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1. Introduction 
 

Language has long been considered as a system of arbitrary symbols, whereby the forms of 

symbols are disconnected to their meanings or bodily experiences (de Saussure 1916). How-

ever, recent developments in language sciences have challenged this view, and a plethora of 

evidence from different disciplines and approaches suggests that spoken language contains 

sound symbolism, which is typically iconicity between the phonological form and meaning of 

words (Perniss et al. 2010; Imai and Kita 2014; Dingemanse et al. 2020). Many languages 

abound with a special class of sound-symbolic words called ideophones, expressives, or mi-

metics, in which sound-meaning correspondence is apparent (at least to the speakers of these 

languages). Recent research using large-scale statistical analyses revealed that even in lan-

guages which do not have a developed ideophone lexicon (e.g., Indo-European languages like 

English), the relationship between the form and meaning of words is not totally arbitrary 

(Christiansen and Monaghan 2016; Blasi et al. 2016; Johansson et al. 2020). 

Sound symbolism has been discussed in connection with the ontogenesis and phylogenesis 

of language. Imai and Kita (2014) proposed the sound-symbolism bootstrapping hypothesis for 

language acquisition, which argues that sound symbolism scaffolds word learning in infants 

and young children in multiple ways: (1) it helps them gain insight in that each segment of 

speech sound has a meaning; (2) it helps children map words to corresponding referents at the 

site the word is introduced, be they objects, motion, acts, or properties of things; (3) it helps 

children generalize words to referents they did not directly observe when the word was 
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introduced. These have been supported by a body of empirical studies. For example, by ana-

lyzing infants’ brain response using Event Related Potential (ERP) and large-scale synchroni-

zation, Asano et al. (2015) demonstrated that at 11 months of age, an infant’s brain responds 

differentially to visual shape-word sound associations when they match and mismatch. Imai et 

al. (2015) further showed that 14-month-old infants learn associations between words and ref-

erent objects more easily when the two sound-symbolically matched than when they did not. 

Imai et al. (2008) demonstrated that 3-year-olds were able to generalize novel verbs to the same 

motion done by a different actor when the sound of the verbs matched the manner of motion, 

but they failed to generalize verbs that did not sound-symbolically match the manner of motion. 

The same effect was identified in English-speaking children even though their ambient lan-

guage (i.e., English) does not have an established class of sound-symbolic words (Kantartzis 

et al. 2011). 

These findings suggest that there are inherent sound-meaning correspondences that are 

universally accessible to children who do not have much exposure to word learning. However, 

as Imai and Kita (2014) acknowledged (see also Nielsen and Dingemanse 2021), the sound-

symbolism bootstrapping effect is mostly for helping children to kickstart the vast enterprise 

of lexical acquisition, which takes many years. After all, modern language is an immensely 

complex system of abstract symbols. In the literature on lexical development, researchers have 

begun to explore how children learn and acquire such abstract systems in relatively later stages 

of lexical acquisition in which iconicity is not easily detectable (Ameel et al. 2008; Saji et al. 

2011; 2020). However, in light of language evolution, the question is yet to be addressed how 

iconicity in language has evolved from stages in which linguistic signs were mostly iconic and 

expressive to stages in which iconicity is largely diluted, to the extent that outside a special 

class of sound-symbolic words such as ideophones, speakers do not (at least consciously) sense 

sound symbolism for a majority of words in the lexicon. 

Here, we propose the ‘iconicity ring model’ that depicts the evolutionary process of sound 

symbolism. This model maintains that there are four stages in the evolutionary pathway that 

linguistic signs go through, as in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. An iconicity ring in the evolutionary process of sound symbolism 

 
The evolution starts from the stage of primary iconicity. In this phase, iconic forms are coined 

from mimicry of what human beings perceive in sensory modalities. These signs stand mostly 

on their own, like iconic gestures, and are hardly integrated into grammar. A lexicon consisting 

of sound-symbolic words has an advantage in terms of acquisition, processing, and communi-

cation as they are easy to learn and remember as well as to share common grounds with other 

speakers (Perniss et al. 2010; Ortega 2017; Perniss et al. 2017). However, as the need to differ-

entiate concepts arises, the number of these iconic words increases; when the density of words 

in a given conceptual domain increases, the presence of similar-sounding words for similar 

concepts becomes a burden on the processing of these words in both retrieval and production 

(Gasser 2004; Monaghan et al. 2014; Christiansen and Monaghan 2016; Dingemanse et al. 

