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Abstract 

The article deals with the problem of detecting shifts in the associative continuum of the 

concept of “family” in the linguistic consciousness of modern English native speakers. The 

study of kinship systems has always been one of the central topics in anthropology. The fact 

that in most societies’ kinship is one of the most important social institutions, determines the 

significance of the research topic. From the perspective of the anthropocentric paradigm a 

man perceives the universe, in other words, a man creates anthropocentric center in his 

consciousness which determines his spiritual essence, intentions of his actions and hierarchy 

of values. The regulators we need to perform in the universe are historically preconditioned – 

they are variable in time. The shifts in the world view and its subjects give impetus to values, 

hierarchy and thinking paradigms.  Detection of the shifts in the associative continuum of the 

concept provides an opportunity to observe the dynamics of linguistic consciousness, more 

precisely, to observe the changes in the ideals, principles of perception, values, and spiritual 

orientation of the linguo-cultural community. The research of the associative continuum of 

the concept of “family” has been implemented by applying the method of constructing the 

associative field on the basis of the analysis of the results of the free associative experiment 

aimed at revealing respondents’ (English native speakers) reactions to the stimulus “family”.  

Keywords: family; shifts; associative continuum; dynamics of linguistic consciousness; extra 

linguistic realities.  

1. Introduction  

Language and memory researchers are interested in word associations because they are 

valuable phenomena for identifying the specifics of the organization of word knowledge 

gained through world experience by means of words and the relationships between them 

(Nelson et al., 2000). 

The networks of associations between words reflect the structured relations existing between 

concepts, because association is a basic mechanism of human cognition (Deese, 1965), 

(Cramer, 1968). The analysis of word associations provides opportunity to identify the 

structures embedded within lexical knowledge and to gain valuable insights into human 
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cognition. According to Nelson and McEvoy, the associative structures of known words 

effect memory performance (Nelson & McEvoy, 2005). Steyvers, Shiffrin, and Nelson 

believe that word associations predict semantic similarity effects in episodic memory 

(Steyvers et al., 2004). 

The analysis of associations provides an opportunity to observe the specifics of linguistic 

consciousness of the speaker. The association is the result of human thought, formed on the 

basis of human experience and knowledge. The experience and knowledge are variable in 

time.  

The analysis of the results of the associative experiment detects actual psychological content 

of the concept, reveals the difference between the actual psychological “content” and the 

meaning of the concept’s verbalizers presented in the dictionary definitions, proverbs and 

quotations. 

The construction of the associative dimension of the concept allows to represent its content as 

a psychological reality. The mentioned procedure implies the identification of stable and 

variable components in the content of the concept. 

Words and concepts are not stored in human consciousness and memory in isolation from 

each other. Sometimes the connections between different units seem paradoxical and 

contradictory. However, the specifics of the “language and thought performance” is reflected 

in the paradoxicality and contradictoriness of the connections between different units. 

A growing number of investigators turn to the analysis of word associations to explore 

semantic relations based on the associative types of similarity, contiguity and contrast (Deese, 

1965), (Entwisle, 1966), (Cramer, 1968), (Postman & Keppel, 1970), (Kiss et al., 1973), 

(Marshall & Cofer, 1986), (Nelson, McEvoy & Dennis, 2000).  

Associative experiments provide an opportunity to expose the ideas on the realities of modern 

life in the consciousness of the speaker. 

2. Methodology 

The research of the associative continuum of the concept of “family” has been implemented 

by applying the method of constructing the associative field on the basis of the analysis of the 

results of the free associative experiment aimed at revealing respondents’ (English native 

speakers) reactions to the stimulus “family”.  

