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1. Introduction

This survey was conducted in order to
substantiate and rationalize a growing® trend
among Japanese pop-singers to make systematic
use in their singing of a lateral approximant [1]
version of the /r/ phoneme in lieu of other,
statistically more prevalent, varieties such as the
retroflex flap [r]. One of the apparent outcomes
of the survey suggests that the attempt at
sounding foreign, i.e. cool, may be behind the
artists’ primary motivation for introducing this

mannerism into their singing diction.

Such a

unremarkable were it not for the choice of the

conclusion would sound fairly
lateral approximant [1] to do the job, which is
known to have a free allophonic status within
Japanese phonology (Okada, 1991). This means
its existence to the average Japanese listener is,
to all intents and purposes, imperceptible: witness
Japanese learners’ difficulty with hearing and
reproducing the sound /I/ in a foreign language
Akahane-Yamada
&Yamada, 2004). This prompts two intriguing

(Aoyama, Flege, Guion,
questions. Firstly, are we dealing with the J-pop
artists’ most spectacularly bungled attempt at
impressing their audience? And secondly, how are
the artists — themselves native speakers of
Japanese — able to produce the [1] sounds at will
during their singing? The survey’ s answer to the

. . . . . 13 9"
first question is a convincing “no”. An answer to

the second is a lingering suspicion that there is

more than meets the eye to the Japanese ability
(as well as inability) to hear and produce lateral
sounds — indeed, the results of the survey
suggest that Japanese listeners may be more
competent detectors of their own /r/-/l/ phonetic
contrast than the time-honoured speech
perception research results would have us

believe.

2. Method

Collecting and interpreting data which 1is
qualitative rather than quantitative is hardly a
twenty-first century researcher’s idea of doing
speech perception, but the contradictory nature of
nearly half a century’ s international effort to
fathom the Japanese “rhotic vs. lateral”
distinction conundrum in terms of quantitative

research calls for a fresh and unbiased approach.

Two groups of 40 and 22 university students

each, “standard” and “musically capable”
respectively, were asked to listen to a short
passage from a late eighties song by a famous

J-pop artist.

The passage was played twice, with the
subjects asked to concentrate on the artist’s
diction, and record their intuitions each time.
Before the second hearing, however, the subjects
had been handed the written text and asked to
listen specifically for the underlined characters

containing the illusive allophone [1]. No indication

* T originally made the observation in 1989, but have since found evidence of similar belief being expressed

on Japanese social networks and, occasionally, in the form of a lecture or talk.
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or suggestion was given at any time of the kind of
speech sound they were listening for.

It is worth noting that, although the subjects
were engaging in perceptual identification and —
by implication — discrimination, this was not,
strictly speaking, a speech perception test, since
there was clearly a freedom of choice and the
subjects’ answers took the form of subjective

impressions.

3. Results

Overall results (Fig.1) show that the degree of
perceptual awareness of (and discrimination
between) allophonic variants of the /r/ phoneme
was very significant at 78% and 77% for the
“standard”  and capable”

“musically group

respectively. With both groups’ perceptual
performance being equally robust, there is a
strong indication that more subtle listening skills
are not necessarily involved in the process of

allophone identification and discrimination.

100% -
90% i
80% -
70% -
650% k
50% 3
Musically capable Standard listeners
listeners

Fig.1. Informed answers in the “standard” and
“musically capable” group.

Fig.2 is a presentation of the subjects’ varied
perceptual intuitions about the quality of the
speech sound specified by the survey question.
These fall into two major categories: one appeals

to a foreign feel of the [1] sound, with labels such
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as “English” and “the rolled tongue”, while the
other to its more precise articulatory/audio
character, including such labels as “prolonged”,

“vibrato-like”, “u-coloured” and “without a flap” .

“Foreignness” clearly implies the altered
quality of the speech sound as well as its
“coolness”  in  contradistinction to  the
run-of-the-mill quality of [r], for example. The
reason most subjects didn’t simply opt straight
for [1] (as some did, of course) is that [1] lacks
the phonemic status within the Japanese sound
system, and so cannot even be named or
symbolised, nor being a part of the Japanese
writing system either. It may come as a surprise
to find “the rolled tongue” being subsumed
here under the “foreign” rather than the
articulatory/audio category. It appears, however,
that “makijita” (the rolled tongue) is perceived
by the Japanese not trained in phonetics as a
foreign sound, despite being used as a
semi-technical term for yet another, “rolled”,

variety of the Japanese /1/.

