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Rah-rah!

Chris A. Smith

1. Definitions and background of phonosymbolic
motivation

1 

2 

Historical  Thesaurus of  English
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1.1. Motivation in the lexicon

3 

et  al.

 

helter-skelter, willy-nilly

gung ho, rah rah

ker ka ka-pow, ker-plop

shilly-shally, flip-flops, spick and span

crash, bang, scream 

snooze, sneeze, snort, sniff

4 

et al.

et al.

echoic imitative onomatopoeic mimetic

conventional imitative onomatopoeic

Primary iconicity et  al.

secondary iconicity

 crash  smash

ash
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ash phonesthesia 

et al.

primary

5 

et al.

et al.

acoustic

articulatory

cough

bubble

Table 1. Classification of iconic words according to Voronin [2006] from Flaksman [2017]

6 

et al.
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7 sing-song 

pitter-patter conventional phonological  motivation 

ding-dong flip-flop, sing-song pitter-patter

creak crack croak  splash  

splish splash

splish totter titter teeter

didder dadder dodder

bong bing click
clack cluck clap clip

snap snip

8 frequency  code  

bouba  kiki

et al.

et  al.

bouba kiki

et al.

bouba/kiki et al. 

9 

symbol icon
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1.2. Expressiveness and motivation in the lexicon

10 

et al. et al.

glimmer 
glisten chortle  chuckle snort

cuckoo
snail mail

flip flop

11 

12 
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13 expressiveness

iconicity

semiotic  efficiency

communicative  tools

et al.

piss pee

14 

15 

16 
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er

17 

1.3. De-iconisation pathways from interjections to grammatical

categories

18 

treadmill

computer mouse

19 

20 
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Figure 1. De-iconisation stages in Flaksman [2017: 29]

21 

potential

et al.  

22 

potential
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2. Data and method for selecting expressions of
enthusiasm and vitality in the lexicon

23 

2.1. Onomasiological semantic approach: field of <ENTHUSIASM

ENERGY VITALITY>

24 et  al.

25 incidence

et  al.

et  al.

rah-rah gung-ho, pizzazz oomph

2.2. The tools for extracting the data set

26 Historical Thesaurus of English
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27 

pizzazz rah-rah oomph

pizzazz

rah-rah

oomph  

28 

jizz  dash  feck  snap fizz  zip  pep  jazz

zap   zoom

,  oomph  pizzazz  vavoom   zing

Figure 2. Screenshot of the HTOED architecture for manner of action + vigour energy

29 

zest pizzazz

rah-rah oomph
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30 

force lustiness vigour vivacity  greenness  vogue  throughput  energy

steam  energeticism. vim feck

effect verve

31 

Table 2. Subset of 16 imitative words expressing <ENTHUSIASM ENERGY VITALITY>

PoS
Date

word

Date

of

EEV

sense

OED  key

words
OED etymology

Variations  and

other senses

dash

dash

clash crash bash

pash smash

snap

jizz jizm

rah-rah
rah

Rah

pep pepper
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jazz
jasm pep

pizzazz 

 pizazz
Pezazz

oomph Umph

gung-ho
kung

ho

zhuzh zing

pizzazz  zap 

fizz
fizz

zip

zoom

zing

zap

Rah-rah! Investigating the variation in phonosemantic motivation in a set of ...

Lexis, 23 | 2024

12



vavoom

32 

33 

oomph zhuzh fizz zip zoom zing zap vavoom

dash

pep

jazz jism/jizz

snap gung-ho

rah-rah

 pizzazz

reanalysed 

34 

jizz  rah-rah  pep  jazz  pizzazz oomph  gung-ho zhuzh

35 

2.3. Selection of corpora for distributional semantic analysis

36 
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dash

colloquial  US slang  US

37 

et al.