2015). When this demerit exceeds the merit, words newly coming into the conceptual domain 

no longer carry iconicity to the concept, and non-sound-symbolic, arbitrary words gradually 

come to dominate the lexicon. Also, when the vocabulary of the domain grows sufficiently 

large, the lexicon is pushed toward regularity (Kirby et al. 2008) as a large conceptual space 

somehow needs to be structured. In this way, the number of non-iconic words increases, but 

systematicity (i.e., statistical regularity) arises at the same time. 

It has been well-established in the literature on cognitive psychology that people’s sense 

of similarity is very malleable and context dependent. For example, people judge that a dog 

and a doghouse are highly similar because the two are frequently associated by spatial proxim-

ity even though they share no common perceptual or conceptual attributes. People also judge 

that a pair of objects from the same classifier category (e.g., a cloud and a flower) are more 

similar than a pair drawn from different classifier categories (e.g., a bed and an apple) presum-

ably because the two words in the former case frequently co-occur with the same classifier, 

even though the former and latter pairs were equally distant (i.e., conceptually unrelated) for 

people who do not speak a classifier language (Saalbach and Imai 2007; 2012). Thus, once 

regularity arises in language, words sharing the regular form (e.g., morphological marking) are 
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likely to be construed as ‘similar’, and subsequently, the sense of iconicity emerges.1 

However, this type of iconicity should be distinguished from the first type. The former is 

characterized as ‘primary iconicity’, which reflects biologically grounded inherent iconicity 

and hence is expected to be universally accessible regardless of speakers’ native language. In 

contrast, the latter, characterized as ‘emergent iconicity’, emerges from or is ‘acquired’ through 

linguistic knowledge and experience. Emergent iconicity is likely to be largely language-spe-

cific as it arises from the regularity of the lexical and grammatical systems of individual lan-

guages. The distinction between primary and emergent iconicity is closely related to Sones-

son’s (1997) ‘primary’ vs. ‘secondary iconicity’ (see also Ahlner and Zlatev 2010). Sonesson 

defines secondary iconicity as “an iconic relation between an expression and a content, which 

can only be perceived once the sign function, and a particular variety of it, is known to obtain” 

(1997: 741; see also Dingemanse [2011] for a similar notion termed ‘coerced iconicity’). We 

use the term ‘emergent iconicity’ to refer more specifically to the type of iconicity that is mo-

tivated and constrained by linguistic structure. Thus, in the iconicity ring model, human lan-

guage lexicons start as a set of primary icons, which gradually gains arbitrariness and finally 

develops back into iconic systems via linguistic regularity. Children appear to acquire primary 

icons first but once they learn emergent icons, they presumably become unaware of the differ-

ence between the two types of icons, finding both ‘natural’. 

We maintain that specifying the nature of emergent iconicity and clarifying factors and 

forces to create emergent iconicity provide important clues for understanding language evolu-

tion. Furthermore, these simultaneously offer insight into the symbol grounding problem in 

lexical acquisition (Harnad 1990; Imai 2017): how do children go beyond iconicity to acquire 

abstract linguistic systems, without falling into the symbol-to-symbol merry-go-round?2 

In this chapter, we first outline the criteria for primary and emergent iconicity in sound 

symbolism in Sections 2 and 3, respectively. In Section 4, we explore how the shift from pri-

mary to emergent iconicity may take place, with special reference to Japanese ideophones. 

Section 5 concludes this chapter by discussing the possible role the iconicity ring may play in 

language evolution. 

 

 
1 Perry et al. (2015) report that English and Spanish speakers’ subjective iconicity ratings for interjections, such 
as uh oh, ouch, and yum, were second highest following onomatopoeia. Given that interjections are primarily 
indexical, rather than iconic, of the speaker’s internal state or emotional attitude, the perceived resemblance be-
tween their phonological forms and meanings should be considered of secondary status. This (mis-)perception 
appears to come from the conceptual closeness between our psychological state and voice (for a related discussion, 
see Little and Sulik 2018). 
2 In contrast to the Peircean terminology, ‘symbol’ is here synonymous with ‘linguistic sign’. 
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2. Primary iconicity in sound symbolism 

 

Candidates for primary icons in spoken language include ideophones for human voice, such as 

ha-ha for laughter. Voice ideophones are clearly iconic because they mimic vocal sounds by 

means of vocal sounds. However, even these ideophones may not be identical to their referents 

as they consist of conventional linguistic sounds in individual languages, and each language is 

likely to have multiple candidate sounds that would match the properties of the referent (for 

the dialectal/diachronic variation of Japonic ideophones, see Yamaguchi [2019]; McLean 

