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1 Introduction

(1) The Japonic language family (Pellard 2015)

Japonic

Ryukyuan

Southern

Macro-Yaeyama

Yonaguni Yaeyama

Miyako

Northern

Okinawa Amami

Japanese Hachijō

?

(2) Tone class correspondences between Japanese and Ryukyuan
(Hattori 1958; Matsumori 1998, 2000, 2001; Uwano 2000)
a. monosyllables J. 1.1 1.2 1.3

R. A B

b. disyllables J. 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4 2.5

R. A B C

c. trisyllables J. 3.1 3.2 3.4 3.5 3.6 3.7

R. A B C D?

2 The heart of the problem

(3) Northern Ryukyuan (Hattori 1932, 1958, 1979a,b):
a. several dialects have unexpected long vowels, i.e. not deriv-

ing from monophtongization
b. correlation between those vowels and tone classes
c. C-class dissyllables: CVːCV :: CV́CV̀

*All linguistic forms cited are given in a unified ipa notation. The notation of
tones thus follow the common international standard instead of the idiosyn-
cratic practices of Japanese phonology:

• High → H, μ́ (= ●, 〇‾, [〇, …), Hː, μ́ː (= ●●, 〇‾〇‾, [〇〇, …)
• Low → L, μ̀ (= 〇, 〇＿, ]〇, …), Lː, μ̀ː (= 〇〇, 〇＿〇＿, ]〇〇, …)
• Mid → M, μ̄ (= ◎, !〇, …), M, μ̄ː (= ◎◎, !〇〇, …)
• Falling → F, μ̂ (= ◐, 〇]], …), Fː, μ̂ː (= ●〇, 〇‾〇, 〇]〇, …)
• Rising → R μ̌ (= ◑, [[〇, …), Rː μ̌ː (= 〇●, 〇〇‾, 〇[〇, …)

The symbol “μ” stands for a mora. The level pattern (High? Mid?) of Shuri is
left unmarked. I apologize if any error happened in the conversion process,
but this likely has no influence on the conclusions presented here. Also, my
use of “tone” is rather liberal, and it can broadly refer to “pitch” or “melody”.

(4) Asama Kametsu Nakijin Shuri
LRː LH LRː HH | MM

B 2.3 ‘island’ sɜm̀ǎː sɜm̀á ɕìmǎː ɕima
B 2.4 ‘shoulder’ kàtǎː kàtá hàt’ǎː kata
B 2.5 ‘rain’ ʔàmɜ̌ː ʔàmɜ́ ʔàmǐː ʔami

LːH HL HL(ː) HːH | MːM
C 2.3 ‘jar’ kàːmɜ́ kámɜ̀ hámì kaːmi
C 2.4 ‘breath’ ʔíːkì ʔíkì ʔítɕ’ì ʔiːtɕi
C 2.5 ‘shadow’ kàːɡɜ ́ káɡɜ ̀ háɡì kaːɡi

(5) Hypotheses:
a. vowel length goes back to proto-Japonic, and tonogenesis

occured several times independently in the Japanese archi-
pelago (Hattori 1979a,b; Shimabukuro 2007; Vovin 1993)

b. vowel length goes back (at least?) to proto-Northern Ryu-
kyuan (Lawrence 2009, 2016; Matsumori 1996, 1998)

c. vowel length is a secondary development from a *HL pat-
tern (Boer 2010: 208–246; Hirayama et al. 1966: 173; Kindai-
chi 1960, 1984; Pellard 2009, 2012)

d. vowel length is a secondary development from *HL in pNR
(Thorpe 1983: 128–152)

3 Typology of tone-length historical interactions

3.1 Length > tone

3.1.1 Short > High, Long > Low
(6) Hu (Mon-Khmer, Svantesson 2001):

Hu Lamet
a. *V[-high] > V́ jám ja̤m ‘to die’
b. *Vː[-high] > V̀ jàm ja̤ːm ‘to cry’

(7) Cantonese (Sinitic):
bipartition of the “Upper Entering” (Tone 7,陰入) tone class
according to vowel length
a. 七 cat¹ [tsʰɐt˥] ‘seven’
b. 八 baat³ [paːt˧] ‘eight’

3.1.2 Short > Low, Long > High
(8) Cheyenne (Algonquian, Frantz 1972; Leman 1981):

a. *weθkweni > /hèʔè/ ‘liver’
b. *eθkweˑwa > /hèʔé/ ‘woman’

