i n g t o n , D. C : A m e r i c a n Counc i l of L e a r n e d Soc ie t i e s , 1956), § 1 . 
8. p . SO, a n d J 2 . 1, p . 55. 

(13) . — O p . c i t . { 2, p . 77 . 



i n front of us ; wi thdrawing the concentration, w e have the ima­
ge left by the object in our mind . Bu t as far as images conti­
nue to appear, they do not, by themselves, lead us anywhere . 
They are the result of perceptive inference only, as we also 
see in various types of advanced animals . Thus, as far as ima­
ges appear in our mind, they do not change our weal th and 
o u r capacity of perception. But when we come to form an 
abstraction, or a generalization or ideation, (which is the re­
su l t of a linking process), of the various images relat ing to a 
cer ta in class of images, then w e have the concept. Thinking 
of a triangle, we do not think, or we don't necessarily need, 
to th ink of a small t r iangle or a b lue tr iangle, of an isosceles 
o r a r ight triangle, but we have formed in our mind, through 
the retentive faculty of memory, the basic relationship tha t 
gives us the idea or concept of the t r iangle . Then, still further, 
the concept only does not suffice; we have to have judgment , 
i . e . sense of values or discrimination between one thing and 
another ; this comes to a great extent, from one's own personal 
experience (14). 

The solution of any code rests upon a key and the key 
i s a formula for concepts. So, according to Bloomfield, the 
analysis of a language on a pure ly phonetic basis leads us now­
here, in fact i t is not even language (15). We only have lan­
guage when these two following factors come together into-
play: acoustic features plus a code of relationships, which has 
i t s basis on mental processes. And the acoustic features are 
simply the instrument tha t a given system or code of relation­
ships uses for its expression. 

After having realized tha t on the pure ly phonetic basis 
i t is impossible to find out the meaning, t he author goes- ©n in 

<14) . — J u d g m e n t , d i s c r i m i n a t i o n , t h e d i s c e r n i n g f a c u l t y , a r e t h e r e s u l t of ex-
r i e n c e . B u t e x p e r i e n c e , h e r e , i s u s e d i n q u i t e a w i d e r s e n s e t h a n i n 
e v e r y d a y u s a g e . I t i s t h e a c c u m u l a t e d w i s d o m k e p t by t h e r e t e n t i v e fa­
c u l t y of m e m o r y , f o r m e d o u t of t h e I n t e r p l a y of Ufa a n d no t - l i fe , of self 
a n d not-self. I t i s i n f a c t consc iousness o r a w a r e n e s s b a s e d o n t h e r e s u l t s of 
p r e v i o u s e x p e r i m e n t s w i t h r e g a r d t o a n y g iven s u b j e c t m a t t e r . 

<15) . — J o s h u a W h a t m o u g h In h i s b o o k L a n g u a g e , a M o d e r n S y n t h e s i s , a l so cor­
r o b o r a t e s t h i s , s ay ing : " W i t h o u t t h e p a t t e r n t h e l a n g u a g e c o u l d n o t b e ; 
t h e l a n g u a g e is t h e p a t t e r n a n d t h e p a t t e r n t h e l a n g u a g e " . (Op . c l t . p . 101). 



t h e discussion of wha t he calls "significant" features of 
"speech-forms". Comparing various speech-forms, we migh t 
say "words", he then analyzes them in detai l . 

Correlatingly, we might set up the following comparisons: 
In the analysis of any speech-form we can see t ha t cer­

ta in sounds recur over and over again. E . g . in the words pin, 
pen, pan, pun, we have the recurrence of the voiceless, bi la­
bial stop [p ] ; in the words tin, ten, tan, ton, we t h e recurrence 
of the voiceless, alveolar stop [ t ] ; in the words pan, tan, can,. 
. . . ( [k h sen] ) , we have the recurrence of the front, low vowel 
[as], and the recurrence of the nasal, alveolar spirant [ n ] . 
These i tems are alike in certain sounds bu t they differ in one 
sound-feature (at least in these examples ) . We can notice, that 
the substitution of one sound for another, signifies the chan­
ging of meaning. With every new change w e get a n e w 
speech-form. E . g . consider the different messages ("meanin­
gs") tha t we get from the following words: it, bit, sit, fit, hit , l i t , 
mit, knit , pit, kit, tit , wit ; or bid, bib, big, bin, bill, bit,; and 
we could set up other groups of examples wi th other sound-
features a n d other speech-forms, but always, the changing of 
one sound for another signifies the changing of meaning, of 
segmental meaning . E . g . consider the following pa i r s : 

[ p T k ] (peak) — [skfl] (skill) — [ k ^ m ] (come) 
[bPk] (beak — [skal] (skull) — [gsm] (gum) 

1) peak — "the sharp or pointed end of anyth ing . 2 . a 
headland or promontory. The top of a hill or mountain ending 
in a point; one of the crests of a range; often, t he whole moun­
tain, esp. when isolated" etc. (16). 

2) beak — "The bill or nib of a b i rd or of some other an i ­
mal, as turt le , esp. one wi th the upper mandible curved down­
ward over the l o w e r . . . " etc. (17). 

3) skill — " 1 . Obs . a) Understanding; judgment , b) Rea­
son or ground for doing, saying, e tc . 2 . The ability to use one 's 

(16) . — W e b s t e r Co l l eg ia t e D i c t i o n a r y , 2 n d e d . (Spr ing f i e ld , M a s s . : G . a n d C . 
H e r r i a m C o . , 1949). 

(17) . — I b i d . 



knowledge effectively; technical proficiency. 3 . A par t icu la r 
a r t or science; now, a developed or acquired abil i ty" etc. (18) . 

4) skull — " 1 . The skeleton of the head of a ver tebra te ; 
the bony cartilaginous framework which encloses and protec ts 
the bra in and chief sense organs, and supports the j aws" e tc . 
(19). 

5) come — " 1 . To move hi therward; approach; as he i s 
coming; — opposed to go. 2 . To appear or arr ive, as on 
a scene of action, in a course of events, or the like; as, he came 
to the rescue. 3 . To arr ive at or reach the point of being, b e ­
coming, getting, amounting", e tc . (20) . 

6) gum — " 1 . a) Any of a class of colloidal substances, 
glutinous when moist bu t hardening on drying, exuded by o r 
extracted from plants, and usually soluble in wa te r" e tc . (21) . 

From the above we get the following min imum pairs which 
contrast by one sound-feature only: 1. peak-beak; 2 . skil l-
skull; 3 . come-gum. 

Thousands and thousands of similar examples could be 
given, wi th probably the same results, which shows the cha­
racteristic pat terning of languages. Given a reasonable long 
tex t or ut terance, wha t we discover through i t normally func­
tions for the whole of the language being analyzed. 

Again, in the previously-quoted book, Language, Bloom-
field uses a slightly different approach: he takes the word 
pin as an example, and shows that it has three sound-features, 
also found in a lot of other words in English, but analysis shows 
t ha t this speech-form has no more than three distinctive v o ­
cal sounds; (22) or as Bloombield says: "Further experiment 
fails to reveal any more replaceable parts in the word pin: 
w e conclude tha t the distinctive features of this word are three-
indivisible uni t s" (23). 