[2021]). In other words, even though it is supported by biologically grounded iconicity, the 

meaning-sound mapping is a one-to-multiple mapping rather than a one-to-one mapping. A 

good example of this is the maluma-takete case. There are multiple candidate sounds that are 

judged to match round shapes (e.g., maluma, moma, bouba, boba, yuya, rura) and spiky shapes 

(e.g., takete, goga, gogu, kiki, kipi, zozi) (see Köhler 1929; Ramachandran and Hubbard 2001; 

Imai et al., under review). Hence, iconicity involved in spoken language lexicons is not com-

parable to visual icons, such as realistic pictures and handling signs in sign language (e.g., a 

drinking gesture for DRINK in Japanese Sign Language). However, it is still possible to argue 

that some spoken words such as laughter ideophones involve more primary iconicity than oth-

ers. In this section, we describe the two major characteristics of primary icons in spoken lan-

guage—universality and early acquisition—and summarize related linguistic and psychologi-

cal findings. 

 

 

2.1 Universality 

 

Primary icons are found in similar forms across languages. Ideophones for human voice and 

animal cries are the clearest cases. Laughter ideophones in numerous languages contain the 

glottal fricative /h/ and an open vowel: ha-ha (English), ahaha (Japanese), hā-hā (Chinese), 

haha (French, Turkish, Hungarian, etc.). These sounds are acoustically similar to laughter even 

though they are linguistically segmented and assimilated to the phonological structure of each 

language. Likewise, ideophones for a cat’s cry often contain a nasal consonant: meow (English), 

nyaa (Japanese), miāo (Chinese), miaou (French), yaong (Korean). This crosslinguistic simi-

larity is attributed to the likely fact that nasals are the closest equivalents of a meow among the 

cardinal consonants in human languages. Thus, primary icons consist of form and meaning that 
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are objectively similar to each other, and the linguistic form may serve as an unambiguous clue 

to the meaning (for an acoustic analysis of onomatopoeia, see Masuda 2007; Assaneo et al. 

2011). 

The crosslinguistic quantification of the sound-meaning correspondences in basic words 

suggests that primary iconicity is not limited to ideophones (Blasi et al. 2016, etc.). For exam-

ple, Johansson et al.’s (2020) investigation of the words for 344 near-universal concepts in 245 

language families has found that /r/-like consonants are found in words for TURN in signifi-

cantly many languages (e.g., /mawaɾɯ/ in Japanese, /ɾuutininiu/ in Arabela, /keerama/ in Esto-

nian, /ɟeɾe/ in Guaraní, /murundi/ in Mandinka, /ʈiɾumbu/ in Tamil). The crosslinguistic preva-

lence of this sound-meaning mapping is attributed to the flapping/tapping movement or curved 

shape of the tongue that these consonants involve. Similarly, in many languages and nonword-

based experiments, close/front and open/back vowels are associated with smallness and large-

ness, respectively, as illustrated by the Hungarian adjectives kicsi /ˈkitʃi/ ‘small’ and nagy /nɒɟ/ 

‘large’ and Sapir’s (1929) experimental stimuli mil and mal (see also Fónagy 2001). The cross-

linguistic prevalence of vowel-size symbolism is presumably attributed to its articulatory basis: 

the oral cavity is smaller in close/front vowels than in their corresponding open/back vowels. 

According to the Frequency Code Hypothesis (Ohala 1984), vocalic symbolism also has an 

acoustic basis: higher F2 is associated with smaller size. Smaller vocalizers make higher-fre-

quency sounds in the animal world (compare mice and elephants, for example), and this zoo-

logical correspondence can give an additional innate or experiential basis to the sound-sym-

bolic mapping. Although these types of sound-meaning correspondences are not as widespread 

as ideophonic sound symbolism, they often have a clear embodied basis and, therefore, are 

considered examples of primary iconicity. 

The maluma/takete effect may also involve primary iconicity, as it is sensed broadly across 

speakers of diverse languages, although it concerns one-to-multiple mappings at the word-form 

level. Maluma and other round-sounding words contain sonorants (e.g., /m, n, l, ɹ, j, w/), bila-

bials (e.g., /m, b/), or rounded back vowels (e.g., /u/, /o/), whereas takete and other spiky-

sounding words contain non-bilabial obstruents (/t, k, s, d, ɡ, z/) or unrounded front vowels 

(e.g., /i, e/). The association between rounded vowels and round shapes has an obvious articu-

latory basis. Moreover, it appears that smooth, gradual amplitude changes involved in sonorant 

consonants are associated with rounded shapes, while the abrupt or irregular amplitude changes 

involved in obstruents evoke spiky images (D’Onofrio 2014). 
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2.2 Early acquisition 

 

