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Polysemy and Change of Meanings on Onomatopoeia

in the Case of “Majimaji”

Michiko NAKAZATO*

ABSTRACT

The po]yserny of onomatopoeia was described in this paper, which was different from
that of non-onomatopoetic words. I examined how some of the onomatopoeia obtained
multiple meanings and adapted to one by analyzing the actual cases.

At first, following six features were described, regarding the relations among the
meanings of polysemous onomatopoeia; (1) similarity of the imitative and mimetic meanings,
(2) similarity of movement of words, (3) similarity of feelings, (4) relation to non-
onomatopoetic words, (5) relation to adjacent onomatopoeia, and (6) similarity of sounds.

Secondly I examined the meanings of “majimaji”, which were changed from Edo to
Taisyo periods as an example of polysemous onomatopoeia. “Majimaji” originally implied
blinking-eye movement and such action. And then its meaning was distinguished into
multiple meanings such as <hardly sleeping>, < (looking) without shaming>, and <look-
ing awkwardly>—leaded discrepancy and confusion among them. At last “majimaji”
meant <watching fixedly> and lost the sound symbolism of blinking. On the other hand, the
meaning of <looking awkwardly> was completely transferred to similar sounded onomato-
poeia, as “mojimoji”, another meaning of <hardly sleeping> was transferred to “manjiri”
which was derived from “majimaji”. These transformations lead the reduction of polysemy.
Appearance of the related onomatopoetic words to share the meanings of polysemy was
considered ro facilitate the reduction of polysemy.

*

Division of languages: Department of Japanese Languages
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