The associative field of “family” has been segmented by applying the principle of 

significance. According to the mentioned principle, each element of the field possesses its 

degree of significance, in other words, each element of the field is included either in the 

dominant or non-dominant segment (core, transitional sphere, periphery) of the field on the 

basis of detecting element’s degree of significance. The element’s degree of significance is 

determined on the basis of the system as a whole. 
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So, the associative field of “family” has been constructed considering that: 

1. Each element, being the member of the system, is determined by other elements; 

2. The field is regulated by the law of organic separation; 

3. The members of the organic entity affect each other. 

The study was conducted from 2020 to 2021 and involved the respondents of various 

specialties. The gender sign was in equal proportions. Respondents fell between the ages of 

18-75. 732 associative connections between the stimulus (family) and the reactions to the 

stimulus have been analysed. The article provides an analysis of the frequency ratios of the 

first reaction to the word-stimulus and the results of the clustering of high-frequency 

associations.  

In the free associative experiment, the stimulus “family” called up a number of universal and 

individual associations. 

We consider the association to be universal if it is marked by high degree of intersubjectivity 

for a linguo-cultural community. The association with low degree of intersubjectivity is 

defined by us as an individual association.  

The predominance of the universal associations is the manifestation of the stability of the 

ideas in the world view of the linguo-cultural community.  

The associative field of “family” has been modelled on the basis of determining the core-

periphery relationship between the segments of the associative field. 

The analysis of the associative field elements denoting “family” has revealed: 

1. The existence of different types of associative relations between the field elements; 

2. The peculiarity of the distribution of the existing types of associative relations within the 

field: 

a. between the word-stimulus “family” and the elements within the field; 

b. among the elements included in each segment of the field; 

c. among the elements included in the different segments of the field. 

3. The analysis of the associative field elements has shown that the nature of different types 

of associative relations between the elements creates a field configuration - the nature of 

the field structure. More specifically, there are different types of associative relations 

between the word-stimulus and the field elements. 

These types of associative relations between the field elements are the forms of connections 

of different strength. The existence of the connections of different strength between the word-

stimulus and different elements of the field implies the existence of different associative 

“distance” between the word-stimulus and different elements of the field. The difference in 
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the associative distance is revealed in the existence in the field structure of dominant 

segments (with respect to one another and to the word-stimulus) – core, transitional zone and 

periphery. 

Defining the associative “distance” between the word-stimulus and the field element implies 

determining the type of the associative relation between them. The stronger the connection 

between the word-stimulus and the element, the smaller the associative “distance” between 

them, and vice versa, the weaker the connection between the word-stimulus and the element, 

the greater the associative “distance” between them. 

 

3.Results and Discussion 

The analysis of the lexicographic definitions of “family” revealed the following lexical-

semantic variants:  

1. A group of persons who come from the same ancestor; 

2. One of the units into which a whole is divided on the basis of a common characteristic.  

Figure 1: Elements of the first lexical-semantic variant 

I lexical-semantic variant 

Elements  blood; folks; house; kinfolk; line; lineage; people; 

race; tribe; nuclear family; extended family; 

household; descendant; offspring; dynasty… 

 

 

Figure 2: Elements of the second lexical-semantic variant 

II lexical-semantic variant 

Elements  category; class; subclass; division; subdivision; 

group; subgroup; kind; league; order; rank(s); set; 

type; sort; variety… 

 

The family is generally considered to be a primary social institution.  The family is the 

nucleus of culture and civilization. Family culture affects all areas of human activity. This 

impact includes: family traditions and habits; peculiarities of human existence; family 

relationships; family’s upbringing potential; parental authority; leisure style. 

Despite the fact that the family is a universal unit and value for all cultures, within each 

culture the family is characterized by its own distinctive mental qualities, rules of behaviour 

and traditions. 
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English people’s attitude towards the family is manifested in English proverbs. The proverb 

"An Englishman’s home is his castle" shows the Englishman's positive attitude towards his 

home and family. The Englishman's personal life is isolated from the outside world. The cult 

of private property creates an attitude towards one's own home as a fortress where the 

Englishman is completely free not only from daily worries, but also from outside pressure. 

An Englishman creates the best environment in his home to lead his life the way he wants it 

to be. In his "fortress" the Englishman gives himself the right to everything. The Englishman 

builds his own "fortress" to his own taste, strictly adhering to tradition. The Englishman loves 

to live only for himself. English proverbs glorify the family home and its inviolability. 