(9) Sani Ryukyuan (Amami, Uwano 1996a, 2000):
a. *poːki > pók’ì ‘broom’
b. *toːra > tórà ‘straw bag’
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3.2 Tone > length

(10) Czech (Slavic,Kortlandt 1975: 19, but see Kapović 2005):
a. *vòl’ā [vǒlʲaː] > vůle [ˈvuːlɛ] ‘will’
b. *kòžā [kǒʒaː] > kůže [ˈkuːʒɛ] ‘skin’

(11) Noto Japanese (Hirako 2015):
Bessho Hannoura

2.5 *LF > M͡LːH(-L) LːH
*àmê > a᷆ːmé àːmé ‘rain’

(12) Iwate Japanese, Kunohe dialect (Uwano 1996b):
2.4 ∪ 2.5 CV[-high]CV[+high] *HL > RːL | LːH | M͡LːH

*mátù > mǎːdzɯ̀ | màːdzɯ́ | ma᷆ːdzɯ́

4 More problems and solutions

(13) Some dialects have long vowels in classes other than C
Asama Kametsu Wadomari Nakijin Kin Shuri

A ‘cow’ ʔúsɜ ́ː ʔùsɜ(́-H) ʔùɕí ɸùɕíː ʔúɕí ʔúɕì
B ‘island’ sɜm̀ǎː sɜm̀á(-L) ɕìmǎː ɕìmǎː ɕíːmǎː ɕima
C ‘pan’ nàːbɜ ́ nábɜ ̀ nàbí nábì nàːbí naːbi

(14) Some dialects have long vowels in trisyllables too
Asama Kame. Wadom. Nakijin Kin Shuri

A ‘smoke’ kɜb̀ùːsɜ ́ kɜb̀úɕí çìbúɕí kìbúːɕì kíbúɕí kíbúɕì
B ‘mirror’ kàɡàmǐː kàɡàmí hàɡànǐː kàɡàːmíː káɡámǐː kaɡaŋ
C ‘knife’ kàtàːná kàtánà hàtàná hàt’àːná kàtàná katana

(15) Thorpe (1983):
A /μ́/ *H /μ́μ/ *HHˑ /μ́μμ/ *HHˑH ?
B /μ/ *R /μμ/ *LHˑ, *LLˑ-H /μμμ/ *LLHˑ, *LLLˑ-H ?
C /μμ́/ *LˑH(-L) /μμ́μ/ *LHˑL ?
a. no explanation for the development of length
b. C-class becomes characterized by second position from the

left instead of penultimate
c. thus unable to account for quadrisyllables like *sutomete C

‘morning’ (Asama sɋt̀ùmɋ̀ː tɋ,́ Nakijin ɕìtìmítì)

(16) Uwano (1996b: 32): C *LːH > M͡LːH > FˑH > HL

(17) Matsumori (1996): tone and vowel length are independent
B *LRː, LL-H > HRː, HL-H > HH > LH > LH > LRː
C *LːH > FːH > HːL > RːL > HL > LH

(18) Lawrence’s (2016) pNR reconstruction:
A *HHː, *HHːL 2nd vowel long, first 2 moras High
B *LRː, *LLRː final vowel long, final mora High
C *RːH, *LRːH penultimate vowel long, final 2 moras High
a. tone and vowel length are independent
b. length not predictable from a simple generalisation
c. natural system?

5 Geography

(19) C-class dissyllables
a. initial length in 3 areas: Tokunoshima, North Okinawa, Cen-

tral & South Okinawa

b. HL pattern in Amami Ōshima, Kikai, Yoron, Tokunoshima,
North Okinawa (and Southern Ryukyuan)

c. short vowels everywhere else

(20) Argument from parsimony:
a. vowel shortening: at least 4 times independently
b. vowel lengthening: around 3 times independently

6 Distribution of vowel length

(21) C-class is well-attested for nouns only
a. no reason for vowel length to be restricted to nouns
b. verbs and adjectives commonly display fewer tonal or ac-

centual patterns than nouns
c. restriction naturally explained is length is secondary

(22) If vowel length is original:
a. why does Shuri preserve it in C-class dissyllables only?
b. why does Nakijin loose it in C-class dissyllables only?
c. why does Kin loose it in A-class dissyllabic nouns and B- &

C-class trisyllables only? and what about the length in the
first syllable of B-class dissyllables?

d. vowel length is clearly correlated with both tone class (i.e.
tonepattern) and length, which are independently required