(18) . — I b i d . 
(19) . — I U d . 
(SO). — I b i d . 
(21) . — i b i d . 
(22) . — Bloomf le ld , o p . c l t . , 5 S. 4 , p p . 78-79. 
( * ) . — I U d . , $ 8. 4 , p . 79. 



But one of the most important statements, and the one 
-which is thfFSey to all o ther assumptions is the following (wi th 
p a r t of the previous quote) : "Fur ther exper iment fails to re­
veal any more replaceable par ts in the word pin: we conclude 
tha t the distinctive features of this word are three indivisible 
units (italics added) . Each of these uni ts occurs also in other 
combinations but cannot be fur ther analyzed by part ial resem­
blances: each of the three is a minimum unit of distinctive 
sound-feature, a phoneme." (24) . 

The very important implication and importance of this 
quotation is in the use of the word unit. The phoneme, is thus 
placed among the greatest of the modern concepts, such as 
the cell, the atom, the molecule, the volt, the watt , e tc . What 
is said here is not in any way the last word on the subject, b u t 
simply the starting-point for fur ther research and investiga­
t ion. Really, the investigation is still going on. 

As ma t t e r is made of atoms, ar ranged differently t o pro>-
duce different material substance, so phonemes are the subs­
tancial basis upon which the whole world of language is built 
They are the centres round which the acoustic features gather, 
with the predominance of some of these characteristics and 
the submission of o thers . The phonemes are the atoms of lin­
guistic science. As the atoms have different s t ructures of 
protons, positrons, neutrons, mesons, electrons, e tc . so the pho­
nemes have different sound-structures in the different langua­
ges, serving community purposes, and producing different 
acoustic effects. 

This can be said of course of any phoneme we may t ake 
in to consideration, for example, the phoneme / p / . Here w e a re 
arbitrarily (25) giving emphasis upon only one of its acoustic 

(84) . — I b i d . , { 5 . 4 , p . 79. 
(IS). — B y a r b i t r a r y I d o n o t m e a n w h a t a l o t of l i n g u i s t s i n d i c a t e w h e n u s i n g 

t h e t e r m a r b i t r a r y . A r b i t r a r y m e a n s t h a t i t i s d i f f e r en t f r o m t h e s t ruc ­
t u r e s of o t h e r l a n g u a g e s b u t t h e o n e p a r t i c u l a r l a n g u a g e t h a t i s b e i n g 
t a k e n i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n . B u t a r b i t r a r i n e s s i s m o s t l y t h e r e s u l t of h i s to ­
r i c a l phono log i ca l t r e n d s , a n d a c t i n g u n d e r t h e l a w of a d a p t a t i o n t o be s t 
su i t ab i l i t y , a n d n o t t h e r e s u l t of t h e so-cal led l a w of m i n i m u m e f f o r t , 

w h y , i n c e r p t a i n p e r i o d s of t h e h i s t o r y of l a n g u a g e s , c e r t a i n d i s t i nc t i ve 



features: i . e . labialization. But this phoneme can also have 
aspiration, explosiveness, affrication, tenseness, releaseness. 
and other acoustic features which are unknown to our most 
common languages, as a distinctive or relevant fea ture . All the 
characteristics which I have just mentioned exist in our most 
common languages, bu t the difference is tha t they a re not in 
any way distinctive or re levant . 

When we pronounce the gross acoustic features, all the 
acoustic qualities a re present, bu t only one feature is foregroun­
ded or brought into relevance with the contrastive distinctive­
ness . As the same author says: 

"Among the gross acoustic features of any ut terance, then, 
certain ones are distinctive, recurr ing in recognizable and rela­
t ively constant shape in successive ut terances" (26). 

This is a fact widely to be found in other sciences as well. 
We always have the centre and the periphery; the one impor­
t an t characteristic which is aspected positively, and the others 
which are relegated to the background (27). This important , po­
sitive, acoustic feature we might describe as the nucleus of t he 
phoneme, its very important characterist ic. 

H . A . Glecson, in his book An Introduction to Descriptive 
Linguistics, says: 

"The most basic elements in the expression system are 
the phonemes. These are the sound-features which a re common 
to all speakers of a given speech-form and which a re exactly 
(28) reproduced in repeti t ion" (29). 

s o u n d s a r e r e l e v a n t , a n d t h e n a t a l a t e r d a t e c e a s e t o b e r e l e v a n t , s e e m s 
t o h a v e I t s e x p l a n a t i o n i n t h e f a c t of l i ngu i s t i c a d a p t a b i l i t y t o l i n g u i s t i c 
p a t t e r n s of t h i s g i v e n c u l t u r e . 

(26) . — I b i d . , } 5 . 5, p . 79. 
(27) . — A n o t h e r l i ngu i s t i n t h e f u t u r e m a y b e wi l l d i s cove r t h e r e a s o n * f o r t h e 

w o r k i n g s of t h e s e p o l a r i z a t i o n s , a s f a r a s t h e a c o u s t i c f e a t u r e s e r e con­
c e r n e d . Al l t h a t w e c a n s a y Is t h a t , r e l e v a n t a c o u s t i c f e a t u r e s a s I s a id l a 
t h e p r e v i o u s n o t e , a r e a r b i t r a r y In t h e s e n s e t h a t t h e r e a l c a u s e U s t i l l 
u n k n o w n , b u t t h a t h i n t s a n d g l i m m e r i n g s a r e a l r e a d y t o b e s e e n i n t h e 
n e w a p p r o a c h w h i c h m o d e r n l ingu i s t i c s h a s g iven t o t h e s t u d y of l a n g u a g e . 

<28). — I d i s a g r e e o n t h e u s e of e x a c t l y . E v e n w i t h i n a v e r y s m a l l speech-com­
m u n i t y , t h e r e a r e n o t e v e n t w o i n d i v i d u a l s w h o c a n s p e a k a n y w o r d i n t h e i r 
n a t i v e l a n g u a g e e x a c t l y a l i k e . P r o o f of t h i s a r e t h e r e s u l t a of s p e c t r o ­
g r a p h ^ a n a l y s e s by M a r t i n J o o s . W e c a n on ly s p e a k of r a n g e s of s o u n d , 
a n d , so , of s i m i l a r r e p r o d u c t i o n . 

(29 ) . — ( N e w Y o r k : H e n r y H o l t & C o . , 1958), 5 1 . 10, p. 9 . 



Fur the r below Bloomfield says: 

"The phoneme is one of those basic concepts, such as may 
be found in all sciences, which defy exact definition" (30) . 

And then at tempts at a first definition of the phoneme: 

"With this in mind, we may define a phoneme as a mini­
mum feature of the expression system of a spoken language 
(italics added) by which one thing tha t may be said is distin­
guished from any other thing which might have been said" (31). 

