
Mora structure in Japanese
Data set and discussion questions to accompany the reading in Tsujimura (2007), ch 3 excerpt, “Mora vs. syllable”
 

The Tsujimura reading presents basic information about moras and mora structure in Japanese. 
However, her discussion does not cover all cases, so we will make refinements in class.
 

• The word mora has two possible plural forms, moras and morae.

I.  Basic concepts related to moras

(1) Using the classification of  moras in Tsujimura’s example (121), divide the following words 
into moras.  Indicate for each mora whether it is type (a), (b), or (c).  (To make this more 
convenient, I have written long vowels and long consonants with double symbols rather than 

using the length mark [ː].)

[ i k e b a n a ] [ s e k k e ɴ ] [ h o n t o o ]
‘flower arranging’ ‘soap’ ‘truth’

(2) Does Tsujimura’s mora-type classification in (121) make the correct prediction for these 
words?  If  so, do the same as in (1) above.  If  not, how does Tsujimura’s classification fail?

[ b e ŋ k y o o ] [ ɾ y ɯ ɯ k y ɯ ɯ ] [ ç y a k ɯ ]
‘study’ ‘Ryukyu Islands’ ‘hundred’

(3) What is the relationship between hiragana characters and moras?  Hiragana are given here for 
all the examples considered above.

いけばな [ ikebana ] べんきょう [ beŋkyoo ]
せっけん [ sekkeɴ ] りゅうきゅう [ ɾyɯɯkyɯɯ ]
ほんとう [ hontoo ] ひゃく [ çyakɯ ]

II.  Evidence that the mora is relevant in Japanese phonology

(4) One way of  making nicknames in Japanese is to add the suffix [t�ɕaɴ] to a shortened form of  
the name.  Here are some nicknames formed this way.  Can you state a generalization about 
the phonological structure of  the shortened forms — is there anything they have in common?

(a) [ hanako ] —> [ hana-t�ɕaɴ ] [ osamɯ ] —> [ osa-t�ɕaɴ ]
[ ɕɯɯsuke ] —> [ ɕɯɯ-t�ɕaɴ ] [ keiko ] —> [ kei-t�ɕaɴ ]
[ d�ʑɯŋko ] —> [ d�ʑɯn-t�ɕaɴ ]

 

(b) [ akiko ] —> [ ako-t�ɕaɴ ] [ masako ] —> [ mako-t�ɕaɴ ]
 

(c) [ çiroko ] —> [ çii-t�ɕaɴ ] [ nat�sɯko ] —> [ nat-t�ɕaɴ ]
[ yasɯko ] —> [ yat-t�ɕaɴ ]



(5) English-speaking children often learn about haiku in elementary school as a poem that has 
5/7/5 “syllables.”  Consider the following Japanese haiku, which has a 5/7/5 structure — but 
what is being counted?
蘭の 香 や 蝶の 翅に 薫物 す

[ ɾan-no ka ya / t�ɕoo-no   t�sɯbasa-ni / takimono sɯ ]
orchid-GEN fragrance EMPH butterfly-GEN wing-LOC incense do

‘the fragrant orchid / into a butterfly's wings / it breathes the incense’
 

— Bashô (trans. Makoto Ueda)

III.  Do all three mora types show the same phonological behavior?

(6) Can any sequence of  allowable moras create a legitimate word shape?  (The symbol ‘*’ means 
that a form is ungrammatical:  not accepted as part of  the language by a native speaker.)

*[ ɴbo ] *[ ttai ], *[ ɴtai ]
  [ toɴbo ] ‘dragonfly’   [ ittai ] ‘(what) in the world...?’

(7) Japanese has a pitch-accent system:  each word has at most one accent, or fall from high to 
low pitch.
 

Consider the following Tokyo Japanese examples.  What explains the difference in possible 
accent patterns between (a) and (b)?  (The location of  the pitch accent, i.e., the last high pitch 

before the pitch fall, is marked with an acute accent, as in [ á ].)

(a) [ mákɯɾa-wa ] ‘pillow-TOPIC’

[ tamáɡo-wa ] ‘egg-TOPIC’

[ atamá-wa ] ‘head-TOPIC’

(b) [ sáɴsee-wa ] ‘third generation’ *[ saɴ.see-wa ]
[ seɴsée-wa ] ‘teacher’ *[ saɴseé-wa ]
[ saɴsee-wa ] ‘agreement’

(8) The morpheme /-si/ 市 ‘city’ has a predictable effect on the pitch accent when it attaches to a 
place name.  Again, we see a difference between (a) and (b).  What explains this difference?

(a) [ kɯɾé-ɕi ] 呉市    (b) [ mɯɾoɾáɴ-ɕi ] 室蘭市

[ akitá-ɕi ] 秋田市 [ nikkóo-ɕi ] 日光市

[ kɯmamotó-ɕi ] 熊本市 [ seɴdái-ɕi ] 仙台市

(9) Based on the evidence in this data set, do all mora types have the same status in Japanese? 
Prepare to discuss.