Children acquire primary icons earlier than emergent icons. Relevant reports come from Japa-

nese. Several corpus and experimental studies (Akita 2009; among others) have shown that 

children acquire onomatopoeic ideophones (ideophones for sound; e.g., batabata ‘fluttering’, 

patipati ‘clapping’) earlier than non-onomatopoeic ideophones (those for visual, motor, tactile, 

or inner perceptions; e.g., sarasara ‘smooth and dry’, mukamuka ‘disgusted’). The same con-

trast has been observed for non-Japanese-speaking adults, who were more successful in guess-

ing the meanings of onomatopoeic than non-onomatopoeic ideophones in Japanese (Iwasaki et 

al. 2007; Dingemanse et al. 2016). Assuming that onomatopoeic ideophones involve primary 

iconicity, these findings suggest that primary iconicity gives particularly useful cues to lan-

guage learners. 

Some sound-meaning mappings are detected even by infants who have not started active 

word learning (Peña et al. 2011; Asano et al. 2015; Pzturk 2013; Pejovic and Molnar 2017). 

Asano and colleagues (2015) demonstrated that 11-month-old infants showed different brain 

responses when word sounds and shapes matched (round-moma; spiky-kipi) and mismatched 

(round-kipi; spiky-moma). These results support the idea that the maluma-takete sound sym-

bolism involves primary iconicity and that the mapping is biologically grounded. However, it 

remains ambiguous whether even sound symbolism based on primary iconicity can be detected 

without linguistic experience. Fort et al.’s (2018) meta-analysis of research on infants’ sensi-

tivity to sound symbolism revealed that prelinguistic children are sensitive to the roundedness 

of bouba but not to the spikiness of kiki.3 As already mentioned, the roundedness of bouba is 

clearly motivated by its rounded vowel /u/ and also presumably by its bilabial /b/. On the other 

hand, given that children acquire /k/ later than /b/ (Brett et al. 1987), the detection of kiki’s 

spikiness may require more linguistic experience. Thus, it is possible that the results of the 

meta-analysis suggest that bouba involves more primary iconicity, and kiki involves more 

emergent iconicity. However, Fort et al.’s results could have arisen from methodological issues 

since most studies subjected to their meta-analysis used looking time measures, which require 

infants to show fairly long-lasting duration time to demonstrate the sound-symbolic effect. As-

ano et al. (2015) indeed showed observed sound-symbolic effects in both moma- and kipi-

sound trials, and the effect size for kipi was reported to be larger than that for moma by Fort et 

 
3 In contrast, Imai et al. (under review) suggest that the roundedness of bouba as such may not be as clear as the 
spikiness of kiki and may be highlighted when contrasted with kiki. 
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al. (2018) in their meta-analysis. Considering these results, further research is required to draw 

a conclusion concerning whether sensitivity to primary iconicity based sound symbolism 

should require linguistic experiences. 

Despite the crosslinguistic availability of onomatopoeia and size and shape sound symbol-

ism, when viewed globally, primary iconicity in the lexicon seems to be  limited. In the next 

section, we discuss emergent iconicity in detail. 

 

 

3. Emergent iconicity in sound symbolism 

 

3.1 Language-specificity 

 

Emergent iconicity accounts for a large part of sound symbolism in adults’ sound-symbolic 

lexicon. By our definition given in Section 1, emergent iconicity is largely language-specific, 

and its phonetic basis is often unclear. We can find examples in non-onomatopoeic ideophones. 

For example, ideophones for slipping movement sound diverse across languages: turun (Japa-

nese), pʊɾʊʊtʃ (Didinga; de Jong 2001: 122), shelele (Zulu; Msimang and Poulos 2001: 246), 

giɽir-ken (Mundari; Badenoch and Osada 2019: 268). In extreme cases, language-specific 

sound-meaning mappings run counter to major sound-symbolic mappings. A well-known ex-

ample is the vocalic symbolism in Korean ideophones in which /a/ is mapped onto smallness 

and /i/ onto largeness (e.g., chi.ləŋ vs. cha.laŋ ‘dropping of a longer vs. shorter object’; Kwon 

2018: 4; see also Diffloth 1994). These exceptional vowel-size correspondences are attributed 

to the traditional yin/yang ‘dark/light’ distinction in Korean culture, which is symbolized in the 

flag of South Korea. The Korean vowel system is divided into ‘light’ and ‘dark vowels’, which 

are linked with small and large images, respectively; /i/ is dark, and /a/ is light, hence the coun-

ter-universal mappings in size symbolism (Cho 1994). 

Language-specific sound symbolism has also been attested in production experiments. Saji 

et al. (2019) showed short video clips of human motion to Japanese and English speakers. 

