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On the primordial vowel system of Japanesel]
a semantic approach

Masanori KOBAYASHI

Abstract: The most widely known model of vowel system is probably Daniel Jones's Cardinal Vowels.
The primary eight cardinal vowels are represented in a quadrilateral diagram, with the highest tongue
position of each vowel plotted on the circumference of the figure. Vowel systems of this kind divide and
utilize very efficiently the phonetic space assumed in the buccal cavity, distributing the vowels evenly
within this space. This type of vowel system, a refined means of communication without doubt, is,
however, very exceptional among languages throughout the world. The most widespread type is that of 5
vowels which is represented in a reversed triangle with( alJ at the bottom and( iC) andC] ul] at the upper
corners. The five vowel system does not make full use of the phonetic space, leaving some part of this
space untouched and unexploited. Natural languages have not evolved so as to achieve the most effective
means of communication. The sounds of language are primarily not intended to be a means of
communication, but they are, like bodily gestures, expressions of human effort to understand and represent
the external world grasped in its phase of change and movement. The representative function of sounds,
called sometimes phonosemantics or sound symbolism, must have been eminent on the early stage of
natural language development. Metaphor, product of arbitrary and unrestrained imagination, hasits origin
in this representative function of sounds and has played a gresat role in the development of vocabulary of
natural languages. The polysemy of natural language is the effect of metaphor. This paper pursues,
through a study of a natural language, Japanesel] the possibility to trace back the development of language
up to the origin of vowel system to show how vowel articulation as a bodily movement resonated with the
movement and change in the external world in order to grasp and represent as a conception the essence of

the latter, generating thus the meaning of sounds and accordingly of words.

Key words(J triangular vowel systems, quadrangular vowel systems, polysemy, metaphor,

phonosemanticsl] sound symbolismC
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