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Preface

Iida Hinano1, Joo Ian2, and Akita Kimi1
1. Nagoya University 2. Otaru University of Commerce

Welcome to the Joint Conference of the 4th Iconicity Seminar (IcoSem) and the 15th In-
ternational Symposium on Iconicity in Language and Literature (ILL). For the first time, these
two international conferences both dedicated to the study of iconicity (resemblance between
the form and the meaning) are convened as a single joint event in Nagoya.

Iconicity research has expanded rapidly over the past decades, reaching across disciplinary
boundaries, and modalities (spoken, written, signed, etc.). Reflecting this development, the
theme of the present conference, “Variations and Dynamics in Iconicity,” highlights recent
shifts in how iconicity is conceptualized: not as a fixed or uniform property of linguistic forms,
but as a phenomenon that varies across languages, modalities, communicative contexts, and
individuals, and that unfolds dynamically in use, development, and interaction.

The contributions presented at this conference highlight this diversity in a wide range
of ways. They cover spoken, written, signed, and multimodal forms of communication, in-
vestigating iconicity in sound symbolism, ideophones, grammar, gesture, literature, comics,
and visual media and drawing on experimental, corpus-based, computational, and qualita-
tive approaches. The conference brings together work on typologically diverse languages and
language families, as well as cross-linguistic and cross-cultural perspectives, highlighting the
global and interdisciplinary nature of contemporary iconicity research.

The conference is further enriched by the keynote lectures by Noburo Saji, Mutsumi Imai,
Pamela Perniss, and Neil Cohn. Their contributions provide important conceptual founda-
tions for the discussions at this conference, while also pointing toward new theoretical and
methodological horizons for future research.

Participants in this joint conference come from over 25 countries. This international partic-
ipation reflects not only the worldwide interest in iconicity research, but also the collaborative
nature of the field, in which many of the researchers work closely together. One prominent
example is The Oxford Handbook of Iconicity in Language, edited by members of the iconic-
ity research community Olga Fischer, Kimi Akita, and Pamela Perniss and published this
month (February 2026).

Finally, we cannot resist to point out that the second day of the conference, February 22,
coincides with Neko no Hi ‘Cat Day’ in Japan a date motivated by a playful iconic association
between “2-2-2” (ni ni ni) and the Japanese onomatopoeia for a cat’s meow (nyan). This
small cultural coincidence serves as a fun reminder of why iconicity continues to fascinate
us: it connects sound, meaning, perception, and culture in ways that are both systematic and
deeply rooted in human cognition.
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We extend our sincere gratitude to all presenters, reviewers, permanent organizers of ILL
(Olga Fischer and Christina Ljungberg), and participants who have made this joint conference
possible. We hope that this conference captures not only the current state of the field, but also
the sense of intellectual excitement and collaboration that defines iconicity research today.



Plenary talk:
A Structural perspective on relational

similarity in iconicity

Saji Noburo
Waseda University

This presentation explores the potential of a structural approach to account for the mo-
tivation behind iconicity. Previous studies on iconicity have identified two major types of
similarity: direct (perceptual) similarity and relational similarity (Dingemanse 2011; Iida and
Akita 2024). Direct similarity refers to similarities between distinct entities based on shared
features along specific dimensions (e.g., shape or sound). In contrast, relational similarity
involves the structural alignment between the relationships among elements (e.g., shape-
shape-relationships and sound-sound relationships). Researchers have noted that cross-modal
iconicity must be understood from the perspective of relational similarity (Ahlner and Zlatev
2010; Marks 1989). While the psychological basis of relational similarity has been extensively
studied, its application to iconicity research remains underdeveloped. In this context, the
present study draws attention to a structural approach, which has recently gained prominence
in consciousness research. This approach investigates properties of unobservable phenomena
such as subjective experience by analyzing the relational structure among surrounding el-

ements, rather than attempting to access the target phenomenon directly (Kawakita et al. 2025,
e.g.). Using examples of cross-modal iconicity, this presentation examines how structural con-
sistency across modalities can be evaluated, and discusses the implications of this approach
for understanding the relational foundations of iconic mappings.
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Plenary talk:
Iconicity bootstrapping hypothesis for the

