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Abstract: The study of onomatopoeic and mimetic words in the Korean language has attracted 

growing attention in recent years, as these lexical units not only enrich the expressive potential of 

speech but also reflect unique cultural and linguistic features of Korean society. This article focuses 

on the semantic features of Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic expressions, which occupy a 

significant position in both everyday communication and literary discourse. Unlike many Indo-

European languages, Korean is characterized by an extensive and systematic use of sound-symbolic 

vocabulary, with a well-developed distinction between onomatopoeic words, which imitate natural 

and environmental sounds, and mimetic words, which convey manner, state, movement, or 

appearance. The annotation outlines how these lexical categories function as powerful tools of 

imagery, contributing to the vividness and emotional depth of communication. By analyzing 

semantic groups of onomatopoeic and mimetic words, the research identifies key features such as 

intensity, repetition, sound symbolism, and gradation of meaning. Moreover, attention is given to 

the morphological structure of such words, their reduplicated forms, and the semantic nuances 

achieved through vowel harmony and consonant alternations. These structural-semantic 

correlations play a crucial role in differentiating shades of meaning, for example, in distinguishing 

subtle variations in speed, size, or emotional states. Furthermore, the article emphasizes the cultural-

linguistic importance of these words in Korean: they are frequently used in literature, songs, films, 

and especially in spoken discourse to convey emotions and sensory impressions that might 

otherwise remain unexpressed. Their semantic richness also makes them vital in language learning, 

translation studies, and intercultural communication, as their exact meanings often lack direct 

equivalents in other languages. Overall, this research contributes to a deeper understanding of the 

semantic features of Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic words by situating them at the intersection 

of linguistics, culture, and communication. It highlights their role as a unique phenomenon that 

embodies both the cognitive processes of categorizing sensory experience and the cultural 

specificity of the Korean worldview. 
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1. Introduction 

Language is not only a means of communication but also a cultural phenomenon 

that reflects the worldview, lifestyle, and psychological perception of a given society. One 

of the most expressive and unique aspects of any language is its system of onomatopoeic 

and mimetic words, which carry a strong emotional and visual charge. In this regard, the 

Korean language stands out for its exceptionally rich and diverse set of such lexical items, 
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known as 의성어 (uiseongeo) for onomatopoeic words and 의태어 (uitaeeo) for mimetic 

words[1]. These words are widely used in both spoken and written discourse and play an 

important role in everyday communication, literature, media, and even in the educational 

process. The semantic study of onomatopoeic and mimetic words in Korean is particularly 

significant because these words not only describe sounds or movements but also convey 

the nuances of emotions, sensations, and states. For instance, the word 철썩 (cheolsseok) 

imitates the sound of something splashing into water, while 반짝반짝 (banjjak-banjjak) 

vividly depicts the sparkling of light[2]. Such words are not limited to direct imitation of 

natural sounds; rather, they extend to abstract meanings, metaphorical uses, and cultural 

interpretations. This characteristic demonstrates the polysemous nature of these words 

and their deep connection to Korean semantic and pragmatic systems. Another notable 

feature of Korean onomatopoeia and mimetic vocabulary is its systematic organization. 

Many of these words follow specific phonological patterns that correspond to certain 

semantic domains. For example, reduplication often signifies intensity or continuity of 

action, as in 꾸벅꾸벅 (kkubok-kkubok, describing repeated nodding off)[3]. Similarly, 

certain consonant and vowel combinations are associated with specific semantic fields, 

such as softness, brightness, roughness, or heaviness. This structural-semantic 

correspondence highlights the linguistic creativity and iconicity embedded in the Korean 

lexicon. From a cross-linguistic perspective, the semantic features of Korean onomatopoeic 

and mimetic words differ considerably from those in Indo-European languages. While in 

English or Uzbek, for instance, onomatopoeia is more limited to sound imitation (buzz, 

meow, ding-dong), in Korean the range extends to almost every aspect of life, including 

human emotions, body movements, tactile sensations, and even psychological states. This 

makes Korean a particularly rich field for linguistic and semantic research, as the boundary 

between sound symbolism and abstract meaning is more fluid and dynamic. Furthermore, 

the cultural context plays a key role in shaping the meanings and usage of these words. In 

Korean culture, where communication often emphasizes emotional subtlety and indirect 

expression, onomatopoeic and mimetic words function as a powerful tool for conveying 

vivid imagery and emotional coloring without requiring lengthy explanations. This 

phenomenon illustrates how language, culture, and cognition are deeply intertwined. 

Given the growing global interest in the Korean language due to the spread of Korean 

culture (the so-called “K-Wave” or Hallyu), the study of onomatopoeic and mimetic words 

acquires not only theoretical but also practical relevance[4]. Understanding their semantic 

features is essential for learners of Korean, translators, and linguists, as these words often 

resist direct translation and require cultural as well as linguistic interpretation. Therefore, 

the purpose of this study is to analyze the semantic characteristics of Korean onomatopoeic 

and mimetic words, to explore their structural and functional properties, and to determine 

their role in reflecting cognitive and cultural aspects of the Korean worldview. By doing 

so, the research aims to contribute to the broader understanding of sound symbolism, 

language-culture interaction, and the unique expressive capacity of the Korean lexicon[5]. 