3. Lexicalisation patterns and pathways of emergence
of <ENTHUSIASM ENERGY VITALITY>

38 

3.1. Patterns of development of the nouns and their sense of

enthusiasm

3.1.1. Interjections to PoS

39 

zip  zap  zoom  zing vavoom 

zhuzh gung-ho

Table 3. Words attested initially as interjections

Iconic

word
PoS

Attestation

date

EEV

attestation

date

Sense 1 in the OED

zip
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Int

zoom

Int

zing

Int,

zap

Int,

vavoom

Int

40 

Zap

Zing

Zoom zip 

Zip

Zoom

zoom

Vavoom

Vavoom
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vavoom

vavoom

41 

42 

fizz zhuzh oomph

oomph umph rah-rah

rah

rah-rah

Pizzazz  jazz

jism/jizz

Just So Stories

43 

44 

snap gung-ho

45 

snap dash

3.1.2. Primary sense of <ENTHUSIASM ENERGY VITALITY>

46 

colloquial slang
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Table 4. 8 words with the primary sense of enthusiasm

date

word

date  EEV

sense
OED etymology

OED

register

jizz jizm

rah-rah rah

pep pepper

jazz
jasm

pizzazz  or

pizazz

oomph

gung-ho
kung ho

zhuzh

47 

jizz  jazz  zhuzh  pizzazz  

Jizz jazz zhuzh

ʒ ʒ ʒ Pizzazz

jazz Jazz

jasm jizz jism

48 Oomph  

rah-rah vigour  

pep

Gung-ho

49 

dash snap

rah-rah gung-ho

3.1.3. Polysemous dash and snap: late emergence of <ENTHUSIASM ENERGY VITALITY>

50 dash snap

Snap
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snap 

51 Dash  dash

ash

ash

dash

dash snap

Figure 3. Frequency of the noun dash (1750-2010) according to the OED frequency indicator
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Figure 4. Frequency of the noun snap (1750-2010) according to the OED frequency indicator

snap dash

dash dashing

52 

rah-rah gung-ho

3.2. The case study of rah-rah

53 rah-rah

rah

hurrah rah-rah

rah-rah

rah

rah

54 rah-rah

rah-rah boys

rah-

rah

rah-rah

Torchy
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Rah-Rah

Football on the wane

55 Rah-rah

Rah-rah Enchanted Maze

Rah, rah-rah

Cress Delahanty

Rah-rah Miami Vice

56 rah-rah

rah-rah

Denver Post

57 Rah-rah

active

availability profitability

some

fl

rah-rah I’m all rah-rahed out

Charmed rah-rah all Xed out

rah-rah

.  

rah-rah

rah-rahed

rah-rah speech

to be all Xed out
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all

r*ed out

58 rah-rah. 

rah-rah Rah-rah

posturing slogan cheerleader

consumerism propaganda rah-rah

column

rah-rah

USA Today – Small Business

59 rah-rah gung-ho

rah-rah very

rah-rah 

CNN transcripts – Campbell Brown No
Bull

rah-rah

CNN transcripts – Newsroom

60  rah-rah the rah-rah and the

drama

rah-rah-us

raucous

rah-

rah 

DVD Verdict
rah-rah 

The Hot Button

rah-

rah 

Design
Observer

61 rah-rah

Rah-rah

rah-rah
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CNN  transcripts –  The
Situation Room

62 

et al.

63 rah-rah

yell

rah-rah

Bookslut)

64 Rah-rah

65 

66 rah-rah

I’m rah-rahed out rah-rah-us

raucous

Xed out

raucous / rah-rah-(o)us Xed out

I’m rah-

rahed out rah-rah

I’m all cried out talked out

67 

Eeyore! 
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Splash!
Boom! 

68 

Wow!  Ow!  Ouch!

69 rah-rah

gung-ho Gung-ho rah-rah

3.3. The case of gung-ho 

70 gung-ho

Gung-

ho

rah-rah

gung-ho

rah-

rah gung-ho .
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Figure 5. Frequency of gung-ho and rah-rah in the COHA

71  gung-ho   rah-rah,

gung-ho

rah-rah

72 Gung-ho 

. gung-ho

 as rah-rah  Gung-ho 

gung-ho

Table 5. Evolution of gung-ho in the COHA

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

Frequency 
gung  ho

gung ho about/for
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Uses  as  a

premodifier

Predicative

use

I  was  eighteen

years old and all

gung-ho.

