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- Apical vuwelsl are known to play an important role in the phomologies
.. of scores of languages throughout East and South East Asia. The mature and
" origin of such vowels, however, is still poorly wmderstood; indeed, up to
. yiow ‘they have usually been regarded as some sort of linmguiatic anomaly. We
1/ it will sxgue to the comtrary, that vowel apicalization is a well-motivated
f% b phenomenon having a naturai explanation in terms of the phonotactic structure
) of. the languages in which it occurs. Among other things, we will show that:
— (1) Apiealization is ‘@ process which disturbs the physioclogical and
. perceptusl balance of n.particular vovel system in a remarkable way, trig—
,gering drag-chain type changes which tend to restore that balamcs. .
v T(2) Like palatalization, aplcalization may affect a given Iangunge at
. aaveral different points in its phonological devnlopnent. Interestingly
_ enoush while palatelization and spicalization may appear to be competing
" changes over relatively short spans of time, examination of relatively
longer spans reveals that almost invariably, the output of palatalization
eventually feeds into apicalization.
M “’ - Surface phonetic details of the developuent of apical vowels uill bn _
' reconstructed "latitudinally” on the basis of syachronic evidence (c£. Chen
" 1973). To this end, we plan to cite data from a wide varlety of Chinese
dislects as well as from Lolo-Bumese.

ce. the vocalic portions of Paking [ay 55} "thought®, [s1 55] poem »
[ 35] "seon', etc.
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On the Tips of Many Tongues: Apical Vowels
Acrons.Siﬁhgifbetan

Stephen P. Baron

1. Introduction.

It has long been noted that hundreds of langueges ascross East and Southe-
east Asla show striking similarities in their phonotactic structure - so
striking, in fact, as to lead early linguists to posit genetic relationships
where none actually existed, Nevertheless, the study of thege styxuctural
similarities has yielded valuable insights into the dischronic phonology of
such diverse groups as Chinese, Tibeto-Burman, Tai-Kadai, at;d Mon~Ehmar,

To cite a most obvious example, we are uow increasingly sbie to make valid
generalizations concerning tonogemesis im the above groups on the basis of
certain characteristics of syllable-initisl/final segmentals (cf. Matisoff
1973b); &8 a result, we have a failrly solid framework for exsuining any new
tonal data thet is likely to tumn up. Now, it atends to reason that data on

segmwentals vis a vis segmentals in Chinese, Tibeto-Burman, ete. should pro-

vide as much an oppbrttmity as does tonal data for the cma-lin'guistic
study of diachronic phonology, yet we have not really taken advantage of
what appears to be a wealth of readily available material. Large~scale
treatments of specific processes such as the attrition of the nasal finals
~m, -n, -y (Chen 1972) are suggestive of what should be done for many more
language families in the Eust-Southeast Asie area. Here we will ba dig~
cugging another process which may be of areal linguistic relevance, namely,

apicalization.
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2. Synchronic description.

Informally defined, apical vowels (see Chart 1) are sounds which are
pimilar to other vowels (e.g. i, u, a) 1n Ea;otity and duratfion, but
vhich are produced with the tongue in position as for the articulation of
2 consonant, In the case of the apico-alveolar vowel M/, the position is

a8 for alveolar /s/; for the gicg-_-m_gofl_u_l;_/, the position is as for
/3/ (the retroflex fricative). The position for /y/ and apico-lablo~dental
lqu is @s for /i/, but in the former, the lips are rounded while in the
latter, the teeth are pressed against the lower lip, with no lip~rounding.
Apico-retroflex /yf © -~ = is the rounded counterpart of 11/. 1In all the
above, the consonsntal position of the tongue assures a fricative noise
vhich is present the entire duration of the mc;;, the totel effect being
that of a prolonged buzz. In the case of the pr:;to-apical series, however,
this noise appears only near the end of the vowel, when the tongue moves
toward the position for /i/ or /{/ (with proto-apical /y/ lip-rounding mey
or may mot continue during tongue movement, hence the four possible apical
'offglide' types). The syllsbic sonoramts in.n, n o0, le.f can be considered
vocalic prolongations of corresponding homographic consonmi:a.