So, we can say tha t the phoneme is the minimum contras-
tive unit in the phonemic system of any given language. It is 
contrastive, because the presence of this or tha t phoneme in 
any pat terned speech-form necessarily carries difference, dis­
tinction, in segmental meaning. Refer also to the immediately 
previous quote from Gleason. 

Another very important fact is this: these distinctive sounds 
a re the ins t rument or the vehicle used by the Mind of a given 
community, in order to establish contacts wi th physical re ­
al i ty . But here we cannot th ink of Mind ás something cons­
ciously elaborated or worked out, aware, sentient, or cons­
ciously aware, bu t mental processes which are below the 
threshold of linguistic consciousness. Differences in sound 
do not mean they are the causes of differences in meaning (32). 

But the most important implication is tha t the phoneme 
is a concept, not just a unit, or a thing, as again H . A . Gleason 
says: "A phoneme is a class of sounds" (33). And then: 

"A phoneme is a class of sounds which (1) are phonetically 
similar and (2) show certain characteristic pa t te rns of distr i­
bution" (34). 

We cannot pronounce a phoneme. We cannot hea r a phone­
m e . A phoneme is not a thing bu t a concept, a set of relation­
ships, a formula for a pa t te rn . It is the formula which enables 

(30) . — I b i d . 
(31) . — I b i d . 
(32) . — Refe r t o p a g e 5, l i n e s 28-29. 
(S3) . — Gleason , o p . c i t . , § 12. 2, p . 159. 
(34) . — I b i d . , § 12. 7, p . 162. 



t he physicist to ar range wires, magnets, pieces of metal , e t c . 
into such a form that , under the condition of motion applied 
tc some of its par ts , produce electric current , and is capable of 
moving trains, big machines, or causing a great number of do­
mestic electric gadgets to function. Separated, i . e . under dif­
ferent arrangements , different perspectives, and under diffe­
ren t consciousness (because knowledge is a lways a form of 
conscious awareness) , they a re meaningless pieces of mat ter , 
unable to move the smallest feather, and tha t can be found in 
the back yard of a good number of modern residences. 

The phoneme, on its own level, is an ideation, the foun-
tainhead of subtle energies, an abstraction, and so, concentra­
ted force. I t belongs to a world of new dimensions, to a new uni ­
verse, to a new set of pat terned relat ions. 

If properly studied, and its laws discovered, i t can prove 
to be the basic force tha t moves the worlds, for everything 
tha t exists has its basis on sound, and rhythm. Even the famous 
verse of St . John could be interpreted under a new revealing 
l ight to our world: " In the beginning was the Word and the 
Word was wi th God, and the Word was God" (35). Word here 
has not the common implication, bu t expresses the hidden, po­
ten t energies found inside the words . 

I t is also the first real testimony of the presence of an u> 
visible, untouchable (physically, of course), but prehensible, 
contactable, and touchable through the mind and soul, (In the 
psychological, not in the religious implication), used not as the 
"common sense" bu t as a searchl ight as an intrument of sense, 
as an organ of sense. 

As Benjamin Lee Whorf says: 
"This idea [of the linguistic facts] is one too drastic to be 

penned up in a catch phrase . I would ra ther leave it unnamed. 
I t is the view tha t a noumenal world — a world of hyper -
space, of higher dimensioss — awaits discovery by all the 
sciences, which it will unite and unify, awaits discovery under 
its first aspect of a realm of patterned relations, inconceivably 

<3S). — S t . J o h n I : 1, K i n g J a m e s V e r s i o n . 



manifold and yet bearing a recognizable affinity to the rich 
and systematic organization of language, including au fond 
mathematics and music, which are ul t imately of the same kin­
dred as language. The idea is older than Plato, and at the same 
t ime as new as our most revolutionary th inkers . I t is implied 
in Whitehead's world of prehensive aspect, and in re la t iv i ty 
physics wi th its four-dimensional continuum and its Riemann-
Christoffel tensor tha t sums up the properties of the world a t 
any point-moment; while one of the most thought-provoking, 
of all modern presentations, and I th ink the most original, is 
t he Tertium Organum of Ouspensky. All tha t I have to say on 
the subject that may be new is of the premonition in language 
of the unknown, vaster world — tha t world of which t h e 
physical is bu t a surface or skin (boldface types added) and 
yet which we are in, and belong to. For the approach to reali ty 
through mathematics, which modern science is beginning to 
make, is merely the approach through one special case of th is 
relation lo language" (36). 

This modern concept of t he phoneme, in contradistinction 
to the old European linguists of the various schools, who con­
ceived language only as sounds, or vocal sounds, or changes of 
sound due to the operation of phonetic laws, sets the phoneme 
as a unit and as a concept, an abstraction, an ideation, the p r o ­
totype or archetype for language properly speaking. 

Therefore, if we cannot pronounce the phoneme because 
of its conceptual nature , wha t are the sounds tha t we pronounce 
or tha t we hear? They are the variants or the allophones, ac ­
cording to H . A . Gleason (37) . The phoneme, then, is on ly 
possile in an ideal sense, or as a formula for relationships (38). 
Whenever one speaks, it is the allophones tha t are being used, 
not the phonemes. Allophones are always in complementary 

(86) . — B e n j a m i n L e e Whorf , o p . c l t . , p p . 247-248. 
(37) . — Gleason , op . c l t . , § 12. 10, p . 164. 
(38) . — T h e t e n t a t i v e , o n t h e p a r t of m a n y l ingu i s t i c , t o r e d u c e E n g l i s h a n d a 

l o t of o t h e r l a n g u a g e s t o a f o r m u l a o r a s e t of f o r m u l a s i s q u i t e c o m m o n , 
a n d s a m p l e s a r e f o u n d i n t h e v a r i o u s b o o k s o n l i n g u i s t i c s . Re fe r , fo r 
e x a m p l e , t o " L i n g u i s t i c s a s a n E x a c t S c i e n c e " , L a n g u a g e , T h o u g h t , a n d 
Rea l i ty , f i g . 12, p . 223; f i g . 13, p . 224; " L a n g u a g e , Mind , a n d R e a l i t y " . 
I b i d . , p . 254. 



distribution. Consider the following statements in this r e s ­
pect: 

This question is, ordinarily, very common in languages . 
Normally the untra ined individual as to linguistic mat ters , o r 
even a linguist wi thout the necessary practice will not perceive 
the i r relevant acoustic differences between the pronunciat ion 
of the various types of the phoneme / t / in English. Normally, 
to the English-speaking citizen, these differences are below 
the threshold of linguistic consciousness. Taking items such 
as table, turn , tick, toe, Tom, Thames, till; and, still, ex tent , 
extinct, stool, stem, stale, steal, stove; and, but ter , better , letter, 
latter, bat ter , setter, mat ter , batt le , ra t t le , wat t le ; and, ro t ten , 
mounatin, Britain, wri t ten, bitten, kit ten, e tc . we can notice, 
if we a re trained linguists, or if we are exceptionally a w a r e 
of linguistic facts, tha t the first group has a strong aspiration 
following the phoneme / p / ; the second and thi rd groups h a v e 
no aspiration in the phoneme / t / or, a t least, very little aspira­
tion, while the last group of i tems is characterized for the glot­
tal articulation in the pronunciation of the same phoneme. Thus , 
the three variants , aspirated, unaspirated, globalized, when ana­
lyzed and observed thei r distribution a re clearly seen to b e 
in complementary distribution; i . e. they never occur in the 
same environment; where one var ian t occurs the others do 
not occur. Normally, they all share in common a cer tain acous­
tic feature, that of being alveolar stops, wi th the apparent ex­
ception of the glottal var iant (39). Therefore, each of these va­
r iants is an allophone. As H . A . Gleason also says: 

"Any sound or subclass of sounds which is in complemen­
ta ry distribution wi th another so tha t t he two together consti­
tu te a single phoneme is called an allophone of tha t phoneme. 
A phoneme is, therefore, a class of allophones" (40) . 

