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Title:
Dialectological distributions and changes of words for ‘potato’ in Japanese: The strength

of weak proper nouns

Abstract:

The potato is one of the New World food plants like sweet potatoes, red peppers, corn,
and pumpkins that originated in Central and South America and were imported to Asia
via Europe in the sixteenth century. Among these imports, the potato is thought to have
spread in Japan late, since a word for ‘potato’ was not included in a dialectal dictionary
published in the late eighteenth century and it shows a greater variety of dialectal
names than other imported food plants. Many of the dialectal names of imported food
plants contain foreign place-names. On the other hand, dialectal words for ‘potato’
frequently contain domestic place-names and persons’ names, which are seldom or
never seen in the names of other imported food plants. The names of the potato played
an important role in language change. The place-name Kooshuu and personal name
Seidayuu arose with the spread of the potato as a hardy crop; however, neither of them
is well known in other places. The unfamiliarity, in other words weakness of these
names caused them to undergo adaptation when borrowed into the dialect of the
accepting region with language change, since the acceptors of these words changed
them to make them easier to understand in each place. Geographical characteristics are
found in the dialectal distributions of names of imported food plants, including proper
nouns; place-names do not spread to related places but persons’ names do. The
geographical distributions and changes in dialectal names for the potato can be

described based on these factors.
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