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The purpose of this paper is to explore the underrated role of the onomatopoeic phrases in Japanese. Millington explains,

“One scholar will call them sound symbolisms, another will carefully divide them into mimesis and onomatopoeia, with further differentiation between those words describing voice or sounds and those describing the condition of things and human emotions. None of this helps on to learn or appreciate the language, and the majority of Japanese themselves would probably have no idea what you were talking about if you tried to put these words in categories” (Millington, 1993, p. 11).

For the sake of simplicity, these terms will be referred to henceforth as onomatopoeic phrases. In addition, this paper will suggest several revisions to the current methods of teaching Japanese in the western world to include more coverage of onomatopoeic phrases and thus improve overall communication between native and non-native speakers of the language.

“The primary purpose of learning a foreign language is to engage in communication with human beings who belong to different culture” (Brockett, 2000, p. 10). O’Grady, Archibald, Aronoff, and Rees-Miller (2005) centralize this statement by noting the primary mode of communication between human beings as speech, with the justification that thousands of the world’s languages are completely absent from a transcribed form. If teachers are to teach language for communication, specifically Japanese, they must utilize four specific techniques: teach spoken language, teach authentic language, teach language in context, and teach language in culture (Brockett, 2000). Miller (1986) supports this statement, claiming that trying to teach or learn Japanese in patterns characteristic of the Indo-European language family is like try smash a square peg through a round hole. Thus, in order to facilitate smooth communication with native speakers, it is necessary to stress spoken language and the unique aspects of Japanese culture in the curriculum.

Perhaps the most overlooked aspect of the Japanese language is the use of onomatopoeic phrases. In his introduction to the Japanese language, Vance (2001) neglects to mention onomatopoeic phrases, but provides a colorful illustration to honorifics and kanji. Goddard (2005) follows similar suit in his summary of Japanese by placing emphasis on honorifics and Chinese characters and leaving out any reference to onomatopoeic phrases. While keigo and kanji are an indispensable aspect of Japanese language, I suggest that onomatopoeia phrases hold a larger role in communication, and thus the language as a whole. Fukuda (2003) states that onomatopoeic phrases are among the most fundamental, characteristic, and lively aspects of the Japanese language. Shibatani says, “Onomatopoeic expressions permeate Japanese life…they are also abound in literary works” (Shibatani, 1990, p. 157). Iwasaki (2002) explains that sound symbolic words play a non-trivial part in Japanese by participating in various word formation processes.

Keigo works in Japanese in several different ways. Goddard (2005) explains keigo as a way to provide a distinction between uchi and soto, show the relationship between customer and client, and to exemplify social positions/relationships. In other words, there is a significant lack of keigo outside of the workplace, at home, and between friends. Furthermore, in her 1996 report, Miller showed evidence against the folk beliefs of Japanese honorifics, stretching the once thought to be set in stone rules for keigo use. From her evidence, it is clear that even Japanese people have a difficult time using correct keigo and the circumstances where it is used are limited.

In regards to kanji, Fukuda explains,

“Many students of Japanese regard the most challenging part of the language to be kanji, and some learners believe that by mastering kanji they can master Japanese. While this is certainly true in it’s own way, there exists essential native Japanese vocabulary that does not rely on kanji. Among this type of vocabulary, an especially important and dynamic role is played by onomatopoeia” (Fukuda, 2003, p. 35). 

Furthermore, Vance (2000) suggests that while Sino-Japanese words play an important role in Japanese, many instances of Sino-Japanese words occur in academic or professional settings, and thus a setting most students of Japanese will not encounter. Moreover, the meaning of most kanji compounds in Japanese, according to Shibatani (1990), can be expressed in Japanese without Sino-Japanese compounds. For example, 微笑 can be represented in 大和言葉 as ニコニコと笑う. This native expression is more likely to occur in a less formal setting and is thus more useful for the casual student of Japanese. Brockett further explains

“In teaching Japanese, listening and speaking should have priority over reading and writing. This principle flows in part from the focal role that communication plays in this framework, and in part from the fact the Japanese writing system imposes serious constrains on teaching practices. It will not be efficient to learn the language via the medium of written media” (Brockett, 2000, p. 14).
Onomatopoeic phrases are an essential aspect of Japanese across all settings. Fukuda (2003) explains onomatopoeia occur in children’s speech, among teenagers, at the workplace, in written Japanese, and even in serious works of Japanese journalism. Millington states, “Onomatopoeic phrases are widely used in news headlines and because they pack so much punch in just one or two words. They also appear in advertising because they are catchy and appealing” (Millington, 1993, p. 15). Fukuda says, “many concepts cannot be expressed clearly in Japanese without the use of onomatopoeia and mimesis” (Fukuda, 2003, p. 32). Iwasaki reaffirms, “The adverbial function [of the onomatopoeic phrases] plays an especially important role when the details of an event or stage need to be made explicit since many native Japanese verbs are very general” (Iwasaki, 2002, p. 49). Millington explains, 

“There is no better way to enrich everyday spoken Japanese and to use more effectively the language one has already learned than by using onomatopoeic phrases the Japanese put to such skillful use themselves” (Millington, 1993, p. 8). 