Gung-ho

They  could  send

out  a  surgeon

who’s  even  more

gung-ho than

Frank

Why  should  a

President  be

more  gung-ho

about

extinguishing

all  earthly  life

than a military

officer?

gung-ho

Gung-

ho

I  talked  about

him  a  few

times.  Real

gung-ho,

always hanging

around  my

desk,  reading

over  my

shoulder.

gung-ho

gung-ho

gung-

ho 

gung-

ho 

I  was  a  little

hesitant  because

he’s  so  gung-ho on

the  whole  Drake

Tribe

gung-ho

gung-ho

gung-

ho

gung-ho
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gung-ho

Uses  as  a

noun head This  is  for

Gung-Ho,

Alpine,  and

Bazooka!

73 gung-ho rah-rah

gung-ho

gung-ho

gung-ho

damn-the-torpedoes

full-speed-ahead

gung-ho

Time Magazine

74 Gung-ho about

for gung-ho

gung-ho

75 gung-ho

.   

gung-ho

gung-ho

gung-

ho gung-ho

Table 6. Collexemes for gung-ho in the OEC

and/or Freq Score X* mod N Freq Score ADJ* PREP Freq Score
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76 and / or  

mindless  macho   typical

joingoism militarism   attitude gung-ho

gung-ho about gung-ho on gung-ho over

77 gung-

ho gung-ho

belligerent  macho  brash   sanguine
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Figure 6. Thesaurus of gung-ho in the OEC

78 

gung-ho draw your sword

fight to the death

gung-ho

ChartAttack  Live
Reviews

draw your sword fight

Gung-ho

79 be + gung-ho   go + gung-ho

gung-ho about

gung-ho on Ving   gung-ho for X 

gung-ho

Freaky Trigger
gung-ho

Brandweek
gung-ho

Inc.
Magazine
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gung-ho Behind Hazel Eyes

gung-ho

gung-ho gung-ho

gung-ho

80 Rah-rah gung-ho

3.4. Summary

81 

snap dash

fizz

jazz

pep

pizzazz zhuzh sass snazzy

82 jizz jazz rah-rah pep pizzazz oomph

gung-ho zhuzh jizz jazz

83 

4. Quantitative frequencies in the COHA

84 rah-rah gung-ho

4.1. Diachronic productivity in the COHA

85 
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enthusiasm energy vitality

Table 7. Compared frequencies of the subset of 16 iconic nouns in the COHA

Noun Raw frequency per mil

86 

87 

Zhuzh vavoom gung-ho

jazz zoom Jazz
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Zoom

pep

snap dash

4.2. Summary

88 jazz  zip  

 zoom 

jazz zip

zoom

5. Testing semantic space and similarity in context in
the COHA and OEC: comparing degrees of similarity

89 

pizzazz jazz

5.1. Pizzazz and jazz (non-imitative)

90 Pizzazz

zhuzh pizazz

pizzazz bezazz pezazz

pizzazz

pizazz zazz

Table 8. Raw frequencies of *z*azz in the COHA

Rah-rah! Investigating the variation in phonosemantic motivation in a set of ...

Lexis, 23 | 2024

31



91 

pzazz

zazz

sass pizazz 

pizzazz

zazz

An American Dream

zazz

The Simpsons

92 pizzazz

pizzazz

Figure 7. Thesaurus for pizzazz in the OEC

93 Razzmatazz pizzazz

oomph

sass 

sparkle dazzle glitz

pizzazz jazz
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5.2. Pep (non-imitative)

94 pep

pep talk

rally / rallies pills

Table 9. Significant collocates of pep -5 to 5 in the COHA+

ALL + PER MIL ALL % MI

RALLIES 21 0.05 881 2.38 11.03

BARBITURATES 3 0.01 131 2.29 10.97

RALLY 56 0.14 4497 1.25 10.09

TRANQUILIZERS 2 0 194 1.03 9.82

PILLS 27 0.07 4450 0.61 9.05
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TALKS 53 0.13 14293 0.37 8.34