Whenever we speak we always have to pronounce one allo-

(39) . — I n t h e c a s e of t h e p h o n e m e A / , h o w e v e r , w e h a v e a w ide ly d i f f e r e n t 
p r o n u n c i a t i o n i n t h e g l o t t a l a l l o p h o n e : [ t ] . B u t s t i l l , t h e r e i s a n e le ­
m e n t of s im i l a r i t y , b e c a u s e t h e t o n g u e goes t o t h e a l v e o l a r pos i t i on , a l ­
t h o u g h t h e a lveo l a r a r t i c u l a t i o n does n o t c o m e o u t . 

(40) . — Gleason , o p . c i t . , 5 12. 10, p . 164. 



phone or the other . These allophones a re l ike the periodical 
series in chemistry: the various chemical elements a re diffe­
ren t , bu t they all share certain basic features and a re subject 
to the same general relationships. The phoneme gives the over­
all or basic "soul" of the par t icular sound, and t h e allophone 
gives the personal feature . They a re respectively, on the pho­
nemic level, the "soul" and the "personali ty" of a given speech-
form, acoustically speaking. 

In each of the items, though the situational feature may 
vary somewhat, the structural feature is the same; this can be 
in terpreted according to the Czech Structuralist Theory on 
Esthetics and Literature, as a case of foregrounding bu t func­
t ioning on a completely different level . The allophones, they 
all share some common characteristics of feature . These com­
mon features can be said to be the "soul" of these sound-featu-
tes, they express the purpose of the speech-form in any situa­
t ion . 

Another important consideration in reference to the pho­
neme was made in Language, A Modern Synthesis, by Joshua 
Whatmough (41) . After calling our at tention to the very com­
mon fact of rhymes, such as dame, same, name, frame; here , 
near ; other, brother; he calls our at tention to the fact that these 
sequences of words are distinguished one from the o ther by 
the contrast between d, s, n, fr; h, n; a>, br ; e t c . Well, up to 
he re there is no novelty in these s ta tements . But the most per­
t inen t s ta tement is the following: 

"Now i t is not the minimal units , b u t thei r relations to one 
another , thei r mutual positions of occurrence, tha t perform 
t h e functions necessary to the working of the code" (42) . 

This is a very important s ta tement . The uni ts themselves, 
in isolation serve for nothing; they are the integrat ing par t s of 
a greater whole when brought into mutual relationships, 
when there a re relationships among the various units. E . g . 
tha t t h e phonemes / p / and / b / contrast in English is of relat ive 

( 4 1 ) . — ( N e w Y o r k : T h e N e w A m e r i c a n L i b r a r y , 1957). T h e s a m e b o o k , i n a h a r d ­
b o u n d e d i t i o n w a s p u b l i s h e d b y S t . M a r t i n ' s P r e s s . 

( 42 ) . — I b i d . , p . 109. 



-value, but tha t / p / and / b / when in certain relations with 
•other distinctive acoustic features perform impor tant function 
in the s t ructure of the language. 

Here we are on a higher, different level . Why is i t t ha t 
t h i s sequence / p iyk / — (peak) and this other sequence / b i y k / 
— (beak) when pu t into relation one wi th the other, convey 
ideas? Or bet ter still, why is i t t ha t these two contrasting 
sound-features, uni ted together wi th other ones, in relationship, 
convey the idea peculiar to it? The answer is difficult to ex­
press in words; i t is based on the following fact: t h e workings 
of certain types of mental i ty ( though below the threshold of 
•conscious awareness) , analyzing real i ty from a certain par t i ­
cular and arb i t ra ry aspect (from the point of view of ther lan­
guages) , expresses tha t concept through tha t resul tant form. 

Here we a re not on the plane or level of morphology or 
raorphemics, but still on the conceptual, formulaic level of 
phonology. I would like to suggest the following hierarchy 
cf levels: (as far as phonology in general is concerned), pho­
netic, phonemic, supra-phonemic (not to be confused with 
morphophonemic) . This level is, on the phonological order, 
the plane where the formulas for meanings are worked out 
a n d this again is still clouded in mystery, for i t is the noume-
nal, archetypical level as far as phonology is concerned. Wha­
teve r follows belongs to the plane of morphology. 

I t has often been said by linguists tha t languages a re sys­
t ems of communication; tha t every language has a system of 
i t s own. H . A . Gleason in his previously-quoted book Intro­
duction to Descriptive Linguistics implies t ha t language is a 
s t ruc ture , made up of the systems of expression and content 
(43). In fact, every language is a system, an a rb i t ra ry system 
of communication (44). As Edward Sapir says: 

"The t rue , significant elements of language are generally 
sequences (italics added) of sounds tha t are e i ther words, sig­
nificant par t s of words, or word groupings. Wha t distinguishes 

(43 ) . — G l e a s o n , o p . c l t . , 9 1 . 3 , p p . 2-3. 
<44). — B e f e r t o n o t e 25, a n d p a g e 7, b o t t o m . 



each of these elements is tha t i t is the outward sign of a speci­
fic idea, whether of a single concept or image or of a number 
of such concepts or images definitely connected into a whole" 
(45) . The very important fact here is the word sequence (46) . 
Speech-forms, words, in any language of the world are se­
quences of sounds, of certain specific sounds. This fact i m ­
plies occurrence and distribution. In any given language, the 
distinctive sounds or phonemes always occur in sequences, and 
there are always classes of phonemes. This corroborates w h a t 
was said above on page 11 (bottom) and 12. Not all phonemes 
in any given language belong to the same class. There is a l ­
ways some order in the phonemic sequences of any given lan­
guage. In English we can say any word we want , we can even 
coin a new word, bu t we have to conform to the system, to the 
pa t t e rn . We have to conform to the facts of the phonemic or­
der. We can say e . g . stretches, betwixt , throughout , bu t w e 
cannot say tchesstre, tx iwteb, oughrthotu, nglamnshap, or any 
other queer combination (47). 