2. Materials and Methods 

The methodological foundation of this study is based on a combination of 

descriptive, comparative, and semantic analysis aimed at identifying the semantic features 

of onomatopoeic and mimetic words in the Korean language. Since this lexical group 

represents one of the most distinctive and culturally significant elements of Korean, the 

research strategy is designed to integrate both linguistic and functional perspectives[6]. 

This study follows a qualitative research design, where emphasis is placed on the 

collection, classification, and interpretation of lexical data. The approach is descriptive in 

nature, as the primary task is to describe how Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic words 

function semantically in different linguistic and communicative contexts. A comparative 

element is also introduced, where relevant, to highlight differences and similarities with 

analogous word classes in other languages, particularly English and Uzbek. 
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The corpus of material was compiled from several sources: 

• Dictionaries and Lexical References: Standard Korean dictionaries, specialized 

dictionaries of onomatopoeic and mimetic words, and bilingual lexicons were 

used to gather a representative set of lexical units[7]. 

• Literary Texts and Media Sources: Examples from Korean literature, modern 

novels, newspapers, and online media were analyzed to observe the usage of 

these words in natural communicative contexts. 

• Audio-Visual Materials: Since many onomatopoeic and mimetic words are 

directly linked to sound and movement, TV dramas, cartoons, and films were 

studied to observe authentic contexts of usage. 

• Native Speaker Consultations: To validate interpretations and nuances of 

meaning, consultations with native Korean speakers and language instructors 

were carried out[8]. 

From the collected material, approximately 300 lexical units were selected for in-

depth analysis. These words were chosen based on frequency of use, semantic richness, 

and representation of different semantic groups (e.g., sound-related, movement-related, 

psychological states). The selection aimed to ensure balance across the main functional 

types of onomatopoeic and mimetic words[9]. 

The analysis was conducted in several stages: 

• Classification – The words were grouped according to their semantic domains: 

auditory (onomatopoeic) and descriptive (mimetic). Within these groups, 

subcategories such as natural sounds, animal sounds, human sounds, bodily 

movements, and emotional states were identified. 

• Semantic Analysis – Each word was examined for its core meaning, shades of 

nuance, and contextual variations. Attention was given to how reduplication, 

vowel quality, and consonant patterns influenced semantic interpretation. 

• Functional Analysis – The communicative roles of these words were studied by 

examining their distribution in sentences, their stylistic coloring, and their 

frequency in spoken vs. written discourse[10]. 

• Comparative Aspect – Selected words were compared with their closest 

equivalents in English and Uzbek to identify features unique to Korean and to 

highlight cross-linguistic contrasts. 

• Lexical-Semantic Field Analysis was employed to map relationships between 

words within broader semantic domains. 

• Componential Analysis was applied to reveal the minimal semantic features 

distinguishing one mimetic or onomatopoeic word from another. 

• Contextual Analysis was used to study the pragmatic function of words in 

different communicative situations. 

To ensure the reliability of the findings, multiple sources of data were used and 

cross-checked. Where ambiguities arose, native speaker input was prioritized. 

Additionally, a triangulation method was adopted: dictionary-based definitions were 

compared with authentic usage examples and speaker explanations, thereby minimizing 

interpretative bias[11]. 

The study is limited by the scope of the corpus, which is selective rather than 

exhaustive. Furthermore, since semantic interpretation often involves subjective 

judgments, some nuances may vary across speakers and contexts. However, the 

combination of corpus data and native speaker insights ensures that the results remain 

credible and representative. 

3. Results and Discussion 

The results of the conducted research revealed that onomatopoeic and mimetic 

words in the Korean language constitute one of the richest and most productive layers of 



 791 
 

  
Central Asian Journal of Literature, Philosophy, and Culture 2025, 6(4), 788-793.  https://cajlpc.centralasianstudies.org/index.php/CAJLPC 

the lexicon, reflecting not only natural sounds and physical actions but also abstract 

concepts and emotional states. Unlike many Indo-European languages, Korean 

demonstrates a high frequency of usage of such words in both spoken and written 

discourse, which underscores their communicative, cognitive, and cultural significance. 

The analysis showed that onomatopoeic words primarily represent imitations of 

natural and human-produced sounds. These include categories such as: 

Animal and natural sounds (e.g., sounds of birds, rain, wind, insects), 

Human sounds (e.g., laughter, crying, coughing, whispering), 

Mechanical and environmental sounds (e.g., knocking, engine noise, explosions)[12]. 

