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In this talk, I review results from an experiment on nonce-loanword nativization in Japanese
that tests the productivity of core-periphery phonology (Smith & Tashiro 2019), and I discuss
implications of these results for phonological theory.
Japanese has lexical strata that are phonologically and morphologically distinct, the result of a
long history of language contact and lexical borrowing. The division of the lexicon into strata is
psychologically real, in that native speakers are sensitive to phonological differences between strata
(Moreton & Amano 1999; Gelbart & Kawahara 2007; Tanaka & Fujita 2020). But how are these
differences represented in the phonological grammar?
Ito & Mester (1995ab, 1999) argue that the Japanese lexicon has a core-periphery structure: the
Native stratum (core) is the least phonologically marked, and the Foreign stratum (peripheral) is the
most marked, with the Sino-Japanese stratum intermediate. Ito & Mester propose that this coreperiphery structure is not just a historical accident, but is productive. That is, native speakers of
Japanese have distinct phonological grammars for the different strata, and crucially, these grammars
stand in a subset relation: in terms of Optimality Theory (OT), the most markedness constraints are
enforced in Native forms, a smaller set is enforced in Sino-Japanese forms, and the fewest
markedness constraints are enforced in Foreign forms. While the actual situation is a little more
complex than this (Ito & Mester 1995ab; Kawahara, Nishimura, & Ono 2003), a fundamental claim
of Ito & Mester’s proposal is that speakers of Japanese have a synchronic hierarchy of markedness
constraints, where higher-ranked constraints are enforced in all or most strata, but progressively
lower-ranked constraints are enforced only in strata nearer and nearer the core.
In Smith & Tashiro (2019), we report an experiment that tests the productivity of Ito & Mester’s
proposed markedness hierarchy and finds mixed results. Namely, some speakers show clearer
effects of a markedness hierarchy than others, and even for those speakers that have a hierarchy,
there are between-speaker differences in how the individual constraints are ordered. In this talk, I
summarize these results and discuss some implications for phonological theory, including the
debate between indexed faithfulness (Fukazawa, Kitahara, & Ota 1998; Ito & Mester 1999) and
cophonologies (Inkelas & Zoll 2007) for modeling lexical strata in OT, and the debate between
weighted scalar constraints (Hsu & Jesney 2017, 2018) and cumulative effects of indexed
constraints (Smith 2018) for modeling lexical strata in Harmonic Grammar.
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