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Onomatopoeia in representing the semantics of 
love, affection, and gender relations 

Summary 

The paper describes the sound symbolic nature of linguistic units with the semantics of love, 
affection, gender relations in German and Russian. It is known that onomatopoeic words with 
the semantics of blow, the physiological sound of the body and the sounds of speech in German 
and Russian languages regularly form associated with love, affection, and gender relations. In 
most cases, this type of semantics is expressed by combination of plosives and sonorants 
sounds, and also vibrants. Inter-relation between sound and meaning, as well as the sound-
iconic functions of phonotypes is clarified: voiceless fricative sounds – reflection of 
pejorativeness, less often – femininity (dearness and softness); explosive and vibrant sounds – 
reflection of strong feelings, pressure, perseverance, aggressiveness in a relationship. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the past decades, there has literally been an avalanche-like increase in publications 
exploring the problems of linguistic iconism, one of the variants of which is 
onomatopoeia (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1.  Number of publications on the request onomatopoeia and iconicity 

(Google Scholar, October 20th, 2022) 
Slika 1.  Broj publikacija pri pretraživanju pojmova onomatopeja i ikoničnost 

(Google Scholar, 20. 10. 2022.) 

Iconicity (sound symbolism) denotes connections between the form of a 
linguistic sign and its meanings. The thesis about arbitrariness of a language sign was 
considered axiomatic, however, this thesis is undergoing a serious revision. Previously, 
there were no linguistic tools that could be used to explore large arrays of linguistic 
data, therefore a relevant amount of comparable material could not be collected. 
Today, Big Data allows you to identify patterns of iconism in a massive array of data. 
Thus, the Automated Similarity Judgment Program (ASJP) resource consists of 40 
basic vocabulary lists for more than 62% of the world’s languages, covering 85% of 
language families (Brown, Holman, Wichmann, & Velupillai, 2008; Holman et al., 
2011; Wichmann, Holman, & Brown, 2018). With the help of ASJP, it was found 
that in the same 40 basic concepts in more than half of the languages of the world, 
sound symbolism is quite common and generates regular sound, semantic and sound-
semantic associations. All sounds (or at least the most frequent ones) are grouped with 
phonetically related sounds in positions in words belonging to common semantic 
classes in unrelated languages. Some sounds tend to be repeated in words with certain 
meanings, which leads to identification of prototypical forms of words. In a small 
sample, sound symbolism is clearly present in at least 18% of words. These 
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conclusions are based on a much more exhaustive sample of languages and a more 
rigorous quantitative assessment than is usually found in studies on this topic 
(Wichmann et al., 2010). 

Statistical analysis has shown that unrelated languages use the same sounds for 
specific referents. Analysis of ASJP lists covering almost two thirds of the world’s 
languages shows that a significant part of the 100 words of the basic dictionary have 
associations with speech sounds that constantly occur on different continents and in 
language families or isolates. These connections are most obvious in words with 
semantics small for /i/ and full for /p/ or /b/, body parts: tongue for /l/, nose for /n/. 
The range and historical distribution of these associations suggests that they often arise 
independently, and are not inherited or borrowed (Blasi, Wichmann, Hammarström, 
Stadler, & Christiansen, 2016). 

Based on the material from 100 languages belonging to 49 language families, it 
is proved that semantically close words often have phonological similarity. This is a 
large scale cross-linguistic evidence of phonological clustering of semantically close 
words (Dautriche, Mahowald, Gibson, & Piantadosi, 2017). 

Modern researchers give special attention to natural (anatomic and physiological) 
basis of sound symbolism, including at the level of synesthesia and cross-modal effects. 
Today, the synesthetic theory of the language origin is being discussed. It synthesizes 
sound symbolism and synesthesia: iconicity (supported by common synesthetic cross-
modal associations). It can help to explain how people learn to connect form and 
meaning in the origin and evolution of language (Cuskley & Kirby, 2013; 
Imai & Kita, 2014; Nielsen & Rendall, 2011; Ramachandran & Hubbard, 2001).  

There are several types of sound symbolism among which this paper focuses on 
two: onomatopoeia and complex (conventional) iconicity. Onomatopoeia (phonic iconism 
(Voronin, 1982); imitative sound symbolism (Hinton, Nichols, & Ohala, 1994); 
absolute iconicity (Dingemanse, Blasi, Lupyan, Christiansen, & Monaghan, 
2015); imagic iconicity (Johansson, Anikin, Carling, & Holmer, 2020)) is a 
semiotically simplest and transparent kind of iconism, which is built on imitation of 
reality sounds by speech means. Сomplex (conventional) iconicity (secondary 
onomatopoeia (Chastaing, 1958; Crockett, 1970; Jespersen, 1933); sound symbolic 
(Voronin, 1982); conventional sound symbolism (Hinton et al., 1994); complex 
iconicity of analogical emergence (Johansson et al., 2020)) is complex networks of 
meaning(s) and linguistic form(s) which are grounded in an association to other sound 
symbolic words within the language, i.e., complex iconicity of analogical emergence 
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(Johansson et al., 2020). The term secondary onomatopoeia describes correspondences 
between individual speech sounds and certain non-auditory experiences, as, for 
instance, between the sound of the vowel /i/ and impressions of smallness (Chastaing, 
1958; Crockett, 1970; Jespersen, 1933). 

There are obvious discrepancies in understanding the term sound symbolic. The 
followers of the St. Petersburg phonosemantic school define the term sound symbolic 
narrowly. In Russian linguistics the term phonoiconic includes two areas: onomatopoeic 
(designation of acoustic (sound) objects of reality) and sound symbolic (designation of 
non-acoustic (not sound) objects of reality). Most of researchers on iconism categorize 
onomatopoeic as a type of sound symbolic. Problems of sound symbolic terminology are 
discussed in more detail in (Johansson et al., 2020; Koleva-Zlateva, 2008). 

Sound symbolism plays a significant role in transmission of negative or positive 
emotions (Adelman, Estes, & Cossu, 2018; Aryany, Conrad, Schmidtke, & Jacobs, 
2018; Aryani, Kraxenberger, Ullrich, Jacobs, & Conrad, 2016; Auracher, 
Menninghaus, & Scharinger, 2020; Bally, 1950; Benczes & Kovács, 2022; Conrad, 
Ullrich, Schmidtke, & Kotz, 2022; Miron, 1961; Rummer & Schweppe, 2019; 
Rummer, Schweppe, Schlegelmilch, & Grice, 2014; Voronin, 1982; Wescott, 1971), 
which allows us to explore a hypothesis about emotional sound symbolism (Adelman 
et al., 2018). These ideas are also directly relevant to our research. 