Therefore, the s tudy of t he phonemes cannot be taken in 
isolation. Each and everyone of them is p a r t of a phonemic 
s t ructure which we cannot ignore . The very impor tant fact, 
of the variants or allophones, so important to language lear­
ning, especially when the language to be learned is a second 
language, is a fact derived from the fact of phonemic environ­
ment. Distribution, occurrence, then become facts of paramount 
importance in linguistics. The whole s t ructure of phonemic and 
phonetic levels is based on this fact of phonemic classes. It is. 
the facts of the phonemic order which determine the structure. 
And this is pattern. 

As Joshua Whatmough again says: 
"Awareness of linguistic events is in thei r associations by-

(45) . — E d w a r d S a p i r , o p . c l t . , p . 25 . 
(46) . — T h e f a c t I m p l i e d h e r e i s n o t j u s t w h a t t h e w o r d n o r m a l l y d e n o t e s , i . 

e . a success ion of s o u n d s o n e a f t e r t h e o t h e r , b u t t h e w h y a n d w h e r e f o r e 
a n d h o w s o u n d s o c c u r ; t h e r e a s o n a s t o w h y c e r t a i n c l a s s e s of s o u n d s 
o c c u r In a c e r t a i n w a y a n d n o t a n o t h e r ; t h e r e a s o n fo r a g i v e n d i s t r i b u t i o n 
a n d t h e f ina l f o r m u l a s t h a t c a n b e a r r i v e d a t . 

(47) . — S e e Gleason , o p . c l t . , 5 . 7 . 25, p . 246, a n d Bloomf ie ld , o p . c l t . , § 8. 2, p . . 
129 a n d ff. 



comparison or contrast . The most fundamental and thoroughly 
pervasive contrast is between order and disorder; this also is 
a question of association, of features of a r rangement (italics 
added) , and is a basic and indispensable principle in the descrip­
tion of any system. Human beings have developed a faculty of 
selection which depends on comparison (likeness, similarity, 
identity) and contrast (unlikeness, difference). In language, if 
anywhere in human conduct, these principles of contrast, of 
order, of choice and of regulari ty, are systematically, integra­
ted" (48) . 

Fur the r down he states the following: 
"Linguistics is a cognitive science — we are to (disco­

ver, in each case, the inherent pa t te rn of a language, not to 
impose an artificial, if elegant bu t predetermined, scheme (ex­
cept perhaps as tour de force), upon the crude da ta . J u s t as 
with other pat terned na tura l or human development, so in every 
language there is a system, a pat tern, a s t ructure; i t is the l in­
guist 's task to discover and to elucidate this pa t t e rn" (49) . Also: 
"Without the pat tern the language could no t be; t h e language 
is the pa t te rn and the pa t te rn the language. Without system 
language could never have come into existence as a capacity for 
classifying and symbolizing experience; i t would have remained 
for ever undifferentiated and chaotic" (50). 

These statements made by Whatmough are very apposite. 
They corroborate similar s tatements by a lot of other l inguists 
l ike Edward Sapir, Paul L . Garvin, Charles F . Hockett, and 
o thers . 

As I stated in the beginning of this article, quoting Ben­
jamin Lee Whorf, " W e must find out more about language!" 
(51) Modern structural linguistics, especially the North-Ame­
rican School, following in the steps of Bloomfield, holds t h a t 
differences in speech-forms a re the causes of differences iri 
meaning, and not vice-versa. Archibald A . Hill, commenting 

(48) . — J o s h u a W h a t m o u g h , o p . c l t . , p p . 103-104. 
(49) . — I b i d . , p . 105. 
(50) . — I b i d . , p . 105. 
(51) . — B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , o p . c i t . , p . 250. 



on this point, says: 
"From Sapir came the notion of pat terning; yet to Bloom-

field belongs the real credit for formulating the American ap­
proach to phonemics, and for giving all of American linguistics 
i ts firmly non-mentalistic basis; t ha t is, the belief tha t formal 
differences are wha t give differences in meaning, and tha t con­
sequently meaning must be investigated through formal diffe­
rences . The contrary assumption, held of course by most non-
linguists, is that differences in meaning make the formal diffe­
rences, so that formal differences should be investigated only 
in terms of meanings. With this position linguists disagree, 
holding that to use meaning as a tool in analysis results in cir­
culari ty and confusion'' (52). 

Through this we see tha t "Structural linguistics is content 
wi th the description of languages and language types . I t ex­
plicitly and deliberately excludes the consideration of meaning, 
of the evolution of language, of the pa r t language has played, 
for good and for evil, in human affairs, how i t works, i ts vi r tues 
and its failings. I t is barely interested in the social conformity 
of ordinary discourse, and not a t all in the refinements, both 
individual and social, of linguistic non-conformity as i t appears 
in scientific or poetic discourse' ' (53) . 

Here we have to unders tand tha t all these s tatements a re 
ra ther t rue of American Linguistics, or of a great number of 
American linguists, and cannot be applied to all American lin­
guists, or to all l inguists . This is very apposite, because we 
must find out more about language! The concept of the phone­
m e has been formulated, then the allophones came out, and the 
levels of phonetics, completely distinct from phonemics, mor-
phonemlcs, and the suggested level of supra-phonemics, become 
apparen t . And the other levels of morphemics, of t he word, and 
other levels came into being. 

Tha t change in form indicates change in meaning, does not 
necessarily indicate tha t they must necessarily condition chan-

(52) . — " L i n g u i s t i c s S ince B loomf le ld" , R e a d i n g s i n A p p l i e d E n g l i s h L ingu i s t i c s , 
e d . H a r o l d A l l en ( N e w Y o r k : App le ton -Cen tu ry -Cro f t s , I n c . , 1958), p . 14. 

(53) . — J o s h u a W h a t m o u g h , o p . c i t . , p . 105. 



ges in meaning. In fact, in spite of its denials, Structural is t Lin­
guistics has not ventured in the problem of meaning, and they 
a re on the whole right, because we cannot analyze meaning 
conditioned by form, a t least as form has been studied, because 
meaning is, actually, the "qual i ty" of distinctive speech-forms 
as they are, not as they should be used for. The form is only 
the ins t rument used by Mind. Mind, meaning, of course t h e 
mental processes mostly below the threshold of linguistic cons­
cious awareness, which express themselves in t h e pat terned 
formulas, which are the "soul" of a given culture, linguistically 
speaking. 

Because the subject is still r a the r nebulous and not ye t 
scientifically proven, or accurate, because we do not have the 
actual means tha t can lead us from meanings to form, or even 
from form to tha t level which I have termed supra-phonemic, 
which is really the noumenal world for phonology, we should 
keep to the method of s tar t ing from forms, as the only definite, 
accurately scientific, and reasonable for the s tudy of languages. 
But this does not mean necessarily that form conditions mea­
ning. In the future, perhaps, we will know more of this level, 
because at present we have jus t penetrated it a few years ago, 
and things a re ordinari ly a t this stage nebulous and vague . 