acquisition and evolution of language

Imai Mutsumi
Keio University & Mutsumi Imai Educational Research Institute

This talk refines Imai and Kita’s (2014) “sound symbolism bootstrapping hypothesis” that
states that iconic sound meaning associations help children start acquiring spoken language
and may also reside in the origin of human language. Iconicity, not limited to sound symbol-
ism, tells children that linguistic forms are paired with meanings, and they expand and adjust
their linguistic knowledge through an abductive reasoning. This self-driven developmental
cycle may make humans different from other species.
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Plenary talk:
Iconicity and visual languages in a

multimodal language faculty

Neil Cohn
Tilburg Univeristy

For the past century, language has been considered as an amodal and arbitrary system that
is mutable across different modalities. Yet, this view is confounded by multimodality (speech-
gesture, text-images) and the full range of signification displayed by communicative systems
(iconicity, indexicality, and symbolicity). Here, I first present amodel of amultimodal language
faculty which intrinsically maintains the vocal, bodily, and graphic modalities in parallel, and
inherently embeds Peircean semiotics into its architecture. I will then show how this model
not only enables a proliferation of signification in both the vocal and bodily modalities, but
also specifies how linguistic structures emerge in pictorial systems, particularly in the rich
conventionalization of visual languages of graphic systems across the world. Altogether, this
approach heralds a re-understanding of what language is and the basic assumptions held about
its properties.
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Plenary talk:
Harnessing iconicity for language learning

Pamela Perniss
University of Cologne

There is growing evidence that iconicity is an important feature of language and that it
plays a role in language learning and processing. The mechanisms by and conditions under
which this is the case, however, remain poorly understood. In this talk, I bring together various
strands of research from both spoken and signed languages as well as L1 and L2 acquisition
to provide an account of how and why iconicity can be harnessed for language learning. I
use comparisons of iconicity in sign and gesture, and exploration of the relationship between
iconicity and transparency, as well as cross-linguistic comparisons of iconicity in the lexicon
of sign languages to help approach an understanding of the role of iconicity in supporting
referential mapping and conceptual representation. From a theoretical perspective, I discuss
the relationship between iconicity as structure-mapping and as a bridge between language
and the world.
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Magnitude Iconicity of Grammatical Tone in
Yorùbá Sarcasm

Samuel Kayode Akinbo
University of Toronto

Properties of expressive words (e.g., ideophones) include affective meaning, foreground-
ing and iconicity, which is a perceived form-meaning resemblance (Fortin 2011). Expressive
words are often morphosyntactically optional, occur at the edge of an utterance and are less
embedded into core grammar. As a result, they are considered to have a lower degree of gram-
matical integration. Studies find that the more grammatically integrated expressive words are,
the less expressive they become (Dingemanse and Akita 2017; Dingemanse 2017). This means
that there is an inverse relation between grammatical integration and expressiveness. The pre-
diction therefore is that plain words should a lower degree of grammatical integration when
they undergo expressive morphology. In this work, I test the prediction through a pattern of
tonal alternation in Yorùbá. The language contrasts three tones, namely a high tone (e.g., [bọ́]
‘to feed’), a low tone (e.g., [bọ̀] ‘to return’) and a mid tone (e.g., [bọ] ‘venerate’). The mor-
phosyntactic context relevant to the alternation is one of three patterns of contrastive focus
marking presented in (1.1). Every pattern involves the negative focus marker [kọ́] and the
affirmative focus marker [ni], each immediately following a focused noun (Adebayo 2021).

