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CHAPTER 8

Old Japanese bigrade paradigms and Korean
passives and causatives

J. Marshall Unger
The Ohio State University

There is a consensus that two Old Japanese (O], 8th c. ce) verb paradigms, called
bigrade, were not present in proto-Japanese (p], 1st millennium BCE). There is
less agreement on how the bigrades originated and how many unitary pJ vowels
their reconstruction requires. I argue here that bigrade verbs began as a proto-
Korean-Japanese (pK]) passive or inchoative formation, and that six unitary p]
vowels (allowing intrasyllabic glides) suffice to capture the observed alternations
of bigrade and all other verb stems. An alleged seventh p] vowel, *i, is not
needed, though it may have been present in proto-Korean-Japanese. The pK]
reconstructed passive may have been an innovation that distinguished it from
other Macro-Tungusic branches.

Keywords: Japanese, paradigms, vowels, passives, causatives

1. Introduction

The goal of this study is two-fold: I will present a theory that explains the bigrade
verb paradigms of Old Japanese as early Japanese-internal innovations, and dis-
cuss the implications of this theory for the historical comparison of Korean and
Japanese, concluding with some remarks on the Macro-Tungusic and Transeur-
asian hypotheses.

I first essayed such a theory in Unger 1993 [1977]. Whitman (2008) and
Frellesvig (2008) have elaborated on it in different ways. 1 prefer Frellesvig's ap-
proach to Whitman’s for the reasons summarized by Robbeets (2009: 148) and for
some others that will emerge in the sections below. But I believe Frellesvig’s analy-
sis can be improved in two respects. First, Frellesvig assumes, as does Whitman,
that proto-Japanese had seven unitary vowels (Frellesvig & Whitman 2004, 2008a,
2008c). In this paper, I offer an alternative with six vowels plus intrasyllabic glides
that both accommodates Frellesvig's theory of bigrade paradigm formation and
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