Synchronic initial-final distributions and contrasts can be gseen in
Chart 2, Note that universal phonetic constraints (as expressed in the

" orthography) result in certain complewentary pairings. Thus, /t¢/ camot
co-ocur as such with /4, {, 4, w/ finals nor /ts/ with /i/ and /y/ finals,
since the tangue blade articulation required for /te¢/, /i/, and /y/ and
the apical articulation required for .. /ts/ and /4, {, ¢, u/ are almost
impossible to produce in the sequences f{mpliad. The vowels I’V{f sad fyfu/
are In complementary distribution phomologically and sometimes phometically:
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only /y/, never fy/ or /¥l occurs with [tg/; /yf never scems to occur @k

with fp, m, £, v, k, 0/; [y/ and M can casbine phonetically with /ts,1/
Itsv. lv. tey, 1y/, Imt there is no contras!: Itsq ¢ tl‘u' ox Ilq f 1vl |

:ln any one Imum Initisls othar than dlntal or 1&:10—&3:“:&1 (af)fri-

" cates tnnd to get pre-affricsted before Ix'rl or i/, ¢f., Lahu *carxy

on Back' fpu/ (> [Pf'gl), Hefei /ts)/ ‘low'< MC *rial may have had an ear-
lier stage *t). aakaitaaterd
Syllsbic sonoramts do mot often occur with imitial consonants, wih

with the exception of Awoy and Yongam, both Min dislects. In tha 52F™*Ts

¥ Iul toms syllsblesvith initial [h)t)5,K,15/  as well as sero.

The latter has an unusual group of finsls /im, Um, ¢w/, which Nopess
(1974:36) describes as “closed-mouth vowels ...srticulated with the tongue
ummzmmumwmwsm.bucwuhmup-mm-
iaog the axticulation”. These could also be hendled as syllabic hin. ., 9[
vespactively, with simultsnecus 1ip closure. Syllables composed of zero
initiel plus éyllabic sonorante or other apical vowels as finale comprise
a set vith interesting properties. The onset for these types is glot~
talic, in the case of /§}/ accompamied by a promineat epenthetic vowel whose
quality veries from dialect to dialect, cf. ear Peking /7214/ (+»[214]),
Langhou/#)[ (—»[ar]). A somewhat lesss prominent vowel usually sccom-
pantes /H/, Kul, lﬁ'l. Since these sylisbles are thus not really 'pure
zero~initiel’ phmﬁ.g{auy, one might propose to treat them instead by-
positing a glottalized consonent initisl howorganic with the finsl apical,
1.;. 'l!vv, ?s1,%24,73)/. This approsch is made quite explicit by Zheng-
zhang (1966:31) in her anglysis of such Wenszhou ( Yongzhong and nearby
subdialects) oppositions as Iﬁﬂl"% ‘erow' vs. IVYW ;;l?] ‘rivar',

Nzl %'Mﬁs' va, Isﬂl.léﬂ'vor&' and fPy4S/ 'to console' vs. /zy3s/
#d ratn'. Such an analyeis looks partieularly sdvantageous in
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the cese of Weuzhou consonent sandhi, where it aliows us to accout for the
fact that / ?vYM, 12144, and 72y45/ merge segmentally with lv;r:&l, %131, and
2y34/, but retain their original tones, appropriate for syllables with
voiceless initials. Likewisze, we might find it weeful to exprass the opposi-~
tion between Peking [%151] 'sun' vs. [9r51] 'two' aand Labu | z1 1 'long’
ve. [5{111} ‘big’ es /z151/ ve. 73151/ and 1z /vs. /tx111/ respectively.

The primary $5I881¥ type to be discussed, they, will coasist of en
initial consonant pius a single spical vowel finally. Diphthong finals
involving apical vowels axe rather rare; occasionally-, Ivl will eppear as
an offgiide, cf. Wenzhou [-17, -ev, --av], 0!’% an onglide, of . Shangxian
[~wo, ~ye1, -4, ~you]” (with dental (af)fricats inttials only). I
neither instance do the above finsls contrast phonologlcslly with [-u)
onfoffglide finals in the same dialect. The proto-splcal vowels are at
best & severely restricted case diphthongization; their distimctive phonolo~
gic toles will be treated later.

