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Two Kinds of Isochronous Units in Japanese Rhythm:
Mora and Bimoraic Foot

Hiromi OTAKA

Abstract

There are two kinds of isochronous units in Japanese linguistic rhythm. They are the
mora (u) and the bimoraic foot (u u ). Since these are rhythmically independent from
each other, it is not the case that the former is necessarily doubled every time when the
latter is made in production and perception. In other words, they function as individual
isochronous units in Japanese; ie., “short” and “long” units respectively. When used,
they are connected in sequence based on the Additive rhythm (Sachs 1953). In this
type of rhythm, the number of units used varies depending on the language; and they
make up the rhythm like a sequence of different notes in music (e.g, /J DD J D---/).
Even a rest can be involved in the sequence (e.g, /) t ) /=/toQta/ ‘got’ ). The figure
below shows how two lines of CV (ie. open syllables regarded as lines AB and CD
in a geometrical sense) are connected in sequence. The symbol of circle in the figure
illustrates a point existing at the two ends of each line (N.B. a line consists of points).
Note that the four points (A, B, C and D) are recognized in producing and perceiving
the sequence of two lines (Otaka 2016, 2022).

A BC D
O—00—=0

The mora normally falls on a short open syllable (CV), while the bimoraic foot
a long syllable (CV + V/N/Q : N=nasal, Q=the first element of a double consonant).
Regarding the bimoraic foot, it can be classified into two kinds, i.e., the one used
regardless of whether the utterance is of verse or colloquial utterance, and the other
used only when a verse like traditional poems such as Tanka and Haiku is read in a
formal (musical) way. The former type is composed of CV plus a V (ie., the second
element of a diphthong) as in baiku ( bike ), or CV plus a coda N or Q as in panda
(‘panda’ ), kitta (‘cut’ ). On the other hand, the latter type is composed of two open
syllables connected as in CVCV or CVV. In the case of CVV as in /koe/ ( ‘'voice ), the



second V is not the second element of a diphthong but a syllable without onset. When
used, the bimoraic foot is temporally divided into two constituents based on the Divisive
rhythm (Sachs 1953). In this type of rhythm, the foot as a “line” is divided into two
constituent lines by putting another point in the middle of the whole being a foot. In
other words, three points in total (A, B and C in the figure below) are used to produce
or perceive the rhythm dividing the foot (line AB) into two moras (AC and CB: point C

indicates ambisyllabicity).

A C B
O—0—~0

The phonetic forms of these two lines within the foot are likely to be unstable in
terms of temporal length as compared to the counterpart of the syllable produced under
the Additive rhythm. That is why the first and the second factors of a long syllable tend
not to be in the ratio of 1 : 1 in duration (Otaka 2006). The same thing can be observed
from the performance of the notes in a triplet (7 =32).

In addition, a plenty of data on various sound changes are provided in the present
paper (section V) to support the presence of the bimoriac foot in the Japanese
phonology. The use of the bimoraic foot composed of CVCV depends on the degree of
formality to express while reading the verse. The bimoraic foot is likely to occur as a
rhetorical way in case the speaker/reader wishes to express formality or specialty as a
verse. This is because he or she can express musicality based on “duple meter” without
stress (Nionkicho kasetsu ‘A hypothesis on the Japanese rhythm based on two syllables
as a unit : Takahashi 1934).