7 Lengthening and shortening in Northern Ryukyuan

(23) Iambic lengthening in Nakijin (Lawrence 1990; Ogawa 2012):
vowels are lengthened when they are the head of an iambic
foot (i.e. in even-numbered syllables), and not adjacent to an
accent in the case of high vowels
a. /(cu-ci)k’a/ [tɕ’ùtɕ’ìːk’á] ‘one bundle’
b. /(hici)-(ci*k’a)/ [çìtɕ’ìtɕ’ík’àː] ‘five bundles’

(24) Sani (Uwano 1996a, 2000): CVːCV > CV́CV̀, but no such corre-
spondence for C-class words!

a. *poːki > pók’ì ‘broom’
but b. *iki (C) > ʔìk’í ‘breath’ (Shuri ʔiːtɕi)
cf. c. *ame (B) > ʔàwɜ́ ‘rain’

(25) Shodon: unexpected vowel losses and lengthening if we follow
Lawrence’s (2016) reconstruction
A ?*kubiː kʼûp ‘neck’

?*putuːka ɸút.kà ‘2nd day’
B ?*kagamiː káɡǎm ‘mirror’

?*omoteː ʔùmôːtɜ ́ ‘face’
C ?*kataːna kát.nà ‘knife’

8 Vowel length andmorphology

(26) Asama: prosodically lengthened vowels often shorten in com-
pounds, but not etymologically long ones
a. háː- ‘red’ + ɕàːtá ‘sugar’ → háːdʑàtà ‘brown sugar’
b. tɜ ̌ː ‘hand’ + mùːtú ‘origin’ → tɜm̀ùtǔː ‘at hand’
c. dòːɡú ‘tool’ + hákúː ‘box’ → dòːɡùbáːkù ‘toobox’
d. sɜm̀ǎː ‘island’ + tòːɸú ‘tofu’ → sɜm̀àdòːɸú ‘local tofu’
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(27) Shuri: prosodically lengthened vowels often shorten in com-
pounds, but not etymologically long ones
a. juː ‘night’ + naːka ‘middle’ → junaka ‘midnight’
b. naːbi ‘pan’ + keː ‘spoon’ → nabiɡeː ‘ladle’
c. tɕaː ‘tea’ + doːɡu ‘tool’ → tɕadoːɡu ‘tea set’
d. ʔáɡì ‘frying’ + toːɸu ‘tofu’ → ʔáɡídòːɸù ‘fried tofu’

(28) Asama: shift of the location of length between derived words
a. k’úːɾù ‘black’ (n.) ↔ k’ùɾùːháŋ ‘black’ (adj.)
b. sɜ ́ː ɾù ‘white’ (n.) ↔ sɜɾ̀ùːháŋ ‘white’ (adj.)

(29) Asama: length alternations within verb paradigms
Conclusive ↔ Converb

a. k’ìjùí ↔ k’íːtɕɜ ̀ ‘cut’
b. nàjùí ↔ nàːtɜ ́ ‘become’

9 B-class words with initial long vowels

(30) pNR (pR?) *pjaaku (B) ‘hundred’
Asama Wadomari Yoron Nakijin Ie Kin Shuri
ɕàːkǔː çàːkúː pjàːkú pjàːkú: ’ t’jàːɸú háːkǔː çaːku

(31) Proto-Okinawan *poːtu (B) ‘pigeon’ and *kaːme (B) ‘turtle’
Ie Nakijin Kin Shuri

a. *pot’u pòːt’ú pòːt’úː hóːtùí hoːtu
b. *kaːme hàːmí hàːmíː kàːmǐː kaːmiː

(32) Such words imply that:
a. B & C cannot have been distinguished by vowel length only
b. otherwise there could not be any B-class word with an ini-

tial long vowel
c. why do ‘hundred’, ‘turtle’, ‘pigeon’ keep their long vowel?