Participants were asked to create novel words that match different manners of motion and to 

rate each manner of motion on five Likert scales (e.g., heavy-light, fast-slow, energetic-non-

energetic). Speakers of the two languages used quite different sets of form-meaning associa-

tions in their new word creation. For example, only Japanese speakers used nasality to express 

slow motion, perhaps by analogy with existing ideophones such as noronoro ‘moving slug-

gishly’, nossinossi ‘walking heavily’, nosonoso ‘moving slowly’, and nonbiri ‘in a leisurely 
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way’. 

Emergent iconicity may not have a clear phonetic basis. However, the unclarity of bodily 

motivations does not prevent native speakers from perceiving iconicity because they find their 

native language most ‘natural’. A related anecdote is cited here from Hinton et al. (1994; see 

also Haiman 2018: 1). 

 

Children feel this [= the ‘naturalness’ of names] especially strongly, as illustrated 
once by Stephanie, the stepdaughter of one of the authors: she said, “English is the 
one true language, isn’t it?” When asked what she meant, she replied, “Well, when 
[our Mexican friend] Lupe says ‘agua’, what she means is ‘water’. But when I say 
‘water’, I don’t mean ‘agua’, I really mean ‘water’!” 

(Hinton et al. 1994: 5) 
 

The ‘naturalness’ of our native language receives support from iconicity rating studies. 

Occhino et al. (2017) asked American Sign Language (ASL) signers and German Sign Lan-

guage (DGS) signers to rate the iconicity of both ASL and DGS signs and found that both 

groups of signers rated their own language more iconic. Moreover, Thompson et al. (2020) 

show that Japanese speakers rated native lexemes (e.g., toki ‘time’, karada ‘body’) more iconic 

than loanwords from Chinese (e.g., ziko ‘accident’, tosi ‘city’) or European languages (e.g., 

deeta ‘data’, hoteru ‘hotel’). These findings confirm that the sense of naturalness emerges from 

our long-time frequent exposure to native words. This acquired naturalness can be equated with 

emergent iconicity. Given this equation, phonesthemes, such as gl- in English vision-related 

words (e.g., glisten, glitter, glance, glow), which are sometimes cited as examples of non-iconic 

systematicity (Thompson and Do 2019), may also be included in the category of icons (Hinton 

et al. 1994). 

 

 

3.2 Later acquisition 

 

Children tend to acquire emergent icons later than primary icons as emergent iconicity is often 

based on unclear phonetic motivations within a language-specific phonological system. Imai 

et al. (2008) report that Japanese 2-year-olds successfully mapped most novel ideophonic verbs 

created from existing Japanese ideophones, such as nosunosu-su(ru) ‘walk heavily’ and to-

kutoku-su(ru) ‘walk with short steps’, to the ‘correct’ (in the sense of adult Japanese speakers) 

referent videos but failed to map hyaihyai-su(ru) ‘walk semi-swiftly with light, playful steps’. 

The nasal /n/ has a low frequency, and Ohala’s Frequency Code would successfully predict its 
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association with heavy movement. The voiceless stops /t, k/ involve momentary contact be-

tween the tongue and the upper surface of the oral tract and have a relatively high frequency. 

These phonetic properties are readily associated with swift movement in short steps. In contrast, 

the meaning of /hy/ [ç] is not fully motivated by its articulatory and acoustic properties. The 

high frequency of this consonant may evoke a light object’s swift movement through the Fre-

quency Code, but the ‘playful’ part of the meaning of the novel ideophone is too abstract to be 

captured by the universal code or other embodied principles. Therefore, this abstract sound 

symbolism should be considered an example of emergent iconicity. 

The meanings of emergent icons are also hard for nonnative speakers to guess. Iwasaki et 

al. (2007) report that English speakers without prior knowledge of Japanese failed to guess the 

evaluative aspect of the meanings of Japanese laughter ideophones, such as the vulgarity of 

hehehe. The negative feeling for /e/ in hehehe is ascribed to the marked infrequency of this 

vowel in the Japanese lexicon. This system-motivated sound symbolism is clearly an example 

of emergent iconicity. Similarly, in Imai et al. (2008), English-speaking adults failed to map 

hyaihyai onto playful semi-swift motion. The Japanese-specific association between /hy/ and 

this manner of motion makes this ideophone inaccessible to nonnative speakers without prior 

knowledge of Japanese. 

 

 

4. Shift from primary to emergent iconicity 

 

In Sections 2 and 3, we outlined the basic characteristics of primary and emergent iconicity in 

the context of sound symbolism. In this section, we illustrate the gradual shift from primary to 

emergent iconicity via arbitrariness and systematicity, with special attention to Japanese ideo-

phones. Section 4.1 examines the morphosyntactic integration of ideophones that may cause 

iconicity loss. Section 4.2 focuses on ideophonization as an example of the emergence of 

iconicity. 