Today, the study of onomatopoeia is becoming particularly relevant. In 
neurophysiology, the classical hypothesis of the imitative origin of language was 
actualized in connection with the discovery of mirror neurons that provide imitation 
and understanding of other people’s emotions (empathy) by a person (Fadiga, 
Craighero, Buccino, & Rizzolatti, 2002; Gentilucci, Dalla Volta, & Gianelli, 2008; 
Rizzolatti & Arbib, 1998; Tettamanti et al., 2005). It is assumed that the appearance 
of mirror neurons caused the appearance of speech, imitation and empathy, which 
was a key moment in human evolution. The mechanisms of sound-symbolic 
associations are considered: statistically established correlation of phonetic features 
and stimuli in the environment (Sidhu & Pexman, 2018). 

Most of the existing research on onomatopoeia, including the Russian one, is 
focused on establishing the correspondences between phonetic form and sounds and 
objects of reality, in a cross-linguistic context as well (Crockett, 1970; Johanna, 
Aleksandrova, Bogomolov, Pasmor, & Laura, 2016; Kanerva & Häikiö, 2022; Taitz 
et al., 2018). The capacity of creative language to transport complex multisensory 
information in a controlled experiment in which participants improvised 
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onomatopoeias from noisy moving objects in audio, visual and audiovisual formats is 
studied. It is found that consonants communicate movement types (slide, hit or ring) 
mainly through the manner of articulation in the vocal tract. Vowels communicate 
shapes in visual stimuli (spiky or rounded) and sound frequencies in auditory stimuli 
through the configuration of the lips and tongue (Taitz et al., 2018). The study of 
phonologization of acoustic events related to water in Russian and Finnish showed 
that the words proposed by the respondents differed significantly in their phonological 
structure, frequency of use and semantic meanings in the two languages (Johanna et 
al., 2016). Based on the material from Russian and Finnish onomatopoeia findings, 
which support the view that imitative sound symbolism, offering a scaffolding 
material for connecting onomatopoeias to their referents when words are pronounced 
in isolation. The availability of both audio and visual inputs substantially increases 
recognizability of an unknown onomatopoeia. Cross-linguistic sound symbolism 
offers a good explanation to the presence of different cues that affect semantic 
recognition of the unknown onomatopoeic words (Kanerva & Häikiö, 2022). 

Studies demonstrate that nearly all human abilities, including language and 
communication ones, are connected with imitation (Assaneo, Nichols, & Trevisan, 
2011; Fabbri-Destro & Rizzolatti, 2008; Ferrari & Rizzolatti, 2014; Hamilton, 2013; 
Iacoboni & Dapretto, 2006; Rizzolatti & Craighero, 2004). Therefore, the study of 
imitative mechanisms at the level of onomatopoeia is particularly relevant, as it implies 
an imitative-driven transformation of a natural sound into a word. Other mimetic 
forces received extensive attention by the scientific community, such as cross-modal 
associations between speech and visual categories. The present approach helps 
building a global view of the mimetic forces acting on language and opens a new venue 
for a quantitative study of word formation in terms of vocal imitation (Assaneo et al., 
2011). The study of cross-modal associations between speech and abstract, 
insubstantial, intangible categories is of no less importance.  

Our study was conducted on the material of the German and Russian languages 
and it aims to explore the possibilities of onomatopoeia in explication of semantics of 
love, affection, gender relations, thus denoting the transition of onomatopoeia into the 
sphere of sound symbolism in the iconic space of the language. 

Most linguistic research studying the concept "Love" are focused not on 
phonosemantic specificity but on linguistic representations of this feeling in different 
languages: Spanish and Russian (Vorkachev, 1995), German and Russian (Vil’ms, 
1997), French, Mari and Russian (Makarova, 2001) and others. 
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2. MATERIAL AND METHODS  

The research material was restricted by the German and Russian onomatopoeia verbs 
emphasizing the mental and emotional state of love (falling in love, caring, caressing, 
etc.), as well as nouns denominating a partner/beloved people (German Dirn "girl", 
Russian зазноба (zaznoba) "sweetheart", etc.) which are represented in the German-
Russian onomatopoeia dictionary (Shlyakhova & Shestakova, 2011). 66 German and 
62 Russian units (in total 128 units) are analyzed. 

The units included in the study are not only the obvious onomatopoeia but also 
words that have lost their semantic connection with the acoustic denotatum. Their 
phonic iconicity character is determined by an etymological phonosemantic analysis 
based on etymological (Chernykh, 1993; Fasmer, 1986; Levitskii, 2010), explanatory 
(The Digital Dictionary of the German Language, 2010; Duden, 2015) and 
phonosemantic (Shlyakhova & Shestakova, 2011) dictionaries. 

• German kokettieren (to flirt), Russian кокетничать (koketnichat’) "to flirt", cf. 
French coq "cock", сocorico; coquerico "cock-a-doodle-doo"; adopted in the 
second half of 18th century in the Russian language from the French language 
where coquette (obtained Russian suffix -k-a) is a substantive derivative of (femme) 
coquette "coquettish" (woman), suf. derived from coqueter "to flirt" < "behave like 
a cock" (from coq "petukh"). Compare kokotka < from French cocotte "cocotte, 
courtesan" < "hen" (also from coq "petukh") (Fasmer, 1986; Shanskii & Bobrova, 
2000); 

• German flirten, Russian флиртовать (flirtovat’), compared to English flirt (a 
quick, jerky movement; flutter), in the Russian language via German Flirt, flirten 
< the same or French flirter < English tо flirt < Old French fleureter "flit from 
flower to flower" (Fasmer, 1986); 

• German poussieren "to flirt" compared to French poussée "to flutter";  
• German umwerben compared to "sweetheart" < werben "to recruit" < Germanic 

Hwerf "to whirl";  
• German gefallen "to like" < German fallen "to fall", fällen "to fell; to cut" 

(compared to spoken Russian западать (zapadat’) "to like; to get kick out of 
smb." from падать (padat’) "to fall");  