I should be racher clear by now why we have avoided referring to the
sounds inventoried im Chart 1 as, say, syllabic conscnunts. We have alyesdy
mentioned the segmental similarities between such sowmnds and vowels in

uhara the initial is "nero » sonething consonants are not capab].e o!. In
say case, we are merely rvecapitulating here the :lntuitions of post-Qia-—!’m
Chinese phonologists, who treated apicals just as they did other vowel(+con-
sonant) sequences acting as yua, or syllable finasls. We see no reasou at

present to doubt their judgment on this point.



We have tentstively set up diachronic stages on the basis of historical
evidence fram the Zhongyusn Yinyun (ZYYY) and synchronic evidence from a
vide variety of modemn dialects (cf. Chen's (1973) method of 'latitudinal
~ reconstyuction'). As shown in Chart 3, the first Middle Chinese (MC)
syllsble types to apicalize in all dialects were presmbly #tei dﬁ series
initials) and *t[i (,'AE series initiels). In the ZYYY, vhich represents the
pronunciation of a l4th century Mandarin dialect, about half the lexical
items in MC #toi (% series initials) had switched to ZYYY #tgy, a shift
that came to completion in the Shandong dialects of Huangxisn and Anqiu,

In these latter two, the remaining inventory of MC ®palatal + 4 syllable
types have retained their finmsl ~£, but have gone on to apicalize in the
majority of other dialects of Mendarin (e.g. Peking, Chengdu, Nmnkou) and
Wu (e.g. Shanghei, Sushou, Wenghou). At the time of ZYYY also, MC ttial
and MC & tolai had merged with MC ®¢i as ZYYY #t[i, and generally followed
the path outlined above, that is, apicalizing in most modern dislects but
remaining palatalized in Angiu and Husngxian. In the ‘city' variety of
Venzhou (i) , hovever, the modern reflexes of these finals are best explainod
if we sssume that at least MC #rpiai, “tglal, *¢iat, if not #kial ve-
mained distinet from MC #tsi, *tpi, *¢i, #t(1, *ki until the letter had
apicalized. Evidence to support this claim comes from Southern Wa dialects
jm a8 Yiws and '/ Jivhus, where the fxomer MC *-iai set and the latter
MC %-1 et are kept separate as modern /-ie/ and /=11, respectively. This
would enable us to eccount for the fact that in Wenshou (city) MC #tsiai,
t{1at, ¢lal, > /esel/ (<premodern /tsi/) inmstead of merging with MC #tsi ,
etc. as modem /ts]/. Wemzhou ‘city' and "Yongzhong' dialects



&re also unusual in that 4n both, MC #ki end *kial > /tay/, presumably
after palatalizing as pre-modern /tei/, Tongehong goes on to apicalize
pPre-modern /tsi/ <MC *teial, %totaf, Selal (cf. Wenghou ‘city® /tsei/);

"plal, fui, #miaq, *ti, *tiel, #ng, *nial, *1i, and *11a1 (ce, most

Modern Mamadarin end Vu /pt, ©, ui, 14, a1/ ape nov/pl, w1, 1, u1, 11,/1a
Wenshui 20d fp1, m), ts), nj, u¢ in Hefei. By now, however, MC *tssa, "2,
*ﬁt_a('fﬂi‘ﬁé_)mmm ltel, o, 1/ in both dialects, most 1kely-
through en intermediate stage /tole, ole, e/ }‘;: well sttested alsewhere
in Mendarin. . In Wenshui elso, o denasalization rule 1s beginning to diffuse
thiough lexical ftems with MC finals 4n tiog(%’ ﬁﬁé_). *1isy and

Cif envirouments heg thubunmm-d. and just as surely, apicalizg-
tlon is applying snew: in Hefel, vhat ance must have been /fte/ ‘aight!
MC<*ta) 16 wow /21/. Likewise, tn Wenshul, spparently every i #oq
vhich denasalized apicalized to /-1/ (of. *bright’ Bf MC #mion; Peking
Ilin.‘iS/ » Wenshui / my1l/ vs. 'ehirp'g MC *mioy, Peking /mig35/, Venshui
/mipiify, hningm.uiﬁgh traceofmtmdymthmb&mulﬂ
'-'ltas.\e.