But back to the problem of meaning. Firs t of all, we do 
sot have absolutely, fixed meanings. This is because speech-
forms, or at least t he greatest n u m b e r of speech-forms, imply 
concepts, and concepts are Mind, mental processes, mental pat­
terns. An excellent example of this fact is, e . g . wha t Benja­
min Lee Whorf discourses in his article, "An American Indian 
Model of t he Universe" (54) . Though the Whorf hypothesis 
has its limitations, i t proves the fact tha t a different mental 
consciousness arr ives at widely different analyses of rea l i ty . 
Reality is one, bu t i t is the par t icular consciousness which as­
pects differently the same situation, and then the different 
linguistic s t ructures . 

Another point: according to the Czech Structural is t Theo-

(54) . - B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , op . cl t . , p . 57 a n d ff. 



ry in Esthetics and Li terature , masterfully explained by Roman 
Jakobson, one of its leading exponents, we have: 

"The start ing point of Prague School esthetic and l i terary 
structural ism is the concept of esthetic function, as opposed to 
the praticai functions. Every object or action, language inclu­
ded, can be assigned a practical function — uti l i tar ian for 
tools, communicative for language, and so on . If, however, an 
object or action becomes the focus of at tention for its own sake, 
and not for the sake of the practical function it serves, i t is said 
to have an esthetic function; tha t is, i t is responded for wha t 
i t is, and not just for wha t it is for (55). Thus the esthetic func­
tion as such is not limited to specific works of ar t and l i teratu-
re but can appear in connection wi th any object or act ion. It 
comes about by vir tue of w h a t I have translated as foregroun­
ding, as opposed to automatization. Automatization is t h e t e rm 
used to refer to the st imulus normally expected in a social si­
tuation; foregrounding — in Czech aktualisacz — on the other 
hand refers to a st imulus not culturally expected in a social 
situation and hence capable of provoking special at tention". 
(56) . 

Therefore, we cannot assign definite, fixed meanings to 
any speech-form; they always have one feature aspected posi­
tively according to the foregrounding, the automatization, or 
t h e linguistic situation, and others relegated to the background. 

E . g . when we say: 
The wings of hope . 
The brea th of despair . 
The morning of life. 
The r iver of dea th . 

Here the words "wings", brea th" , "mor­
ning", and r iver" a re expressing the "soul" bu t not t h e work-
a-day normal expression. 

(55) . — W h a t I h a v e b e e n ca l l i ng t h e " s o u l " o r " q u a l i t y " of t h e I t e m itself , n o t 
I t s s t r u c t u r a l p u r p o s e , e x a c t i n g a c o n d i t i o n e d r e s p o n s e . T h i s i s w h a t r e a l l y 
h a p p e n s w i t h a l m o s t a n y w o r d . U s e d w i t h wide ly -d i f f e ren t s i t u a t i o n s , i t 
r e s p o n d a f o r w h a t i t i s , a n d n o t fo r w h a t i t i s u s e d f o r . 

(56) . — A P r a g u e Schoo l R e a d e r o n E s t h e t i c s , L i t e r a r y S t r u c t u r e , a n d S ty le , se> 
l e c t e d a n d t r a n s . P a u l L . G a r v i n ( W a s h i n g t o n , D . C : W a s h i n g t o n Lin­
gu i s t i c C l u b ) , p p . 2-3. 



Then, as there are not even two individuals, even in the 
smallest linguistic community, who can reproduce exactly the 
same phonemes, so, there are not two individuals, even in the 
smallest linguistic community who are able to pu t forth two 
sentences wi th the same absolute meaning. Meaning, as the 
phonemes, are ranges of meanig, wi th a basic underlying mea­
ning, and a lot of other correlated meanings .The sentences can 
be grammatically the same, bu t the meaning can be different, 
a l though slightly different. E . g . taking the word head . All 
the meanings of the word "head" of course have a similar ba­
sis, a t least I speak from the point of view of a part icular ly gi­
ven language, i . e . English. We can have: the head of a man, 
the head of the party, the head of the table, the head of the 
coin, the head of the stream, the head of a sermon, the head of 
a plant, or the head of the problem, e tc . W h a t do w e mean 
when we say: "Where is the head"? Out of linguistic situation, 
"in the a i r" what it denotes is i ts concept, i ts ideation, its ar­
chetype or prototype. We might say: the "soul" of the concept, 
i ts inherent or underlying de-no-ta-tion. We see then, tha t the 
linguistic facts recur in different levels, though not exactly the 
same, absolutely al ike. 

I t is t rue tha t the smallest phonemic cluster with identi­
fiable linguistic meaning is normally referred to as a morphe­
m e . On the phonological level, as clusters of sound features, 
the morphemes also suffer variations, which a re described by 

various linguists as morphemic and morphophonemic variations. 
Bu t this is important only on the phonological level, not on 
the morphological level. When the variation in the speech-
form is morphologically conditioned then we have morphemic 
variation; when the variation is phonologically conditioned, 
then we have morphophonemic variation (57) . The case of t h e 
P lu ra l System in English, the th i rd person of the Simple P r e ­
sent Tense, and the Genitive Case, a re examples of morphopho­
nemic variation, because the changes tha t we have in the plural 
sys tem e . g . , are conditioned by the last phoneme preceding 

<S7). — Refe r t o G leason , o p . c l t . , § 5 . 22-5. 27, p p . 6 M 4 . 



the morpheme —s. The pronunciation is [s] when the l a s t 
phoneme is a voiceless phoneme, in the case of books, stops, 
chips, e tc . I t is [z] when the last phoneme is a voiced p h o n e ­
me, as in lives, dogs, ribs, pills, e tc . When the last phoneme is. 
a sibilant phoneme, then the pronunciation is [Iz] or someti­
mes [Iz] , as we have in classes, boxes, brushes, e tc . 

When the variation is caused by the morpheme itself, e.g. 
w e use men only as the plural of man, or children only as. 
t he plural of child, e tc . then i t is clear tha t the causes a re 
morphological. 

Normally, in traditional grammars , the variat ion called 
morphophonemic is described as rules and the variat ion cal­
led morphemic is described as exceptions. 

But here, still, we don't have wha t I have been calling 
"meaning" or "qual i ty" . I t is jus t a var iety of pa t terns found 
on the phonological system of pat terning and cannot be r e ­
ferred to as "meaning", the conditioning factor. 

The greatest consequence from all this is tha t we see two. 
similar s tructures of pat terning, in the linguistic order, occur 
in two different levels of analysis . What happened on the pho­
nemic level, in a similar way happened on the morphemic 
level . And the existence of a supra-phonemic level indicates, 
the way for still higher levels of pat terning, of which we may 
not be aware but of which the mechanism of language t e s t i ­
fies. As there is a noumenal, archetypical world for the pho­
neme, so there is actually a noumenal, archetypical world fo r 
na ture and the universe . All these planes are also different 
levels of reality. 

On the other hand, though planes, levels, pat ternings a r e 
somewhat different, they also bear some similar relationships. 
And i t shows tha t these simple facts of the linguistic order a re 
connected with cosmic order! With Universal Reality! Here 
again we have the fact that the universal is actually reflected 
in the par t icular . The facts so far gathered and analyzed p rove 
effectively tha t language is only pa r t and parcel of a greater 
whole . They show really, tha t the facts of the linguistic order 
are the first real proof of the existence of an intangible, un tou -



enable world of prehensible reali t ies. As Benjamin Lee W h o r f 
has said, " that world of which the physical is bu t a surface or-
skin", (58) which is the real conditioning level of real i ty . 