• Russian прикипеть (prikipet’) "to love; to take a strong liking" < from Russian 
кипеть (kipet’) "to boil", compared to Lithuanian kūpėti, kūpu "to seethe, to 
foam", Middle High German hорfеn, hupfen, Old English Hоррiаn "jump";  
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• Russian зазноба (zaznoba) "sweetheart" < знобить (znobиt’) "shiver" < зябнуть 
(ziabnut’) "feel cold", conjugate from Lithuanian žembiu, žembti "cut"; 

• Russian лелеять (leleiat’) "cherish" < sound combination of the same root that 
liuliu (люлька (liul’ka) "bassinet"). Conjugate is the Ancient Indian word lēláyati 
"lull", German (ein)lullen "lull" < revert interpretation "lull the baby singing" 
(Shanskii & Bobrova, 2000); 

• Russian заботиться (zabotit’sia) "to take care of, to care" < зоб (zob) "food, 
now goiter" > "something to swallow the food" (fauces, esophagus); Northern 
Russian зобать (zobat’) "to eat greedily and hastily, to peck" (Fasmer, 1986; 
Shanskii & Bobrova, 2000). 

The overwhelming majority of the studied language units in both German and 
Russian are colloquial. Most words denoting a relationship object have negative 
semantics: German Fotze "cunt"; Metze "whore"; Russian чикса (chiksa) "cheek", 
сикуха (sikukha) "joung cunt". There are also recorded affectionate names of a 
beloved person: German Mätzchen "sweetie", Russian дроля (drolia) "beloved". 
"Implicit" onomatopoeia obtain generally a stylistically neutral tinge: German flirten 
"to flirt", gefallen "to like" (German fallen "to fall"); Russian кокетничать 
(koketnichat’) "to flirt", прикипеть (prikipet’) "to love; to take a strong liking". 

The study uses traditional linguistic methods (lexical-semantic, etymological, 
comparative, quantitative analysis, component analysis method), as well as the proper 
phonosemantic methods (etymological phonosemantic analysis and phoneme-type 
modeling) (Voronin, 1982). 

3. RESULTS 

3.1 Qualitative analysis 

Our studies are based on the three-term classification of onomatopoeic words: 
acoustic and articulatory onomatopoeic words (Voronin, 1982) and onomatopoeic 
words of speaking (Shlyakhova, 2003). The words of phonic iconicity in different 
languages are comparable with each other at the level of the phoneme type, i.e., type 
of phoneme, depending on its acoustic-articulatory features (occlusive, fricative, 
explosive, labial, sonorous, etc.). 

The classification of units in the semantics of love, affection, gender relations is 
presented at the level of the phoneme-type of the universal typology of onomatopoeic 
words by S.V. Voronin (Voronin, 1982). The sounds of blow, non-blow (tone and 
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noise), dissonance and their combinations in German and Russian regularly form the 
semantics of love, affection, and gender relations. 

3.1.1 Acoustic onomatopoeic words 

Acoustic onomatopoeic words are units that reproduce by phonemic means non-
articulating acoustic sounds of the external environment (German zisch, Russian psh 
sh, shh sh "rustling, hissing", etc.). 

 
Blow 

"Extrashort" noise or tone, equally perceived by the human ear as an acoustic 
blow > sweetheart, fall in love: German tätscheln "caress" (< tatschen "slap"); baggern 
"cozy up to"; anbaggern "fish for, angle for" (< baggern "dig; drag"); Russian стежки 
утаптывать (stezhki utaptyvat’) < стегать (stegat’), from the same root as in Old 
High German stechen "chop, split", Old High German stahhula "thorn, sting"; 
топать (topat’), набиваться (nabivat’sia), подбивать клинья (podbivat’ klin’ia) 
(< bit’; klin < kolot’) "to sweetheart", западать (zapadat’) < падать (padat’) "fall in 
love"; выскочить замуж (vyskochit’ zamuzh) (< скакать (skakat’) < скок (skok), 
подкатывать (podkatyvat’) "to try to sweetheart", расточать ласки (rastochat’ 
laski) (< точить (tochit’) < течь (tech’), прикипеть (prikipet’) (< кипеть (kipet’) 
"come to love"). Intensity, efforts, perseverance of action are reflected in fricative 
sounds: German /b/, /g/, /t/ and/or affricate (t͡ ʃ); Russian /b/, /d/, /k/, /p/, /t/ and /or 
affricate /ch/. 

 
Tone. Noise 

Tone non-blow, Indo-European tone in its purest form > to sweetheart: Russian 
лелеять (leleiat’) (< люлька (liul’ka) "sweetheart"). The gentle, cautious nature of 
the action is pronounced by the sonorous /л/. 

Noise non-blow, Indo-European noise in its purest form > light-minded or 
shallow-brained girl, party girl, to caress: German Fiffi "woman of easy virtue", 
poussieren "flirt", küssen "kiss" (< from Indo-European ku/kus "kiss", Indo-European 
k > Germanic H (Levitskii, 2009: 336)); hätscheln "caress, hug"; Hache – Middle 
German "prostitute" (compare to German Haschee "mince (dish)"; French hacher "to 
chop (meat)"); Russian свистулька (svistul’ka) (< свистеть (svistet’) "to whistle"), 
чикса (chiksa) (< чикать (chikat’) "to hit"), сикуха (sikukha) (< сикать (sikat’) "to 
urinate"), фифочка (fifochka), фифа (fifa) (< фи (fi) "expression of contempt") 
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"light-minded or shallow-brained girl, party girl". Pejorativeness is transmitted with 
fricative consonants: German /f/, /h/, /s/; Russian /s/, /f/, /sh/. 

Noise with tone elements > party girl, to sweetheart: German mieseln 
"sweetheart" (< mies, mies "puss-puss"); Fotze "prostitute" (< Fotze "vagina", "a slap in 
the face"); Metze "concubine; harlot; prostitute" (< тetzen "butchered"); Mätzchen "a 
pretty piece". Pejorativeness is transmitted with fricative consonants and/or affricate: 
German /f/, /s/, /ts/. 

 
Dissonance 

Pure dissonance, Indo-European a series of blows (trembling, bubbling, gurgling, 
etc.) > sweetheart, fall in love: Russian приударять (priudariat’) "sweetheart", терка 
(terka) < тереть (teret’) "girl", втюриться (vtiurit’sia) < тюря (tiuria) < тереть 
(teret’) "fall in love". The intensity of feelings and actions is reflected by fricative 
sounds and vibrant: Russian /d/, /t/, /r/. 

