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Speech rate variation and sound change in Tokyo Japanese

University of Toronto, Yoonjung Kang

It is with an overwhelming sense of gratitude
that I write this report as I begin the last week of
my three-month-long stay at Seikei University,
made possible by the generous support of the
Center for Asian and Pacific Studies (CAPS). This
opportunity allowed me to immerse myself in the
language and the culture of Japan and to conduct
a focused research project on Tokyo Japanese in
collaboration with Professor Hirayama Manami.

Our collaborative research examines a
sound change currently in progress in Tokyo
Japanese with the ultimate goal of improving
our understanding of the mechanism of sound
change more broadly. Japanese distinguishes
pairs of sounds that contrast in “voicing” (e.g.,
[g] vs. [k] as in the first sounds of ¥ vs. ).
Traditionally, the contrast is described as
one of “voicing,” where [g] is produced with a
sustained vibration of vocal folds (“voiced”) and
[k] is produced without such vocal fold vibration
(“voiceless”). It has been reported that in the
speech of the younger generation of Tokyo
Japanese speakers, the difference is not whether
there is voicing or not, but how long the puff of
air following the consonant (“aspiration”) is: (i
[g] with a very short puff of air vs. #if [k"] with a
long puff of air) and the contrast is also signalled
by a subtle difference in the pitch of the following
vowel (a lower pitch on ik [g/k] than & vs. [k/
k"). Our project aims to understand this change
in progress in greater detail by examining large-
scale production and perception data. Over 170
speakers of Tokyo Japanese, balanced for age
and gender, participated in our study. The body
of data allows for comparisons between more
advanced (younger, female speakers) and less
advanced (older, male speakers) stages of change
within the community. A preliminary result from
the study was presented at a recent Tokyo Circle
of Phonologists meeting on December 3, 2022.

There are many people I would like to thank.
Teranishi Tomoko-san at the CAPS arranged

and coordinated my trip
to Japan and my stay
at Seikei and jumped to
answer my call for help
at a moment’s notice.
Matsuda Hiroko-san at
the Seikei International
House helped me feel

right at home in my

home away from home. N
Zelkova-lined path
in front of the
International House

I want to thank my
Japanese teachers at
the Seikei Institute for
International Studies, Yamashita Junko-sensei,
Yoshida Yuu-sensei, Katayama Tomoko-sensei,
and Kouda Etsuko-sensei. I am immensely
grateful to them for allowing me into their
classroom and sharing their knowledge of this
beautiful language. Last but not least, I would
like to extend my sincere thanks to Professor
Hirayama Manami for hosting me and sharing
her knowledge of the Japanese language and
linguistics and for her generosity, kindness,
and friendship. I will cherish the memories of
our conversations about Japanese phonology,
statistics, and life in academia, over a cup of
coffee, a pot of onabe, and a bottle of white wine.
I look forward to many more in the coming years,
wherever our paths cross next in the world.

Acknowledgements

Perception of stop voicing
contrast in Japanese

« This talk is based on a joint work with
Professor Manami Hirayama of Seikei
University conducted over the last two months.

+ My research stay in Japan is made possible by
the generous support of the Center for Asian
and Pacific Studies (CAPS), Seikei University.

* The study is funded by the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of
Canada (SSHRC).
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