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1 Introduction 

This study is a time-series study that investigates how ideophones (also 

known as sound symbolic words or expressives) have been used in the head-

lines of Modern Korean newspapers in perspective of semantic and syntac-tic 

features.  

It has been suggested that the Modern Korean ideophones are frequent-

ly used in newspaper headlines (Kim & Park 2001; Jo & Kang 2013). So far, 

however, there has been little discussion about what functions ideophones 

serve and what factors motivate the frequent use of ideophones in newspa-

per headlines.  

This study, therefore, seeks to investigate the use of Korean ideophones 

in newspaper headlines with two research questions: What function do ideo-
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phones have in the headline? When did ideophones become frequently used 

in the headlines, and what factors have affected their frequency? 

The current paper argues that (i) Korean ideophones have the double 

function (Iarovici & Amel 1989) in semantic and pragmatic functions; (ii) the 

frequency of ideophones has increased rapidly from around the 1960s to 

1980s to the 2000s; (iii) since the late 20th century, commercial competition 

has intensified, increasing the tabloidization of Korean newspapers affecting 

the frequent use of ideophones; and (ⅳ) the semantic and syntactic properties 

of ideophones fit into the “appropriate headline,” which attributes to the fre-

quency of ideophones.  

The remaining part of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 gives a 

brief overview of the previous studies on ideophones in modern newspaper 

headlines. Section 3 explains the methodology and offers information on 

data. Section 4 reports the frequency, meanings, and syntactic constructions 

of ideophones in headlines from 1920 to 2000. Section 5 discusses the so-

cio-cultural and language-internal factors that are assumed to affect the fre-

quency, semantic and syntactic features of ideophones on newspaper head-

lines. Section 6 summarizes the paper.  

2 Previous Studies 

Thus far, previous studies have indicated that Korean ideophones are fre-

quently used in newspaper headlines (Kim & Park 2001; Jo & Kang 2013). 

Based on corpus data, Jo & Kang (2013) investigated the frequency of ad-

verbs in headlines and bodies of the news articles published from 2001 to 

2009. They found that there were 65 ideophones out of the top 100 words 

used in the headlines but none were found in the bodies. In addition, they 

analyzed the collocations between ideophones and other words and visual-

ized them with the lexical network using statistical methods.  

Kim & Park (2001) investigated the morphological, syntactic, and se-

mantic features of ideophones in both online and paper formats of newspa-

per headlines. So far, however, there has been little discussion about what 

functions ideophones have in newspaper headlines and what factors moti-

vate the frequent use of ideophones. Moreover, previous works are limited 

to short-term studies focusing on Contemporary Korean. The current paper 

traces the historical changes in how ideophones’ semantic and syntactic 

features have changed and how ideophones have worked in newspaper 

headlines. 
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3 Methods 

Data was collected using Naver News Library, a digitalized newspaper da-

tabase (from 1920 to 1999). The database contains five companies’ news-

papers. I used Dong-A Ilbo ‘Dong-A daily news’(published since April 01, 

1920), Chosun Ilbo ‘Chosun daily news’ (published since March 05. 1920), 

and Kyunghyang Shinmun ‘Kyunghyang newspaper’ (published since Octo-

ber 06, 1946) for this study, which are major newspapers in Korea. In addi-

tion, each company’s website was used to search the print formats of the 

newspapers published from January 01, 2000, to December 31, 2000. I 

counted the number of ideophones normalized across the decade division to 

seek diachronic changes. 

Fifty ideophones based on data from Jo & Kang (2013), Kim & Park 

(2001), and the ideophones’ list in Park (2015) were analyzed. In the data, 

47 words are disyllabic (e.g., kkwul.kkek ‘gulp’), which is the form most 

frequently used in newspapers (Kim & Park 2001), and four words are re-

duplicated disyllabics (e.g., eng.kum eng.kum ‘crawl crawl). 

Criteria for examining the data are as follow: (i) whether the ideophone 

expresses metaphorical meanings or its original meanings (i.e., a sound, a 

movement, inner feelings, etc.); (ii) what kind of construction the ideophone 

appears in the headlines (i.e., utterance-edge, adverb-verb, or predicative, 

Akita 2021; Dingemanse & Akita 2017). An example sentence for each 

criterion is illustrated below. 

The original meaning: 

(1) Tonghay        cicin            sewul-se-to  huntul 

the.East.Sea  earthquake  Seoul-LOC-too    IDPH 

yangyang                 aph.pata  4.2 kyumo 

Yangyang.County   offshore.waters   4.2.magnitude 

“The earthquake in the East Sea shook Seoul as well. A magnitude 4.2 

earthquake occurred in the offshore waters of Yangyang County.” 