A distinctive semantic feature of Korean onomatopoeia is the presence of multiple 

lexicalized forms to describe one type of sound, allowing speakers to express subtle shades 

of intensity, frequency, and emotional perception. For instance, the sound of rain may be 

represented by several different onomatopoeic words depending on whether the rain is 

heavy, light, or drizzling. 

Mimetic words in Korean, often described as ideophones, go beyond sound imitation 

and depict various manners of action, states, movements, and sensory experiences. Their 

semantic functions include: 

• Depicting movements (slow, fast, repetitive, irregular), 

• Describing emotional and psychological states (fear, excitement, hesitation)[13], 

• Representing physical sensations (warmth, pain, texture), 

• Illustrating visual and spatial qualities (brightness, shape, instability). 

The research highlights that mimetic words often function semantically as adverbs, 

modifying verbs or adjectives, thereby enriching the expressive potential of the sentence. 

One of the most prominent semantic features is reduplication, which often intensifies 

or diversifies the meaning of both onomatopoeic and mimetic words. For example, 

reduplicated forms may indicate continuity (e.g., ongoing action), intensity (stronger 

degree), or emotional nuance (playfulness, exaggeration). This linguistic phenomenon 

demonstrates how Korean employs morphological means to expand semantic dimensions. 

The study found that the semantic interpretation of these words is closely tied to 

Korean cultural and communicative practices. Onomatopoeic and mimetic words often 

carry connotations that go beyond their literal meaning, reflecting cultural perceptions of 

nature, emotional expression, and interpersonal communication. For example, the use of 

mimetic words in everyday conversation creates a sense of vividness and immediacy, 

making communication more dynamic and empathetic[14]. 

When compared with other languages, particularly English, Korean demonstrates a 

broader and more systematic semantic categorization of such words. While English relies 

more heavily on descriptive adjectives and verbs, Korean uses onomatopoeic and mimetic 

words to provide precise semantic distinctions. This supports the view that the Korean 

language encodes sensory and experiential meaning in a unique way, reflecting linguistic 

relativity in how reality is perceived and expressed. 

From a pedagogical standpoint, the semantic features of onomatopoeic and mimetic 

words highlight their importance in Korean language acquisition. Learners often struggle 

with these forms due to their non-direct translatability and strong cultural embedding. 

However, mastering them significantly improves fluency, naturalness of speech, and 

cultural competence. Linguistically, the results of this study contribute to a better 

understanding of how semantics interacts with morphology and pragmatics in Korean. In 

summary, the results indicate that onomatopoeic and mimetic words in Korean perform 

multifaceted semantic functions: they reproduce sounds, describe movements and states, 

convey cultural nuances, and enrich expressiveness in communication. Their role goes 

beyond mere lexical items, functioning as a key mechanism of semantic intensification and 

cultural representation within the Korean linguistic system[15]. 
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4. Conclusion 

The analysis of the semantic features of onomatopoeic and mimetic words in the 

Korean language demonstrates that these lexical units are not only an expressive tool of 

communication but also a significant component of the linguistic and cultural system of 

Korea. Onomatopoeic words, which reproduce natural and artificial sounds, and mimetic 

words, which convey states, movements, shapes, and feelings, reflect the worldview of the 

Korean people and their perception of reality through sound-symbolic associations. The 

study has shown that the semantic richness of these words lies in their multifunctionality: 

they serve as vivid stylistic markers in literature and oral speech, function as pedagogical 

aids in teaching children language and expression, and play a practical role in everyday 

communication by allowing speakers to convey complex sensory impressions with 

precision and emotional nuance. Another important aspect identified is the systematic 

character of Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic words. Unlike many languages, Korean 

has a highly developed and productive system of reduplication, morphological 

modification, and phonetic variation that creates a wide semantic spectrum for these 

words. This system enables speakers to intensify or diminish meanings, highlight subtle 

differences in motion, texture, or emotional state, and establish gradations of intensity that 

are difficult to achieve with ordinary vocabulary. As such, these words occupy a unique 

semantic niche that bridges linguistic structure with cognitive and cultural patterns. 

Furthermore, the semantic analysis revealed that onomatopoeic and mimetic words in 

Korean are deeply tied to cultural traditions and collective experiences. Their frequent use 

in folklore, proverbs, modern media, and daily speech illustrates their role in maintaining 

cultural identity and continuity. They represent not only a linguistic phenomenon but also 

a cognitive one, as they reflect the embodied experiences of sound, movement, and 

emotion in Korean society. In conclusion, the study of Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic 

words underscores their indispensable role in the semantic system of the language. They 

enrich communication with expressive and sensory depth, strengthen cultural identity, 

and offer valuable insight into the interplay between sound, meaning, and human 

perception. Future research could further explore the comparative perspective, analyzing 

how Korean onomatopoeic and mimetic systems differ from or resemble those in other 

languages, which would contribute to a deeper understanding of universal and culture-

specific features of sound symbolism and semantic categorization.  
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