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IDEOPHONES FROM A
SYNTACTIC POINT OF VIEW

PAUL NEWMAN

Most studies of ideophones focus almost exclusively on the phonological and semantic
features of these words.! An exception is William J. Samarin’s paper, ‘Perspective on
African ideophones’, which raises important questions about their grammatical function.?
In the present paper, I propose to follow up Samarin’s work by presenting an alternative
syntactic treatment of ideophones which accounts for their grammatical properties while
also recognizing their phonological/semantic distinctiveness.

Traditional definitions of the ideophone were intended to be applicable in whatever
language these words might be found. The assumption was that ideophones in all (African)
languages had sufficient features in common so that they could be characterized indepen-
dent of reference to any particular language. An example of semantic generalization about
ideophones is Cole’s characterization of them as ‘descriptive of sound, colour, smell,
manner, appearance, state, action or intensity . . . [that is] vivid vocal images or representa-
tions of visual, auditory and other sensory or mental experiences’.? Fortune has described
phonological characteristics that are equally important in setting ideophones apart from
‘normal speech’.# Such features are the use of phonemic segments not found elsewhere in
the language, distinct phonotactics, the use of expressive intonation, and the relative
freedom of replacement of a segment by some other segment without altering the meaning
of the word. Cole’s and Fortune’s observations can be combined to provide a single suc-
cinct definition of ¢ ideophone’ as a phonologically peculiar set of descriptive or qualifica-
tive words.? Such a definition is, of course, vague and unformalized, but it gives a common
frame of reference in discussing African languages.

Approaching the matter syntactically, Samarin has argued that the question ¢ “Exactly
what are the ideophones?”. . .must be answered for only one language at a time in the
same way that all other morpheme or word classes are investigated.’® Samarin’s argument
is that the term ‘ideophone’ denotes a morpheme class and thus its characterization must
be language specific. Given the trilogy form, function, and content (corresponding to
phonology, syntax, and semantics), Samarin insists that the definition of the ideophone
must be made on the basis of function within a specific language, disregarding form and
content. He does not justify this imperative but it is clear that Samarin thinks that a func-
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It should be emphasized that the phonological distinctiveness of ideophones is a property
‘of the set as a whole and not necessarily of each member of that set.
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