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The Sound-Symbolic System of Thai Language:

With a Focus on the Tones
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While no one may contest the Saussure’s theory about arbitrariness in language, a number of recent
researchers of cognitive linguistics have pointed out that an interesting relationship between sound and
meaning exists in many languages. Certain sounds within words conjure up particular images in one’s mind,
which transcends customary relationships between words and their associated meanings. This phenomenon,
called the Sound-Symbolism, indicates that sounds themselves occasionally convey their own symbolic
meanings. In this context, the cluster of vocabulary which shows the existence of a systematic relationship
between sounds and meanings are commonly known as “onomatopoeia”, the mimetic words.

Whereas the Sound-Symbolism has been observed in many languages, few researches have been
conducted for its relationship with Thai. A. Sumida (2008) formed the basis of the Sound-Symbolic system
in Thai, with a particular focus on “kham-liang-siang”, sound imitation words. However, no research has yet
been conducted with regards to tones in Thai, which are of significant importance given the nature of Thai
language using 5 different tones to convey various meanings.

This paper will analyze tones in Thai in the context of the Sound-Symbolism and conclude that some
symbolic meanings also exist in the tones. The paper will particularly focus on the 4" and 5% tones of Thai,
with a study of “kham-liang-saphaap”, mimetic words.
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Manner of
articulation Place of Articulation
and voicing
bilabial labio-dental alveolar palatal velar glottal

stops

vl.unasp. p t c k ?

vl.asp ph th ch kh

vd. b d
nasals m n N
fricatives f s h
semi-vowels w y
lateral |
trill r

(Caranvilai Caruunroot 2001 “Phaasaasaat buang ton: Introduction to Linguistics”, Faculty of Arts, Silpakorn University
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(Caranvilai Caruunroot 2001 “Phaasaasaat buang ton : Introduction to Linguistics”, Faculty of Arts, Silpakorn University.
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