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In this study, one of the phonological phenomena peculiar to the Japanese language,
obstruent devoicing in loanwords, was examined using a naturalness judgement
experiment to investigate whether Japanese learners perceive this phonological rule,
taking Taiwanese learners as an example.

Originally, voiced obstruent geminates such as [bb, dd, ggl were restricted to occur
in Japanese Wago (Japanese origins) and Kango (Chinese origins). However, as foreign
words were borrowed, words with voiced obstruents, such as doggu (dog) and eggu (egg),
started to be used. According to Nishimura (2003), devoicing of obstruents can be caused
both by Lyman's Law (OCP), which prohibits two voiced obstruents within the same stem,
and geminate consonants. Kawahara (2011a) conducted an experiment to confirm the
naturalness of devoicing. In this experiment, native speakers of Japanese were asked to
judge the naturalness of stimuli in four conditions: (i) OCP-violating geminates, (ii) non-
OCP-violating geminates, (iii) OCP-violating singletons, and (iv) non- OCP-violating
singletons on a scale of 1 to 5 (5 being the most natural). As a result, it became clear that
the devoicing of geminates to avoid an OCP violation was judged to be more natural than
the devoicing of the non OCP-violating geminate or the devoicing of the OCP-violating
singleton.

Although a large number of studies have been made on the phenomenon of devoicing
of geminates in loanwords for native speakers of Japanese, there has been little study
done concerning Japanese leaners’ one. Therefore, in the present study, the prime
interest is to investigate whether learners of Japanese acquire this voiced obstruent

devoicing rule.



In my experiment, Taiwanese learners of Japanese rated the naturalness of devoicing
among the four conditions. Each participant received a stimulus and judged the
naturalness of a form that undergoes devoicing of word-internal consonants (e.g. given
[baggul, how natural would you find it if it were pronounced [bakku]?)

Statistical analysis using a 2-way repeated measures Anova showed that for both real
and nonce words stimuli, the judgment scores differed significantly depending on the
GEM(geminates) condition, whereas they did not differ significantly depending on the
OCP condition, and there was no interaction. In other words, although Taiwanese have
a sense that the occurrence of devoicing is more natural in geminate than in singleton,
the violation of OCP does not have a strong influence on the naturalness rating. One
interpretation of this result would be that while most phonological phenomena occur
with adjacent sounds, OCP is a long-distance phenomenon that prevents the overlap of

voiced obstruents within the same stem.
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