From nominalizer to stance marker in the history of Okinawan

This study aims to argue that the clause-final stance marker si in young Okinawan’s
language have derived from its earlier noun and nominalizing functions. This study provides
evidence for the grammaticalization pathway from nominalizer to stance marker, referring to
some similar directional pathways from other languages including Japanese.

This study is mainly based on the intensive survey of the following two types of data: one
concerns historical materials i.e. traditional Okinawan poems from the sixteenth century to
the present; the other is conversational discourse data of young Okinawan’s language,
mainly spoken in the central part of Mainland Okinawa. In addition to these, I analyzed
several Japanese conversational data transcribed by the present author.

It is well known that si was originally a noun meaning ‘thing’, and expanded its function
into nominalizer, as documented in major dictionaries, books and research papers on
Okinawan (e.g. Hokama ed. 1995; Sakihara 2006). However, they have not yet listed the
stance marking function of si. The reason why Okinawan specialists miss the stance marking
function of si seems to be that they remain to distinguish between traditional Okinawan
dialects and young Okinawan’s languages. However, the important thing is that young
Okinawan’s language provides a new type of context that allows for a more grammaticalized
function. That is, spoken language, and specifically conversation by young Okinawans, tends
to involve some advanced stages of the grammaticalization of modern offshoots of the
earlier Okinawan language. In fact, once we undertake to analyze conversational discourse,
it is obvious that the clause-final usage of si serves as a stance marker, among young
Okinawan’s language, at least spoken in the central part of Mainland Okinawa.

In my conversational database, while the stance marker no is usually used by Japanese
female speakers, the stance marker si (or ssi, in its strong assertion) is gender-neutrally used
by young Okinawans. In (1), a female speaker emphasizes, using ssi, that she cannot be
positive towards any tall and slender guy.

(1) Speaker A: muri ya ssi!
unacceptable be Sl.assertion
‘(I) dislike (barebones)!’

The stance function of si or ssi in young Okinawan’s language indicates counter-expectation

as well as strong assertion, both of which are negative-oriented in my conversational data.
At the earlier stage, this stance marker is found to have served a poetic and exclamatory

function as in (2), instead of taking on something deprecatory or dismissive as in (1).

(2) Chiji nu fe nu tachu  si
prohibition GEN  board NOM stand Sl.exclamatory
‘Notice board against (something) is standing’ (18C, Unnabusi)

In relation to the development of the Japanese no, the following two facts can be drawn
from my historical and conversational data. One is that both Japanese and Okinawan
languages have developed their stance functions of no and si from their earlier nominal and
nominalizing functions. This grammaticalization pathway is found in several other languages,
as shown in Yap et al. (2004), and the young Okinawan’s usage of si gives firm evidence for
this pathway of change. The clause-final stance function of the Japanese no is first attested in
the late sixteenth century (Kitahara et al. 2001), while the first clause-final stance function of
the Okinawan si can trace back to the first half of the eighteenth century according to my
historical survey; this pace of change is also noteworthy. The other is, however, that the



stance marker no serves to soften the proposition, whereas the stance marker si tends to add
something dismissive to the proposition as in (1). That is, while the formal change in the
grammaticalization from nominalizer to stance marker is common to each other i.e. formally
unidirectional, the semantic change in the process is contrasting: the Japanese no is a kind of
softener, positively oriented, but si is a kind of dismissive, negatively oriented i.e.
semantically not necessarily unidirectional.

Considering these observable changes, even genetically related Japanese and Okinawan
come under scrutiny and underline the need for a fuller investigation into both syntactic and
semantic unidirectionality in grammaticalization.
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