(1996. 1. 25. Kyunghyang Shinmun ‘Kyunghyang newspaper’) 

The metaphorical meaning: 

(2) Mwulka  anceng           taychayk    huntul 

price       stabilization   countermeasure   IDPH 
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“The countermeasure of the price stabilization is being shaken up.” 

(2000. 2. 17. Dong-A Ilbo ‘Dong A daily news’) 



The utterance-edge construction: 

(3) Kyengki.sangsung.sey               1-wel    cwuchwum

economy.upward.movement    January  IDPH

Sopi.simli-to                        wumccil

consumer.confidence-too   IDPH 

“The upward economy movement falters in January, and consumer

confidence flinches as well.”

(2000. 2. 17. Dong-A Ilbo ‘Dong A daily news’) 

The adverb-verb construction: 

(4) Sokto   keli         sikan  chekchek   kyeysan-ha-nun  coking.hwa 

speed   distance  time  easily  calculate-do-ATTR    jogging.shoes 

“Jogging shoes that easily calculate speed, distance, and time.” 

(1985. 8. 1. Kyunghyang Shinmun ‘Kyunghyang newspaper’) 

The predicative construction: 

(5) Hwicheng-keli-nun   cipang    kyengcey

IDPH-suffix-ATTR        local       economy

“The faltering local economy.”

(2000. 11. 18. Chosun Ilbo ‘Chosun daily news’)

4 Results 

4.1 The Frequency of Ideophones in Headlines 

I have obtained 11,595 ideophones in my data. As shown in Figure 1, the 

results show a clear increasing tendency of the frequency of ideophones 

from the 1960s. 
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Figure 1. The frequency of ideophones in headlines 



Interestingly, the data in the above Figure 1 is that from the 1980s to the 

2000s, the frequency of ideophones increased significantly.  

In the following sections, I will indicate ideophones’ meanings and 

syntactic construction in headlines, respectively. 

4.2 The Meanings of Ideophones in Headlines 

As shown in Figure 2, semantically, the ideophones that express metaphori-

cal meanings are more numerous than those representing their basic mean-

ings, such as sounds, manner, and inner feelings. Specifically, the meta-

phorical meanings occupy the majority from the 1940s to the 2000s.  

Figure 2. The meanings of ideophones in headlines 
As can be seen from Figure 2, the frequent use of the metaphorical mean-

ings of ideophones suggests that the metaphorical meanings of ideophones 

in headlines have conventionalized considerably.  
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4.3 The Syntactic Construction of Ideophones in Headlines 

Table 3 presents the number of ideophones of the utterance-edge construc-

tion in a phrase from the 1950s to the 2000s. They are overwhelmingly 

more numerous than those used as adverb-verb and predicative construc-

tions.  

Figure 3. The syntactic construction of ideophones in headlines 

The utterance-edge construction is divided into the utterance initial- and the 

utterance-final construction. Data I found mostly leaned to the utterance-

final ones and without main verbs as in (6). 

(6) Sopi.simli       ‘kkwumthul.’ 

consumer.confidence    IDPH 

“Consumer confidence suddenly shows [signs of rising].” 

(1999. 1. 12. Kyunghyang Shinmun ‘Kyunghyang newspaper’) 

What makes possible the construction like (6), the ideophone standing 

alone without a main verb, is the high “semantic specificity” between ideo-

phones and main verbs (Akita 2013a, 2013b; Park 2018). Ideophones with 

high semantic specificity have a limited number of a few particular verbs 

that frequently cooccur. In other words, these ideophones exhibit a strong 

collocational relationship with their main verbs. Thus, if the main verbs are 

removed from the sentences, the readers can easily restore the main verbs.  

In the next section, we will discuss the socio-cultural factors that influ-

ence the frequent use of ideophones in headlines (5.1) and the communica-
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tive functions that ideophones serve in headlines based on the model by 

Iarovici & Amel (1989, Section 5.2).   

5 Discussion 

5.1 Socio-Cultural Factors: Tabloidization and Localization 

As reported in Figure 1, the frequency of ideophones in headlines has in-

creased over time. Interestingly, the frequency rose steeply from around 

1990 to 2000. It is assumed that one of the reasons for the observed rapid 

rise of the frequency of ideophones could be mainly attributed to the tab-

loidization of Korean newspapers from the 1930s.  

A recent study by Lee (2020) concluded that Modern Korean newspa-

pers have become tabloidized and designed to attract readers rather than 

informing, employing the essential elements of tabloidization such as meta-

phor, adverbs, quotations, and questions. This strong tendency of tabloidiza-

tion is ascribed to historical and commercial factors.  

Newspapers in the 1920s, Dong-A Ilbo ‘Dong-A daily news’ and Cho-

sun Ilbo ‘Chosun daily news’ were more informative and factual when they 

were first published as modern newspapers1. However, since the 1930s, the 

presses progressively have become tabloidized and dealt with the subjects 

that attracted the reader’s attention rather than political and social issues to 

pass strict censorship by the government (Choi & Chae 2008). The pace of 

tabloidization has accelerated from the late 20th century, because commer-

cial competition has intensified with the appearance of a variety of press 

companies on paper and online platforms (Kim 2019).  