This fact, or bet ter still, this idea is not n e w . The above 
quoted author, Benjamin Lee Whorf in his article "Language, 
Mind, and Reality" declares: 

"This view implies tha t w h a t I have called pa t te rns a re 
basic in a really cosmic sense (italics added) , and tha t pa t te rns 
form wholes, akin to the Gestalten of psychology, which a re 
embraced in larger wholes in continual progression. Thus t h e 
cosmic picture has a serial or hierarchical character, t ha t of 
a progression of planes (59) or levels" (60) . 

Fur the r down he says: 
"But in the science of linguistics, the facts of the l inguis­

tic domain compel recognition of serial planes, each explicit­
ly given by an order of pat terning observed. I t is as if, looking 
at a wall covered with fine t racery of lacelike design, we found 
tha t this t racery served as the ground for a bolder pat tern , 
yet still delicate, of t iny flowers, and tha t upon becoming a w a ­
re of this floral expanse we saw tha t mult i tudes of gaps in i t 
made another pa t tern like scrollwork, and tha t group of scrolls 
made letters, the letters if followed in a proper sequence 
made words, the words were aligned in columns which listed 
and classified entities, and so on in continual cross-patterning 
util w e found this wall to be — a great book of wisdom! 
(italics added)" (61) . 

Paraphrasing we might say: Language, if we study i t 
enough, also proves to be a great book of wisdom! 

(58) . — B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , o p . c l t . p . 248. 
(59) . — W e s h o u l d b e ca re fu l n o t t o t h i n k t h a t w h e n w e r e f e r t o " p l a n e s " o r 

" l e v e l s " , w e m e a n o n e o n t o p of t h e o t h e r , l i k e p a n c a k e s , b u t i t i s r e a l l y 
a d i f f e r en t d i m e n s i o n , d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s w h i c h a r e m e a n t . O n e Is 
t h e ba s i s fo r t h e o t h e r , a n d i n t h i s w a y a l l t h e p l a n e s s h a r e i n c e r t a i n 
c o m m o n f e a t u r e s , t h o u g h " o n a h i g h e r t u r n of t h e s p i r a l " , a s i t Is so 
o f t en s a i d . T h e p l a n e s o r l eve l s a r e d i f f e r en t , b u t a l so bas i ca l ly of t h e 
s a m e n a t u r e . T h e o n e is t h e w i l l of t h e w h o l e , t h e o t h e r of t h e s e p a r a t e d 
l e v e l . A s t h e d i f f e r en t p l a n e s o r l e v e l s a r e bas i ca l ly t h e s a m e i n a l l lan­
g u a g e s of t h e w o r l d , h e r e is a s o u n d b a s i s fo r h u m a n b r o t h e r h o o d , a n d in­
t e r n a t i o n a l s y n t h e s i s , so t o s p e a k . 

(60) . — B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , o p . c i t . , p . 248. 
( • 1 ) . — I b i d . , p . 248. 



This fact of levels is found everywhere in na ture , and in 
"the cosmos. I t is very interest ing to notice tha t the word cos­
mos originally meant order, harmony, another form for pat tern­
ing, in contradistinction to chaos, which is disharmony, confu­
sion, disorder. In fact, the Universe is order, pat tern, because 
facts, phenomena, circumstances can be predicted, can be intui­
ted, thought out and generalized. And in this world of order, 
the re are the various levels of mat ter : substance is one, bu t we 
have i t manifesting as solids, liquids, gases, and various inter­
mediate states; i t is jus t a question of atomic pa t te rn ing . 

After the pioneer work of Freud and J u n g and other ana­
lysts, the mistery of the Mind and Soul are beginning to be 
found out through the findings of modern psychology. Man 
is not described simply as a body wi th something nebulous and 
vague tha t the religionists and mystics of the pas t have called 
"soul" or "spirit", but something concrete, tangible, ( though not 
b y physical means) , prehensible, analyzable, and which is the 
source of all knowledge and of all act ivi ty. 

This is also being found in the microcosmic world, in the 
recent discoveries of the facts about the internal s t ructure of 
the a tom. In the atom again, though in a different and qui te 
s trange manner , we have the question of levels, and of pa t ter ­
ning, too. The various caps of electrons, the various particles 
found in the nucleus, all obey to a certain ar rangement , which 
is a form of pa t te rn ing . And wha t is really a t the core of the 
atom? Matter? Not . Energy? Yes, bu t w h a t kind of energy? 
There may come a day when we will be able to say tha t i t is 
the universal, all-powerful force of divinity. God in the atom? 
(62) Why not, because this central energy in the a tom is de­
monstrat ing to be the force of evolution itself, a form a t least, 

(62) . — Of c o u r s e by God I d o n ' t m e a n a n y of t h e p o o r c a r i c a t u r e s t h a t h a v e 
b e e n m a d e of " G o d " by m a n , a s t h e a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c , p e r s o n a l , ven-
g e o u s , t r i b a l " G o d " of t h e Old T e s t a m e n t , " T h e J e a l o u s J e h o v a h S a b a o t h " . 
t h e r e s u l t of t h e t r i b a l c o n c e p t s of t h e J e w i s h p e o p l e a b o u t " G o d " . I 
m e a n h e r e t h e b e n e f i c e n t fo rce of e v o l u t i o n i tself , t h e F a t h e r of a l l , t h e 
O n e c a u s e l e s s C a u s e , a b s o l u t e , i m p e r s o n a l d i v i n e e n e r g y , w h i c h m a n i f e s t s 
i t se l f i n t h e U n i v e r s e , a n d i s a l l t h e l o v e , b e a u t y , u n d e r s t a n d i n g , good­
n e s s , j u s t r e w a r d , a n d s a v i o u r w i t h i n m a n a s w e l l a s w i t h i n n a t u r e . The 
o n e w h o m a n i f e s t s t h r o u g h d iv ine , t h o u g h l i m i t e d i n d i v i d u a l i t i e s , b u t 
w h o r e m a i n s , n e v e r t h e l e s s , u n c h a n g e a b l e , u n m a n l f e s t . 



of this par t ly invisible world bu t of which we have so many tes­
t imonies. And the paramount fact is this: All around and wi­
thin this wonder of t he universe is pattern, in a serial order 
of sequential levels, each in a way independent, bu t also inter­
dependent of the larger whole, intricately inter twined and in­
terlaced to one another . There is no life beyond! Jus t because 
we are in it, though we may not be consciously aware of i t . The 
fact again repeats in the microcosmic sense, in the solar sys­
tem, and the galaxies, ad infinitum! These again, t he atomic 
world, man, and the solar system and the galaxies, are them­
selves different levels of pa t te rn ing . The universal is the mo­
del for the individual . So, the Mind and Soul that we find in 
Man, we also find in na ture , and language is p a r t and parcel of 
na tu re . In language, in its tu rn we have the different levels of 
pat terning: phonetic, phonemic, supra-phonemic, morphophone­
mic, morphemic, e t c . And there may come levels of which we 
are not as yet aware . We are jus t s tart ing the knowledge of 
language! 