The English family is characterized by restraint as a kind of defence against excessive 

familiarity. Demonstrating emotions (sympathy, irritability, resentment and anger) in the 

English family is suppressed. The English family is devoid of noisy scenes. 

The English family, with its characteristic features and characteristics, was formed on the 

basis of national customs, traditions and moral norms. For their part, national customs, 

traditions, and moral norms are based on the mental markers of English people, such as the 

inviolability of private life, the cult of the family home, and the cult of private property. 

For the English, tradition is a sequence of events that must be preserved. Tradition gives 

English people a sense of permanence and heritage. Tradition is conceived as a sequence of 

events that has withstood the test of time. Maintaining family traditions promotes the vitality 

of the family as a social institution, ensures the regulation of relations between family 

members, improves the process of family upbringing. For the English, family traditions are 

strictly defined and maintained. 

The above mentioned is represented in the following English proverbs: Home is where the 

heart is; East or west, home is best; Don’t pour out the dirty water before you have clean; 

Every bird likes its own nest best; It's a foolish bird that soils its own nest; There is no place 

like home; House divided against itself cannot stand. 

Family relationships are reflected in the following proverbs: Men make houses, women make 

homes; Marriage is a lottery; Marriages are made in heaven (marriage takes place in heaven); 

A woman’s place is in the home; Every family has a black sheep. 

Parents' attitudes toward their children are reflected in the following proverbs: A child has 

too much of his mother’s blessing (a mother spoils her child with her love); A man who has 

not been flogged is not educated (those who have not been flogged are not educated); Spare 

the rod and spoil the child; Like father, like son (like father, like son); A wise son makes a 

glad father. 
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The following English proverbs apply to family relationships: Don’t teach your grandmother 

to suck eggs – according to this proverb, young people cannot teach their parents anything; 

The black crow thinks her own birds white - the essence of the proverb is that every mother 

likes her firstborn; As the tree, so the fruit - according to this proverb, as the parents are, so 

will the descendants be. 

Order and traditional moral norms are the main marker of the English family. Family is a 

relationship between a man and a woman: a man creates a house, a family, and a woman - a 

hearth. 

The English have their own system of upbringing. According to this system, the child is 

accustomed from the very beginning to independence, overcoming difficulties, self-belief. 

The English bring up children very strictly: the English believe that the demonstration of 

native love and tenderness prevents the formation of a strong character. English children are 

well aware of their place and it is not a place in the arms of a mother or father. In the eyes of 

the English, a true Englishman must be ready to overcome any obstacle at any time. 

The English upbringing system is quite strict. According to the English upbringing system, 

the higher the English place in society, the stricter the parents should treat the child.  

The analysis of the quotations revealed the following cognitive signs: a constant value; a 

fundamental unit of society; the most necessary thing for human existence; a paradise on 

earth; the unit that needs public and state support; the unit formed around a loving woman; 

love, support and morality; duty; team; educator of generations; marriage; the source of 

public order; the most important source of human happiness; responsibility and 

independence; common origin; a group experience of love and support; guide; The happiness 

of being together; loyalty; connection and unity; a gift from God; connection with past and 

future; safe place. 

The analysis revealed that dictionary definitions, proverbs and quotations cover stable 

(universal) components of the word meaning and fixed cognitive signs of the concept of 

“family”. Dictionary definitions, proverbs and quotations can’t reflect the actual 

psychological content of the concept.  

Only the results of the free associative experiment revealed the cause-effect relationship 

between the transformation of the linguistic consciousness and extra linguistic realities. 
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Figure 3: The core of the associative field of “Family”(2020) 

The core of the associative field of “Family” 

Reactions to the word-stimulus “family” Covid-19; epidemic; family cluster; together; 

fear; danger; lockdown; death; household; home; 

WFH (working from home); couple; husband; 

parenting; genealogy; belonging; descendant; 

kinship; sibling; grandparent; age; spouse; ancestor; 

genealogical; ancestral; royal; hereditary; paternal; 

reside; inherit; born; clan; child; vacation; 

grandfather; grandmother; orphaned; male; dynastic; 

marital; maternal; descend… 

Novelties are triggered by social and political events especially in times of war and natural 

disasters. However, the case for the corona virus is different, since associations generated by 

the corona virus are of global meaning.  

