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palata!) vowels must imply the lowering of an achromatic vowel (that is, 

plain vowels; i, d, a) by the lowering condition: V [n high; ! -achromatic; 

1 -tense; ! +long] --> [n-1 high]. In this sense, the raising of Idl with the 

lowering of Iu/ and 101 is unnatural. As noted in section 2, the function of 

raising is the increase of palatal or labial color and this is why achromatic 

vowels do not undergo raising. That is, achromatic vowels have no col or 

for this fortition process to increase. The natural processes which we 

expect can be summarized as follow s: 

l. An achromatic vowel must be lowered to increase sonority, 
i.e. d --> Q 

2 a. A labial vowel must get raised to increase its color, 
i.e. 0 --> u; D --> 0 OR 

b. A labial vowel must get lowered to increase sonority, i.e. u --> 0; 

J --> D (but if a labial vowel is lowered, the corresponcling nonlabial 

vowel is lowered, too) 

As we have just seen, the incli vidual changes of the proposed push-chain 
hypothesis cannot be explained in the NP theory very well. This fact, 

together with the problems pointed out in 4.2., suggest that the proposed 
chain-shift hypothesis is not plausible. 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper, I attempted to show that the historical vowel chain-shift 

hypothesis proposed by K. M. Lee is untenable in consideration of the 
following facts that: ( i ) The historical data Lee provides does not support 

his hypothesis; ( ii ) Lee's explanation of vowel shift in terms of system 

symmetry is not consistent; ( iii ) Other research on vowel shift (e.g., Labov 

0994: 138» suggests that the proposed Korean vowel shift does not follow 
the general principles of vowel shift; (iv) The NP theory suggests that 

there is no phoneti c motivation for most of the incli vidual changes of the 

proposed chain shift. Given all the facts considered here, I argue that there 

was no chain shift in the history of the Korean vowel system. 

It is to be noted that if we can explain the Korean VH system as 

something other than a vertical (palatal) system, there will be no need 

whatsoever for positing vowel chain shift s. In claiming that no vowel shift 

occurred from OK to MK, I propose an alternative vowel harmony 14 system 
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In MK. Consider the following the MK vowel system, which is established 

in the literature: 

I[i] U[i] WU[u] 

E[a] WO[o] 

A[a] Ob] 

Figure 6. The Middle Korean Vowel System 

I hypothesize that the MK VH system was a 'sonority' opposition system, 

in which 101, hi, la! respectively have more sonority than luI, IV, la!. On 

this view, it is no surprise that this grouping (more sonority vs. less 

sonority) corresponds to the traditional semantic 15 grouping ('bright' vowel 

(0, ::I, a) vs. 'dark' vowels (u, i, a), which were modeled on the 'yin' and 

'yang' philosophy), i.e. more sonority corresponds to a bright feature and 

less sonority to a dark feature. In this sense, these features, 'bright (or 

light)' and 'dark' are not in fact purely semantic, but they are, to a great 

extent, phonetically bound. 
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