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Unlike Arabic and other Semitic languages, Japanese is not typically associated with pharyngeal 

speech sounds – pharyngeals do not occur contrastively in the language (Okada 1999), although non-

contrastive phenomena such as ‘pressed voice’ (e.g. Sadanobu 2004) do exploit the laryngeal-

pharyngeal vocal tract for paralinguistic purposes. Variants of the liquid phoneme in Japanese, an 
alveolar flap/tap subject to a wide diversity of variation (e.g. Vance 1987, Akamatsu 1997), have 

similarly not been associated with configurations of the vocal tract other than the movement of the 

tongue blade and apex within the oral cavity. An auditory analysis of 1,535 tokens of Kansai Japanese 
/r/ variants extracted from two extemporaneous conversations in the ATR/JST ESP-C corpus 

(Campbell 2004, 2007) revealed that, alongside apical articulations and lateral variants, sounds 

corresponding to the IPA symbol [] also occurred – particularly following the retracted vowels /o, a/. 

Figure 1 presents a schematic depiction of the most frequent transcriptions for the 1,535 tokens; 

circled are those which occurred more than 100 times.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The JST/ATR ESP-C corpus is a unique and valuable resource for studying near-natural Japanese in 
that contributors were paid to hold 30-minute telephonic conversations with other speakers over 

headset microphones in acoustically controlled settings. Each contributor to the corpus recorded 10 

sessions with each of the other contributors over a period of several weeks. For any given session, 
moreover, speakers were given no direction or task other than to pass the allotted time by talking with 

their interlocutor. The results discussed here are based on narrow phonetic transcriptions of 

realizations of underlying /r/ from the 10
th
 sessions held between two male and two female native 

speakers of (Kansai) Japanese. Transcription was done by the author, a phonetically-trained native 
speaker of Canadian English and second language speaker of Japanese.  

 

 

Figure 1. Variants of /r/ from two Kansai Japanese 

conversations. Circles indicate variants which occurred 

more than 100 times. 
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Inferring from X-ray tracings of Japanese vowels (Kokken 1990), and comparing these to tracings for 

North American English /r/ productions (e.g. Delattre & Freeman 1968), I explore the possibility that 

the occasional realization of Kansai Japanese /r/ as [] may be the result of a confluence of gradient 

articulatory parameters: partial apico-alveolar stricture, lack of lateral aperture, and modification of 

the shape of the pharynx via epiglotto-pharyngeal constriction and/or pharyngeal narrowing 
(Edmondson & Esling 2006). I propose that the latter of these parameters, pharyngeal modification 

(Magnuson 2007), is also a means by which to relate Kansai Japanese /r/ with other types of rhotics in 

the world’s languages as per the family resemblances model proposed by Lindau (1985).  Although 

Lindau’s model focuses on acoustic parameters (i.e. presence of noise, presence of formants, spectral 
energy, etc.) and those suggested here are articulatory in nature, both sets of parameters support the 

notion that rhotic speech sounds lack any single, invariant phonetic property that defines them as a 

class. Instead, it can be argued that rhotics are defined by the co-occurrence of phonetic parameters 
(be they acoustic or articulatory) involved in their production. The contribution of non-oral (i.e. 

laryngeal/pharyngeal) parameters to the production of these complex sounds, moreover, is a facet of 

rhoticity which should not be overlooked even for languages (such as Japanese) whose rhotics are not 
typically associated with the laryngeal-pharyngeal vocal tract. 
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