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Case Study on the Phonological
Stratum and Rhyme Classes:
Zhi () Zhi (15) and Zhi ( %)

LLee Chun —chih®

Abstract

In this work, I reconsider the hypothesis of a unitary sound system in
Old Chinese, and argue that the Old Chinese sound system could well be a
mixture of several dialectal accents. Scholars have been assuming a unitary
sound system for Old Chinese, and different classifications of rimes have
been proposed. However, questions on riming across different classes have
been relegated to the periphery, and simply described as “rhyme merger”
& 78 phenomena. However, this phenomena may in fact reflect dialectal
variations in Old Chinese. Were this indeed the case, at the time of Old
Chinese, there should have been multiple (dialectal) sound systems rather
than a unitary one, just as with the modern Chinese dialects.

Evidence from several sources supports this ¢claim. In this work I focus
on three groups of rhyme classes: [zh1, zhf, zhéng] ZJ%2%; [zhT, zhi/zhi,
zhen] JREE; and [zhT, x{, gEng] 328, A scrutiny of data from rhyming
in literature, homonymous characters, annotations, and excavated inscrip-

tions shows that these three groups of rhyme classes were closely related in
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the eastern area of Northern China in ancient times and could freely rhyme
with one another. As the close relationship among these three groups of
rhyme classes is specific to a geographic area, it is unlikely accidental; the
interrelation should reflect a common dialectal basis in the sound system of
this particular geographic area. This claim also receives strong support
from the Southern Min dialects; remarkably, the close relationship among
these three groups of rime classes are phonetically transparent in Southern
Min. Thatis, in the vernacular layer of the Southern Min dialects, the three
rime classes, [zh&ng] 2%, [zhen] (B, and [geng] £, all share the rhyme [-an]
/[-in]; [zhf] &, [zh1/zhi]E, and [x1] #5 share [-at]/[-it]; [zh1] &2, [zh1] A&,
and [zhT] 3% share [-ai]/[-i]. It has been proposed that one of the layers that
composed the Min dialects originated from the eastern area of Northern
China in ancient times. These thus suggest that the “rhyme merger”, in the
case of the three groups of rhyme classes alluded above, has a dialectal
basis. If this analysis is correct, it is a strong piece of evidence for dialectal
influence in the old Chinese, and the hypothesis of a unitary sound system
should be reevaluated. This new position sheds light on some long-standing
puzzles in the studies of historical phonology of Chinese, including the
division among the rhymes [zh1] &2, [zhT] f&, and [zh1] 32, as well as the
extraordinarily large number of rhyme classes for velar sounds (and the
relatively few rhyme classes for bilabial sounds) in Old Chinese: they may
have resulted from dialectal variations as well, as shown by the comparable
phenomenon in Min dialects. All these questions will receive intensive

discussion in this work.

Kceywords: Chinese historical phonology, rcconstruction,
rhyme merger. phonological glosses.
dialectal variations, stratum analysis,
phonological stratum, rhyme classes,
Southern Min
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