
 1 

DAVID J NEELY 
Baruch College, CUNY  

One Bernard Baruch Way, New York, NY 10010 
david.neely@baruch.cuny.edu  

AREAS OF SPECIALIZATION: Philosophy of Language, Philosophy of Mind, Philosophy of Psychology 

AREAS OF COMPETENCE: Critical Thinking, Ethics of Information Technology, Metaphysics  

EDUCATION 

PHD IN PHILOSOPHY—SEPTEMBER 2022     
The Graduate Center CUNY, New York NY.                             

B.A. IN PHILOSOPHY —MAY 2011     
Vassar College, Poughkeepsie NY.                            

DISSERTATION: Pervasive Nonarbitrariness; Meaning from Form in Natural Language 

Advisor: Eric Mandelbaum 
Committee: Saul Kripke, Stephen Neale, Katherine Ritchie (UC Irvine), Jake Quilty-Dunn (Wash U) 

My dissertation argues that, contrary to the theoretical orthodoxy, nonarbitrariness is a pervasive feature of 
natural language expressions. Numerous expressions function like pictures, even more function like 
analogies, and both classes are nonarbitrary. Furthermore, these nonarbitrary connections are relevant to 
various theoretical debates such as what language is for and what our intuitive truth-value judgements track.  

To demonstrate these conclusions, I first show that there is an important notion of arbitrariness which 
concerns the relationship between what one perceives when a word is uttered and what that word means. 
Drawing on phonology, I then argue that to perceive an utterance of a word is to become aware of a string 
of mental symbols, i.e., phonemes, that play a key role in speech production and are constitutively linked to 
certain articulatory organs and movements. This means that to perceive the utterance of a word is to 
become aware of mental entities that are constitutively linked to articulatory positions with properties like 
size and shape. Next, I argue that certain psychological data can be explained in terms of a sensitivity to 
connections between a word’s articulatory properties and its meaning. I show that there are, in fact, three 
types of these sound/meaning connections: iconic, analogical and associative. I conclude by showing that 
iconic and analogical expressions are genuinely nonarbitrary, while associative expressions are not. This is 
sufficient to render nonarbitrariness a pervasive and theoretically important feature of natural language. 
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