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Vowel Devoicing in Japanese:
An acoustical investigation of consecutive vowel devoicing of
disyllabic words in Tokyo Japanese

Kunihiro MIMATSU, Takahiro RUKUMORI, Kosuke SIGAI,
Akira UTsual, Takeshi $iIMADA

In this paper, we report the results of an acoustical investigation of the phe-
nomenon of vowel devoicing in Tokyo Japanese.

We conducted almost exactly the same acoustic experiment as Kitahara (1996),
following his methodological procedures. The purpose of this retrial is to ex-
plore (1) the occurrence rate of devoicing of close vowels and (2) the acoustic
cue(s) for the accent of words with consecutive devoicing. We also discuss
Kitahara’s experimental problems concerning the selection of subjects and the
judgement of devoicing. (Kitahara's 4 subjects had 4 different dialectal back-
grounds.)

The results show that:

(1) The occurrence rate of devoicing of individual subjects differs to a rela-
tively high degree,

(2) Various linguistic factors such as accent type and adjacent consonant type
influence the occurrence rate,

(3) The rate of consecutive vowel devoicing is relatively high.

It turns out that three types of accent, i.e. the accent nucleus on the first sylla-
ble; the accent nucleus on the second syllable; and no accent nucleus influence
the occurrence rate of devoicing. Therefore it is not valid to treat disyllabic
words with different accent types alike. In addition, the FO patterns may be
the cue for accent perception, but not a strong cue as Kitahara suggests. This
is because the FO patterns immediately after the devoiced region differ from
individual to individual and cannot always distinguish the three accent types
sharply.
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