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Reflections on the Historical Origin of
the Northern Min ‘Softened Initials’

Zev Handel
University of Washington, Seattle

The Northern Min dialects have two unusual and interrelated features: the
presence (in some dialects) of voiced or lenited initials which do not correspond to
the voiced initials of Middle Chinese, and a pattern of tonal splits that cannot be
accounted for by conditioning factors of the Middle Chinese phonological system.
Various scholars have proposed different hypotheses concerning the origin of
these two features. Through analysis of their phonetic aspects, it is argued that the
features cannot be the result of recent contact with nearby Wu dialects, but must
have been conditioned by a feature found in Proto-Northern Min, most likely a
series of voiced aspirate initials. The historical origin of those initials, including
the possibility that they entered Proto-Northern Min from another dialect source,
is explored.

Key words: Northern Min, softened initials, Proto-Min, Tone 9, dialect layers
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