PEP 2 0 746 0.27 7.87

TALK 175 0.43 135556 0.13 6.82

PILL 3 0.01 2645 0.11 6.63

95 

barbiturates  pills  coke cereal   zest

talk  rally  squad  cheerleader   rousing

 energy

Pip

Time Magazine pip pep

96 pep

pep

pep talk pep rally

pep
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Figure 8. Thesaurus for pep in the OEC

5.3. Jizz and jism

97 Jizz jism jizz

jism

jism jizz

jism

jizz

jism

World I never made

jism

Mighty  Are  the  Meek  and  the  Myriad

jizz Hollywood Reporter
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5.4. Zhuzh

98 Zhuzh  Zhuzh tjuzs

manscaping SARS flexitarian

torture lite

zhuzh

imitative echoic Merriam-Webster

whoosh zoom

zhuzh

ʒʊʒ

ʒ

ʃ shush

zhuzh shush

buzz ʌ zhuzh

shush buzz,

zhoosh

Lang. of their own: Polari, West End Homosexual Slang

zhuzh

zhoosh zhuzh

tzhuj   tjuzs Merriam-Webster

zhuzh zhoosh  tzhuj   tjuzs.   zh*zh   zh*sh  

Tz

zhuzh

manscaping man landscaping

zhuzh”

Winnipeg Sun

99 zhuzh zhoosh

World  Wide

Words

speak
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zhoosh 

World Wide Words,

100 

Zhoosh

zhoosh 

zhoosh

Big

Brother 6

zhoosh

Hecklerspray

101 Google Books zhuzh

zhuzh

Figure 9. Google one grams for zhuzh

102 pizazz pizzazz zhuzh
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Figure 10. Google n grams for pizazz, pizzazz and zhuzh

103 zhuzh pizzazz

pizazz

5.5. Zip, zap, zoom, zing

104 zip zap zoom

zip

zip whiz  hurtle  

zoom zip zipper  strap  

 flap

colloquial slang

a zip and a zest, a pep and a punch, a go and a

ginger The Calforniacs

105   zip and zest

zip and zest waltz and schmaltz

zip and zest

Time Magazine

a zip and zest New
Yorker

106 Zoom

pep and punch and zip and zoom

Harpers
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107 zoom 5x  10x  zoom  Nikon  Minolta zoom

zing

Table 10. Collocates of zoom n in the COHA

ALL + ALL % MI
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Zoom zing 

Time Magazine

Zing Zing Zoom Zoom

Time Magazine

108  zing zap zest

zest

5.6. Oomph

109 oomph

Table 11. Collocates of oomph in the COHA

Collocates -5 to + 5 MI score
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110 two main groups quantifiers midge

amount  plenty tad verbs oomph

add  need  turn  deliver  provide   got

oomph

hear a rewarding oomph  

oomph

oomph pizzazz up-and-at-’em 
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plenty of oomph

PCs with Personality

oomph

oomph

Give Me a Sailor
oomph

Time Magazine

oomph

Goodey’s Last Stand

111 oomph

oomph

Hold Me

112 Oomph oomph

oomph

Oomph

Oomph

Oomph

Time Magazine

113 morale oomph

phraseological sequences sparkle in your eye

spring in your step  zip in your soul

jingle a slogan

oomph

Near
a thousand tables: a history of food

114 
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oomph

pizzazz

oomph

Figure 10. Thesaurus of oomph in the OEC

5.7. Snap and dash

115 snap dash
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Figure 11. Thesaurus of snap in the OEC

116 snap

cold snap

holiday snap zoom snap

117 Dash

dash

dollop  blend  splash  flavour   touch 

Rah-rah! Investigating the variation in phonosemantic motivation in a set of ...

Lexis, 23 | 2024

45



Figure 12. Thesaurus of dash in OEC

118 snap dash

5.8. Summary

119 

pizzazz jazz pep
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pizzazz zhuzh oomph

jazz  jism/jizz pizzazz/

pezazz

120 

6. Conclusions: similarity and dissimilarity within a set
of iconic nouns

121 

pizzazz zhuzh

pep jazz

122 

zhuzh

zip  zoom

snap dash

123 
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