(1.1) Plain and expressive contrastive focus marking in Yorùbá
a.

container
kọ́
foc.neg ile

ni
foc.aff

‘it is not a container but a house’ (plain)
b.

container
kọ́ọ̀
foc.neg.emph house.aug

niì
foc.aff.emph

‘it is not a container but a house’ (emphatic)
c.

container
kọ́ọ̀
foc.neg.emph container.aug

niì
foc.aff.emph

‘it is not a container but something more than a container’ (emphatic)

(1.2) Tonal alternation of the emphatic contrastive focus marking in Yorùbá

14



15

a. kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a plank but something more than a plank’
kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a tooth brush but something more than a tooth brush’

kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not Dara but someone more than Dara’
b. kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a cloth but something more than a cloth’

kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a sinner but someone more than a sinner’
kọ́ niì ‘not a land but something more than a land’

c. kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a shoe but something more than a shoe’
kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not a monkey but something more than a monkey’

kọ́ọ̀ niì ‘not buttock but something more than a buttock’

In the first pattern shown in (1.1a), the noun focused by [kọ́] is different from the noun
focused by [ni]. As for the second pattern shown in (1.1b), the contrastive focus marking is
emphasized by lengthening the vowels of the affirmative and negative focus markers. The
emphatic vowel lengthening conveys sarcasm, contemptuously diminishing the meaning of
the noun focused by the negative focus marker. The third pattern in (1.1c) is also a sarcas-
tic emphasis but differs from the second pattern in three ways: (i) a noun is focused by the
negative focus marker and a copy of the noun is focused by the affirmative focus marker; (ii)
the copy focused by the affirmative focus marker surfaces with a low tone on every tone-
bearing unit (TBU); (iii) the tonal alternation, which is the main of this work, conveys many
meanings roughly interpreted as ‘something or someone more than the focused noun’. For
example in (1.1c), to sarcastically express that ‘it is not a container but something more than a
container’, the negative marker focuses the word [kọ̀nténà] ‘container’, while the affirmative
focus marker focuses a copy of the word [kọ̀nténà], which bears a low tone on every TBU. The
tonal alternation applies only to nouns focused by the affirmative focus marker in an emphatic
contrastive focus marking, as shown in (1.2).

The tonal alternation of the emphatic contrastive focus is consistent with grammatical
tones, which are tonal operations restricted to morphosyntactic contexts (Rolle 2018). The
trigger of the tonal alternation is considered an augmentative morpheme with only a low tone
as its exponent. Since only words focused by [ni] of emphatic contrastive focus construction
undergo the alternation, I propose that the target of the grammatical tone is a noun focused by
an emphatic affirmative focus marker. Nouns derived through the tonal alternation do not oc-
cur in any other morphosyntactic contexts, except in the emphatic focus construction in which
they are derived. The restriction of the derived nouns to only one syntactic environment sug-
gests a low degree of degree of grammatical integration, considering that most derived and
underived nouns in the language can occur in many morpho-syntactic environments (Ajíbóyè
2005). I argue that the low degree of grammatical integration is due to expressive properties
such as foregrounding, which is the use of linguistic forms in a way that attracts attention
(Dingemanse and Akita 2017). The realization of the grammatical tone only on nouns focused
by an emphatic focus marker is a form of foregrounding, given that emphatic lengthening
and focus marking are strategies of encoding the prominence of some information over others
across languages. The sarcasm introduced by the emphatic vowel lengthening suggests that
the derived nouns are associated with affective meaning. Notably, a low tone as the exponent
of the augmentative morpheme is consistent with magnitude iconicity, which is a probab-
listic tendency to associate high magnitude (e.g., bigness) with a low tone crosslinguistically
(Winter 2025). These properties of derived nouns are expressive, supporting the hypothesis
that grammatical integration is inversely with expressiveness. While the derived nouns in
this work are less grammatically integrated, more recent studies show that derived expressive
words may have the same morphosyntactic distribution as plain words (see Fungwa in Akinbo
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2021; Nigerian Pidgin in Akinbo 2025). The tonal alternation of the derived nouns contributes
to the growing body of work on (expressive) phonological alternations that are motivated by
iconicity.
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A paradox of silence emerging from
unspoken sounds

Onomatopoeia, iconicity, and dynamic contrast in Japanese
haiku

Arimitsu Nami
Toyo University

The study explores the paradox of representing silence through sound, focusing on the
iconicity and onomatopoeia associated with Matsuo Bashō’s haiku:

