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Uncovering the relation between form and meaning of words is important for
understanding the nature and evolution of language. Form and meaning of words are associated not
only by language-specific arbitrary conventions, but also by an intrinsic link, called sound
symbolism, which reflects perceived resemblance between sound and properties of referents. Does one
need to be able to hear sound to detect sound symbolism? Here, we show that one does not need to.
Deaf-and-Hard-of-Hearing (DHH) participants, even those with profound hearing loss, could judge the
sound symbolic match between shapes and words in the same way as hearing participants do, as long as

DHH participants could move their tongue freely. This indicates that they detected sound symbolism
via inherent resemblance between articulatory movements and shapes. This further suggests that
linguistic symbols can emerge through iconic mapping between oral gesture and sensory experience of

the world.
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