The core of the 2020 continuum of the associative field of “family” comprises some 

nontypical reactions to the stimulus “family”: Covid-19; epidemic; family cluster; fear; 

danger; lockdown; death. 

In 2021 the mentioned elements moved from the core to the transitional zone of the 

associative field of “family”.  

We think that the mobility of associations, in other words, their movement from one segment 

of the associative field to another is the manifestation of the shifts in the associative 

continuum of the concept.    

The analysis of the associative continuum of the concept of “family” revealed the difference 

between the generations in assessing most of the values - the assessment is more often linear - 

ratings increase or decrease with age, so extreme ratings are more common in younger and 

older generations. 

The positions of middle-aged and older people are much closer to each than their positions to 

the position of younger generation. 

The ratings increase when gender equality and tolerance towards minorities are assessed by 

young people and the ratings decrease when middle-aged and older people assess gender 

equality and tolerance towards minorities. 

Older people believe that economic well-being is linked to the extended family. The analysis 

of the responses of older people revealed a tendency towards a positive characterization of 

the concept of “family” as a group of close and loving people on whom one can rely and 

whose presence, according to the respondents, makes an individual happy. In this case, an 

important factor, obviously, is the structure of the family: the stereotypical family seems to be 
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large, with the obligatory presence of children, who are its defining element, or the goal: the 

family is created in order to raise children.  

According to the worldview of young and middle-aged people, economic well-being is linked 

to the small size of the family, to single-parent families, which in turn contributes to the 

formation of an individualistic orientation in children raised in such families. Young and 

middle-aged people don’t think that the family is created in order to raise children.  

The most frequent response to the stimulus “family” was “home”. The family in the 

consciousness of informants is inextricably linked with the house - a common area where 

family members live together. Older people believe that necessary condition under which a 

group of people can be called a family is the absence of their territorial division. The 

frequency of this reaction can be explained by the fact that the place where family members 

live associates with cosiness, comfort and security for a person.                

Young and middle-aged people don’t consider common area to be the necessary condition 

under which a group of people can be called a family.  

The role of the family is diminishing in the in the worldview of younger generation. Middle-

aged older people believe that the family is a necessary condition for survival, while young 

people think that when the state assumes the function of security - pension, health care, care 

for the elderly, orphans, the functional importance of the family and the rigid norms are 

diminishing. Young people’s worldview emphasizes autonomy and diversity, reflects the 

diminishing importance of hierarchical institutions. 

The ratings increase when marriage is assessed by middle-aged and older people and the 

ratings decrease when young people assess the same social institution. 

The collectivist orientation is less shared by the younger generation than the elders. Young 

people share mixed and post-materialist values. The shift of youth towards individualism is 

accompanied by a decrease in the importance of family and commitment to tradition, while 

the shift from materialistic to post-materialist values is accompanied by an increase in gender 

equality and tolerance for minorities. 

 

4.Conclusion  

Shifts in the linguistic consciousness of English native speakers show the specifics of the 

“language and thought performance”. 

Shifts in ideals, principles of perception, values, spiritual orientation and new realities 

transform the associative continuum of the concept.  

We interpret the transformation of the associative continuum of the concept as the result of 

the continuous (permanent) reproduction (interpretation and reinterpretation) of the reality.  



 

49 

 

The analysis of the associative continuum of the concept of “family” demonstrated how we 

think and talk about the impact of extra linguistics realities on our lives, how the explosion of 

new associations help us make sense of our new world. 

Shifts in the associative continuum of the concept demonstrates the influence of the 

perception over language as well as the influence associations have on the perception of 

language speakers. 

The analysis of the associative continuum of the concept of “family” revealed: a. variability 

of the associative continuum in time; b. the specifics of the perception of the concept of 

“family” by modern English native speakers; c. the cause-effect relationship between the 

transformation of the associative continuum of the concept and extra linguistic realities; d. the 

difference between the actual psychological “content” and the meaning of the concept’s 

verbalizers presented in the dictionary definitions, proverbs and quotations. 
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