An old pond / A frog jumps in / The sound of water.
Furuike ya / kawazu tobikomu / mizu no oto

Japanese onomatopoeia, known for its richness (Akita 2009; Kakehi, Tamori, and Schou-
rup 1996), includes expressions of silence deeply ingrained in the culture. Prior research on
sound symbolism and ideophones (Hinton, Nichols, and Ohala 1994b; Voeltz and Kilian-Hatz
2001) has established broader theoretical frameworks for understanding iconic expression. In
the context of haiku, Hiraga and Ross (2013) provide a seminal cognitive-poetic analysis of
metaphor and diagrammatic structure in Bashō’s work, arguing that silence is conceptually
framed through sound. Building on this important contribution, the present study shifts the
focus from textual structure to readers’ shared mental representations of iconic sound in re-
sponse to silence.

A survey of 71 university students explored their conceptualization of the haiku’s sound.
In the first question, participants were asked, “What kind of sound do you think it made?
Describe freely.” Among 71 respondents, 26 wrote the onomatopoeia pochan, and 9 wrote
chapon. Others used imaginative phrases like “the image of a chapon sound resonating in
the stillness” or “a sound like pochan.” These descriptions often included “the image of” or “a
sound like,” emphasizing imaginative, comparative expressions over direct sound imitation.

In the second question, where respondents were explicitly asked to describe the sound
using onomatopoeia, 37 participants used pochan, and 12 used chapon, along with similar
variants. This suggests pochan and chapon are representative onomatopoeias native Japanese
speakers associate with the haiku, reflecting their auditory imagination, cultural familiarity,
and the role of iconicity in conveying sensory impressions. In the first question, fewer than
half of the respondents spontaneously produced onomatopoeia, suggesting that onomatopoeic
labeling is not a default interpretive strategy but one option among others. At the same time,
the stronger convergence observed in the second question indicates that such forms function

17



18

as readily accessible cultural resources when participants are invited to imagine sound explic-
itly.

Additional questions probed perceptions. Most participants (65) envisioned a single frog,
while 5 imagined two, and 1 opted for “more than three.” The majority pictured a small tree
frog (38), followed by medium-sized toads (29), with few envisioning large frogs (4) or tiny
frogs (2). Despite frogs traditionally symbolizing spring in haiku, 38 participants associated
the haiku with summer, 20 with spring, 11 with autumn, and 2 with winter, reflecting diverse
modern interpretations. While 60 participants identified “silence” as the primary theme, others
chose “the vitality of life” (7), “the changing of the seasons” (3), and “liveliness” (1).

The study revealed that participants internalize onomatopoeia like pochan to interpret the
sound, creating a dynamic contrast that enhances the perception of silence. Silence here is not
an absence of sound but a concept shaped by contrast. The disruption of silence caused by the
frog paradoxically amplifies the silence that is conventionally expressed in Japanese as shiin,
a well-known onomatopoeic representation of quiet.

These findings invite further reflection onwhat it means for silence to be collectively imag-
ined through onomatopoeia in Japanese perception, and how such shared iconic resources
may shape literary interpretation. Bashō’s haiku exemplifies two intriguing paradoxes. First,
while participants neither shared a direct auditory experience nor read explicit descriptions
of the sound in the text, the study revealed that many imagined similar onomatopoeias, such
as pochan and chapon, showcasing the iconicity of these shared mental associations. This
convergence suggests iconicity because the preferred forms share phonological features that
plausibly mimic a small, brief splash (e.g., a light plosive onset and a short resonant end-
ing), pointing to a non-arbitrary sound meaning mapping that is culturally shared rather than
purely idiosyncratic.

