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Arbitrariness and motivation in sound symbolic meanings: theorization through
cross-linguistic experimental studies
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Using experimental methods, we explored whether there are cross-linguistic
differences in sound symbolism, which is a kind of perceptual phenomenon where linguistic sounds
evoke certain images or meanings. Plosives in Japanese and English were tested for several images
such as hardness and evilness. It was found that voiced plosives in these languages could evoke
different sound symbolic images. English word-initial voiceless plosives evoked harder images than
voiced plosives, while in Japanese the opposite association was observed. This means that sounds
that are phonologically the same can result in different sound symbolic images, when phonetic
properties of the sounds vary among different languages.
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