It can thus be suggested that as the tabloidization of Modern Korean 

newspapers has progressed constantly, the use of ideophones has increased 

as one of the effective ways to attract readers’ attention using their semantic 

and syntactic properties such as metaphor and the utterance-final construc-

tion. 

Another significant factor of rapid increases in the frequency of ideo-

phones is the localization of newspapers from the 1990s. For example, in 

the headlines in Dong-A Ilbo in the 1920s, most of the headlines were writ-

ten in Chinese characters and a few in Japanese. Hangul―the Korean al-

phabet―was only used for some articles and loanwords. However, the 

newspaper headlines published from the 1990s have primarily been printed 

1 Choi & Chae (2008: 213) divided the newspapers’ headlines into subjective and objective 

ones. The objective headlines are a concise presentation of the contents by summarizing the 

facts, and the subjective headlines have intervened the intention or emotion of the editor or 

newspaper’s companies. Choi & Chae (2008) found that objective headlines occupied 96.61% 

(4/118) in the 1920s in Dong-A Ilbo. 
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in Hangul. In the headlines of Chosun Ilbo, the use of Chinese characters 

was 61.6% in 1980, which decreased to 5.9% in 2000 as the use of Chinese 

characters was limited to proper names or a few words that could be seman-

tically ambiguous (Lee 2000: 53-54).  

5.2 The Semantic and Pragmatic Functions of Ideophones 

In this section, I will discuss how ideophones work in newspaper headlines 

from their semantic and syntactic features.  

 Thus far, previous studies have suggested that headlines serve a double 

function (Andrew 2007; Bell 1991; Dor 2003; Iarovici & Amel 1989). 

Iarovici & Amel (1989: 442-443) revealed that headlines carry out semantic 

and pragmatic functions. They proposed that the semantic function is “[to 

enable] the reader to grasp the meaning of the text,” and the pragmatic func-

tion is to “alert the reader to the nature or content of the text.” In other 

words, affording brief news summaries based on 5W1H (Who, When, 

Where, What, Why, and How) is the primary role of the semantic function. 

On the other hand, the pragmatic function refers to headlines involving ec-

lectic devices to make the news fascinating, which entice readers’ attention 

to the newspapers by employing linguistic devices such as metaphors 

(Molek-Kozakowska 2013). 

 Based on the above double function model, this paper argues that ide-

ophones in headlines play a crucial role in providing facts and attracting 

readers. In view of the semantic function, ideophones convey the “How” of 

the event.  

 

(7) Kholleyla  chwungkyek pata    thengtheng   hoyscip                sselleng 

 cholera      shock           beach  IDPH             sushi.restaurant    IDPH 

 “The beach was empty (due to) the cholera shock, and the sushi 

 restaurant is void (of customers).” 

 

As shown in (7), ideophones thengtheng and sseleng describe “how” the 

situation of the beach and the restaurant are. In other words, ideophones 

give information about the essential content of the text by delineating the 

events, which makes it easily understandable for the readers. 

 As for the pragmatic function, ideophones in headlines serve as an 

agent for attracting readers by using their semantic and syntactic features, 

such as metaphorical meanings and the utterance-final construction. As can 

be seen from Figure 2, ideophones are more likely to express metaphorical 

meanings rather than sounds, manners, and states in the headlines. In addi-

tion, as Figure 3 shows, ideophones are frequently situated at the edge of a 

phrase, and they act as holophrastic ideophones accompanied by a pause 

and high intonations.  
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 Moreover, ideophones are frequently placed inside curly double quote 

marks (e.g., Kilum-kaps “tulssek” “The oil price rose a lot”). In Korean 

newspapers, curly double quote marks are implied to emphasize the con-

tents (Lee 2000). These typographic marks have an immediate visual impact 

on arousing the interest of potential readers.  

 These findings of the current paper suggest that ideophones are a fa-

vored means to convey information and excite readers in Korean newspa-

pers.  

6 Conclusion 

This paper identified the communicative functions of Korean ideophones in 

the newspaper headlines from the 1920s to the 2000s. The current study’s 

findings suggest that Korean ideophones fit into “appropriate headlines” 

(Iarovici & Amel 1989) with a maximal contextual amount of semantic and 

pragmatic effects for a minimal amount of processing effort in the headlines. 

Furthermore, this study strengthens the earlier findings of the conventional-

ization of Korean ideophones (Park 2019).  

 A question raised by this paper is whether the frequent use of ideo-

phones in newspaper headlines can be found in other languages as well, 

such as Japanese. I hope that the findings of this research will highlight the 

importance of expanding the research scope on the usage of ideophones. 
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