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     Because of their expressive nature, ideophones—marked words that depict sensory imagery 
(Dingemanse 2012)—may be treated as multimodal lexical constructions (Kanetani 2021). Based on 
Kita’s (1997) argument that the analytic and affecto-imagistic dimensions need to be considered when 
analyzing the meanings of ideophones, Kanetani describes Japanese psychomimes as two-
dimensional form-meaning correspondences, as in Figure 1: The analytic pairing consists of a 
phonological form representing the corresponding semantic content; the affecto-imagistic paring 
involves a bodily movement expressing a certain meaning (the terms analytic and affecto-imagistic are 
Kita’s (1997)). Despite the two-dimensional representation, however, multimodal expressions (e.g., 
gestures) do not always appear overtly in the actual use of the words (Kanetani 2021). Dingemanse 
and Akita (2017) argue that the more integrated an ideophone is with other constructions, the less 
expressive it becomes. This is generalized as deideophonization—a trade-off between expressiveness 
and morphosyntactic integration of ideophones (Dingemanse 2017). For example, the Japanese 
ideophone bakibaki ‘a cracking sound’ in (1) is directly quoted by the quotative marker -to, while girigiri 
‘almost’ in (2) is integrated with the copula -da and serves as the predicate, an “indispensable part”, to 
the sentence (Dingemanse and Akita 2017: 516). 
(1) Quotative Construction: 
 Ie-ga moo bakibaki-to koware-te it-te… 
 house-NOM just IDPH-QUOT break-CONJ go-CONJ 
  ‘Houses broke with a cracking sound…’ 
(2) Predicative construction: 
 Zyuu-meetoru-to-iu-no-wa kono yon-kai-no-yuka-wa  girigiri-da-soo- 
 10-meter-QUOT-say-NMLZ-TOP this 4-floor-GEN-floor-TOP IDPH-COP-they.say- 
 des-u 
 COP.POL-NPST 
 ‘…they say a ten-meter [tsunami] would almost reach this fourth floor.’ 
   (Dingemanse and Akita 2017:512-513, with modifications) 
They observe that used in the quotative construction, the ideophone in (1) is independent of the rest of 
the sentence structure and is expressive in that it is phonologically foregrounded. In contrast, the 
deideophonized predicate in (2) is not expressive (ibid.). Therefore, whereas Figure 1 illustrates its 
basic form-meaning correspondence, the deideophonized form-meaning correspondence (e.g., (2)) 
may be best represented as in Figure 2, in which the affecto-imagistic pairing is suppressed. 
     A question arises as to how deideophonized words (Figure 2) are related to bare ideophones (Figure 
1). To answer this question, this study views deideophonization as schematization (e.g., Goldberg 1995) 
from a synchronic point of view and as constructionalization (Traugott and Trousdale 2013) from a 
diachronic perspective, whereby multimodal constructions develop and evolve into mono-modal 
(prosaic) constructions. Synchronically, their relations are captured in terms of Goldberg’s (1995: 78ff.) 
instance and subpart links: A bare ideophone (Figure 1) is a more fully specified version of its 
deideophonized counterpart (Figure 2). That is, the latter is more general—and hence schematic—so 
that it is instantiated by a wider range of constructions. Based on the usage-based model of linguistic 
knowledge (e.g., Tomasello 2003), I argue that language develops following a path from multimodal to 
mono-modal constructions. This view is compatible with Akita and Imai’s (2022) iconicity ring model for 
sound symbolic words, according to which language first develops from genuine iconicity to 
arbitrariness. At the level of the genesis of language, following Haiman’s (2018) hypothesis that the 
spoken language we currently use evolved from gestural communication via ideophones 
(gestured+spoken), I argue that combining to other constructions, as in (2), bare ideophones as 
multimodal constructions (Figure 1) underwent constructionalization which yielded new mono-modal 
constructions (Figure 2). The present claim thus supports the idea that ontogeny parallels phylogeny 
(cf. Gould 1977) in that both follow the path from multimodal to mono-modal communication.  



 

 

 

Figure 1: (bare) ideophones as multimodal constructions (Kanetani 2021: 175, 
with modifications) 

 

 

 

Figure 2: deideophonized words as mono-modal constructions 

 

References 
Akita, Kimi and Mutsumi Imai (2022) “The iconicity ring model for sound symbolism,” Iconicity in 

Cognition and across Semiotic Systems, ed. by Sara Lenninger, Olga Fischer, Christina Ljungberg, 
and Elżbieta Tabakowska, 27–45, John Benjamins, Amsterdam. 

Dingemanse, Mark (2012) “Advances in the Cross-Linguistic Study of Ideophones,” Language and 
Linguistics, 6(10), 654–672. 

Dingemanse, Mark (2017) “Expressiveness and system integration: On the typology of ideophones, 
with special reference to Siwu,” STUF: Language Typology and Universals 70, 363–384. 

Dingemanse, Mark and Kimi Akita (2017) “An inverse relation between expressiveness and 
grammatical integration: On the morphosyntactic typology of ideophones, with special reference to 
Japanese,” Journal of Linguistics 53, 501-532. 

Goldberg, Adele E. (1995) Constructions: A Construction Grammar Approach to Argument Structure, 
Univ. of Chicago Press, Chicago. 

Gould, Stephen Jay (1977) Ontogeny and Phylogeny, Harvard Univ. Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Haiman, John (2018) Ideophones and the Evolution of Language, CUP, Cambridge. 

Kanetani, Masaru (2021) “Mental representations of multimodal constructions: The case of Japanese 
psychomimes,” Belgian Journal of Linguistics, Volume 34 (2020): The Wealth and Breadth of 
Construction-Based Research, ed. by Timothy Colleman, Frank Brisard, Astrid De Wit, Renata 
Enghels, Nikos Koutsoukos, Tanja Mortelmans and María Sol Sansiñena, 174–185, John Benjamins, 
Amsterdam. 

Kita, Sotaro (1997) “Two-dimensional semantic analysis of Japanese mimetics,” Linguistics 35, 379–
415. 

Tomasello, Michael (2003) Constructing a Language: A Usage-Based Theory of Language Acquisition, 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge Univ. Press, Cambridge, MA. 

Traugott, Elizabeth Closs and Graeme Trousdale (2013) Constructionalization and Constructional 
Changes, OUP, Oxford. 

analytic [FORM: phonological form ↔ MEANING: seman�c content] 

affecto-imagistic [FORM: bodily movement ↔ MEANING: meaning] 

 

analytic [FORM: phonological form ↔ MEANING: seman�c content] 

affecto-imagistic [FORM: bodily movement ↔ MEANING: meaning] 

 