Second, although the haiku explicitly mentions “the sound of water,” it paradoxically con-
veys “silence” through the dynamic contrast between the brief sound of the frog’s leap and the
subsequent stillness. These findings highlight how iconicity and onomatopoeia enrich inter-
pretation and evoke shared imagery. Similar to musical composition, in which silence (pause)
is structurally essential to the perception of sound, Bashō’s haiku employs a brief sonic event
to heighten the experience of stillness, masterfully using sound to evoke silence and inviting
readers to experience its paradoxical nature.
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Iconicity and composite utterances in sign
language narratives

Modality differences

Choi Youngju
Chosun University

This study explores how iconicity operates in Korean Sign Language (KSL) narrative perfor-
mance, particularly through the framework of composite utterances proposed by Verhagen
(Verhagen 2023). Iconicity in sign languages is often associated with transparent mappings
between form and meaning, but it goes beyond mere resemblance. In this study, we argue
that iconicity in KSL functions as a foundational strategy for constructing layered, multiper-
spectival discourse, especially in narrative contexts that require simultaneous representation
of multiple agents, emotions, and viewpoints.

The core of our analysis rests on Verhagen s notion of composite utterances communicative
acts that simultaneously deploy symbolic description (based on shared linguistic conventions)
and iconic depiction (based on embodied simulation). While this model has been developed
primarily in the context of spoken language, its principles are even more vividly realized in
signed languages. This is due to the visual-gestural modality of sign languages, where the
separation of manual and nonmanual articulators allows for the simultaneous orchestration
of multiple semiotic functions. Whereas spoken language relies on intonation, rhythm, and
gesture to convey similar effects, sign languages structurally encode themwithin the linguistic
system itself.

To investigate this dynamic, we conducted a fine-grained analysis of a native KSL retelling
of the fable The Lion and the Mouse. The narrative was segmented into meaningful scenes,
and still frames were extracted from the video to examine how signers coordinate handshape
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classifiers, spatial orientation, body posture, and facial expressions to convey meaning. Each
frame was coded according to four parameters:

1. use of symbolic description (e.g., classifier constructions)

2. use of iconic depiction (e.g., facial affect, embodied simulation)

3. perspective orientation (narrator vs. character viewpoint)

4. structural integration (depiction alone, description alone, or composite co-presence)

Our findings reveal four major narrative strategies in KSL that exemplify how iconicity and
symbolism interact to produce composite utterances. First, we identify cases of pure iconic
depiction, where signers rely entirely on facial and bodily enactment without lexical or gram-
matical signs. These moments are critical for conveying emotion and internal states, as they
evoke shared human experiences through direct visual simulation. Second, symbolic descrip-
tion is achieved through conventional classifier constructions, which encode referents, actions,
and spatial relations in a more structured and abstract fashion. These signs are linguistically
governed, yet they retain a visual motivation that aligns them closely with depictive gestures.
Third, in what we term “split-modality perspective blending,” the signer s hands represent one
character s actions (e.g., the lion s claws), while their facial expression embodies another char-
acter s emotional state (e.g., the mouse s fear). This technique allows for simultaneous enact-
ment of multiple perspectives within a single moment, providing a nuanced view of character
interaction. Fourth, we describe “fused perspective blending,” in which both manual articula-
tors are engaged in encoding the actions of distinct characters, while the signer s nonmanual
markers reflect the internal state of one of them resulting in a multimodal convergence of
external and internal viewpoints within a unified performance.

These strategies demonstrate that iconicity in KSL is not simply decorative or supplemen-
tary, but integral to how meaning, experience, and perspective are constructed. The result is
a richly textured narrative structure that supports rapid viewpoint shifts, character identifica-
tion, and affective resonance. Crucially, KSL allows the signer not only to describe events but
to perform them from the inside out, engaging the audience through simulated embodiment.

We conclude that Korean Sign Language narratives provide an ideal empirical domain for ad-
vancing theories of iconicity, depiction, and embodied meaning. By explicitly separating sym-
bolic and iconic channels across manual and nonmanual articulators, KSL offers insight into
the cognitive architecture of language itself. Composite utterances in KSL show that meaning
emerges not only from what is said or signed, but from how it is experienced, simulated, and
spatially organizedwithin the communicative act. This highlights the broader potential of sign
languages to illuminate the embodied and perspectival nature of human linguistic cognition
an aspect often underrepresented in speech-based models. In doing so, this study contributes
not only to sign language linguistics but also to general theories of meaning, narrative, and
perspective-taking across modalities.
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