Of the four labels within the articulatory/audio
category, “without a flap” can safely be taken as a
direct reference to [1] and so can the label

“u-like”; this is because the variety of [1] which

the rolled tongue "& & &

prolonged DTS
vibrato-like "B T |
weeolowing " T3 ) ORE
English-like "ZEE 1%\
withoutaflap “BH-T Ay

Englishalike "R AV EFEE"

Englishd like “Lh7ou R3E"

0% 20% 40%

Fig.2. Perceptual intuitions in response to {I]
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the singer produced in the recorded passage did
have a strong [u]-colouring. [1] can be equally
perceived by listeners as “prolonged”, compared
to the brief or intermittent nature of [¢]. The
“vibrato”  label, again,

remaining appears

compelling by comparison with the flapped [¢].

4. Conclusion

The results of a qualitative perceptual test
analysis presented in this brief report suggest a
high degree of sensitivity among Japanese
speakers to the sub-phonemic rhotic/lateral

distinction of their native language. There is

clearly a need for more thorough research into

this neglected area of speech perception.
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The following is a complete record of the judgements made by two groups of

subjects in response to the survey questions.

Appendix

Standard listeners

X-artist’s singing diction

"5  #7(ra,ri,ru,re,ro) diction only

E7 7= 05 L
PEAE T3

FEEEICT ST F o TR

2 | FEOFEFNmME->TWE HBBEDRD LI BRFEETHK TS
fo=>th, B0

3 | Z2H0oT0R3EITIE2ThY HEED [ A S B

4 LR R B, Ay S TIT. 2T E FITDFHEETD L DAL
fil#ZE->TnahElbhrs

5 | WohEALbDOMLEIICHK-TVE, B | BEEFETITEZERI
A UREE,

6 | PUDUELLHRCTS TR D 50 TRSE D F o TH-
E79— 20003 Tws

7 | EREEZMPIET. BT, FTOREPVO| BIEEZIE-ENHEEL 0D

8 r DI

9 FHEDIFLERIC) 2o TCOB L

10 ZF Bl o X BB - T3 FFTR L o T WAL
BWETI b o7& L

1 | E79—FRMENRZIOTHTEVERS, 2| LIAEIAEELZKRL ST LIHEMOLZLES
705K Tw5, HERHDT WV, 2,
_mﬁai COHOTT L TN T gD T

@ k%zu\ LHLfCo

12 | —o—on 7L =X, SEOKLYZMITL T BREDOD L IICTIE->E D L 77 TIER L, &
PILVLEL, ZofiTtiravning, FENL | EolFv,
THF Y OREH - 7-DOTEIPLWEL,

13 |EERAELE WS 17721 FGEI RIS ko T B

14 WL a” & “hsiiy ~" 77 DI (F
EEEMIZL TS

15 Zih _m)ﬁsh‘f\n%iw&%’xwﬁt Hu | DLEZEBEOCTVLEIIGELEEOE L 7,
FLl, TIKKRERF LI DITTIE VT
NEDOELSEAHLTOARBRUNLELE] AL —MIREFLTEDTIERLT, I