Noise quasi-non-blow where the pure dissonance is accompanied with noise 
non-blow > to sweetheart, not to respond to flirtation: German Süßholz raspeln "flirt, 
coquet" (< raspeln "to rustle"); sich zieren "to be prim"; Russian vrezat’sia 
(< rezat’ < raz) "to fall in love". The vibrant is used to reflect the intensity of the 
action: German /r/; Russian /r/; the caution, closedness of action are reflected by 
fricative consonant: German /s/. 

 
Blow + tone, noise 

Blow followed by tone non-blow > party girl, to fall in love, to sweetheart: 
German buhlen (um A) "to sweetheart, fool after" (< Buhle "originally the word of the 
children’s language, appeal to relatives"), Nutte (< Nut "groove"), Schnalle "bint, 
floozie, harlot" (< schnallen "to fasten"); sich verkeilen "to fall in love" (< verkeilen "to 
wedge" < Keil "wedge", compare to Russian кайло (kailo); Russian ломаться 
(lomat’sia) (< ломать (lomat’) "not to respond to flirtation", липнуть (lipnut’) 
(< lepit’, l’nut’) "to keep at", лапать (lapat’) "to give a feel", разлапушка 
(razlapushka) "darling" (< lapa, lopata, lapot’), влепить безе (vlepit’ beze) (< lipnut’) 
"to cling", влопаться (vlopat’sia), вляпаться (vliapat’sia), прилепиться 
(prilepit’sia) "to fall in love". The fricative sound reflects the blow nature of the sound: 
German /b/, /k/, /t/; Russian /p/, the sonorous one – tone non-blow: German /l/, /n/; 
Russian /l/, /m/. 

The blow followed by the purely noise non-blow > to sweetheart, to flirt; party 
girl: German gefallen "to like"; techtelmechteln (< Techtelmechtel "rumpy pumpy"), 
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schäkern "to flirt" (schäkern < "lark about (concerning child)"); busse(r)ln, bützen "to 
kiss" (< bützen "to rub"), Betze "girl", ficheln, heukeln, puscheln "to caress" (< Büschel 
"a lock"); Tussi "donar"; Russian цеплять (tsepliat’) (< tsap) "to draw attention, to 
excite"; тискать (tiskat’), шупать (shchupat’), цапать (tsapat’), цопать (tsopat’) 
(< tsap, tsop) "to feel up, to touch up, to hug"; прищепка (prishchepka) (< shchepa), 
потаскушка (potaskukha) (< taskat’) "party girl". The fricative sound reflects 
intensity, efforts of action: German /b/, /t/; Russian /b/, /p/, /t/, fricative sound or 
affricate – the closedness or the pejorativeness of action: German /f/, /h/, /s/, /ts/; 
Russian /s/, /kh/, /sh/, /ts/. 

The blow preceded by noise non-blow > to fall in love, to sweetheart; party girl: 
German j-m die Cour schneiden "to sweetheart (woman)" (< schneiden "to cut"), mit 
Wimpern klimpern "to flutter one’s eyelashes" (< klimpern "to strum"), mit den Augen 
klappern "to flutter one’s eyelids, to flirt" (< klappern "to rattle"), es hat bei ihr 
geschnappt "she fell in love" (< schnappen "to snap", "to grab"), knuddeln "to hug" 
(< zerknüllen "to crumple up"), knutschen "to kiss, to hug" (< knutschen "to crumple"), 
schnäbeln "to hug, to kiss"; Schnepfe "harlot" (< Schnäbel "beak", ср. Russian шнобель 
(shnobel’) "big nose"); Schnecke "donar" (Schnecke "snail"); Flittchen "light-minded 
girl", flittern "to caress" (< flittern "to flitter"); verknallen "to fall in love" (knallen "to 
crack, to snip"), fummeln "to caress" (< fummeln "to brush, to polish"); schmachten 
(nach D) "to feel sad", plänkeln "to flirt" (< plänkeln "to flail"); Russian shchelkat’ 
glazami (< shchelk) "to coquet", privoloknut’sia (< voloch’, volok), ukhlestyvat’ (< khlest’, 
khlias’) "to sweetheart", shchelka, mokroshchelka, kliushka (< kliuka) "girl, pejorative", 
kholit’ "to care". The intensity of feeling is reflected by explosive sound and/or 
affricate: German /b/, /g/, /k/, /p/, (tʃ); Russian /k/, /t/; pejorativeness – by fricative 
one: German /f/, /h/; Russian /f/, /kh/, /sh/, /ts/, /shch/. 

 
Dissonance + tone, noise 

Quasi-blow (dissonant blow) followed by tone non-blow > to sweetheart, to flirt; 
beloved: German kraulen "to caress" (< kraulen "to scratch slightly"); Deern, Dirn 
"girl", flirten "to flirt"; Russian дроля (drolia) "beloved", флиртовать (flirtovat’) "to 
flirt". The intensity of efforts and feeling is reflected by vibrant: German /r/; Russian 
/р/; the dearness, the closedness – by sonorous: German /l/, /n/; Russian /l/. 

Quasi-blow followed by purely noise non-blow > to sweetheart, to flirt; party 
girl: German embrassieren "to hug; to kiss" (< French Embrasser "embrace"), Grabscher 
"groper, man giving a feel to woman", angraben "make a pass at girl/boy" (< graben 
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"dig"), Krabbe, Kröte "girl"; auf Abbruch heiraten "marry expecting the imminent 
death of a spouse" (< Abbruch "demolition"), umwerben "to sweetheart" (< werben "to 
recruit" < German hwerf "to whirl"); Russian кривляться (krivliat’sia) "to coquet", 
втрескаться (vtreskat’sia) (< tresk), втрюхаться (vriukhat’sia) "to fall in love", 
вертеть задом (vertet’ zadom) "to seduce", вертихвостка (vertikhvostka), 
вертушка (vertushka), вертячка (vertiachka), дрючка (driuchka) "light-minded 
girl", крутить роман (krutit’ roman), кружить голову (kruzhit’ golovu) "turn 
smb.’s head, make love to smb., flirt". The intensity of efforts, feeling is reflected by 
explosive sound or vibrant: German /b/, /g/, /k/, /r/, Russian /k/, /t/, /r/; 
pejorativeness – by fricative one or affricate: German /s/, (tʃ), /f/, /pf/; Russian /v/, 
/z/, /s/, /zh/.  

