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Once upon a time, a mother was a father. - The story of phonological change —
Sayoko Koike
In the old days, the word, haha (F}mother) meant chichi (% father).
You may think it’s a joke, however, it’s true. I mean it. I would like to show you a riddle in the Gonarain-gosennazo which was
published in 1516 of the Muromachi era (1336-1573). It was edited by Emperor Gonara, who was known as a quiz fan.

‘They meet haha twice, but never meet chichi. What are they? ¢
‘The answer is LIPS.’

It would be an easy riddle for people at the time, but it doesn’t make any sense for
people in later eras. They could not find any clue of the answer, and so created many
strange, funny answers. The person who resolved the riddle after years of challenge

was Dr. Shinmura Izuru, who is a well-known linguistic scholar as well as an editor
of Kozien, the most authoritative dictionary of Japanese. The key to finding out the
answer for him was the manner of articulation of these words, haha and chichi. In fact,
when you articulate haha in present-day Japanese, our upper lip and lower lip never
meet or touch each other. If you articulate ®a®da (fafa) sound as a bilabial consonant,
your lips would meet each other. Chichi is pronounced without touching both lips.
& They say that in ancient Japanese spoken before the Nara era, [h] was pronounced [p].

The [p] sound was changed to [<I>] in the Heian era, then to [h] in the Edo era. As a consequence of these changes, £}haha would
have been pronounced papa, next fafa, then haha. Since we sometimes call *chichi, papa, it’s a really confusing fact that ‘haha
used be papa... It’s a story about phonetics.

Let’s think about how the transition occurred from papa to haha. [p] is a bilabial consonant for which the flow of air is stopped or
restricted by the two lips when the sound is pronounced. The sound creates a tension of the lips. When the tension is decreased,
[p] sound is changed to [®], which is a voiceless bilabial fricative, then to [h], which is pronounced by passing air through the
mouth without using the lips. These changes are called labial weakening, when the way to pronounce a sound develops into
an easier way in a word. For example, [f] sound is often pronounced and spelled with an [h] sound, such as coffee (ko-hi-),
earphone (iyahon) and fillet (hire). I think it’s really interesting that we can identify when the word was created by using these
clues. Nowadays, Japanese imports many loanwords, including English. As a result, we have come to pronounce [f] or [v] again
in loanwords. Does it mean that we are going back to the old days?

Translated by Akiko Tokura (/& & 1)
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