L AMAEFNTVEREZOTL 7,
16 | BEoEn4 0 BEEFEIFHZ AL
17 | =20 DODEELRTNIESLLIBLLT-T | 7TIEEEEL-L

WA EICEL B, WD LK T 5,
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WEHDY XL%2LNBRENBEL, HEOLII AR | HF2E TV LLI R 70EDHEELZL TV
18 | wWFEEMoT, BE{MIET LI o Twns | EAD
L&,
19 | gy TITERETLEEHEEZBOTVE LS
-0 UETL DY, TR EDBFD L EOEAHOE | HEICEET EE LD LB EERKL ?
b0 T 5,
21 [Tz 2T TH-> T3 5?@#’ﬁa%<i7 LCFEZHLTVS
22 | BEEDLELRBOE S T/ FITTORFILEETHF T Tz,
” %ﬁ&t&%ifu%\%%®§%%®ﬁL& 5T®%ﬁi§%%m1mf BEEED X ) T
MoHH-> T3, Tk Ho T3,
2 e 75— kTR 2 A ? EHT b o | TS ?
THREL ?
25 |[MBEEe7 79— b3 H3 SIFICEICE 75— F23H 5
26 | ONWT WS, 77y MIREDH 5,
27 |BLWELD L, LB A-TWwA ! ] DT3B
28 | MBREVRELTWS “~%335355 337 afu | 2TIdEMEHIN TS
reruduuuuu
Aotz XA BRGTT, TR 0WEL,
29 | FEL ZZFEDMEND 5N AT FEE
30 | ARSI SEIS LTOEDIEL 528, ds | i s, D3
KTHBRNTT—o LN L A=,
31 | Woh LT3 ZiTH L Tk
32 |BIERFLEY, B2 LHCH-oTE, | AL TCHLRIPEFLZHMIMT., 77—
FEPTEHEETELTETNS,
33 | BEALL, FEOIXLTWw5, brh EF¥A
34 | BRI ENoTVE, E7 7= 0o T | ) A
4, BTN,
35 |RBREZDIXT. BEhdTwb,
LEIHTH->THD
36 | HERMIET I LS TG 7
37 | Woh) EBLPDOLIC—F-FITHMOBE | 50D ERATLE
WTWT, IEDBEDR- &) & LM Uh%r
BN EERCE L,
38 | Dk ks
39 | HARGED IS D3 lks AR A
40 | BFELBIHoTWE, FEHRHOTWD FITDEDPHTL 20083 LEBENTH R8T

%
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Musically capable listeners

X-artist’s singing diction

'3 147 (ra,ri,ru,re,ro) diction only

| a1 7L — AT LICHBRICHOEDITTHK-T | HERKR B TTHEEL TS
W3
5 ~O~’)@,§,ﬁz§>% SED IR IT (PUEIALEE T | rarirureroDFEF D E E, FTEHBLTNE?
HARZEICYT ) 5 B ZE DT THE, BIENH 5,
3 %K#HT%oné HEZLoDFREFEL TS
4 | ORFTEHEDIR. D LRBILEEDITTwEER-7| rfTOTENDPLEENE) ., BEToI1FV,
5 FEFITIBFEE 1T r3BITIFECEoT0S
FNDEINKH>TVEN, pOEBHEVRELAR | reZHOZRBICL DD D0 T0ERM L7
6 W LHERD I v,
ruldBEHEAI B o7
VEROZFIEO% ERoE L) RHEF LobbhEhz2id LIRS DI "D
7 Iy L V4L Yy, Vo, VA
TH LTI NTRCAEZT S
EE¥oO—-Lz, $5—>9 Lo hERZEIZL 2R\ TSI EGEL
8
o HhFHEFLRW
CEROTNCEILADOICEIRLS (U Tz, REEDR,
9
Lo h EFRF L TORWERL
s &9 &kl EFTIZZ o T3
10
—XF—XFEHE O > Tk
11 | ShomERlel, TRTHE2EN>TuBIEL,| BEF
HERL->P D TbNTH T, BBZDIFL TS | BEETREL TV
12 | =5
[T 5,
13 LHPERL D, BEFDOIFTEEEIIL 2B F
T,
14 | TRCOBEICE2ABHH. ©759—r2EhL | DALEBESFEIZCLoTED, BLDITNHIWYH”
Tw3, RTHEFLZEL, DFEEPA->THWBE LI ICHI A5,
MEh» & %#%ﬁ%m’%:ia
15 | BRI H DL, “~03p7%~9 37 IR 272, 2L D TFORBOT B
A4 Hﬁﬁdyoto
16 | I LWELALE Ty hELTO,
17 | OB 2L 7
BIEBENOTEIZIZLED DROMEETLo>DDEREFLTVS
18
a, daka, dakata, rni
19 | BF%2HEHA T D
20 | B0 EDEREFLTORL N—23—¢, BICORXTHET e TREBHYL
DRBT B,
21 | Bl a—=22hoTu3DT HOFIZASTL %, | “Te’Rr u”OFHEOHUMN“r I b “e”P“u”
¥, FICEADH B, DIFRE WV,
Th Y =" AW ERELROTRIZR D
22 | MY T WL B, e hWEL, “Te?DREFEDOHNICA L T U DFEDDH BERHT

A, =AWk,

BEEZD UL T 5
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