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Is Onomatopoeia Vocabulary or Sensory Experience?
—Onomatopoeia Acquisition by Foreign Learners of Japanese —

Speaker: Katsuo Tamaoka (TAMAOKA, Katsuo)
Professor, Shanghai University; Professor Emeritus, Nagoya University

Abstract:

Japanese onomatopoeia—including giongo (sound-imitating words), gitaigo (manner-
imitating words), and gijogo (emotion-imitating words)—are known as sound-symbolic
words, characterized by a strong association between sound and meaning. Among native
Japanese-speaking children, these words are typically acquired early in natural
communication during infancy. Longitudinal and cross-sectional studies (Okubo, 1967;
Fukuda & Osaka, 1999) have reported that children tend to acquire giongo earlier than
gitaigo. This iconicity of sound-symbolic words may be shaped within specific linguistic
environments and may also involve a degree of arbitrariness in the mapping between
sound and meaning. In contrast, for foreign learners of Japanese, onomatopoeia tends to
be perceived not as sensory-based vocabulary rooted in everyday experience, but rather
as lexical items formally taught in the classroom. This talk explores how learners of
Japanese as a foreign language understand and acquire onomatopoeic expressions and
aims to reveal the actual processes of “lexical acquisition,” which differ from those of

native speakers.