3.1.2 Articulatory onomatopoeic words 

Articulatory onomatopoeic words nominate sound processes occurring in the cavities 
of the nose, mouth and throat of a person: reflex (accompanying sensations) and 
"expressive" (accompanying emotions) movements (German labbern, lappen, 
schlabbern; Russian лакать (lakat’), лизать (lizat’), etc.). Articulatory 
onomatopoeias rarely participate in explication of semantics love, affection, and gender 
relations both in German and Russian languages. 

Among the units studied, there are found the following articulatory 
onomatopoeic words: German j-n zum Schnaufen bringen "to make someone 
appetency" (< schnaufen "to puff, to gasp"), bubbeln "to kiss; to smooch" (< bubbeln 
"to blow bubbles"), schlecken "to kiss; to lick one another" (< schlecken "to lick"), 
schmatzen "to kiss; to smooch" (< schmatzen "slur"), löffeln (mit D) "to flirt; to spoon" 
(< löffeln "to spoon"); Russian чмокнуть (chmoknut’) (< chmokat’) "make a smacking 
sound with one’s lips", лизаться (lizat’sia) (< lizat’) "to lick", сосаться (sosat’sia) 
(< sosat’) "to kiss", вздыхать (vzdykhat’) (< dykhanie) "to be in love", фуфыра 
(fufyra) (< fukat’) "to blow", прихехе(ня) (prikhekhe(nia)), хахаль (khakhal’) "lover, 
friend" (< хихикать (khikhikat’) (Fasmer, 1986). 

3.1.3 Onomatopoeic words of speaking 

Onomatopoeic words of speaking are language units reproducing by phonemic means 
the non-reflex acoustic-articulatory flows of sound, characterizing the process of 
speech, parole in isolation from the specific meaning of speech by representing the 
process of speech in its target-oriented, modal, physiological, acoustic and other 
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characteristics (Shlyakhova, 2003: 62): German blabla, Larifari, Russian bla-bla, lia-
lia fa-fa "hogwash, talkie talkie", etc. Onomatopoeic words of speaking even less often 
explicate semantics of love, affection, gender relations in German and Russian 
languages. The following onomatopoeia of speaking are recorded: German schmusen 
"to speak to smb. compliments, to caress" (< rotw. schmußen "to chat"); Russian 
лалара (lalara) "girl" (< lala "chatterbox"). 

3.1.4 Regular semantic transitions from imitative sound symbolism 
(onomatopoeia) to complex (conventional) iconicity (secondary 
onomatopoeia) 

The analysis allows us to establish regular semantic transitions from imitative sound 
symbolism (onomatopoeia), which is built on imitation of reality sounds by speech 
means, to complex (conventional) iconicity (secondary onomatopoeia) in both 
German and Russian: 

• blow; tone non-blow (tone in its purest form); blow with elements of tone; pure 
dissonance (a series of blows); pure dissonance with a noise blow; blow followed 
by tone non-blow; blow followed or preceded by pure noise non-blow; dissonant 
blow followed by pure noise or tone non-blow > to sweetheart, to flirt; to fall in 
love;  

• noise non-blow (noise in its purest form); noise with elements of tone; blow 
followed by tone or noise non-blow; dissonant blow followed by pure noise non-
blow > light-minded, shallow-brained girl, or party girl;  

• noise non-blow (noise in its purest form) > to caress, cherish;  
• pure dissonance with noise bob-blow > not to respond to flirtation;  
• dissonant blow followed by tone non-blow > beloved, darling. 

The semantic analyses of regular onomatopoeic words used to represent 
semantics of love, affection, gender relations allow to determine its features. The nature 
of feelings and attitudes at the level of onomatopoeia is characterized by frivolity, 
superficiality, levity and substandard language: German baggern "to pull", anbaggern 
"fish for, angle for", buhlen (um A) "to woo, to court", poussieren "to flirt", Süßholz 
raspeln "to turn on the blarney", sich zieren "to make a fuss", sich verkeilen "to plow 
into each other", gefallen "to like", techtelmechteln, schäkern "to flirt", mit Wimpern 
klimpern "to flutter one’s eyelashes", mit den Augen klappern "to flutter one’s eyelids", 
es hat bei ihr geschnappt "she was hooked", verknallen "to fall for smb.", plänkeln "to 
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banter", Grabscher "groper", angraben "to hit on", Krabbe, Kröte "girl"; auf Abbruch 
heiraten "marry expecting the imminent death of a spouse"; Russian набиваться 
(nabivat’sia), подкатывать (podkatyvat’), подбивать клинья (podbivat’ klin’ia), 
липнуть (lipnut’), волочиться (volochit’sia), ухлестывать (ukhlestyvat’) "to care, 
to court on, to hit on", ломаться (lomat’sia) "not to respond to flirtation", лапать 
(lapat’), тискать (tiskat’), щупать (shchupat’), цапать (tsapat’), цопать (tsopat’) 
"to feel up, to touch up", влопаться (vlopat’sia), вляпаться (vliapat’sia), 
прилепиться (prilepit’sia) "to fall in love", кривляться (krivliat’sia) "to coquet", 
вертеть задом (vertet’ zadom) "to wag one’s behind", крутить роман (krutit’ 
roman), кружить голову (kruzhit’ golovu) "to smooch, to highly coll". 

Less often, a deep degree of feeling is expounded, often with a tinge of 
pejorativeness: German hätscheln "to caress"; schmachten (nach D) "to crave"; Russian 
прикипеть (prikipet’) "to take a strong liking", врезаться (vrezat’sia), втрескаться 
(vtreskat’sia) "to fall in love, to daffy about", цеплять (tsepliat’) "to turn on, to 
excite", etc. 

The corresponding sense object at the level of the onomatopoeia is a light-
minded, shallow-brained girl, or a party girl: German Fiffi "woman of easy virtue", 
Hache mid.-German "coochie", Fotze "cunt", Metze "whore", Mätzchen "sweetie", 
Nutte, Schnalle "pro, hooker", Betze "slut, bitch"; compare to Russian words with the 
same meaning свистулька (svistul’ka), чикса (chiksa), фифа (fifa), прищепка 
(prishchepka), потаскушка (potaskukha), вертихвостка (vertikhvostka), 
вертушка (vertushka), вертячка (vertiachka), дрючка (driuchka), etc. 