10 C-class words without initial long vowels

(33) Some C-class dissyllables:
a. shift to class A in Asama & Okazen and class B in Kin
b. have a HL/F pattern in Nakijin, Ie or Wadomari
c. all are cases of dissyllables reduced to monosyllables, with-

out initial long vowels
d. suggest earlier *HL (or at least *RːL), and not *RːH or *LːH

(34) Okazen: Falling reduced dissyllables (not †LːH, not †Rː)
a. *kage > kàːɡɜ ́ ‘shadow’

but b. *keu > k’jûː ‘today’
c. *naka > nâː ‘middle’
d. *u(w)a > w’âː ‘pig’

(35) Wadomari: some reduced dissyllables point to earlier *HL
a. *kage > hàɡí hàɡí ‘shadow’

but b. *keu > çûː çûː ‘today’
c. *ko(w)e > ɸúì ɸúì ‘voice’

(36) *uwa (C) ‘pig’:
Asama Okazen Kametsu Wadomari Ie Nakijin Kin Shuri
wʼáː w’âː w’áː wʼáː w’âː w’âː wǎː w’aː
a. vowel length should have prevented contraction
b. should appear as †ʔuːwa in Asama, Okazen, Kin and Shuri

11 More internal reconstruction

(37) C-Class dissyllables have split reflexes in Asama and Okazen
according to the presence or absence of initial glottalization

Asama Okazen
a. *kage kàːɡɜ ́ kàːɡɜ ́ ‘shadow’

but b. *iki ʔíːkì ʔíːkí ‘breath’
c. *usu ʔúːsɜ ̀ ʔúːsɜ ́ ‘mortar’

(38) Possible reconstructions:
a. *LːH | *RːH > HːL | LːH in Asama???
b. *LːH | *RːH > HːH | LːH in Okazen???
c. I suggest *HL > RːL > Asama LːH | HːL, Okazen LːH | HːH

(39) B-class and particles:
Asama, Okazen Kanami, Yonama
LRː, LLː-H LRː, LRː-L
a. in some dialects, rightward tone spread occurs onto a fol-

lowing particle, resulting in an “unaccented” pattern
b. but other dialects have a fall between the noun and the par-

ticle
c. *LH(-L) is the most likely origin
d. problematic for if B-class was “unaccented”, with a final H

(e.g. Thorpe 1983)

12 Final Remarks

(40) Summary:
a. initial vowel length inC-class dissyllables is likely a secondary

development
b. B- & C-class dissyllables must have been distinguished by

their tone pattern
c. we canprobablydispensewith reconstructing vowel length,

but tone patterns are definitely required
d. comparative and internal evidence point to earlier *HL

(41) General correspondence for B- & C-class words between:
a. the location of the “rising accent” in Yoron
b. the location of the fall (accent?) in Kametsu
c. the location of the vowel length in Asama & Okazen, with

H shifted one mora to the right
d. the locationof the last Low inWadomari&Kin (i.e,Hoccurs

one mora later than in Yoron & Kametsu)
e. vowel lengthening is concomitant with tone change, i.e. the

last syllable before tone change is lengthened
f. but A-class is special

(42) Yoron Kametsu Asama Wadomari Kin
1 A μː M͡Lː μː Hː Hː μː Hː μː Hː

B μː́ Rː μ́ː Fː Rː μ̀ː Rː μ̀ː Rː
2 A μμ ML μμ LH(-H) HHː μμ LH(-H) μμ HH

B μμ́ LF μμ́ LH(-L) LRː μμ̀ LRː μμ̀ HːRː
C μ́μ HL μ́μ HL LːH μ̀μ LH(-L) μ̀μ LːH

3 A μμμ MML μμμ LHH(-H) HHːL μμμ LHH μμμ HHH
B μμμ́ LLF μμμ́ LLH(-L) LLRː μμμ̀ LLRː μμμ̀ HHRː
C μμ́μ LHL μμ́μ LHL LLːH μμ̀μ LLH μμ̀μ LLH
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(43) Tentative pNR reconstruction (close to Matsumori’s 2001 &
2009 suggestions)
A unaccented μ μμ μμμ
B final accent μ́ μμ́ μμμ́
C penultimate accent μ́μ μμ́μ

(D initial accent μ́μμ )

(44) Explanation for lengthening:
a. delayed rise, i.e. rightward H shift
b. Yoron: “the accented location is often realized as Rising […]

or Mid […], with a following High” (Uwano 1999: 183–182)
c. i.e. /μ́μ/ → HL | RL | RF
d. contour tones are longer
e. cf. also *HL > RːL | LːH | M͡LːH in Kunohe (12)

(45) Remaining questions:
a. distinctive rise (“ascendingkernel”)? fall (“loweringkernel”)?
b. A-class: L*H⁺ (Kam.&Wad.)?M(M)L (Yoron) ?H(H)L (Shuri?)

(46) Relationship with Japanese:
a. rejecting vowel length ⇒ 8 dissyllabic classes in pJ
b. more than in any modern variety
c. weneed to consider thepossibility that some Japanese classes

might be due to secondary splits
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