 

 

4.1 From primary iconicity to arbitrariness 

 

Not all ideophones are equally iconic. The iconicity of ideophones decreases as a function of 

morphosyntactic integration. Morphosyntactic integration refers to the integration of ideo-

phones into sentence structure, especially the predicate. Predicative ideophones, which are 
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often headed by light verbs (e.g., irrist egin ‘slide (IDPH make)’ in Basque (Ibarretxe-Antuñano 

[2017: 203])), are more morphosyntactically integrated than non-predicative ideophones since 

they constitute the essential part of a sentence. While non-predicative ideophones, especially 

holophrastic ones, tend to be prominent in terms of prosody and morphophonology and be 

accompanied by iconic gesture, predicative ideophones tend to be plain and behave like non-

ideophonic words. Ideophones in some languages, such as Dagaare and Semai, abound with 

non-predicative ideophones that stand out clearly, whereas ideophones in other languages, such 

as Somali, only have predicative ideophones that are low in expressivity (Dingemanse 2017). 

Japanese has both predicative and non-predicative ideophones, and they illustrate the in-

tegration-iconicity trade-off within a single linguistic system (Dingemanse and Akita 2017). A 

representative pair of examples that show this trade-off are cited in (1). The upward arrows 

represent intonational prominence.4 

 
 (1) a. Hune ga  ↑guruguruut↑ to  mawat-te,  don to 
   ship  NOM  IDPH   QUOT turn-GER  IDPH QUOT 
   butukat-te, hane-kaes-are-te    ku-ru. (non-predicative) 
   hit-GER  bounce-make.return-PASS-GER come-NPST 

Lit. ‘The ship turns around and around, hits [something] with a bang, and comes 
bouncing back’. 

  b. De, zyup-pun gurai, ie  no mawari  o 
   and 10-min about house GEN neighborhood ACC 
   guruguru-si-te tara,  de-te  ki-ta-n-des-u    kedo, 
   IDPH-do-GER when exit-GER come-PST-NMLZ-POL-NPST but 
   sorede, obaatyan mukae ni ki-ta  yo tte. (predicative) 
   then  grandma pick.up DAT come-PST FP QUOT 

Lit. ‘And when [I] was wandering around the house for about 10 minutes, [she] 
came out, and then, [I shouted] “Grandma, [I] am here to pick you up!”’ 

(NHK Great East Japan Earthquake Archive) 
 
The quotative-marked ideophone gurut to ‘turning around’ in (1a) is made particularly iconic 

by partial reduplication and vowel lengthening. This ideophone is intonationally foregrounded 

and is synchronized with a hand gesture for a circling motion. In contrast, the reduplicated 

ideophonic verb guruguru-su(ru) ‘wander around’ in (1b) does not have any of these features. 

As these examples show, the expressive power typical of ideophones tends to be weakened 

when they are deeply integrated into sentence structure. 

Crucially, it is likely that the morphosyntactic integration of Japanese ideophones also took 

place diachronically (Akita [2021]; for a related discussion, see Haiman [2018]). Adverbial 

 
4 Abbreviations: ACC = accusative, DAT = dative, FP = final particle, GEN = genitive, GER = gerundive, IDPH = 
ideophone, NMLZ = nominalizer, NOM = nominative, NPST = nonpast, PASS = passive, POL = polite, PST = past, 
QUOT = quotative. 
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ideophones have arguably been the most common since Old Japanese (the 8th century, e.g., 

soyo ni ‘blowing softly’, uraura to ‘with a mild sunlight’). However, in Early Middle Japanese 

(until the late 12th century), many ideophone roots were combined with the suffix -mek to form 

verbs (e.g., huta-mek(u) ‘scurry’, gara-mek(u) ‘rattle’, soso-mek(u) ‘whisper’). This suffix be-

came less productive in Late Middle Japanese (until the 16th century) and now has very limited 

productivity in the central dialects of Japanese. In Early Modern Japanese (until the mid-19th 

century), while the so-called quotative marker to started dropping from adverbial (and verbal) 

ideophones (e.g., gatagata ‘with a shiver’, yotayota ‘staggering’), the predicative construction 

headed by su(ru) ‘do’ (e.g., nikoniko-su(ru) ‘smile’, burabura-su(ru) ‘sway’) became increas-

ingly common. In summary, morphosyntactically integrated ideophones increased due to mek-

verbalization in Early Middle Japanese, decreased in Late Middle Japanese, and increased 

again due to the quotative drop and the rise of ‘do’-verbs in Early Modern Japanese. Thus, the 

evolution of iconic words in light of morphosyntactic integration is not a linear change from 

separated to integrated. Nevertheless, a bird’s-eye view may allow us to conclude that the over-

all degree of morphosyntactic integration has increased in the history of Japanese ideophones 

(cf. Yamaguchi 2019). 