What we bave witnessed thus far is, in & sense, s complex seriss of /_-;-'..
s¢ruggles batween a sexies of compating sound changes. The most protracted
of these struggles occurs batween apicalization aud palatalization, end
beerein lies a most interesting fact: where the two forces mentioned ;/ﬁ
pete for lexical items, spicaliration almost always wins out, Or, .v&&m-



stages in Chart 3 show, whether the relevent palatalising enviromment is
present as far back as ZYYY, or else turns wp closer to modern times, the
output of palatalizetion seems to feed again and again into apicalization.
Th-e davelopment of MC #Cu#/#Cy# is far more complicated than that of
#Cif; nevertheless, the outcoms shows patallels to what wes discussed sbove,
(*Cy# is & cover symbol for MC *mwﬁ/if_ vhich yields, emong others,
modern reflexes in /-y/, whereas #Cu (¢ MC *Ouo}f/5 —) almost never
has -y veflexes). Where C 1s a dental or palatal (ef)fricate, or valar, the

major ‘competing’ rules axs (a) *yf# —» i/ cdental (af)fricatemmmem *
®) = Copraeat) T Cretrofiex ™ (Palstal disstmilstion), (c) Coarer ™

Coatatal /- ts ¥o (@) Cpp oo ot ~ Crarrotiext?* Crqrrofrer —
Ciental (af)ttieate': ] .. V#. Sample cutcomes of such rules (but not the
diachipnic stages iavolved) can be seen in Chart 4, Hote that each MC
type #Cuf/Cyf 1s spicalized in one or more dislects. While I have found mo
single dislect that apicalizes all the MC types in question, I think we have
good reason to believe that this may simply be an sceidental gap, snd that
what happemed to MC #*Cif in Hefef snd Wenshui will somevhere tepeat itself
with NC *Cuf/*Cy# in the conceivable future,