3.1.5 Sound symbolic functions of phonotypes 

The following functions of phonotypes are revealed:  

• unvoiced fricative as a reflection of pejorativeness, less often – femininity 
(dearness and softness): German Fiffi "woman of easy virtue"; poussieren "to 
flirt"; küssen "to kiss"; Russian свистулька (svistul’ka), фифочка (fifochka), 
фифа (fifa) "doll, dolly" etc.; 

• explosive consonants and vibrant as reflection of strong feeling, rush, persistency 
in courtship: German anbaggern "to fish for, to angle for", Russian подбивать 
клинья (podbivat’ klin’ia) "to chase", втрескаться (vtreskat’sia), втюриться 
(vtiurit’sia) "to fall in love", приударять (priudariat) "to sweetheart", терка 
(terka) "girl" etc. 
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3.2 Quantitative analysis 

Figure 2 illustrates the quantitative representation of acoustic and articulatory 
onomatopoeic words as well as onomatopoeic words of speaking that form the 
semantics of love, affection, gender relations in German and Russian languages 
(percentage of the entire material). 

 

Figure 2.  Onomatopoeia types in explication of semantics of love, affection, gender 
relations (%) 

Slika 2.  Vrste onomatopeje u pojašnjenju značenja ljubavi, privrženosti i rodnih 
odnosa (%) 

Prijevod tekstualnih dijelova: Russian – ruski; German – njemački; acoustic – zvučne; articulatory – 

artikulatorne; onomatopoeic words of speaking – onomatopejske riječi u govoru 

The data in the diagram (Figure 2) clearly reflect the dominance of "blow" nature 
in semantics of love, affection, gender relations in German and Russian languages. Least 
of all, the semantics of love, affection, gender relations in the German and Russian 
languages is connected with the physiological sounds of the body and speech. 

The data of a comparative quantitative analysis of acoustic onomatopoeic words 
in the explication of the semantics of love, affection, gender relations in the German 
and Russian languages are presented in Figure 3 (percentage of the entire material of 
acoustic onomatopoeias). 
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Figure 3.  Types of acoustic onomatopoeic words in explication of the semantics of 
love, affection, gender relations (%) 

Slika 3.  Vrste akustičnih onomatopejskih riječi u pojašnjenju značenja ljubavi, 
privrženosti i rodnih odnosa (%) 

Prijevod tekstualnih dijelova: Russian – ruski; German – njemački; blow – udarac; tone, noise – ton, buka; 

dissonance – disonanca; blow+tone, noise – udarac+ton, buka; dissonance+tone, noise – disonanca+ton, 

buka 

Thematic group "Love" is mainly motivated by acoustic onomatopoeic words of 
blow: blow followed by tone or noise non-blow – 55% of the entire material in the 
German language and 45% of the entire material in the Russian language; dissonant 
blow followed by tone or noise non-blow – 12% in German language, 15% in Russian 
language. A blow in explication of semantics of love, affection, gender relations is more 
significant for the Russian (16%) that for the German language (7%). 

In most cases, semantics of love, affection, gender relations is presented by 
combination of explosive and lenis sounds (noise-tone-blow sounding) as well as 
explosive, sonorous and vibrant (noise-tone-blow dissonant sounding). These two 
forms of sounding are equal to 76% in the German language and 62% in the Russian 
language. 

Articulatory onomatopoeic words and onomatopoeia of speaking in the 
compared two languages amount to 8% and 2−3%, respectively. It is not possible to 
speak about stable and regular semantic transitions in this semantic sphere in our 
material. 
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4. DISCUSSION 

The term emotional sound symbolism, which means as the ability of human languages 
to signal emotions via individual phonemes, as a rapid way of communicating the 
emotional valence of stimuli (i.e., negativity or positivity) is vital for averting dangers 
and acquiring rewards. It seems that the phonemes at the beginning of the word signal 
its valence, as this would maximize the receiver’s time to respond adaptively (Adelman 
et al., 2018). 

According to research, positive emotions, such as the concept of good, pleasant in 
Hungarian, English and Japanese are symbolized by the sign of the front row of vowels 
(Benczes & Kovács, 2022; Miron, 1961; Voronin, 1982: 94−95); in Hungarian – the 
front vowel, fricative, palatal and sibilant (Benczes & Kovács, 2022); while names for 
positive objects included more /i:/ (Rummer & Schweppe, 2019; Rummer et al., 
2014). In the names of world brands, there is an increased frequency of front-row 
vowels, which are associated with smallness, lightness, thinness, coldness, softness, 
speed, bitterness, weakness, femininity and attractiveness (Abelin, 2015; Boslet, 2006; 
Klink, 2000; Pogacar, Plant, Rosulek, & Kouril, 2015; Spence, 2012). The initial 
plosive in the name raises the memorability of the brand name (Lowrey, 2003), its 
recognition and the likelihood of a positive review (Cortese, 1998). 

In Hungarian, negative emotions are associated with rounded vowels, explosive 
and dorsal consonants (Benczes & Kovács, 2022), in Indo-European languages with 
short vowels (Adelman et al., 2018; Aryani et al., 2018), dark consonants and sibilants 
(Aryani et al., 2018); names for negative objects often include /o:/ (Rummer & 
Schweppe, 2019; Rummer et al., 2014). Pejorative (evaluation is bad, unpleasant, 
disgusting) is symbolized by the signs of the back row and labialization. "Labialization 
is well known as one of the ways of expressing contemptuous meaning, which is due 
to visual articulatory movements accompanying the emotion of contempt" (Voronin, 
1982: 94−95). Labial means both labial proper and labialized (Wescott, 1971). When 
pronouncing rounded vowels /ou/, /u/, similar to Russian /u/, the lips are stretched, 
which (even outside of speech activity) expresses a bad mood, ridicule, contempt 
(Bally, 1950). In English, French, Korean, Tamil and Japanese, the vowels of the back 
row symbolize – unpleasant (Levitskii, 2009; Miron, 1961). The fricative /s/ in brand 
names was less present than expected based on the average frequency (Schloss, 1981; 
Vanden Bergh, 1990). Fricatives in the names of political candidates were negatively 
evaluated and reduced the possibility of their election (Smith, 1998). Affricates (in 
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Merrill Lynch and in Gillette) were described by respondents as unpleasant (Johnson, 
Suzuki, & Olds, 1964).  