The current discussion supports the primary-iconicity-to-arbitrariness part of the iconicity 

ring. Ideophones lose their iconicity when they are integrated into the core of sentence structure 

and language-particular grammatical constructions. This phenomenon appears to mirror lan-

guage evolution in which primitive language evolved out of holophrastic vocal mimicry and 

highly iconic ideophone-gesture combinations (Haiman 2018). 

The morphosyntactic typology of ideophones may provide further insights with respect to 

Talmy’s (2000) ‘framing typology’. This cognitive-semantic typology focuses on how lan-

guages tend to encode complex events, especially spatial motion events. Languages are divided 

into two types according to where in the sentence Path of motion is expressed. Languages in 

which Path is typically encoded in the main verb, such as Romance and Semitic languages, are 

called ‘verb-framed languages’; languages in which Path is typically expressed outside the 

main verb, such as Germanic, Slavic, and Uralic languages, are called ‘satellite-framed lan-

guages’. As illustrated in (2), Japanese is verb-framed, whereas English is satellite-framed. 

 
 (2) a. Verb-framed: 
 Otoko ga toori o [Manner tobotobo arui-te] [Path yokogit-ta] 
 man NOM street ACC IDPH walk-GER cross-PST 
   Lit. ‘A man crossed the street walking ploddingly’. 
  b. Satellite-framed: 
 A man [Manner plodded] [Path across] the street. 
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Given that ideophones primarily express Manner, the verb- and the satellite-framed patterns 

correspond to non-predicative and predicative constructions for ideophones, respectively. Ide-

ophones are more prominent and iconic in verb-framed constructions than in satellite-framed 

ones because in the former ideophones are typically realized as adverbials, which retain their 

iconicity. In fact, some researchers argue that ideophones are localized to verb-framed lan-

guages (Wienold 1995; Akita 2021). 

Moreover, Chinese is said to have changed from verb-framing to satellite-framing (or so-

called ‘equipollently framing’). For example, the Old Chinese clauses in (3a) are headed by the 

path verbs rū ‘enter’ and chū ‘exit’, whereas their Modern Chinese translations in (3b) use 

serial-verb constructions containing the manner verbs zŏu ‘run’ and liū ‘slip’. 

 
 (3) a. Old Chinese (end of 5th century; verb-framed): 
   Jiāng rū  yú shì,  yŭ Cuīzĭ zì  cèhù  chū. 
   Jiāng enter  to room with Cuīzĭ from  side.door exit 
   ‘Jiāng entered the room and exited the side door with Cuīzĭ’. 
  b. Modern translation (satellite/equipollently-framed): 
   Jiāngshì [...] zŏu jìn  nèishì  hé Cuī Zhù cóng 
   Jiāngshì [...] run enter  inner.room with Cuī Zhù from 
   biānmên liū chū qū. 
   side.door slip exit go 

‘Jiāngshì [...] ran into the inner room and slipped out of the side door with 
Cuīzhù’. 

(adapted from Shi and Wu 2014: 1246-1247) 
 

The shift from verb- to satellite-framing is consistent with the grammaticalization of Path 

expressions, in which verbs (e.g., passed) become particles or adpositions (e.g., past). Thus, it 

might be that the diachronic integration of ideophones at the expense of iconicity is correlated 

with the overall constructional development of the language. 

 

 

4.2 From arbitrariness to systematicity to emergent iconicity 

 

The shift from arbitrariness to emergent iconicity via systematicity is clearly observed in ide-

ophonization. It is fairly common in ideophone-rich languages that verbs, nouns, and adjectives 

become ideophones through certain morphological or prosodic operations, such as reduplica-

tion and lengthening (Awoyale 1983; Dingemanse 2017; among others). Japanese examples 
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are given in (4).5 