Unlike limited use keigo, in which the changes in lexical choice (example: 申す(言う( おっしゃる) do not change the action of the verb, utilizing onomatopoeic phrases in Japanese adds an otherwise inexpressible meaning to the action, which is applicable in all settings. Likewise, complicated Sino-Japanese terms can often be avoided by using native words and the necessity of writing kanji continues to vanish more and more everyday in our digital age. Finally, Millington (1993) provides evidence that suggests onomatopoeic phrases have had roots in Japanese language and culture since significantly before the existence of kanji and Sino-Japanese words. Therefore, onomatopoeic expressions, according to O’Grady et. all (2005) and Brockett’s (2000) definition of language through communication and culture, represent an extremely important and essential part of Japanese – more so than keigo and kanji. Based on this claim, I propose several changes to the Japanese education system in the western world.


Japanese has a structure completely different and unlike that of English. It is necessary to study the elements most unique, prominent, and native to Japan and the Japanese language in order to develop a command of the language (Brockett, 2000). Many modern textbooks used in the West concentrate too much on reading, writing, and simply translating from English to Japanese (Brockett 2000). The following results are typical among students of Japanese. Fukuda states,

“Many people who study outside of Japan get a rude awakening when they first visit: they don’t understand what anyone is saying. The reason is that the language they’ve learned from textbooks is stiff and unnatural, often unlike what is heard in everyday life” (Fukuda, 2003, p. 6).

Millington affirms,

“After two years of intensive study…I could not have a casual chat in colloquial Japanese with my neighbor or simply and correctly order a bag of onions from the vegetable shop” (Millington, 1993, p. 8).

I believe the study of Japanese onomatopoeic phrases is an effective way to provide a countermeasure to this problem. I suggest a major revision to the current methods of teaching Japanese in the West to expose students to onomatopoeic phrases at an earlier stage of the curriculum. I propose the time needed to teach this crucial aspect of the language be allotted from time used to teach kanji and keigo. I believe this to be a realistic and effective way to accelerate the communicative abilities for students studying Japanese at nearly any level of fluency.

The following are all excerpts from Fukuda (2003) and Millington’s (1993) individual works on onomatopoeic phrases in Japanese. I suggest the basic information presented below on onomatopoeic phrases be included in first year Japanese program:

“Most Japanese onomatopoeic phrases belong to a family of related expressions that repeat or pronouce the same word slightly differently, or add an article…The use of the dakuten or the maru with the words can harden or soften the sound or meaning of a phrase. I have grouped these phrases together in the following way:

1. G, z, d, and b are “muddy sounds” suggesting big, heavy, or dirty – がしっと(strongly built)、ぼってり(large, fat)
2. K, s, t, and h are “clean sounds, suggesting sharp, light, small, and pretty – はっきり(clearly)、そよそよ(light breeze)
3. P suggest something undignified – ぽたぽた (plop)、ぱくぱく(gobble)

4. K and t are hard – こちこち(hard), つん(pointed)
5. S suggests a feeling of friction, of sliding or slipping – さらり(slide)

6. N suggests a feeling of stickyness ねばねば(sticky)

7. H suggests lightness, b heaviness, and p something in between – はらはら(water steams soundlessly), ばらばら(rain down), ぱらぱら(sprinkle lightly)

8. When a word is repeated to form a phrase, it suggests repetition, continuation, or things happening one after another” (Millington, 1993, p. 16, 17).

“The five Japanese vowels have symbolic meanings when used in onomatopoeia. The vowel い refers to something small or quick, while あ、う、お are, in contrast, used to refer to something larger and slower. え is less often used in onomatopoeia than the other vowels and usually has negative connotations… ち indicates smallness or quickness….Onomatopoeic expressions in Japanese serve 5 grammatical functions.

1. As adverbs modifying regular verbs – がんがん飲む (to drink up)
2. Combined with する or やる – きりきりする (to be stressed)
3. As adjective like words combined with the copula だ – からからだ (to be parched)

4. As Nominals followed by the particle の in adjectival phrases – すべすべのお肌 (smooth skin)

5. As adverbial phrases followed by に – べろべろになる(to get thoroughly drunk)” (Fukuda, 1993, p.16,19, 30-31).

These are changes that I firmly believe need to be included into first year Japanese curriculum. Aside from the notes listed above, there is a wealth of specific onomatopoeic expressions that show up in everyday Japanese, which I also believe should be an essential part of the course. Beyond this, I believe a concentration on real life use of onomatopoeic phrases and their use in everyday speech should be included at the cost of certain kanji or keigo in intermediate levels of Japanese. These changes should be made in order to facilitate a more natural, active, and effective communication between native speakers of Japanese and non-native students of the language. 

Language has been defined above as a tool used for two or more people to communicate, primarily through the use of speech. The most effective way to teach language is through authentic examples of speech in relation to the cultures in which it is used. While keigo and kanji are both vital aspects of Japanese, they should not be prioritized for the typical student of the language. Onomatopoeic phrases, on the other hand, are native aspects of Japanese that are essential and abundant in everyday speech. A change in the curriculum of Japanese programs to include and put a stronger emphasis on onomatopoeic phrases will empower students with greater skills for authentic communication with Japanese natives.
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