Despite some contradictions of the data obtained on the material of different 
structural languages, one can see some patterns that may turn out to be linguistic 
universals: negative – vowels of the back row and labialized, fricative consonants and 
affricates; positive – vowels of the front row. Our data supports the negative trend – 
unvoiced fricative as a reflection of pejorativeness: German Fiffi "woman of easy 
virtue"; poussieren "to flirt"; küssen "to kiss"; Russian svistul’ka, fifochka, fifa ("doll, 
dolly") etc.  

The reasons for the discrepancies may be belonging of the language material to 
different language families (in the presented data – Finno-Ugric and Indo-European 
languages). In addition, the influence of a morphological factor is possible. Therefore 
the analysis of a larger set of more than 2,500 general vocabulary words rated for size 
finds no evidence for size sound symbolism; thereby suggesting that size sound 
symbolism is restricted to size adjectives. Our findings are the first demonstration that 
size sound symbolism is a statistical property of the English lexicon (Winter & Perlman, 
2021). It is also necessary to significantly increase the array of the studied material. 

Nowadays there are many papers showing that the onomatopoeic words can 
develop a rich system of meanings about the abstract concepts like God, life, mind, 
ardour, space, form, etc. (Auracher, 2017; Catricalà & Guidi, 2015; Drozhashchikh, 
2006; Gazov-Ginzberg, 1974; Karimova & Khabibullina, 2018; Makovskii, 1996; 
Mikhalev, 1995a, 1995b, 2008, 2014; Rezanova & Miklashevsky, 2016; Shestakova, 
2016; Shlyakhova, 2003; Sidhu & Pexman, 2018; Tzeng, Nygaard, & Namy, 2016; 
Vershinina, 2013; Voronin, 1982). Correlation of onomatopoeia in different 
languages in properly phonosemantic, semantic, and quantitative aspects, points out 
the consistent reflection of the objective reality and the universal way of explicating 
the world view in the language. 

The onomatopoeic words semantics reconstructs the entire picture of human 
being in many aspects of its manifestation. The stable model of semantic development 
is also noted: onomatopoeic words have regular semantic transitions (Drozhashchikh, 
2006; Gazov-Ginzberg, 1974; Shestakova, 2016; Shlyakhova, 2003; Vershinina, 
2013). It has also been found that in the onomatopoeias of the German and Russian 
languages the vast majority of spheres of the reality are explicated except for some 
narrow special fields of economics, law, history, religion, etc. (Shestakova, 2016). 
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Linguistic iconism studies the syncretism of onomatopoeia and sound 
symbolism. The complexity of the problem of distinguishing between onomatopoeia 
and sound-symbolic words is addressed in various contexts: nondistinction of these 
phenomena in the illustrative material, in typologies, system descriptions, dictionaries, 
grammars and even special studies; reducing them to a general principle – the iconism, 
numerous etymologies, etc. Many authors find examples of overlapping, merging, 
syncretism of onomatopoeia and sound symbolism, which, in our opinion, is 
connected with the syncretic semantics of ancient roots. 

Comparison of the onomatopoeia semantic space with the sound symbolic 
semantics of the initial consonants ("dental", "labial", "velar" vocabulary) in Old 
English and Indo-European languages (Drozhashchikh, 2006), with semantics of the 
phonostheme of Russian, French, English, Arabic, German, Abazin, Chechen, 
modern Greek (Dzhukaeva, 2010; Mikhalev, 1995a, 1995b, 2008; Zimova, 2005), 
with the semantics of reduplicatives in the Slavic languages (Koleva-Zlateva, 2008) 
indicated that the semantic areas of onomatopoeic and sound symbolic fields coincide 
by 89.5%; only 10.5% of onomatopoeia groups did not find a semantic match in the 
field of sound symbolism (Shestakova, 2016). The fields of greatest coincidence of the 
semantics of onomatopoeia and sound symbolism are related to the following 
semantics connection, distortion, confusion; Zoom; roundness, ball, bump; junction, 
border; mechanical movement; physiological processes, etc. 

The onomatopoeia is supposed to retain the properties of the once "consistent 
syncretic, originally undifferentiated complexes" (Levitskii, 2009: 69) from which the 
number of semantic units originated in various Indo-European languages in the 
development and differentiation of these indiscrete complexes. 

The fragility, marginality of the boundaries between onomatopoeia and sound 
symbolism reflects the syncretism of ancient thinking which is preserved in the sphere 
of iconism in modern synchrony. The problem analysis allows us to hypothesize that 
the iconic nature of onomatopoeia and sound-symbolic words related to semantic 
syncretism of the ancient foundations determines the unity of the semantic space of 
all words of iconic origin. Establishing the marginality of the boundaries and the 
coinciding semantic fields of the onomatopoeic and sound symbolic areas allows us to 
suggest a certain universal code of the iconic word as such. 

The system analysis of the German and Russian onomatopoeia indicated that 
"sound" values appear only in half of the cases (55.7% – in German, 54.4% – in 
Russian), the remaining corpus of onomatopoeia is not associated with sound picture 
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of the world, i.e., it reflects other aspects of human being while forming "non-sound" 
meanings through semantic transitions (Shestakova, 2016; Shlyakhova & Shestakova, 
2011). 

Therefore, overlapping and marginality of the boundaries of onomatopoeia and 
sound symbolism allow onomatopoeias (the sounds of real objects) to represent, to 
explicate the semantics of love, affection, gender relations in a language. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The results of this study suggests that the onomatopoeic words are universal and rather 
productive way of explicating the semantics of love, affection, gender relations in the 
German and Russian languages. It has been found that onomatopoeic words with 
semantics of blow, physiological sounding of the body and speech sounds in the 
German and Russian languages regularly form semantics related to love, affection, and 
gender relations. 

Onomatopoeia of the compared languages possesses regular semantic transitions 
forming a rather rigid model of semantic development. Regular models of the 
semantic development of acoustic onomatopoeic words have been recorded: blow, 
tone, noise, dissonance in various combinations (acoustic onomatopoeic words) > to 
sweetheart, to flirt; to fall in love; light-minded, shallow-brained girl or party girl; to caress, 
cherish; not to respond to flirtation; beloved, darling. 