Together wi th this question of levels and pat terning, one 
of the most important things to be taken into consideration is 
the recurrence of similar acts in the various levels of pat ter­
ning. As with the phoneme, which has a centre, a core, a nu­
cleus, so the same wi th words: i t is wha t I have called the un­
derlying "quali ty" or "soul" of the word . I t is the centre round 
which the other meanings circulate; i t is the invisible, bu t men­

tal ly perceptible core which is t he cause and reason of any 
w o r d . I t can express many shades and colours of meaning, bu t 
t he basic or underlying "soul" has to be the re . 

Again Benjamin Lee Whorf says very appropriately: 
"The idea, entirely unfamiliar to the modern world, t ha t 

na tu re and language are inwardly akin, was for ages well known 
to various high cultures whose historical continuity on the ear th 
ha s been enormously longer than tha t of Western European 
cul ture . In India, one aspect of i t has been the idea of t h e man-
tram (63) and of mantric art. On the simplest cultural level, 

<63). — M a n t r a m , a w o r d of p o w e r , a c r e a t i v e s o u n d . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e H i n d u 
p h i l o s o p h y , i t Is t h e A U M o r OM, symbol i z ing t h e t h r e e d i v i n e a s p e c t s of 
t h e F a t h e r , t h e Son , a n d t h e M o t h e r . 



a man t ram is merely an incantation of primit ive magic, such 
as the crudest cultures have . In the high cul ture i t may have 
a different, a very intellectual meaning, dealing wi th the inner 
affinity of language and the cosmic order . A t a still h igher le­
vel, i t becomes "Mantra Yoga". Therein the m a n t r a m becomes 
a manifold of conscious pat terns , contrived to assist the cons­
ciousness into the noumenal pa t t e rn world — whereupon 
i t is "in the driver 's sea t" . I t can then set the human organism 
to transmit , control, and amplify a thousandfold forces which, 
tha t organism normally t ransmits only a t unobservably low 
intensit ies" (64). 

What was said above can also be appliel to Colour, Sound, 
Number , Musical Notes, and Geometrical Forms . Even in En ­
glish, a language tha t does not possess this characteristic, we 
have on the phonological level certain groups of words t h a t 
bear a connection to one another: e . g. sprawl, spray, spread, 
sprid, sprightly, spring, sprinkle, sprint, sprout, spry; and blea­
ch, blaze, blazon, blench, blitz; and sleep, sleigh, sled, slide, slip,, 
slow, slug, sling, e tc . and o ther examples might be included 
where there is obviously a connection in the purpor t of certain 
groups of words, wi th basis on some phonological feature: 
/spr / — connected wi th the idea of extending, sp read ing 
going, movement, e t c . ; / b l / — connected with the idea of 
bright, shining; and / s i / — connected wi th the idea of slipping, 
gliding. 

Normally speaking, thinking is such a commonplace thing 
tha t i t is described by some as the result of jus t social environ­
ment, the language one speaks, and tha t we are linguistically 
conditioned in our thought processes (65). This is all re lat ively 
t rue but also relatively false. 

This idea, of t he noumenal in language and in na ture , is v e ­
ry old in the East though quite new and extraneous to modern 
Western Science. But i t stands on irrefutable evidence. A n d 
one of the best evidences is the s tudy of language. 

(64) . — B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , o p . c l t . , p . 249. 
(65) . — T h e W h o r f h y p o t h e s i s , w h i c h s t a t e s t h a t t h i n k i n g Is c o n d i t i o n e d by t h e 

l ingu i s t i c t y p e a n d l ingu i s t i c s t r u c t u r e w e u s e . 



The idea is t ha t the re a re words of power which produce 
far-reaching effects. And this can be proved through the fin­
dings of modern linguistics and modern psychology. 

Summarizing wha t was said then, we can conclude t h a t the 
most important fact in language is the fact of pat terns , and the 
different levels of pa t te rn ing . We have the phonetic, the pho­
nemic, and the supra-phonemic. I t can be compared to w h a t 
Benjamin Lee Whorf states as the plane of Manas, the Manasic 
p lane . According to h im i t is a major hierarchical grade in the 
world s t ruc ture . This, in its t u rn is divided into súbgrades, i e. 
t he subgrades of Nãma or Rüpa, and Arüpa. These two respecti­
vely mean the realm of name or form, and the rea lm which is 
formless. The first is t he lexical, phonemic level . The second, 
though "formless" does not mean "without any form" b u t 
wi thout "Reference to spatial, visual shape, mark ing out in 
space", (66) I t refers to wha t I have te rmed the supra-phonemic 
level, t he pa t te rn world p a r excellence. 

As he says again further below: 

Arüpa is a realm of pat terns tha t can be "actualized" in 
space and t ime in the materials of lower planes, b u t a re them­
selves indifferent to space and time. Such pat terns a re not li­
ke the meanings of words, bu t they a re somewhat l ike the way 
meaning appears in sentences. They a re not l ike individual 
sentences but like schemes of sentences and designs of senten­
ce s t ru ture" (67) . 

As I said before, i t is the world of formula pa r excellence. 
I t is also the world of concept, which is also a formula; and 
correlatingly, Sound, Vibration, x Light, Mat te r . All these a re 
synonymous t e rms . 

Everyone knows the effect tha t r h y t h m and vibrat ion ha­
ve on physical ma t t e r . The potent particles of the atom, in 
the form of alpha and gama rays, a r e types of high-grade mat ­
ter, invisible to us, and which impose a new pa t te rn on phy-

(06) . — B e n j a m i n L . Whorf , o p . c l t . , p . 253. 
( 6 7 ) . — I b i d . , p . 253 . 



sical matter , wi th the resul tant dire effects on na tu re and on 
m a n . 

The important point here is tha t should man discover the 
formulas and basic concepts of this n e w realm or level of ex­
perience, he would be the complete master of the wor ld . The 
modern discoveries of the atomic bomb, the satellites to outer 
space would be playthings compared to the possibilities ahead 
of h im in this respect. Fortunately, for man, he is too 
preoccupied with more trivial mat ters to find the disposition 
and the propensty to reach that subtle bu t determining 
realm of relationships. But sooner or later, someday we will 
penet ra te this new plane of pat terned relat ions. And one of the 
best methods through which we can s tar t piercing this new di­
mension, is wi th the study of symbols. "The linguistic order 
embraces all symbolism, all symbolic processes, all processes of 
reference and of logic"' (68) . Thus language is again restored 
in the natura l framework, bu t not as in the past, due 
to the imposition of an odious, authori tat ive doctrine which 
stated that God told Adam to name all things bu t as t he resul t 
of an expansion of consciousness. And we are on the w a y to 
finding out more about language! 

(68) . — I b i d . , p . 252. 
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