| The primacy of apicalization over palatslization in Chinese (sad pos—
8ibly Lolo-Bumese) is extyemely surprising, eince palatalization seems to
be a well-motivated rule that upplhi in a much greater vareity of languages
than Chines-e or Sinto-Tibetan in terme of phonotactic structure. We have
little to say at present concerning why Chinese should favor this drastic
shift from tongue-blade to tongue-tip articulation. The root of the proble-em
1% almost certainly the paculisr monosyllabic structure of the Sino-Tibetsn
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languages, which 1s in fect one of the most salient phonological fea-
tures distinguishing them from laaguages which do not apicalize. There is,
however, s certain amowt of sdsta which suggests hov spicalization might
take place. Appaxently, the presence of an initial consomsnt, or any
sort of syllabic onset, induces the front part of the tongus either to un-
bunch snd lower somevhat, or else to retyact with the tongue tip slightly
curled back sgainst the palate. The vesult is what we have been calling
‘proto-apical’ vowels, which sound more or less heavily affricated, some-
vhere between apical vowels and palatal vowels in quality. W& do not know
yet vhat factors condition the direction of tongue-shift; iv any case, it
looks as £ /(7 5 (2 1 md /g ,Yy )Yy Wyl vl eventually yterd
/1 ’21 and 11[_71; /s their spicel counterparts. It is also intex-
esting to note that, however ctrnyrtha;: phonological status wmay seem, _
proto-apical vowels form minimal or near-minimal contrasts with both spical
vowsls and/or pure non-apical vowels in quite a few dialects (see Chart 2).
A parellel case of proto—lpifuliution occurs with *nasals before -u.
There is ample evidence frow Lahu (Matisoff 1973a: ) end from Chinese
M.ctl suchw as Chengdu, Amoy, sud Suzhou that initial *m~ can induce
nasalization in a following apen final either before or after apicaliza~
tion has taken place. In Lshu, for instance, nasalization sstomatically
accompanies spicalization in /su-ye/ [-vqey‘i] 'rain’; with some speakers,
the vowel in apicalized [“@ is swallowed up as a "syllabic nasal affricate”,
vhich Matisoff symbolizes as [%']. In Amoy, we see a succession of cﬁ;u
of apicalixation represented in such (colloquial) lexical items as ﬁ:l‘bu-/
‘strip’, {ﬁéﬁ'ﬂ ‘each®, axd?%gf plum’ 33.1(&‘. *muel. Finally, —enn-
pere the various Mandarin snd Wu reflexes for "@ "parcel of lund® MC *mu:
Chengdu has /mo /, Huaiyin has / mof/min/ as altermating forma, and Suzhou
and other Wu dialects have Irl or {gi. A similar process may have taken
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place duri-ng the derivation of IB/ <M *na‘ﬁve' and *_b)im "fish', a
reflex which is widespread throughout Wu and also Tue (Cantonese) dialects.
The syllabic nasal correlate of maximally apicalizing dialects such as
Befei and Wemshul is not to be found in Chinese, hovever, but in the Lolo-
Burmese language Sani (Ma 1951), which manages to reduce such diverse
Proto-Lolo-Burmesa forms ss *m~ran, *muw, ¥s-mmt, ‘miy to lnf. and *hmut,
"im, #*g-nik, * ni, Smwat, and #(s-)nck to Inl’
ﬂlhmmmdnmbcrotmhmm&m’amm
to homophony )fof large numbers of motphemes which were once phanologically
distinct. Whether this adversely affects the functional load on the lexd-
con of s given dialect is parhaps a moot question, since langusges are mot
arbitrzarily limited in the ways they choose to distribute functionmal load.
Typically, a Sino-Tibetan lsangusge which has suffered irvevocable homopho-
nicstion compensates by making extensive use of canpounding, cf. r.un;
llmdm::ln, which ut.ains only one-thind of the distinctions keeping lexical
items apart in MC. Hhat can be advemely affected by apicalizastion, hmr, ,‘ |
is the equ:l.lib;:—im of vowel space in & given langusge. As Lilienmcrantz and ;]!
iindblom (197 ) have shown, Iimitations on human speech production amd per-
ception capabilities restrict the types of possible vowel systems in speci-
fic ways, Perhape the most basic restriction is that all languages must
i1l at least the comner slots (i.e. i, u, a) in their vowel space, regand-—
less of the total mumber of distinct wowel phonemes present in the system.
Apicelizatfon, vhich _tends ta delete ox diaplaca ~i sud ~u, can cause the

BN

above mtt:rict:l.on to be violated, thtmring the vwhole wvowel system out of
balance, In those langusges where apicalization is especially active, one
meet assume that the supply of i's end u's is being continually replenished



30 @8 to keep vowvel space nove or leps et equilibriuwn at suy point in
tiwe. Freviously, we bave laplied that such changes as MC ¥1la(l) -@i}
f*iﬁﬁf@ig =ha. werafz purely independently motivated, znd only inciden-

telly fed zuch rules as pelatalization and splcalizstion., In
the light of our digcussion above, however, we must conslder the pose
8ibllity thet these changes were ab least partislly mobtivated by presw
sure to 111 an -1 slot empibied by spleslization. The wost convineing
evidence for thie comes from Wenshui. Here, as we mentioned earlier,
MC *tate, [ie, end fila-P tgl, pi, 4/; however, the total number of
lexieal itews in these cabegories is relatively small., Actuaily, a
much more signlficsnt source for Ol in moders Wenshul comes £rom

MG *Clen | ﬁ ﬁ%'m Jo B shift such ss this, vceuwrring as it does
in 811 initial consopant environments except MC *5s *t§ s @nd ‘ ﬂtf s Beens
hardly motiveted within the context of lorthern Manderin phonology,
let alone on more independent grounds. It does make more genase if we
view it 8s a drag-chein type change triggered solely as & result of the
effect spicalizetion hed on Wenshu 1 vowel space.
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