 
 (4) a. Deverbal ideophones: 

hiyahiya ‘thrilled’ (< hiyas(u) ‘make cool’), hukihuki ‘wiping repeatedly’ (< 
huk(u) ‘wipe’), hurihuri ‘wagging’ (< hur(u) ‘swing’), ikiiki ‘lively’ (< iki(ru) 
‘live’), konekone ‘kneading’ (< kone(ru) ‘knead’), mazemaze ‘mixing’ (< 
maze(ru) ‘mix’), momimomi ‘massaging’ (< mom(u) ‘massage’), musimusi ‘sul-
try’ (< mus(u) ‘steam’), nobinobi ‘free and easy’ (< nobi(ru) ‘stretch’), surisuri 
‘rubbing’ (< sur(u) ‘rub’), ukiuki ‘buoyant’ (< uk(u) ‘float’), wakuwaku ‘excited’ 
(< wak(u) ‘spring up’) 

  b. Denominal ideophones: 
iraira ‘irritated’ (< ira ‘thorn’), motimoti ‘chewy’ (< moti ‘rice cake’), siwasiwa 
‘wrinkled’ (< siwa ‘wrinkle’), raburabu ‘lovey-dovey’ (< rabu ‘love’), togetoge 
‘prickly’ (< toge ‘prickle’) 

 
All these words originated in non-ideophonic words but have acquired ideophonic sound-sym-

bolic effects through reduplication (Akita 2009). Specifically, the intervocalic voiceless velar 

stop /k/ in ikiiki ‘lively’, ukiuki ‘buoyant’, and wakuwaku ‘excited’ appears to evoke a light 

upward movement that is associated with happy feelings. Importantly, the non-ideophonic orig-

inals (i.e., iki(ru) ‘live’, uk(u) ‘float’, wak(u) ‘gush out’) do not clearly have the same effects 

(for a related experimental report, see Akita 2011). The low sound-symbolic relevance of /k/ in 

these verbs receives support from the fact that it can disappear in conjugation. For example, 

the past and gerundive forms of the verbs uk(u) ‘float’ and wak(u) ‘gush out’ involve euphonic 

consonant-vowel alternations: ui-ta ‘floated’, ui-te ‘floating’, wai-ta ‘gushed out’, wai-te 

‘springing up’. These examples indicate that iconicity can emerge from morphological ide-

ophonization. 

Ideophonization is also common in Japanese manga. Manga is full of ideophonic sound 

effects that are often located on the background. カニカニカニカニ kanikanikanikani uti-

lizes this technique for ideophonizing the non-ideophonic noun kani ‘crab’ to vividly decorate 

the small river crab’s special manner of walking. 

 

 
5 There is no consensus among Japanese linguists on whether these words should really be called ideophones. 
We assume that Japanese ideophones constitute a prototype category with a fuzzy boundary in which one member 
is a better exemplar than another. Even marginal members share some formal or functional properties with central 
members. 
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Figure 2. Ideophonization in manga (Choborau 2011) 

 
All these examples are crucially based on the ideophone systems of individual languages 

or media, and they do not necessarily have a universal bodily basis. This system-specificity 

contributes to the emergent iconicity of ideophonic sound symbolism and to its creativity. 

 

 

5. Implications for the symbol grounding problem 

 

In this chapter, we proposed a distinction between primary and emergent iconicity and a four-

step model of the development of sound symbolism from primary to emergent iconicity via 

arbitrariness and systematicity. Primary iconicity, illustrated by size and shape sound symbol-

ism and onomatopoeic ideophones, has a clear bodily basis and is available across languages. 

Emergent iconicity, illustrated by a large part of ideophonic sound symbolism, arises from lin-

guistic knowledge and experience and, therefore, is often language-specific. The morphosyn-

tactic and functional diversity of ideophones supports the first shift in the iconicity ring (i.e., 

from primary iconicity to arbitrariness), and ideophonization illustrates the second and third 

shifts (i.e., from arbitrariness to systematicity to emergent iconicity). 

Critically, we hypothesized that native speakers of ideophone-rich languages, such as Jap-

anese, do not distinguish primary and second iconicity, considering both ‘iconic’. The feeling 

that primary iconicity and emergent iconicity are equally iconic and natural offers insight into 

how a language may (chronologically) develop a lexicon. Although human language may have 

evolved from vocal and gestural imitations (i.e., primary icons), it is arbitrariness that enhanced 

the flexibility of their form-meaning mappings (Monaghan et al. 2014). System-internal regu-

larity creates emergent iconicity out of these arbitrary mappings and mingles it with primary 

iconicity. 

The scenario explored in this chapter also provides implications for the symbol grounding 

problem (Harnad 1990) noted in Section 1. We may reinterpret and recapitulate this cognitive-

scientific problem as follows: how do children ground the first set of linguistic signs to things 

in the world and build up a language-specific lexicon, eventually embodying it to the extent 
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that they feel that the lexical system they have constructed is the only way of naturally catego-

rizing the world? The development of the sound-symbolic lexicons of ideophone-rich lan-

guages may be considered as a miniature model for this process. 
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