THE LOSS OF [kw] AND [gw] IN THE SAN’IN DISTRICTS OF
JAPAN

Kikuo Maekawa

Summay

Middle Japanese had a pair of labialized velar consonants, [kw] and [gw]. These consonants
called gfy6'on were used only in some word classes of Chinese origin. In present-day Japanese,
these consonants can be found only areal dialects including the San'in districts. In this paper the
author tried to find out the linguistic, not sociological, factors influencing the ongoing loss of g6
yb'on in San'in districts. '

The linguistic maps of /kwazi/(fire) and /suikwa/(watermelon) show that there is great
difference in the distribution of [kw] according to lexical items. The multiple regression analysis -
of 30 lexical items containing géy6'on reveals that difference can’t be explained by means of the
phonemic conditions. The process of ongoing loss seems to be the so called lexical diffusion.

The last problem discussed is why the distribution of /kwazi/ is by far greater than that of
/suikwa/ in many mutually independent dialects. The author suggets the possibility that the
difference can be explained by means of informants’ degree of awareness of the relation that such
and such morphemes are represented by their corresponding Chinese logographs.
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