In most cases, the semantics of love, affection, gender relations in the German and 
Russian languages is expressed by the combination of explosive and sonorous 
consonants as well as explosive, sonorous and vibrant consonants. The relationship 
between sounding and semantics and the sound functions of phonotypes has been 
identified; unvoiced fricative sounds represent pejorativeness, sometimes femininity 
(dearness and softness); explosive and vibrant consonants describe the reflection of 
strong feelings, pressure, perseverance, aggressiveness in a relationship. 

The level of onomatopoeia actualizes frivolous, flighty, diminished feelings and 
relationships of the sexes, as well as nominations of love objects (often with pejorative 
connotations), which is reflected in the frequency of pejorative connotations and the 
ratio of the studied units to stylistically reduced levels of the language. The stylistic 
affiliation of the units which belong to colloquial speech was analyzed. The universal 
and specific features of the manifestation of semantics were revealed: love, affection, 
gender relations at the level of onomatopoeia. Based on the semantic, phonosemantic 
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and quantitative analysis of the thematic group "Love", it was found that isomorphism 
of the onomatopoeic words of the German and Russian languages dominates on 
allomorphism. The specifics of demonstration of semantics love, affection, gender 
relations at the level of onomatopoeia is indicated in insignificant quantitative 
differences in phonosemantic types in the languages studied, which can be explained 
by the special phonetic organization of German and Russian languages, as well as the 
errors of statistical processing and selection of material. 

Studying the evolution of onomatopoeia values in separate thematic groups 
allows us to clarify many issues related to cognitive processes and the nature of 
reflection of objective reality in a language. 

It is necessary to establish the causes that lead to squalid, primitive relationships 
between a woman and a man. The "primal love" was possibly reduced to physiology 
only. However, it is articulatory (physiological) onomatopoeias that do not participate 
in formation of the semantics in question. 

The explanation of gender relations is represented mainly by sounds of a " blow" 
nature external to a person. Sound symbolism is rooted in the human perception of 
the body and its interaction with the surrounding world, and therefore could occur as 
a loading mechanism that can help us understand the biocultural origins of human 
language, mental lexicon, and linguistic diversity (Johansson et al., 2020). 

It is characteristic that in Russian folk culture the nominations of the male and 
female genital organs are also etymologically determined by the "blow" semantics:  

• кол (kol), колик (kolik), клин (klin), колышек (kolyshek), колышек-
сиротинка (kolyshek-sirotinka), колбаса (kolbasa) "penis" < кол "stake", колик 
"peg", клин "wedge", колышек "peg", колышек-сиротинка "orphan peg", 
колбаса "sausage" < Indo-European *(s)kel-: (s)kol-: *kl – резать (rezat’) "cut", 
колоть (kolot’) "prick", разбивать (razbivat’) "chop", рассекать (rassekat’) 
"dissect" (Chernykh, I, 411; Fasmer, II, 285, 251; Makovskii, 1996: 341); 

• косач (kosach), чесалка (chesalka), шиш (shish), шишка (shishka), шишечка 
(shishechka), мяса кусок (myasa kusok) "penis" < косач "mower", чесалка 
"comber", шиш "knob", шишка "knob", шишечка "knobble", мяса кусок "piece 
of meat" < Indo-European *kses-: *kas-: *kes-: *kos-: *ks-: *sk- – ломать (lomat) 
"break", резать (rezat’) "cut", рубить (rubit’) "chop" (Chernykh, 1, 384, II, 
412, 385; Fasmer, II, 206, IV, 349–50, 440). This includes каша (kasha), 
костянка (kostyanka) "vulva" < каша "porridge", костянка "drupe";  
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• черенок (cherenok), черенишка (cherenishka), черенишка дубов (cherenishka 
dubov), корешок (koreshok) "penis" < черенок "stalk", черенишка "stalk", 
черенишка дубов "oak stalk", корешок "root" < Indo-European *(s)ker- резать 
(rezat’) "cut" (Chernykh, II, 385, I, 428; Fasmer, IV, 340, 343). This includes 
корытце (korytce) "vulva" < "vulva" < корыто (koryto) "trough" < кора (kora) 
"bark", корень (koren’) "root", etc. 

Semantics of tearing, dissection, blow may be due to archetypes, since phallic 
actions were thought by the ancients as creation of the Universe: the Deity tore apart 
Chaos with the phallus and created the Universe (Makovsky, 1996: 376). At the same 
time, coition was considered to be tantamount to death for a man, where a woman is 
the source of this death. Regular semantic correspondences are found in Russian 
onomatops: "blow – coitus – death":  

• касать (kasat’) dialectal "hit", "beat" – косач (kosach) "mower", шиш (shish) 
"knob" < "penis" – косить (kosit’) "kill" (compare смерть с косой (smert’ s 
kosoj) "grim Reaper";  

• колоть (kolot’) "hit" – колода (koloda) dialectal "flax processing tool", argot 
"frigid woman" – колода (koloda) dialectal "coffin"; щель (shchel’) argot "vulva" 
and "grave". 

For a broader view of the development of semantics and iconicity, it is necessary 
to rely on the results from a number of fields, including communication, linguistics, 
and sign languages (Nielsen & Dingemanse, 2020). 
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Onomatopeja pri reprezentaciji značenja ljubavi, 
privrženosti i rodnih odnosa 

Sažetak 

U radu se otkriva zvučno-simbolička priroda jezičnih jedinica sa značenjem ljubavi, 
privrženosti i rodnih odnosa u njemačkome i ruskome jeziku. Utvrđeno je da onomatopejske 
riječi sa značenjem udarca, fiziološkim zvukom tijela i zvucima govora, u njemačkome i 
ruskome jeziku redovito tvore značenje povezano s ljubavlju, privrženošću i rodnim odnosima. 
U većini slučajeva značenje ljubavi, privrženosti i rodnih odnosa u njemačkome i ruskome 
jeziku izražava se kombinacijom praskavaca i zvonačnika, kao i praskavaca, zvonačnika i 
treptajnika. Razjašnjena je međusobna povezanost zvuka i značenja, kao i zvučno-ikoničke 
funkcije fonotipova: bezvučni tjesnačnici odraz su pejorativnosti te rjeđe ženstvenosti (dragosti 
i mekoće), dok su praskavci i treptajnici odraz snažnih osjećaja, pritiska, ustrajnosti te 
agresivnosti u vezi. 

Ključne riječi: zvučna ikoničnost, onomatopeja, ljubav, njemački jezik, ruski jezik 


